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ABOUT BOOK

   This book is a collection of stories originally writ-
ten in Russian by the Kazakh poet and author, Bayangali Al-
imzhanov. A Hundred Years on the Steppe centres on the life 
of one- hundred-year-old Asanbai Bektemirov, an unassuming 
man of  the Kazakh countryside. He has lived through a cen-
tury of upheaval and suffering: the nationalist uprising of Ka-
zakhs against tsarist rule, revolution and civil war, the famine 
of 1932 and the purges of 1937, the Second World War, capture 
by the Germans and Stalin’s gulags, mayhem under Khrushchev 
and stagnation under Brezhnev, and the collapse of the USSR. 
Asanbai survives to witness a new era where the steppe is in-
dependent and tells his grandchildren and great-grandchildren 
about his life and what he has seen. This wise old aksakal (elder) 
shares closely-held secrets and thoughts that have arisen from 
his pain, about war and peace, and about feuds and friendships 
between people and nations. We are taken back to the defining 
moments of Asanbai’s hundred years, which are inextricably 
linked to the history of the twentieth cetury.

The story “Let me live!” is a cry from the heart of a man 
wounded in the war. He writes to his General: ‘My General, 
Sir! Let me live! I grant you permission!’ Convinced that all 
of humanity’s ills are caused by a lack of conscience and sense 
of fairness, he roams around in his unique wheelchair, the ‘Yan-
galibus,’ trying to awaken a sense of conscience and fairness 
in whoever is in power, whilst using fantastical powers of his 
own.

The epic story “Khan Ablai and His Horsemen” is based 
on legends and fables of the Kazakh people. It takes inspiration 
from folk tales, dramatic events in the life of Khan Ablai, stag-
gering deeds by the heroes of the wars between the Kazakhs 
and the Dzungars, and the wisdom and kindness of the nomads 
of the steppe.
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  ‘Kind Askar’ is a fairy-tale about an adventurous boy from 
a Kazakh village. On his travels he saves a Golden Fish, and re-
vives the Steadfast Tin Soldier. He makes friends with Akka the 
Goose and the Snow Queen, and even beats Baron Munchausen 
at lying. Askar gets to know characters from stories by Alex-
ander Pushkin, Hans Christian Andersen, the Brothers Grimm, 
Selma Lagerlöf and others. By the end of the tale, characters 
from fairy-tales from all over the world have made friends with 
the kind-hearted Kazakh boy.  
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A HUNDRED YEARS ON THE STEPPE

A folk novel about war and friendship between Kazakhs, Rus-
sians and Germans

The history of war must teach us to live in peace.
The history ofhatred must teach us to be friends.

Serfs of the White Tsar

My name is Asanbai Bektemirov, son of Amanzhol. I was 
born in 1900 in the steppe region of Kenashchi, which means 
‘expanse of rough soil.’ They say I’m as old as the century. 
Many people even attach some sacred meaning to this and treat 
me with the greatest of respect. I’m certainly a rarity: a hundred-
year-old man still moving on his own (with a little help from 
a walking stick) who is only slightly senile.

Once, I took my grandsons and great-grandsons to a muse-
um. Among the many peculiar items on display, what caught our 
eye the most were the balbal tas- a type of stone statue. These 
strange and ancient sculptures greatly interested my grandsons 
and great-grandsons. They looked at themcarefully.

‘Grandad! Ata!one of them said; ‘they look like you.’
I laughed at first, but then, looking closer, I was taken aback. 

The child’s comparison shocked me. Eaten away by centuries 
of winds, baked under the hot sun, infused with the scent of sage 
and feather grass, tempered by time itself, the balbals symbol-
ised the calm and tolerance of the steppe and kept eternal se-
crets inside them. And to the younger generations, my own face 
- broad, weather-beaten and wrinkled, marked by what it  has 
been through: blood and sweat, rage and mercy, wind and fire - 
probably looked like something ancient too.

This is how I looked at seventy, and this is how I looked 
at ninety. It was as if time had stood still on my face. Now, 
I’m a hundred. In this tumultuous twentieth century there have 
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been so many contradictory, unbelievable and jaw-dropping 
events that it is impossible to count them. I’ve wanted to tell 
people about what I have seen and lived through for a long time, 
but only the things that are meaningful. Yes, only the meaningful, 
because what you see and feel doesn’t always mean anything to 
others. For a long time, I had to stay quiet; firstly, because in the 
age of the Iron Curtain we had something to hide, and secondly, 
because putting pen to paper is a complex undertaking which for 
many is overwhelming. But then one of my great-grandchildren 
gave me an idea, a simple but meaningful one.

‘Tell your story to us, and we’ll record you on a Dictaphone,’ 
he said to me. ‘Then we’ll type it up onto a computer and edit it 
as we go along. We can save it all on a USBdrive, print out a few 
copies, and there’s your book.’

‘You’re as clever as your great-grandfather,’ I replied.
Some people say that you get wiser as you get older. Others 

think old people lose more of their senses every day. They are 
probably both right. Why? Because with each day, old people 
forget more and more; they lose what they used to know. Their 
memory fails them, and little by little their intelligence recedes. 
On the other hand, polished over time their life story and experi-
ences become like a real gem.

So, on long winter evenings after hearty dinners of horse-
meat, I started to tell my stories, trying to talk about events in 
the right order. To begin with, I was afraid of the Dictaphone; 
I would cough, get in a muddle, and repeat myself. After a 
while, I became more comfortable, though, and as the stories 
flowed, my grandsons and great-grandsons listened to me, their 
mouths wide in amazement. I guess their old grandfather, who 
they probably thought of as a sort of Holy Ghost, seemed very 
different to them. I think it made them respect me even more.

‘Grandad! Ata! How did you even stay alive? How did you 
live to be a hundred in such good health and sound mind?’ my 
loved ones asked.

‘I’m surprised myself,’ I answered. ‘Probably the Almighty 
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wanted you all to be born, and he had to keep me alive to drag 
me through the fire and ice of the godless people.’

  There were moments, though, when the young ones just 
didn’t understand what I was talking about. Our history, so close-
ly tied to the politics of people’s lives, was something unknown 
and mysterious to them. I thought everything was obvious and 
understandable - after all, only a few decades have passed - but 
no, I learnt that for their generation this history is already forgot-
ten, or rather, it has never been known. The children interrupted 
me with questions, but I didn’t get angry with them. I appreci-
ated that they took an interest in the events and the emotions of 
my life. So, as I spoke, we took little trips back in time, and I 
gave them my explanations about one event or another.

When the long winter came to an end and I had told my 
grandsons everything I had to say, they typed it all up on their 
computer. They wanted to embellish my stories, adding extra 
drama to them, but I forbade them.

‘Your grandfather’s true stories are better than something in 
a cinema,’ I told them. ‘The truth is beautiful in any form. Ac-
cept her the way she is, and anyone who doesn’t like it doesn’t 
have to read it. I won’t take offence. I’ll be very pleased if some 
people are interested in the story of my hundred years on the 
steppe and if it stays with my children.’

This made them even happier, and they printed my stories 
as I’d told them with just a few corrections. I was grateful for 
this and gave their work my blessing.

The age we are living in has been surprising and compli-
cated. The twentieth century came, groaning with the sound of 
railway tracks, trampling on all of our gentle old ways. Aero-
planes made lines in the sky and ships left furrows in the ocean. 
Meanwhile, we nomads, kind children of nature, had no idea 
about this and lived in a similar way to our ancestors. We loved 
the freedom of the steppe more than anything. We thought of 
ourselves as independent and were very proud of this.

‘Listen - the Kazakhs aren’t free!’ wailed our musicians in 
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their songs. “We are serfs; subjects of the White Tsar.’
As they listened, the men of the steppe held their breath, 

then clucked their tongues and toyed with their beards. Some 
wiped away tears.

After Khan Kenesary and Nauryzbai Batyr, the disobedient 
soul of Kokbory, the grey wolf left us too, and the aksakals, the 
white-bearded elders shook their heads sorrowfully. We didn’t 
even understand the word serf. We made fun of it, pronouncing 
it in different ways. How could our childlike consciousness have 
understood the concept?

Later on, as I grew up, I began to ask myself: why are we 
serfs and who makes us be them? How can one people be slaves 
to another? With time, I started to understand the awful essence 
of this; the political meaning of serfdom. To be the subject of 
the tsar of another land means not having your own country. 
It means being always dependent. The freedom we felt on the 
steppe was only an imaginary freedom. Our steppe had really 
become a colony of the Russian Empire.

This understanding hurt me like a bullet. It has been a deep 
wound for almost all of my hundred years. At the start of our 
lives, though, we children of nature didn’t understand this, and 
this brought its own kind of happiness.

The Free Man of the Steppe

We come from the ancient Kazakh Aksary Kerey people. 
From our clan came Maral Ishan, a saint, faith-healer, Muslim 
religious figure and spiritual inspiration of the national libera-
tion movement of Khan Kenesary and Nauryzbai Batyr. Nowa-
days, the mausoleum to Maral Ishan in Karmachki, in the desert 
of Syr-Darya, is a place of pilgrimage. People come here from 
all ends of the earth, spend the night here and pray to the Al-
mighty for help. Here, the terminally ill miraculously find their 
health restored.

Another to come from the Aksary Kerey Clan is the saint 
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and spiritual healer, Salyk Mullah. People say that violent mad-
men would suddenly be becalmed as soon as they crossed the 
threshold of the mullah’s house. To this day, if anyone fails to 
offer a prayer when they pass his grave near Kokshetau, they 
will suffer misfortune. One such man passed by on a wagon, 
drunk and laughing and swearing loudly. When he got home, he 
found that his mouth was twisted and his tongue was paralysed. 
His mother quickly sacrificed a sheep and went to pray at the 
mullah’s grave, and her son recovered.

Another of our people is Birzhan-sal, the great composer, 
poet and singer of the Kazakh steppe. His legend has it that one 
quiet, moonlit night, as Birzhan-sal sang on top of the hill at 
Berkut, Orlinaya, his voice was heard in the surrounding villag-
es and carried fifteen miles to the peak of Namazgul Mountain. 
As he sang the highest notes with all the might of his heavenly 
voice, a bird flying high in the sky fell to the earth like a stone, 
and only just before she touched the ground could she open her 
wings again to fly upwards towards the enchanting melody.

There were seven of us: five brothers and two sisters. Our 
youngest brother died whilst he was still in the cradle. At the 
start of the twentieth century, an unknown epidemic cut through 
the villages of the Kazakh steppe. Some days they would bury 
several children from the same family. We got sick too, but, by 
a miracle, we lived. It was probably measles or ordinary rose-
rash. What can you do when almost none of the medicine in 
Tsarist Russia reached the depths of the steppe and children had 
nothing to protect them from infections? In those times, our 
main saviour from illness was the purity of our blood and our 
natural hardiness from growing up on the steppe. We grew up 
in a wild environment, ate only natural food, and were always 
active. From a very young age, the calm grandeur of the steppe 
taught us to be patient, and this patience saved me from a vio-
lent turn of events on more than one occasion.

We, the children of the villages, loved the steppe. We spent 
entire days wandering the expanses and playing ancient games. 
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Sometimes we would pretend to be grownups and hunt for mar-
mots and badgers. In the summer, we lived in yurts on the jailoo 
- a summer pasture. In spring, we migrated together as a family 
or an entire village. After the snows and storms of winter, we 
children loved running around in the blossoming fields.

I remember how, outside our village, our mare grazed on 
the slope of a hill. She had a little red-haired foal who was de-
voted to her. My mother and father used to go and milk her. I 
would come with them; for me, aged six, this was a real journey. 
Summer was only just beginning, and the steppe was coming 
into bloom. Butterflies were fluttering, grasshoppers were jump-
ing, and dragonflies were floating in the wind. I would run after 
them, and they would fly away in different directions. I still hear 
their song, the choir of the steppe in my ears. The scent was of 
wormwood and needlegrass. I inhaled the aroma of the steppe’s 
wild herbs and was intoxicated with pleasure. Separated from 
its mother, the foal came to greet me and I put my arms around 
its neck. My father kept the mare, and my mother drew its milk 
into a wooden bucket. The smell of saumal, fresh mare’s milk, 
tickled my nose and stirred up my blood. I felt as if I had the 
whole village in the palm of my hand. The sky was high and 
clear; a few white clouds quietly floated off to other places. The 
sun shone down and warmed us. My parents looked at me with 
love in their eyes, and I was immeasurably happy.

This picture is from my childhood long ago; a tiny frag-
ment of a long life which now and again comes back from the 
depths of my memory to appear once more in front of my eyes, 
comforting my soul. Then my ancient eyes fill with tears. I don’t 
know whether this is from happiness or from heartache; all of a 
sudden this irretrievable moment of my life comes back to me, 
and I feel once more the warmth of my carefree childhood. At 
the same time, though, I feel an exquisite regret in understand-
ing that it has gone forever.

Out of curiosity, people sometimes ask me about my earli-
est memory. They are probably interested to know from what 
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age a hundred-year-old man remembers his life. My reply often 
shocks them. I remember one thing from when I was two-and-
a-half, though in truth my parents told me more about it later.

I was playing in front of the yurt whilst the elders sat on 
the grass listening to stories from our hero, Kurentai Batyr, a 
warrior who’d come to visit from the next village, when our 
big black ram walked up to us. He was very strong and would 
butt anything - even the elders were cautious around him - but I, 
running to play with him, caught my feet and fell right in front 
of him. Seeing a person on all fours, the ram took this as a chal-
lenge. And then came the miracle, the moment I remember. The 
black ram first smelled the crown of my head, and then took 
some steps back, getting ready to charge at me. I began to cry 
in front of him. The ram hesitated, and then came the screams 
of the grown-ups and my father and mother rushing towards 
me. This I remember perfectly. What happened after that my 
parents told me many times. Apparently, the ram sprang back-
wards, frightened by their desperate screams; but after a second 
he prepared to attack once more. Suddenly, between me and the 
ram appeared a figure, the old warrior Kurentai Batyr, who was 
already eighty-five-years-old. ‘We had no idea how he got there 
so fast,’ my parents told me. While my mother, shaking with 
tears, managed to grab me, old Kurentai calmly grabbed the ram 
by one of its horns and gave it a fierce shake. With one hard 
jerk he broke its neck, and my father prepared the sheep to eat. 
My parents didn’t mind this; they were happy even. Kurban-
dyk- a sacrifice!’ they announced, and gave the ram’s meat to all 
our neighbours. Everyone said that Allah had saved my life and 
gave thanks to Him: it was an omen that I would live a long life.

One of the clearest memories from my childhood is my 
friendship with foals. Almost every little boy on the steppe had 
his own foal, and when they were big enough, the older boys 
rode on yearlings called tays. Broken in and docile, these lovely 
creatures became true friends. It felt then as if our friendship 
would last forever. We loved riding our tays across the steppe 
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and organising races. The wind whistled in our ears and it felt 
as if the earth was flying under our feet. Covering the steppe 
together, we bonded with our horses, becoming one animal, like 
centaurs.

Sometimes, we pretended to be grown-ups and organised 
a kokpar - a sport played on horses, where groups of horsemen 
fight over the carcass of a goat, trying to rip it from the arms of 
their opponents before galloping off with it. Instead of a carcass, 
though, we used a dried animal skin. Playing kokpar was more 
fun than I could ever describe. Sometimes, after we had grabbed 
hold of the prize and were desperate not to give it back to the 
other team, we lost sight of a bigger opponent in front of us and 
fell off our horses onto the grass. The steppe echoed with chil-
dren’s voices and laughter, announcing to the whole world that 
here lived the descendants of nomads - free-spirited children of 
the great steppe. It was the best time of our lives.

On the takyr, a flat pasture, we played saka. A saka is the 
knee-joint of a cow and is the main weapon in this ancient game. 
The knuckles from the feet of cows and horses, which you hit 
with the saka, are called dyi. The aim of the game is to throw 
your saka to hit the dyi the other players have collected. When 
you hit a dyi, you keep it. Each player must have his own saka 
and a few dyi. At the start of the game, the players take it in 
turns to throw their saka in the air; if it falls with the knee point-
ing at the sky, then its owner has the right to throw it at the dyi; 
but if it falls on one side, then he misses his turn. Once it’s his 
turn to throw, a boy very carefully takes aim, and, artfully spin-
ning the saka on its joint, throws it as hard as he can at the dyi. 
When the saka lands in the middle of dyi placed close together, 
several dyi fly off in different directions. The thrower paces out 
the distance between where his saka lands and each of the scat-
tered dyi. If the dyi are less than three paces away - or five, 
depending on what the boys agree on beforehand - then the boy 
wins them. If they land further from the saka, then they stay on 
the ground. The game continues until there are no dyi left. The 
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game is very active; you need sharpness, dexterity, speed and 
persistence. It’s useful for helping children to develop and keep-
ing them healthy. When we kids got carried away, we would 
argue with reason and without; we would shout until we lost our 
voices from the joy of victory or the pain of defeat. It’s funny to 
think now, but at that age it really seemed that there was noth-
ing more important in life than winning at saka. How naive and 
pure we were.

When we were tired of our games, we loved to sit in silence 
on top of the hill and muse about life. It was as if the waves of 
a great ocean rocked us, carrying our childish fantasies away to 
unknown pastures. The scent of wormwood tickled my nose. 
This aroma of the steppe has stayed with me throughout my life; 
it runs through my blood and my soul.

In those years, I had an incredibly strong longing for jour-
neys and adventures. I felt this especially at sunset. Sunset on 
the steppe is unforgettable. Gazing at the reddening horizon, 
tentatively feeling the world’s majesty and mystery, I would 
sigh, not understanding what it was that I was yearning for.

At night, we loved looking up at the stars which seemed to 
be beckoning us. I was fascinated most of all by the Milky Way 
-Kus zholy. Kazakhs call Ursa Major, Zhetikarakshy- the Seven 
Bandits. The North Star is Temirkazyk- the Iron Staff - and the 
two furthest stars at the very edge of Ursa Minor are Ak boz at 
-the White Horse, and Kok boz at- the Grey Horse. In nomad my-
thology, for centuries the seven bandits have tried to steal these 
horses from Temirkazyk, but have never succeeded because 
Temirkazyk rotates on its axis, preventing the bandits from get-
ting too close. The bandits circle endlessly around Temirkazyk. 
The myth has it that if the seven bandits ever succeed in stealing 
the horses, there will be a catastrophe in the universe, but people 
believe that Temirkazyk will never allow it. Oh, how I longed to 
fly into the night sky and roam among the brightest stars; to hold 
Temirkazyk in my palms and to ride Ak boz at and Kok boz at.

Sometimes, our village was visited by zhyrshy- storytellers. 
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In the evenings, we would gather to listen to them tell the epic 
tales of heroic warriors. Words of spellbinding ancient poetry 
flowed into our young souls, and we fell in love with the musi-
cal rhapsodies of the steppe, unchanged through the ages. We 
children literally attached ourselves to the storytellers, devour-
ing every word, every note. I felt as if the zhyrshy were injecting 
into me the spirit of my ancestors.

All of our history passed from generation to generation by 
word of mouth: legends and fables, parables and myths, always 
told with such energy. They are the canon of our era, and with 
them our people have preserved their memories and protected 
their identity. At the time, we didn’t think of it like this, but still, 
we felt something otherworldly and profound in the old tales 
and songs. It was from the tales of the aksakals and the storytell-
ing zhyrshy that we learnt that the Kazakhs had not always been 
serfs of the White Tsar. We had our own glorious and heroic 
ancient history which stretched back for tens of centuries.

My father, Amanzhol wasn’t a storyteller, but he knew many 
songs and legends by heart and performed them for us on some 
evenings. He read to us from books printed in Kazan in Arabic 
script that he kept in a wooden box. There were Kazakh songs 
about brave warriors and parables about prophets and Muslim 
saints. The yellowed pages of these thin little books carried the 
scent of something ancient and mysterious. It wasn’t for us chil-
dren to understand, but already it was close to our hearts.

Father told us about missionaries who translated the Bible 
into the Kazakh language. He explained that these missionar-
ies, under the guise of teachers and ethnographers, set out with 
other aims entirely. They attempted to spread and nurture tales 
of Christianity among Kazakhs so it would be easier to convert 
them. The sharp and literate men of the steppe understood their 
motives straight away, though, and began to disseminate books 
promoting the spiritual values of Islam. The zhyrshy composed 
and performed dastans - epic poems about the Prophet Moham-
med and Kazakh Muslim heroes. It was a protest against reli-
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gious politics and a strong spiritual shield for our national con-
sciousness.

Father told us how our great-great-grandfather, Bektemir 
was known as Bektemir Batyr the Lame. Once, in a battle against 
the Dzungars, he was wounded in the hip by an arrow. After 
the fierce battle, the warriors returned home. Bektemir Batyr’s 
leg swelled up and filled with pus, probably from gangrene. He 
sharpened a sword and cut his own leg off so that he might live.

Our winter home was made from pine logs. This was a 
rarity for Kazakhs at that time, because most people lived in 
clay-walled huts. Very poor Kazakhs even dug trenches to sleep 
in. The roof of our comfortable home was lined with wooden 
beams. No one painted them, so the panels were completely 
decorated with natural patterns which were beautiful even in the 
places spoilt by knots. I would often stare at the ceiling of the 
hut I grew up in, and every time I found a new pattern among the 
grains. I thought I could see a fortress that I’d heard about in the 
tales of the zhyrshy, and our warriors capturing it; then a wild 
animal or a samruk bird; then a little girl walking to fetch water. 
Sometimes, the scene would suddenly turn into a zhalmauiz, a 
nightmare, and there was an old witch or a cruel shepherd chas-
ing after some children. Our ceiling developed our imagination; 
it was our television, our internet, our virtual world.

The windows of our house were small. In the winter, when 
the bitter cold wreaked havoc, all of us loved to look outside. The 
frost created striking patterns on the windows, and we breathed 
holes in them to stare out at the snowy steppe. On days when the 
wind howled, no one could get us, especially my younger broth-
er Salim and me, away from the window. I literally stuck myself 
to the glass and imagined that I was flying with the snowstorm 
to places faraway. This is how we grew up, looking at the great 
world through the little windows of our parents’ home.

Our mother kept the fire going with birch branches, and we 
loved looking into the flames. The wood burnt, the flames grew 
stronger, and the hut became warmer. When the fire went out, 
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Mother placed the big, red coals in even rows. On top of them she 
placed a taba - a round cast-iron pan - filled with flour. When the 
bread was ready, we noisily ate hot taba naan with butter. The 
bread was tasty and the feeling of biting into the crust brought 
joy like no other. We thanked our parents, and mother looked at 
us and murmured ‘Shukr, Allah, taubaf Father would stroke his 
beard and drink salted ayran yoghurt from a wooden mug.

Our mother, Batima was from a family of Argyns and 
Karauyls. Sometimes, when she was in a good mood, she would 
sing us her favourite old songs. The four walls of our house 
were like the four corners of the world. We played in every cor-
ner, and every time we played it was as if we entered another 
world.

I remember to this day how, when we were small, Salim 
and I would go to visit our elder sister, Mariyam. She lived with 
her husband and children in the village of Kudukagash on the 
edge of a pine forest by a mountain called Makpal. There were 
lots of sheep in the village. One of the elders would bring us 
from our village and leave us there for weeks on end. To us chil-
dren, those forty-five kilometres seemed like an epic journey. 
In those days, there were no cars or buses, so we travelled the 
whole way in horse-drawn sleighs. Coming from the steppe, we 
were completely in awe of the wild nature of the forest.

We would often go into the forest with our nephews, arming 
ourselves with axes, spades or sticks. The pure white snow was 
like an open book, the footprints of birds and animals like sen-
tences on the page. We tried to read them and track them down. 
Lost in the hunt, we walked to the edge of the forest, stopping 
among the tall pines and breathing the fresh, cold air into our 
lungs, savouring these moments of bliss. The pine forest filled 
us with health and a unique energy. Salim, restless and naughty, 
was always digging up heaps of snow in search of animals or 
climbing on the stumps of fallen trees. I would look up instead, 
to where the tops of the majestic pines seemed to touch the thick 
white clouds. In the silence, I could hear the blood pumping 
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in my ears. I wanted so much to sail away with the clouds to 
faraway places, but I knew I couldn’t. Instead, I quietly asked 
the clouds to pass on my messages to people living in distant 
countries. Sometimes, the tuk-tuk-tuk sound of a woodpecker’s 
beak would break the silence. We listened. Sometimes, weak-
ened from the cold, a tree branch would snap and fall to the 
ground with a crash.

We came home as the sun began to set, tired, but happy, and 
with faces red from the freezing air. Our sister, Mariyam fed us 
meat in a hot broth. When we couldn’t eat any more, we cud-
dled up next to Altyn-apa, the mother of Mariyam’s husband, 
and asked her to tell us stories. Altyn-apa was a kind, sincere 
woman. She wore a zhaulyk - a white scarf that covered her 
head, neck and shoulders. As she absorbed herself in telling us 
stories and legends, her eyes filled with a warm light. By the 
glow of a kerosene lamp, our silhouettes flickered, and it was 
as if the characters from the stories were moving in the corners 
of the hut. Altyn-apa told us tales from the steppe and from the 
East. I’m grateful to her to this day. Whenever I think of her, I 
remember how it felt to be ten years old. I sometimes think that 
those winter evenings filled with stories in my sister’s hut were 
the happiest moments of my life.

One of Altyn-apa’s parables stuck in my memory. Once 
upon a time, the Prophet Muhammad was visited by the warrior, 
Khazret Gali. The warrior said he felt so strong that he thought 
he could lift the Earth above his head and spin it like a ball if 
only the Almighty would give him a handle to hold it with. The 
Prophet gave Khazret Gali a knowing smile but didn’t say any-
thing. The warrior kept travelling on his horse, Duldul, until he 
reached the steppe and met a white-bearded elder. Gali greeted 
the aksakal, and the old man replied politely, placing his small 
bag upon the ground. After making a little small talk with Gali, 
the old man asked him to pass him his bag as it was painful for 
him to bend down. Without dismounting from his horse, Gali 
tried to pick up the bag with his whip, but he couldn’t do it. Sur-
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prised, he bent down and tried to pick up the bag with his little 
finger, but again, he couldn’t do it. Angrily, the warrior leapt 
from his horse, took the old man’s bag in his huge hands and 
pulled, but the bag didn’t move an inch. Gali’s blood began to 
boil. Consumed by rage, with all his legendary strength he tried 
to lift the little bag, putting a foot in one of his stirrups for bal-
ance. He pulled with such force that Duldul’s legs sank into the 
ground, but still, the bag didn’t move. At this moment, the old 
man walked up to Gali, apologised for troubling him, picked up 
the bag with two fingers and walked away.

Dismayed, Khazret Gali went back to the Prophet and asked 
him to explain.

The Prophet smiled again, and this time he spoke.
‘You were arrogant,’ he replied. ‘Did you really think you 

were strong enough to lift the Earth above your head? That was 
Allah letting you touch the handle you asked for so you could 
swallow your pride.’

Khazret Gali learnt his lesson.
This story and its meaning, I think, should be taught to ev-

ery person on Earth. No one has the right to grab the world and 
play with it as they please; no one has the right to decide the fate 
of the planet. Only the Almighty can choose the fate of the Earth 
and the Universe. People must live in peace and understanding 
in this Ark of humanity, leaving only a furrow behind in the in-
finite ocean of the cosmos.

I have one more clear memory from my childhood: the Rus-
sian settlers. They say that to begin with our people gave them a 
hostile welcome. We thought they’d come to take our land, and 
so we treated them as outsiders, enemies. In despair, the braver 
Kazakhs hurt the Russians in any way they could. They would 
even kill them if given a chance. People told stories about how 
Kurentai Batyr fought long battles against these outsiders before 
coming to understand that it was impossible to stop the Russians 
from settling on our steppe and making peace with them.

With time, we became accustomed to our new neighbours. 
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Gradually, we began to talk to them, swap things we had at 
home and learn from each other. To everyone’s surprise, our fa-
ther, who had strongly opposed this tsarist colonisation, became 
friends with a settler called Maidaikin. He came from a village 
by Zhokei-Dzhukei Lake. It’s beautiful there, and the land is fer-
tile. These fields used to belong to Kazakhs, but the tsarist rulers 
simply took them. In those years, Russian settlers and Cossacks 
took all the land that was fertile.

Maidaikin was a giant of a man. I remember how he used 
to walk with long, clumsy strides. He spoke loudly and bluntly. 
The Kazakh villagers called him “Sary-orys’ - the Yellow Rus-
sian. It surprised me that almost all Russians were pale; you 
could call all of them yellow, but the name Sary- orys fit Maid-
aikin best of all. Not only was his skin golden, but his hair as 
well. He liked his nickname and even got angry if he heard a Ka-
zakh say - as we did - that all Russians were yellow. He wanted 
everyone to know that he was the original Yellow Russian. Our 
Kazakhs called my father and Maidaikin tamyrs. Among our 
people, if a Kazakh became friends with a Russian they would 
call them a tamyr. The word has two meanings: a tamyr is the 
root of a tree and also a vein or an artery. I think that in this word 
you can feel the importance of friendship between Kazakhs and 
Russians. It’s as if our roots have become knitted together or 
we have become blood-brothers. With our Maidaikin there was 
truth in this. Whatever else was said back then, our yellow Rus-
sian was a real tamyr.

Maidaikin spent a lot of time with us. Father also went to 
visit him, and each time he brought him something from our 
home. The men used to exchange gifts that the other thought 
was bizarre. One time, he took me and Salim with him. For us, 
it was like travelling to another world. We saw things we didn’t 
know even existed. We were amazed by the tools made of iron. 
We tried to use his fantastic wooden plough: I was the horse 
in the harness and tried to pull the heavy plough, whilst Salim 
deftly steered me. Most of all, though, we were astounded by 
Maidaikin’s gun.
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Our tamyr let us touch the gun, and Salim and I fought to 
grab hold of it, but once we had it in our hands we didn’t know 
what to do with it. I held the gun by its barrel and waved it like 
a sword. Salim took it by the butt and made a few stabbing mo-
tions as if he was spearing fish. Maidai- kin laughed and showed 
us how to load the gun, aim and fire. We had no idea what guns 
were for, but touching the smooth, cold metal, we intuitively felt 
a frightening power. Salim was quicker to learn and started to 
pretend he was shooting without taking aim at anything, shout-
ing ‘pukh, pakh, pukh!’ as he waved his hands around. Father 
was smitten with his agility, but Sary-orys picked at his beard 
and shook his head sorrowfully.

This was the first time that naive children from the steppe 
had touched a gun. Later, I came to understand why our tamyr 
had looked so distraught.

Invited to stay for dinner, Maidaikin’s wife poured tea from 
a fat shiny samovar and fed us hot pies filled with fermented 
cabbage. We’d never eaten pies before and thought they were 
the most delicious thing we’d ever tasted. Father spoke with 
Maidaikin. We didn’t understand what they were talking about, 
but I remember that sometimes they’d raise their voices and ar-
gue, and this scared us. Afterwards, on the way back to our vil-
lage, our father told us what the conversation was about.

‘He was saying: “listen to me, Amanzhol, and understand 
me once and for all: when a Russian leaves his home and arrives 
on your steppe, it isn’t because he chose to. They were sent here. 
Guess who sent them all?” he asked, pointing a finger to the sky.’

‘Who?’ Salim and I enquired in unison.
‘You know who... the White Tsar, their lord!’
Father gave a sad grunt.
Father taught us to read and write when we were young. I 

learnt quickly; Arabic characters lit up my world. I loved to de-
cipher Arabic texts letter by letter, putting syllables together into 
whole words, then sentences, then trying to grasp their mean-
ing. Later, I taught myself Cyrillic and learnt to read and write 
in Russian. This opened up a completely different world to me.
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A People’s Fury

In 1914, the First World War began. The Tsarist Empire 
fought against the Kaiser’s Germany. No one in the village 
knew what was happening or what they were fighting about. 
We only heard rumours, which reached us as they were passed 
along the uzunkulak- the steppe grapevine. We had no idea who 
the Germans were, where they lived, or what they wanted.

I remember how people used to play with how similar this 
new word ‘Germaniya’ sounded to Kerey - the name of our clan. 
Kermaniya, Kereymaniya! Their explanation was that both pre-
fixes ‘ger’ and ‘ker’ came from the word Kerey, and ‘man’ was 
the German word for ‘person.’ So, they were ‘ger-people.’ Ev-
eryone enjoyed these jokes. No one could have imagined how 
closely our fate was to be tied to that of Germany.

In June 1916, the whole of the steppe was stunned when 
the White Tsar ordered that all Kazakh men between the ages 
of nineteen and thirty be sent to do manual labour on the front 
lines. This decree was a tragedy for Kazakhs. Families didn’t 
want to send their children to face certain death. The nation re-
membered the Tsar’s promise that the Russian Empire would 
not conscript Kazakhs into the military. They even tried to re-
mind the governor-general that the Tsar had signed the promise 
in his own hand and had put his imperial seal on the dogskin 
it was written on. But the dogskin was lost, the Tsar forgot his 
promise, and the Kazakhs revolted.

I read somewhere that during tsarist Russia’s colonisation 
of the Kazakh steppe there were about three-hundred nationalist 
uprisings, both great and small. Some of the fiercest were dur-
ing 1916, when many parts of the vast steppe went up in flames 
from the fire of the Kazakhs’ war against the Tsar’s imperialists. 
Some historians believe that the Tsar gave the order to conscript 
the Kazakhs to deliberately provoke them into violence, which 
would have cleared Russia’s debts to its neighbour: ‘It appears 
we are faced with disorder, a mutiny; and when such unfortu-
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nate political events happen in a country, all debts to that coun-
try are written off.’

I think there’s some truth to that version of events, but wher-
ever the truth lay, the fact was that the men of the steppe were 
fighting against Tsarist tyranny. Of course, the sides were far 
from equal. The Tsarist Empire, at war with the Kaiser’s Ger-
many and suffering terrible losses at the front, could still find 
the resources to cut down the revolts. Special forces armed with 
cannons, machine guns and the most sophisticated firearms of 
that era - guns with five chambers - shot without mercy at the 
cavalry of the defiant Kazakhs, who were armed with no more 
than swords, spears , bows and arrows, and often carrying only 
fighting sticks cut from birch branches. Many courageous young 
men died from bullet wounds inflicted by those death squads. 
Almost all of the uprisings were quickly stamped out, and their 
leaders shot or hung without trial. Anyone who was captured by 
those squads was tortured in prison or expelled to Siberia, and 
many of those who survived after taking part in the uprisings 
fled to China. The heads of some villages understood that stand-
ing in front of machine guns with birch sticks was a hopeless 
cause and left without fighting with their whole family in tow. 
Only now, decades later, are they returning to their homeland. 
It is a new country now, and the descendants of those who fled 
to foreign lands are now settling in the independent Republic of 
Kazakhstan. They call them oralman, those who have returned. 
Their ancestors were our brothers, and how they suffered.

The only Kazakh uprising that wasn’t put down was the 
revolt by the people of the Torgai Region. Led by the warrior 
Amangeldy Batyr Imanov, his rebellious followers went on to 
join the ranks of first the February, and then the October rev-
olutionaries. They played an active part in putting the steppe 
under Soviet rule, but as soon as they’d done so, these blood-
thirsty fighters tricked and murdered Amangeldy. His death was 
shrouded in mystery. People said that the Reds had no use for 
a hero who was Kazakh, free and insubordinate, and the leader 
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of an army of several thousand. Amangeldy Batyr is a national 
hero. His life and legend place him amongst the most cherished 
sons of the steppe.

This is history now, so we can talk about it calmly and at-
tempt to justify the bloodshed. At the time, though, it wasn’t so 
simple. My father, Amanzhol joined the revolt at

the very beginning and fought for our cause.
Once, some Kazakh rebels attacked a small village of set-

tlers. I joined them with my older brothers Alimzhan, who was 
twenty, and Meirambai, who was nineteen. Our part didn’t 
amount to anything as we didn’t even have any weapons. We 
joined the fight out of curiosity, and for the thrill of it. Now, I 
think our father only let us come because he wanted to toughen 
us up.

Their village was almost empty. Places like this had be-
come dangerous, and many settlers had already left. Only one 
home had people inside. Our men found the family’s horses and 
frightened them with shouts and swords held aloft until they gal-
loped away. Then, they surrounded the hut. When they broke in 
and forced the inhabitants outside, they had a guest with them: 
Maidaikin. He’d probably come for dinner with his family.

Intoxicated with their bloodlust, our men decided to do 
away with all of the settlers. To them, they were the embodi-
ment of the cruelties dished out by their tsar. Those on horses 
began to destroy the wooden fence around the hut and attack 
the hut with spears, smashing the windows and breaking the 
roof. Maidaikin spotted us, but before he could do anything our 
horsemen formed a circle around him and began to beat him 
with their whips. Father stood up for his friend and yelled at 
our men to stop hurting him, but not all of them listened. A few 
moved to throw a lasso around Sary-orys’s neck and drag him 
behind one of the horses. Maidaikin fought them furiously, but 
one horseman came from behind and managed to throw the slip-
knot around his neck. Calling upon every ounce of his consider-
able strength, Maidaikin stopped himself from falling and tried 
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with all his might to free himself from the heavy noose. No one 
can break a horsehair lasso, though, and soon he began to choke. 
Blood-soaked froth trickled from his mouth. His wife screamed 
hysterically, whilst his two adult children looked on in silence, 
agony burning in their eyes. As Maidaikin was about to fall un-
conscious, grunting and collapsing on the ground, there was a 
flash of light. My father’s sword glinted as he cut the noose from 
our tamyr’s neck. Father then shoved his sword against the neck 
of the boy on the horse.

‘Leave my friend alone!’ he bellowed. ‘None of this is his 
fault! Either we all leave this place in peace, or I will kill you!’

Father was respected in our clan, and the rebels listened to 
him. He saved Maidaikin’s family and the people whose home 
they were in. Sary-orys’s wife and sons threw their arms around 
him. Maidaikin turned to my father, and, unable to speak, 
thanked him with a look. Father gave a mournful nod in reply, 
and we left the village.

The harsh reality cooled our passions. So this is what war 
looks like and how it feels to be victorious, we thought. To be 
the victor, you have to hurt others, if not kill them. The heroism 
glorified in epic tales and songs has a partner: tragedy. There can 
never be celebration and glory without the blood and agony of 
the defeated.

Soon, the war took over everything. Father decided to go 
with his clansmen to join Amangeldy Batyr’s army on the Tor-
gai Steppe. He ordered the rest of us to stay in the village and 
keep the family safe. A father’s word was the law for Kazakhs, 
and we did as he said without hesitation.

Recently, I came across an article written at that time. It was 
about how the uprisings on the steppe and the methods used to 
quell them were scrutinised in the Tsar’s court. Officials noted 
in horror that clashes between native clans and settlers and retal-
iations by tsarist forces had killed tens of thousands of Kazakhs 
and thousands of Russians. They explicitly blamed the tsarist 
regime. Issuing an unlawful decree and implementing it in such 
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an inhumane way had caused the revolts and lawlessness on the 
steppe, which had led to mass bloodshed throughout the empire.

Of course, it’s good that these officials saw the actions as 
inhumane, but I’m not sure this changed anything. The steppe’s 
grapevine, the uzunkulak carried to every hamlet the words of 
the Tsar’s governor when he told the representatives of the Ka-
zakhs: ‘You thought you could speak against us? We will de-
stroy all of you. We won’t leave anyone alive - not your women, 
not your children, and not your elders.’

The death squads did awful things on the steppe, killing 
innocent and peaceful souls. They hunted like packs of hungry 
wolves, searching for Kazakh villages. As they knew the steppe 
well, local Cossacks joined them and showed them where to 
look. They mercilessly attacked everyone who they suspected 
of supporting the uprisings.

My second oldest brother, Meirambai fell into their hands. 
It was the middle of autumn, and he was riding home after meet-
ing the girl he was to marry. The wedding had been set for the 
following spring. On the way home,

Meirambai stopped at a lake to let his horse drink. As soon 
as he dismounted, a group of armed raiders leapt out from the 
bushes and surrounded him. One of them grabbed the reins and 
took his horse. The rest took it in turns to terrify the nineteen-
year-old boy, threatening him with sabres, bayonets and guns. 
Backing away from their weapons, Mei- rambai found himself 
at the edge of the lake. The raiders kept closing in until he could 
do nothing but throw himself into the water. The lake was deep, 
and Meirambai dived in headfirst. Spluttering, he tried to climb 
back onto the bank, but the raiders kept attacking him with their 
sabres, forcing him underwater whilst laughing at their display 
of strength. My brother kept afloat as best he could and took 
his humiliation. Eventually, the raiders left, taking Meirambai’s 
horse with them. As soon as they were out of sight, Meirambai 
climbed out of the water, rang out his clothes and ran home to 
the village. It was a long way, and the cold autumn wind froze 
him to the bone.
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The Tsar’s raiders were clever as well as cruel. They didn’t 
use a single bullet or leave a single mark. They knew that the 
freezing water, the autumn chill, the wet clothes and the open 
steppe would do their damage for them.

Our brother made it home the next morning, blue from the 
cold and barely conscious. His body was burning by then, and 
he was delirious. Meirambai died a few days later from pneu-
monia. News of his death soon spread across the steppe. People 
shared our grief and tried to soothe the pain of our loss. I was 
sixteen then, and Salim was fifteen. We were so shaken by our 
brother’s death that the pain remained in our hearts for the rest 
of our lives. It was the first time I’d lost someone in my family. 
Mother cried uncontrollably, and the sound of her sobbing broke 
my heart. Our mullah tirelessly recited the salauat-’La ilaha il-
allah- and this somehow comforted us and helped make peace 
with the fact that fate cannot be reversed. Even now, when I 
remember what happened so long ago, my ancient eyes fill with 
tears and I hear the sound of my mother, Batima crying.

The death of Meirambai hardened us and strengthened our 
hatred for the Tsar’s rulers and colonisers, but it wasn’t a fair 
fight, modern metal firearms against kind-hearted children of 
nature.

Our father never returned from Torgai. He was forty-five. 
His brigade was massacred in a bloody battle with a troop of 
raiders who were armed to the teeth. Rumours reached us that 
father had died in this battle. He will lie for- evermore on the 
steppe next to the men he fought alongside. A year later, some-
one came to our village who’d witnessed the battle. He was a 
cripple by then. He confirmed to us that our father was gone. 
After reading a passage from the Quran, he told the story of 
how the men from the steppe had been slaughtered. In a hollow, 
crestfallen voice, he told me how our fighters, after they were 
ambushed, selflessly placed themselves in front of the cannons 
and machine guns.
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‘Do you need much intelligence or talent to shoot at horse-
men armed with birch sticks or spears?’ he mused, gazing into 
the distance. ‘In a short space of time these fearless nomads, 
howling their battle cries, their horses’ hooves making the 
ground beneath them shake, were annihilated.

Almost all of them ended up on the ground, to rest among 
the wormwood and feather grass of their beloved steppe. Only a 
few desperate, lucky fighters managed to reach their opponents 
and hammer a spear through their heads. I rode next to your 
father, and I saw how he brought his horse to a full gallop and 
thrust his spear into a gunman. But the gunman fired one last 
shot. Amanzhol’s spear went through his throat, but he’d cut 
through your father like a blade of grass. I took a heavy blow to 
my hip, fell off my horse and lost consciousness. But I lived.’

These images have stayed with me. Throughout my life, I’ve 
imagined my father covered in blood and desperately charging 
at a Russian gunman with his spear held high.

‘I am proud of my father,’ Salim would say with pain in 
his eyes, ‘but I would never throw myself in front of a machine 
gun, however heroic it may be. I’ll be a smart, cunning fighter. I 
would dodge that bullet, come from behind and kill all the gun-
men I’d fire at all of them with an even more powerful gun.’

Salim kept his word. He became a cunning, experienced 
and battle-hardened fighter.

After the uprisings on the steppe were put down, our elder 
brother, twenty-year-old Alimzhan was called up to the front. 
We received two letters from him before he stopped writing and 
disappeared without a trace. Russia was dealing with so many 
events that the authorities couldn’t have cared less about our 
brother. We hoped, and hope to this day that he stayed alive, got 
caught up in the turmoil, and eventually found a new home in 
our land or someone else’s. If only our beloved brother could 
have lived. At home, we read his letters over and over again and 
tried to understand from his beautiful Arabic handwriting what 
had happened to him. From these letters, it seemed that there 
was no purpose in his being at the front.
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Alimzhan wrote that everyone was safe, alive and well, but 
they weren’t being given the horses that were killed in battle. 
The Russian soldiers didn’t eat horsemeat, and dead animals 
were buried or left out for the crows. It never occurred to any-
one to give them to the Kazakh labourers. It would have solved 
the burden of feeding them, but it was beneath the officers to 
care about simple nomads.

A few years ago, I read an article about the lives of manual 
labourers on the front lines during the First World War. Appar-
ently, they were treated in the same way as prisoners: led to 
work in a convoy and punished for the smallest mistakes. I re-
membered my loving brother, Alimzhan, who had disappeared 
without a trace, and my heart broke for him once more.

Anarchy Among the People

The year of 1917 began with a crack of thunder: the over-
throw of Tsar Nicholas II. Excitement spread through the steppe; 
we thought that peace had returned. This was the February Rev-
olution, after which an interim government was put in place. 
Later, we came to understand that this meant the country was 
under constitutional rule.

The February Revolution stopped the attacks on us by the 
Tsar’s raiders. These squads, who had turned the steppe into a 
bloodbath and were ready to bring down every uprising and de-
stroy every defenceless Kazakh village, no longer knew what to 
do. The vast empire had had its head cut off.

We’d only just begun to fathom what had happened when 
a second crack of thunder shook us: the October Revolution 
forced out the interim government and brought about the dic-
tatorship of the proletariat. The steppe began to simmer again. 
The first signs filtered through of another disaster on the horizon 
and more big changes. This time the rumours were yelled hys-
terically: the time has come to blast the old world to smithereens 
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and create a new, fairer world! We, the lowly Kazakhs, led by 
the Russians and the worldwide proletariat, commanded in turn 
by our great leader, Comrade Lenin, have a duty to banish and 
ruin the rich landowners and oppressors of the working people 
and take power into our own hands! In truth, before any real 
action was taken, the steppe was already divided into dozens of 
different dissenting groups.

Representatives of the national party of the Kazakhs, the 
Alash Orda tried to show the people what was best for us.

‘We Kazakhs are one nation,’ they argued. ‘There are too 
few of us to divide us into rich and poor and tear each other 
apart. All Kazakhs are brothers: one family, one people.’

The Alash Orda were the first to fight to revive the Kazakh 
nation.

Now, almost a hundred years later, we can analyse and try to 
make sense of the events of those frightening years. Whilst we 
were living through it, though, there was no understanding of 
what was happening to us. It was chaos, bedlam, turmoil; hun-
ger, cold and death. The Russian Revolution burst onto our tran-
quil steppe, turning it into a battlefield in an internal war, cover-
ing all that was alive in blood and turning the lives of peaceful 
Kazakhs into a nightmare. The aggressors lurching through the 
steppe clearly wanted anarchy. Reckless and fearless, they at-
tacked our villages with relish. The steppe shook from more 
bursts of gunfire, and more of our relatives were killed. The con-
cept of good and evil lost its meaning. The fates of thousands, 
millions of people collided. We felt fear and disgust in the pits 
of our stomachs. Who is my friend? Who is trying to kill me? 
Where do I go? Who with? No one knew anymore. We tried to 
adapt to this new life, but we’d been brainwashed by chanc-
ers, anarchists and socialists. They all spread their propaganda 
with beautiful words about freedom, equality and brotherhood, 
promising a golden future where there were no tsars or land-
owners. We listened most intently, however, to our own people, 
the Kazakh nationalists who were calling for nationhood, free-
dom and autonomy.
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Rulers on the steppe changed like a kaleidoscope. The tsarist 
regime was replaced by an interim government, then the Soviet 
of Deputies, then the Alash Orda, then the Whites, Kolchakists, 
Annenkovists, Reds. our people couldn’t keep up with it. We 
didn’t know who to believe or who to follow.

Salim was a committed supporter of the Alash Orda.
‘Autonomy for every nation; that’s brilliant,’ he enthused. 

‘If Comrade Lenin is giving freedom to the oppressed peoples 
of the Russian Empire, then we must take this opportunity to 
form our own government.’

Many of us liked this idea. We hoped and believed, but were 
consumed with doubt. I often asked myself and spoke to the 
steppe, the sky, the wind - what are we to do? After agonising 
over the possible answers, I found the one that made the most 
sense to me: be with your people. Protect your brothers, and 
fight for their freedom and happiness.

But what if your brothers have already segregated into dif-
ferent groups? Some were with the Whites, others with the Reds, 
and others with the nationalists of the Alash Orda. Furthermore, 
this wasn’t simply a difference of opinion, but an armed conflict. 
Our brothers were killing each other. How can you shoot a Ka-
zakh to make another Kazakh happy? My head hurt and my soul 
felt sick, but I couldn’t find an answer - not then, and not now. 
My mind refused to understand and my body couldn’t accept it. 
For me, all Kazakhs were brothers and part of the same family. 
It was the hypocritical, deceitful politicians who didn’t want to 
let us remain brothers. The only thing I could do personally was 
to promise myself I would never shoot at a Kazakh, whether he 
was White or Red, rich or poor.

At this time, the place we’d made our home was a remote 
village called Koitas. The area was also known as Ovt- sekamen 
- ‘the sheep stones’ - after the boulders which covered this part 
of the steppe, half sunk into the earth but still as tall as a ram. 
Each handsome stone had a unique shape formed by nature and 
refined by the passage of time. Where they came from, whether 
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they fell from the sky or grew out of the ground, no one has ever 
known.

We moved here to save ourselves from the raiders and then 
decided to stay. For nomads, the sheep stones were a kind of 
fortress; whole villages could hide there from the Whites or the 
Reds. And we really did need to hide from them. In these years, 
the steppe was lawless and violent. When you ran into a White 
or a Red, your life depended on what mood they were in. If a 
commander was in a bad mood, he could snap and set fire to or 
gun down a whole village. There were no trials or consequences, 
nor any guilt; these men did what they felt like. If they were in 
a good mood, they would just steal whatever they wanted and 
leave. This is how it was.

The elder of our village, our aksakal was Malai ata. He was 
a wise man of seventy years of age. He was our moral compass, 
the embodiment of our sacred history and the father of our clan. 
His beard, as thick and white as snow, reached down to his belt. 
Whenever he came to our yurt, it felt lighter, brighter inside, and 
we felt a powerful energy emanating from this special person. 
As he walked towards us, the steppe’s gentle breeze, the samal 
would run through his beard, and we stood motionless in awe 
of him. We knew he was mortal, flesh and blood like us, but to 
us he was an aruakh - the spirit of our ancestors, the guardian 
of our clan. I can still see Malai ata wandering the steppe. His 
energy enters me and fills my lungs as it did all those years ago.

Malai ata was fair and intelligent, knew many legends,
understood politics and fought fiercely to preserve our 

clan.
‘What difference does it make what colour an invader is?’ 

he would say. ‘White or Red, yellow or green, an invader is an 
invader. If the Whites come, we’ll receive them in a white yurt. 
We’ll feed them on a white tablecloth and give them whatever 
they want to drink; we’ll give them everything we have. Even 
if they’re idiots, they’ll know we’re not doing it out of kind-
ness. If we don’t give it to them they’re going to take it anyway, 
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and would probably shoot us afterwards. If the Reds come next, 
we’ll do the same. They’ll ask who we support, and we’ll say, 
“you, of course.” Do you think this is dishonest? Only a fool is 
honest with his enemy. And am I lying to gain something for 
myself? No, it’s to save the village from another bloodbath and 
keep this clan alive. I’ll do this even though there are enough 
idiots in this clan who went to fight a foreigners’ war for them 
and forgot their own names when the foreigners told them to.’

I listened to him with my mouth open, devouring every 
word.

‘Do you really think that the rulers in another land care 
about the Kazakhs more than our own aksakals? Tell me hon-
estly: do you trust those mongrel Russians?’

I hung on my aksakal’s every word and shook my head,
no.
‘Be honest and faithful only to the Almighty and your own 

people. With the so-called politicians and outsiders, be more 
careful. You don’t need to be honest and genuine with those who 
aren’t honest and genuine in return. You should always cheat 
your enemies if you want to stay alive in a time

like this.’
Malai ata taught me how to live. His words made me look 

differently at the changes happening throughout the land.
‘This isn’t our fate. This isn’t our war. Our people have been 

dragged onto a different path, thrown into someone else’s war, 
and have begun killing each other. Now, we have to live under 
different laws. I’m afraid that life will become even harder for 
us, and there is more pain to come.’

Time proved the wise man right. Our villages and our fami-
lies suffered in every way imaginable. We had no weapons apart 
from two rusty hunting rifles and a few rounds. Even if we were 
armed, how could we have gone to battle against the trained 
ranks of the White and Red armies?

My family’s fate had left me as the oldest man in the house. 
I was eighteen-years-old and like all young men, I wanted to be 
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at the centre of the action. I was ready to fight for a new, fairer 
world with a gun in my hand and the Alash Orda beside me. I 
had to follow my father’s orders, though, to keep the village 
safe, look after my mother and protect our clan.

In the village there were twelve yurts and about seventy 
people, most of them women, children and a few elderly men. 
The rest had left to fight. The weight on my shoulders made me 
act responsibly, and as much as I could I stopped hot-headed Sa-
lim from doing anything dangerous. Although he was only one 
year younger than me, he thought that his older brother would 
always get him out of trouble. Ever reckless, he joined up with 
the Alash Orda. For a while,

I’d been able to keep him at home, but in 1918, when he’d 
just turned seventeen, he joined the ranks of those fighting for 
the same cause as us: Kazakh freedom and equality. Sal- im 
came home to visit us just under a year later. A few days after 
that, we received unexpected guests.

Two bands of troops bore down on the village from differ-
ent sides: six Reds and six Whites. We greeted these guests with 
both happiness and fear, for, you see, we knew the leaders of 
each of these troops. Though we hadn’t seen each other since we 
were small children, Akimzhan and Ka- rimzhan were both our 
second cousins. Missing the steppe, they’d decided to visit their 
family in our village and to try, if they could, to get us on their 
side. Our grandfathers had been brothers. I took my great-grand-
father’s surname, Bektemirov, whilst they were Abzhanov and 
Abishev, after their grandfathers. But the cruel hand of fate had 
dictated that these two cousins would stand on opposite sides of 
the barricades. They would become mortal enemies.

I had to be as diplomatic as possible, to sit our guests who 
were armed and ready for war around the same table. Both of 
my relatives expected to sit at the head of the table, so I had to 
sit them next to each other in such a way that they would both 
feel they were the guest of honour. The other members of their 
troop sat across the table from each other. There were smiles 
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between the young men, but the mood remained tense. Each 
of my cousins had their leader, their general beside them. The 
lower a man’s rank, the higher his self-regard. Akimzhan and 
Karimzhan were serving another land’s army. They were sol-
diers of low rank, always at the mercy of the generals above 
them; but here, in our village, they felt superior. They sat with 
straight backs, their noses in the air, not even trying to conceal 
their feelings of superiority over their hosts, their poor relatives.

We sat meekly, scared to make a sound. There was such 
tension in the yurt that I could hear my heart pulsating. The mo-
ment when we served the meat dish -tabak- made us feel even 
queasier, for we didn’t know who should be given the head of 
the ram. The ancient custom among nomads is for the head to 
be placed upon the plate of the most important guest: the head 
of the family, the father of the daughter- in-law or the oldest per-
son at the table. The person with the highest status in the yurt is 
the one who cuts up the head, but this is during peaceful times. 
What do you do in a yurt full of soldiers at war with each other 
and ready to open fire at the first sign of provocation? If I served 
the ram’s head to the Red general, then everyone would think I 
want them to be victorious, and if I served it to the White gen-
eral, then I automatically become an enemy of the Reds. Better 
to give everyone a ram’s head; but Kazakh custom would never 
allow for two heads to be served at one meal. Therein was my 
dilemma.

I made the only choice I could by offering the ram’s head to 
Akimzhan, who was two years older than Karimzhan. Respect 
for your elders is an incontestable law of the steppe, and no one, 
at least out loud, could question Akimzhan’s seniority. The faces 
of the White Kazakhs brightened; they looked upon this as a 
good omen and a sign of respect. The Reds furrowed their brows 
and gave each other knowing looks as if to suggest that the ram 
wouldn’t be the only one to have his head split open that day.

With their guns slung over their shoulders, the twelve sol-
diers sat around the table and ate another dish of fatty mutton 
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with smoke-dried horsemeat accompanied by kumis (fermented 
mare’s milk). All were dressed in their military uniforms.

‘Where is Salim? I haven’t seen our little cousin yet,’ 
Karimzhan suddenly enquired.

It was a natural question to ask, but it made me shudder. As 
one of the Alash Orda, Salim was passionately against all of our 
guests. Before they’d reached our village, I’d sent him as far 
away as possible so that his temper didn’t cause an ugly scene.

‘He’s probably out hunting,’ I replied. ‘There are red foxes 
on this part of the steppe this time of year.’

I don’t know what possessed me to mention foxes; even 
more so red ones. I should have said he’d gone to meet a girl, 
and then the conversation would have been over.

‘How come everyone is hunting the reds?’ Akimzhan tried 
to joke.

‘Only they’ll soon turn red themselves,’ Karimzhan shot 
back.

‘We know what you’re like. We’ve lost count of how many 
Reds have turned White out here,’ replied Akimzhan sharply, 
this time with real anger in his voice.

Everyone knew what the brothers were talking about. We’d 
heard about soldiers lying in pools of blood on the steppe and 
others left in shallow graves, their bones pale under the moonlit 
sky.

The hostility between the men had risen to the surface now, 
but the youngest of the Red soldiers helped to restore the peace. 
He must have been a new recruit because he still resembled an 
urchin from one of the steppe’s backwaters. He looked uncom-
fortable in his Red Army uniform.

‘Right, I’m ready; let’s get started,’ he yelled, showing ev-
eryone his zhilik- a large belt buckle made from a horse’s shin-
bone.

For Northern Kazakhs, hitting your belt buckle is a chal-
lenge to a test of strength. Usually, they strike it with a cloth-
strapped fist or the side of an axe, but real warriors love to 
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heighten the sense of drama and punch it with their bare fist. In 
this way, they can judge where the bone’s weak spot is from the 
sound it makes. It’s more difficult this way, and sometimes the 
bone needs to be struck several times before it shatters.

At the sight ofthe zhilik, the Kazakhs in the yurt jumped to 
their feet, beat their chests and prepared to compete. One after 
the other, they rained measured punches on the shin bone, but 
the bone was solid and the soldiers weren’t using all of their 
strength as they were afraid to break their fingers. Suddenly, one 
of the Russian Whites, a cross-eyed lad with blonde hair ap-
proached the group.

‘Can we have a go?’ he asked loudly. ‘It looks like you need 
us to show you how to do it.’

‘Go on!’ the Kazakhs on both sides shouted having already 
forgotten they were enemies.

‘Here, Kostya, show them!’ another Russian yelled, sure
of his compatriot’s strength.
The soldier was a brute of a man. He rolled up his sleeves, 

rubbed his palms together, pulled his enormous right fist back 
and struck violently at the bone. At first, we all thought he’d 
broken the zhilik, but a second later he grunted, swore, and hid 
his fist in his other hand. The zhilik was still in one piece, and 
the brute’s hand was broken. He was so confident in his own 
strength that he hadn’t bothered to look for a weak spot on the 
bone. All that we could do was wrap his hand in a cloth, give 
him a mug of vodka and tell him to wait for the pain to wear off.

Eventually, the Kazakh urchin cracked the bone with his 
first punch. The Reds celebrated, whilst the Whites looked dis-
traught. I moved quickly to keep the peace, reminding the men 
that one side had eaten the ram’s head, and the other had smashed 
the horse’s shin. The Kazakhs appreciated this parity. With their 
equality established, the soldiers from both sides raised their 
mugs and gave toasts to friendship.

‘May you all turn red!’ laughed the Reds, meaning may 
your blood soak the steppe.
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‘May you all become white!’ replied the Whites; that was to 
say may your bones be bleached in the sun.

In these times, these were our toasts, and this was our friend-
ship.

Everyone laughed and drank, and I drank with them. Drink-
ing always brought people together, somehow smoothing over 
the rough words exchanged between them. For us, giving our 
unexpected guests something to drink was of the utmost impor-
tance, for we hoped that Russians, White and Red alike, would 
not shoot people who they’d drunk with.

What came to pass next was what I’d been most afraid of. 
The door opened and there stood Salim.

Greeting our guests calmly, he sat next to me with his legs 
crossed in the Kazakh way. He was holding a kamcha, a horse-
whip, in his hand. The kamcha was as long as his arm and had 
six leather tails, each the length of a palm. They used to say that 
a whip this size gave the most powerful blows. Salim, always so 
agile, could make an enemy howl from pain and writhe on the 
ground with one crack to his elbow or knee. He could also kill 
a man with one lash to his temple, crown, kidney or liver, but 
those who hadn’t witnessed it could never have imagined that 
this wiry boy from the steppe could be so powerful.

It was common to bring a whip to a debate. When a man 
wanted to speak, he would raise his whip or throw it onto the 
table. Debates would often become aggressive, and the kamcha 
was a timeless part of steppe democracy and nomad etiquette. 
For Salim, it was also a deadly weapon.

After the cousins had exchanged small talk, Salim began 
the conversation that I was so afraid of and had tried my best to 
avoid.

‘Tell me,’ he asked coarsely and angrily, ‘what are you 
fighting for?’

‘We want to establish a monarchy and bring order to the 
Russian Empire and to the steppe,’ replied the White, Akimzhan.

‘We’ve come to free our proletarian brothers from op-
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pression at the hands of rich landowners and governors,’ said 
Karimzhan, the Red.

‘You’re both deluded! We’ve lived through a monarchy, 
and we aren’t going to be slaves again,’ hissed Salim. ‘The Reds 
have nothing for us either. The Soviets won’t give our people 
their independence, and that’s what we Alash Orda want: free-
dom for the Kazakh nation.’

‘Nonsense; that’s just an empty fantasy,’ snorted Akimzhan.
‘The political situation won’t allow the Kazakhs to live sep-

arately from Russia. Moscow won’t allow you to form your own 
government,’ said Karimzhan more respectfully.

‘We’re not asking for your permission,’ snapped Salim. 
‘We’ll get what we want through our own blood and sweat.’

‘Are you strong enough, little brother? When did you get 
so cocky? Look around you; look at what’s happening and see 
if you think it’s worth it. Think carefully before you pick up a 
gun,’ Akimzhan replied more calmly.

‘All of our nation’s suffering is because of people like you,’ 
Salim railed relentlessly. ‘If we all joined together, we would get 
our freedom.’

‘No, little brother; please,’ Karimzhan countered. ‘Even if 
the whole steppe came together, all the Kazakhs, we still won’t 
get our independence by going to war. The only way to a hap-
py future is through socialism. We, the Kazakh poor, together 
with the working class in Russia, in unity with the peasantry and 
guided by the great leader of the worldwide proletariat, Com-
rade Lenin, must fight for our future.’

‘Poor, you say? And how can I be a rich, respected Ka-
zakh; or do you plan to bury them all?’

‘If you’re not with us, you’re against us,’ sneered Ka- 
rimzhan.

‘There is your mistake!’ Salim shouted, pointing his whip at 
our cousins. ‘You’re dividing our people into rich and poor, and 
we’re killing each other. We, the Alash Orda, are for national 
unity and brotherhood between all Kazakhs, no matter what clan 
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or class.’
The debate was quickly descending into an argument, but 

then, Malai ata interrupted.
‘Pipe down,’ the aksakal said quietly. ‘Thank the Almighty 

that you met here in your relatives’ village, otherwise you 
would have murdered each other somewhere out on the steppe. 
Some cousins you are to each other. And what are you trying 
to achieve? Maybe you think you’re doing the right thing, but 
in this awful tale that doesn’t matter. The Empire needed to di-
vide the nation; it needed to release a poison that turned brothers 
against each other. Then, the idea of a class war came to them. 
This isn’t our path. It isn’t our choice. It was forced upon us 
from above by selfishness, cunning and cruelty. We’ve ended up 
in this nightmare and we can’t wake from it. At least remain as 
human beings as much as is possible, and never, not under any 
circumstances, shoot at your own brothers.’

The yurt fell silent as everyone lost himself in deep thought. 
The cruel circumstances were hurting us all, but the wise words 
touched each one of us.

At that time, I was burning with resentment and I took my 
anger out on my brothers. Now, I’m sitting next to them again 
in our clan’s cemetery in the village of Bulakbasy: the start of 
life and the end of life. Now, my restless brothers lay peace-
fully with each other, but while they were alive, they could nev-
er live together because of the ideas brainwashed into them by 
the Tsar’s and the Communists’ rulers. Now, I don’t dare judge 
them. Nowadays, everybody squabbles over the past and those 
with the loudest voices are the pretend historians and the popu-
lists, the biased and the hysterical. If you consider it, the story of 
the Kazakh people in the first half of the twentieth century, when 
everything came together in a bloody war, is extremely com-
plex. My countrymen were just over twenty, sometimes thirty-
yearsold, just young men whose bodies and minds had barely 
had time to develop. They didn’t know what they wanted. You 
could have done anything to them.
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The father of our second cousin Akimzhan was a wealthy 
man who supported the Tsar. Akimzhan fought on the side of 
the Whites, and in 1920 died in a battle close to his home. Our 
other cousin, Karimzhan was obsessed with the ideas of the 
Bolsheviks, of equality and brotherhood between peoples. He 
became an orphan when he was a small boy. His parents died 
from an epidemic the name of which no one in the village knew. 
Karimzhan spent his childhood in poverty, but the hardships 
he suffered did not break him; rather they gave him his strong 
character and made him a horseman with nerves of steel. The 
stamina and courage he developed in his youth, coupled with his 
quick mind and sharp tongue brought him to the highest rungs 
of revolutionary power, and he rose to every challenge that was 
putin front of him.

To Karimzhan’s credit, he was no blind fanatic of commu-
nist ideology, unlike certain uneducated types. His actions were 
guided not only by Marxist-Leninist doctrines but also by les-
sons learnt from life on the steppe and nomadic wisdom. His 
people saw in him an honest and fair Communist Party member, 
and a worthy representative of the Soviet power that had brought 
about the new order. Many people came to him for advice and 
help and could speak with him openly about their problems in 
adapting to this new life. Karimzhan always tried to think things 
through to their logical conclusion, and nearly always came to 
the right decision. Unfortunately, in 1923 some ‘class enemies’ 
shot him in his home one night whilst he was writing a report. 
The chilling realities of that era didn’t spare anyone.

On that day in our village, which would be the last time I 
would ever see them, the brothers argued until their heads ached 
but still couldn’t see eye to eye. We understand now that every-
one has a right to his opinion; but then, engulfed by revolutions 
and wars, people couldn’t tolerate those who thought differently 
to them. Fanatics were prepared to kill or be killed for an idea.

On that evening, at least, no blood was spilt. The broth-
ers parted, each in their own direction: Karimzhan to the Reds, 
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Akimzhan to the Whites, and Salim to the Alash Orda. Obeying 
my father’s orders to protect the village and take care of my 
mother, I stayed at home in the yurt, but as the three brothers 
went their separate ways, my heart split into three pieces and 
tears ran down my cheeks.

One day in about 1920, I was sitting on a hill close to the vil-
lage and looking after the cattle. The sunset soothed me. I gazed 
at it for a long time, unable to take my eyes from the soft, warm 
glow of the huge sun, losing myself in comforting thoughts of 
past memories and the eternity ahead.

Suddenly, a cavalry appeared from behind a mound. It was 
the White officers of the Tsarist Army. In front, on a tall white 
horse rode a burly captain in a military tunic. The officers, all 
equally well-built, trailed behind him. With the light of the sunset 
shining on their red, blue and white dress- coats and their golden 
epaulettes and medals, they stood out handsomely against the 
dry steppe. Though their horses seemed exhausted from endless 
marches, they looked impressive too. The men carried sophis-
ticated rifles and sabres in well-crafted sheaths. How beautiful 
were the uniforms and weapons of the Imperial Army, and how 
handsome the noble officers and their steeds. What a precious 
sight. How on Earth could anyone think to shoot at them? They 
say that beauty will save the world, but this beauty tore up the 
world and destroyed it.

Now, in my old age, I think it isn’t beauty that will save the 
world, but the kindness of the Almighty and of people. Look 
how beautifully-made fighter planes are, how they fly over the 
ground and the ocean, but they bring death. Still, perhaps beauty 
can help to awaken people’s sense of kindness. Maybe I’m get-
ting carried away, asking questions as old as time itself, which 
is never wise if you want to live happily and peacefully. This 
lazy kind of wisdom squeezes the life out of a person. I prefer to 
tell myself that every dayis a lesson. It’s probably why I haven’t 
gone mad.

Anyway, the line of handsome soldiers arrived in our vil-
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lage. There were only six of them, but for us, this was a real 
army. We gave our uninvited guests a polite welcome, but our 
hospitality didn’t mean much to them. The Whites behaved 
calmly but with arrogance, as if our village belonged to them.

We quickly cut up our fattest ram and offered the uninvited 
guests much more besides. Giving me a wink, Malai ata pre-
sented them with a couple of bottles of moonshine. Under the 
supervision of my mother, Batima, the women brought a host of 
dishes to the table: hot wheat cakes, pancakes, sour cream, dried 
curd, salted yoghurt, fermented milk, kumis, butter. The hungry 
soldiers devoured the wheat cakes with sour cream, and, satis-
fied, thanked our women. We all breathed a sigh of relief.

When the officers were full and the bottles of moonshine 
were almost empty, the captain asked us to sing them a song 
from the steppe. A request from a guest is the law for our people 
- even more so if that visitor is carrying a rifle - but none of us 
could sing. After running his hand pensively through his long 
white beard, eventually, Malai ata came forward to sing “Elim-
ai” (“Oh, my country”). This song comes from the time of the 
Dzungar invasions, a tragic era for our people when many Ka-
zakhs perished at the hands of the hordes. Those who survived 
were forced to flee their homeland. Malai ata sang in a soft, 
touching voice, taking care over each word. He sang about cru-
elty, about lost happiness and peace. It felt as if the Russians 
appreciated the tragedy of the song, for when Malai ata finished 
they bowed their heads and exchanged glances with each other. 
Then, the captain began to sing. He began slowly, turning the 
lyrics into a mournful melody. I still remember that song about 
his birthplace and the comfort of his home. I remember all the 
aching pain in that song. Even though it belonged to an enemy, 
he had a wonderful voice.

We were touched by the foreign but beguiling song and its 
moving words. Up until that moment, I’d never thought that 
Russians could also suffer and could miss their homes and fami-
lies. I’d just imagined they spent their lives ransacking other 
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people’s lands with their guns, humiliating and killing at will. 
But then, why are they here? I wondered. Why are they wander-
ing through our steppes, bringing fear and death? Did they re-
ally have to leave their homes and come here? What makes them 
do it and who sent them here? These thoughts distracted me, and 
I only came to my senses when the captain finished his song.

The soldiers applauded and gave toasts to the health of their 
captain.

‘Are there any girls in this village who can sing with us,’ the 
captain asked me tipsily, ‘or have you hidden them all

away?’
I was afraid of disappointing him, so we had to call for 

Khalilya.
My younger sister, Khalilya was a beauty. Whenever she 

walked into a yurt, it immediately became lighter. She played 
the dombra- the steppe mandolin - perfectly, and sang like a 
nightingale. Her voice mesmerised those who listened, and her 
face reflected an ethereal light. When the mood took her, she 
could play the dombra with her toes.

On this ill-fated day, we asked Khalilya to sings some songs 
for our uninvited guests. We had no choice but to do as they 
asked, but we also wanted to show the White officers a little of 
our own culture. We hoped that our music would impress them, 
and they would think well of our village. So, Khalilya played 
some melodies from the steppe, and the soldiers were stunned 
by her. She sang several songs, and finished by performing the 
requiem, “Temirtas” from the time of our forefather, Birzhan-
sal. I still remember her stunning face and voice.

The captain and Khalilya began to take it in turns, she per-
forming a Kazakh song and he replying with one in Russian. 
The faces of the officers lit up as they joined in with the songs. 
For a while, everyone forgot about the painful times; about the 
fact that the men singing in our yurt were our enemies who at 
any moment could destroy our village. When Khalilya played 
on her dombra a Russian song that she’d only heard a few mo-
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ments before, the soldiers cheered at the tops of their voices and 
drank to her health and her talent. The captain looked most en-
chanted of all, and I began to notice how he was looking at her.

A song cannot exist without love. Love gives birth to music, 
but music can also create love. Malai ata and I looked at each 
other and realised how stupid we had been. We should have hid-
den Khalilya from these armed men. That is what we’d done 
before, but this time something came over us. We’d wanted to 
show off in front of our foreign visitors,

and we were punished for it.
The soldiers left early the next morning without saying 

goodbye. They took with them as much food as they could steal. 
They also took my sister.

The village was in shock. Mother wailed and clung to me. 
I was gritting my teeth and trying to comfort her when Salim 
appeared. Seeing him I became worried, and Mother wailed 
even more. When Malai ata told him what had happened, Salim 
turned wild. Malai ata didn’t try to talk us out of searching for 
Khalilya. He only warned us not to get into a fight, and to try to 
negotiate her release.

‘Don’t take weapons with you; it’s useless,’ he told us. ‘Talk 
to them. Shame them if you can. The only things you can hope 
will save her are the men’s consciences and sense of fairness.’

On the way, Salim explained that he’d requested leave from 
his commanders to pay us a visit. From his words, I guessed that 
the Alash Orda didn’t have much to do. Neither the Reds nor the 
Whites trusted them and would treat them as enemies, but the 
Alash Orda had little influence and suffered from a serious lack 
of weapons and ammunition. As Salim had given his rifle to a 
friend, he had no gun at all.

‘Oh, if you could have seen that rifle,’ he bragged. ‘I killed 
a few Whites with it in, even an officer, a Kazakh.’

‘How could you shoot at your own people?’ I yelled at my 
brother.

Salim looked surprised.
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‘He’s not one of us! He was a White Army officer!’
‘What does it matter, Red or White? He was a Kazakh,
our brother.’
‘A brother to you, maybe, but to me, he was the enemy. He 

had a revolver in his hand and was firing at me. If I didn’t kill 
him, he would have killed me. Would you have preferred that?’

I couldn’t reply. This morbid philosophy had been forced 
upon us from the outside by the tyrannical White Army and the 
proletarian dictatorship. Foreign tactics and a foreign revolution 
had led Kazakhs to destroy each other.

All Kazakhs are brothers,’ I said. ‘We have the same blood, 
and this is more important than the colour of a flag. It doesn’t 
matter if you’re White or Red, rich or poor, which clan or region 
you come from: a Kazakh is always your brother.’

Salim shut up and looked distressed.
Kazakhs rarely killed each other even when they fought 

amongst themselves. During feuds, they only used to use lances 
and tried not to hit their opponent’s head. We would aim for 
knees, ankles or forearms. This was enough to make an oppo-
nent fall from his horse.

Salim was a true Kazakh and never contradicted his elder 
brother.

‘I understand you,’ I said, softening my voice. ‘It’s the times 
we’re living in which make brothers turn their weapons on each 
other, but we can’t blame everything on the times. There are so 
few of us; we can’t just shoot at each other.’

‘You’re right, Asanbai,’ replied Salim in a less confronta-
tional tone, ‘but not everything depends on us.’

This time I didn’t say anything. I knew he was right too.
A man who never did anything by halves, Salim was devoted 

to the cause of the Alash Orda. He was a phenomenal marksman 
who could shoot the ear off a fox without even taking aim. He 
was lean, wiry and incredibly energetic. Despite being slightly 
smaller than average, he was extremely strong. Apart from his 
marksmanship, his most impressive quality was his agility. He 
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could perform tricks on a galloping horse that impressed even 
his enemies. His attitude to war was remorseless but pragmatic.

‘War is war,’ he used to say. ‘An enemy should be killed 
before he can kill you, so always be the first to shoot.’

Without fail he could find his way on the steppe using the 
sun by day and the stars by night.

‘If you lose your bearings on the steppe at night, always 
trust your intuition and your horse,’ he would say. ‘Loosen your 
reins, let the horse make the decisions, and she will take you 
where you need to go. The Polar Star, Temirkazyk will always 
guide you north.’

A day later, we caught up with the White soldiers on the 
banks on the Sileti River, where the captain greeted us as if 
nothing had happened.

‘Forgive us,’ he said nonchalantly. ‘These things happen.’
I tried to explain to him that they’d hurt us deeply and dis-

honoured our hospitality. Nowhere in the world is it acceptable 
to abuse hosts who have let you into their homes and shared 
their bread with you. The man was unrepentant, though.

‘Listen, we’re not some band of thugs. We’re officers of 
the White Army and we took from our subjects something we 
needed. So, let’s part ways without any unpleasantness. Take 
some compensation for your sister. Isn’t that what your people 
call a kalymV

Only then, with every word he spoke feeling like a knife 
through my heart, did I realise how naive we’d been to think we 
could shame him into giving Khalilya back. The click of guns 
and the clanking of steel swords quickly brought me back to my 
senses.

‘On second thoughts, let’s do without a kalym,’ he said 
coldly, placing a revolver to my forehead. It’s dangerous on 
your steppe, and we don’t have anything valuable with us.’

I felt the blood rushing to my head. Only the man’s revolver 
stopped me from tearing him to pieces.

‘So, your people can just take our sisters and hold them cap-
tive?’ I hissed.
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‘I’m not holding her captive,’ he replied. ‘I like your sister 
a lot. In fact, I think I’m in love with her, and I think she loves 
me too.’

At this, I almost fainted, but Salim kept his composure, 
catching the captain’s attention and casting his eyes towards the 
man’s revolver. In broken Russian, he began to ask him about 
it. The captain was amused by Salim’s naivety, and enthusiasti-
cally explained to him the advantages of using a gun with six 
chambers instead of five. Playing the impressionable youth, Sa-
lim pretended to hang on his every word. The other soldiers who 
had been watching us nervously became relaxed and laughed 
at the simple Kazakh boy who they surmised from his ques-
tions had never seen a gun before. When Salim asked how many 
enemies could be killed with a single bullet and if the number 
depended on whether the enemies were fat or thin, rich or poor, 
a heated debate began. All six White soldiers gathered around 
Salim and started to explain the complexities of marksmanship. 
Salim stared wide-eyed at each of their guns and held them up-
side down in his hands.

I asked the captain to let me see Khalilya. There was noth-
ing else I could do. He waved his hand towards the river, where 
I found my sister sitting next to the water. I could barely recog-
nise her; there was no trace of her beauty left.

Angrily, she refused to come back to the village.
‘Leave me with him or kill me!’ she cried. ‘How can I show 

my face to people now?’
Covering her face with her hands, she burst into tears. I held 

her and tried to comfort her.
The sound of gunfire broke our embrace. Before I knew 

what was happening, the shots were following each other like 
bolts of lightning. When the shooting stopped and I could look 
up, I saw five of the White soldiers lying dead on the ground. 
Standing over them was Salim, with a revolver in each hand 
trained on the captain who stood motionless in front of him. 
Khalilya and I ran towards him. Salim had gone horribly pale. 
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He was gnashing his teeth, his clothes covered in the officers’ 
blood. Khalilya started wailing again.

‘This isn’t fair!’ yelled the captain.
‘And what do you think is fair?’ Salim shouted back. ‘That 

you came to our country, into our home with guns?
That you murdered whole families, raped our women and 

torched our villages? Is that fair to you, you fucking dog?’
‘In the Tsar’s Russia, when men used words like that we 

used to fight for our honour in a duel,’ the captain replied. ‘But 
I’m sure you savages wouldn’t understand what honour is.’

Salim pointed the revolvers at the captain’s head once more. 
The captain grew even paler but stayed on his feet. I froze and 
waited for the gunshots, but Khalilya shrieked and threw herself 
at Salim.

‘Stop, brother, please stop,’ she cried, ‘or kill me together 
with him.’

Her words paralysed me.
‘What, the kisses of the Tsar’s servants mean more to you 

than your own family?’ Salim hissed.
‘No! But I have no choice. Either I become his wife,
or... ‘
‘Shut up!’ Salim screamed. ‘How dare you talk like that? 

I’m not letting some foreign mongrel take you.’
Salim shook Khalilya off him, and she fell several metres 

away. Burying her face in the ground, she burst into tears again. 
I couldn’t stop myself from starting to run to her, but Salim’s 
next words froze me to the spot.

‘So, Sir, you piece of scum, are you going to show me what 
a duel is?’

Salim gave the captain a look of utter contempt and threw 
him his revolver. The captain grabbed at it with numb fingers. 
Turning his back on the captain, Salim began to count the steps 
away from him.

‘Why spill blood?’ Khalilya implored him, springing from 
the ground. ‘Why stand in front of a bullet, Salim? Can’t you 
just let us go?’
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Salim didn’t turn round as he counted each pace loudly. 
Khalilya fell again and lay on the ground with her face in the 
grass. After counting out thirty paces, Salim stopped and turned 
around, but the captain was already ready with his gun raised.

‘Not another word!’ Salim shouted at me.
I wanted to say something, but I knew that nothing could 

have stopped my brother. Against my will, I had become the 
witness to the duel and stood between the two men. From his 
stance, it was clear that the captain had been in many duels be-
fore, whilst Salim had only heard stories about them.

The opponents faced one another.
Shaking, I lowered my arm to start the duel.
A shot was fired; only one.
I looked to my brother. He stood calmly on the spot, the 

revolver resting by his side. Across from him, the captain was 
lying on the ground. As we approached him, we saw that he had 
a bullet hole between his eyes.

Khalilya lay motionless. She had lost consciousness.
Hurriedly, we piled up the six corpses and threw some soil 

over them. We took their weapons: six rifles, seven revolvers 
with ammunition, swords and kinzhal knives, as well as their 
horses and camping equipment. With difficulty, we resuscitated 
Khalilya, placed her on a horse and headed for the village. She 
didn’t put up a struggle, and once we set off, she quietly sang 
mournful songs.

It was soon dark, so we made camp for the night. After eat-
ing the rest of our food, we fell into a deep sleep. Suddenly, 
a deafening gunshot shattered the silence of the night, and we 
jumped up and scrambled to find the weapons. By the time I was 
on my feet, Salim already had a rifle in his hands and was ready 
to shoot; but there was no enemy. We breathed a little easier and 
went to look for Khalilya. When we found her, she was dead.

To this day I ask myself why she shot herself. Had the shock 
of her kidnapping broken her young, pure heart? Could she not 
live with the shame of what the captain had done to her? One 
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idea frightens me most of all: had she really loved that Russian 
soldier, the enemy of our people? No, surely that can’t be true. 
She knew that he’d killed her fellow Kazakhs. She couldn’t 
have loved him. Or could she?

Everyone in our village mourned our little sister. Our moth-
er suffered most of all. After Khalilya was buried, she couldn’t 
speak for weeks. I can still hear the sound of her sobbing. Salim 
took half of the weapons we had collected for the men in his 
brigade, and we gave the rest to the men in the village.

These turbulent years forced Salim to play some cruel and 
dangerous games. My hot-headed and sharp-witted brother 
found himself in company that was at times heroic, and at others 
suspicious. He couldn’t spend a week at home without becom-
ing restless. The surrounding whirlpool of events sucked him 
in, and instead of striving to avoid them as I did, he was always 
seeking out his next fight. He was one of the best marksmen in 
the Alash Orda cavalry. As a proud descendant of nomads, he 
hated anyone having control over him. I spent my life scared for 
him, but whenever I tried to warn or protect him, he would only 
laugh and say: ‘You look after yourself, big brother, and I’ll look 
after myself.’ He came to visit us less and less until one day he 
disappeared for good.

In the autumn of 1920, I lost Malai ata as well.
Once, I travelled into the steppe to bring our cattle closer to 

the village. When I returned the next day, every person in our 
clan was in mourning. In tears, the women told me what had 
happened. Another group of White soldiers had come into the 
village. Malai ata welcomed them, but they’d eaten and were al-
ready drunk, so refused his invitation into the yurt. Already be-
having aggressively, they threatened Malai ata and the women 
that if they sympathised with the Reds or were sheltering any of 
them in the village, they would burn every home to the ground. 
Satisfied that there were no enemies in the village, they started 
to leave. But then a local Cossack captain, so drunk he was fall-
ing off his horse, made a bet with one of the tsarist officers to 
show him how skilled he was at throwing a lance.
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He ordered Malai ata to run out of the village and into the 
steppe. If he couldn’t split him in two with his first throw, then 
he’d leave the aksakal alone and ride out of the village, but if the 
old man refused, he’d kill everyone in the village on the spot. 
There was no way out, and the seventy- two-year-old Malai ata 
hobbled out onto the steppe as fast as he could with the Cos-
sack soon catching up with him on his horse. When he got close 
enough to hear the old man’s footsteps, he threw the sharp lance 
at his head with all his might. Mala ata had fought many battles 
on horseback in his youth, and as soon as he heard the spear fly-
ing towards him, he threw himself to the ground, and the lance 
whistled over his head. The White officers applauded the old 
man and began to make fun of the drunken Cossack. Everyone 
was relieved that the ordeal was over.

The troops were getting ready to leave the village when the 
Cossack, enraged, picked up his lance and drove it hard through 
Malai ata’s temple. Blood poured from him and soaked his 
white beard. The old man fell dead without a sound. The officers 
looked at the Cossack in horror, and the Cossack, digging his 
spurs into his horse’s belly, gave a demented cry and galloped 
away. The women threw themselves on the body of the man they 
loved so much and began to weep. We buried Malai ata in the 
ancient tradition of our ancestors. We were desperate to avenge 
his death, but we were powerless to do anything. We stayed in 
Koitas, among the sheep stones until the end of the civil war.

One day, I was on the steppe herding our village’s hors-
es, cows, sheep and goats, when a group of Red Army soldiers 
jumped out from behind some tall stones and pointed their rifles 
at me.

‘Stop! Don’t move!’ they ordered. ‘Put your hands up.’
I was stunned, and raised my hands. They relaxed a little 

when they saw how calm I was.
‘Whose side are you on, Whites or Reds? What are you, rich 

or poor?’
‘Ha! What poor man has that many cattle?’ commented one 

of them. ‘He must be the lord around here.’
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‘I’m on the same side as you,’ I tried to bluff.
‘You piece of shit! We should kill you like an enemy of the 

people,’ they laughed.
‘What do you want; my blood or the cows?’ I said, point-

ing to the animals, trying to bargain with them; but they weren’t 
interested in negotiating.

‘We’ll let you choose your own fate.’
The elder of the two men took a copper five-kopeck coin 

out of his trouser pocket.
‘I’m going to flip this coin,’ he said. ‘If it lands on the eagle, 

it means you’re not on anyone’s side; but you know that we 
can’t let you go. There’s a war on, after all; you might run off 
and join the Whites. We’ll just tie you to that rock and let fate 
decide who comes for you, your clansmen or the wolves. If the 
coin falls on the side with the head, it means you’re with the 
Whites, and we’ll shoot you on the spot.’

It was pointless to explain anything, let alone argue. I felt 
calm; it didn’t feel as if my time had come. I prayed to the Al-
mighty and to my ancestors for help. The elder man threw the 
coin high in the air, and it shone in the sunlight as it spun before 
falling on the grass between us. The soldier and I ran to look at 
it. It had landed on the head.

‘It isn’t our fault - your own fate has spoken,’ the soldier 
said emotionlessly.

They marched me to the centre of the sheep stones. I could 
barely feel my legs.

The Red Army soldiers giggled at each other’s vulgar jokes. 
These men, so sure they were creating a new, better life from 
the wreckage of the old world, didn’t care at all that they were 
putting a man to death. Out of the corner of my eye then, I saw 
a group of horsemen coming towards us. Could they be Kazakhs 
or Whites, I thought, but a moment later, I realised they were 
Reds.

Two of the soldiers stayed where they were and two dragged 
me to one of the stones, trying to force me to my knees. I’d de-
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cided to die with honour, though, on my feet and looking at my 
killers. I forced myself from their grip, turned to face them and 
lifted my head. I prayed to Allah again: ‘La ilaha ilallah,’ and 
waited for my death. I didn’t want to die, though. Life had only 
just begun.

The other horsemen came at a gallop. They’re probably 
hurrying to shoot me, I thought. My executioners glanced at one 
another, the look on their faces extinguishing my last hope of 
being spared. Shooting a man who is looking straight at you is a 
difficult thing to do, however, so they gestured angrily for me to 
turn around and sink to my knees, but I continued to stand and 
stare at them.

‘Get ready!’ the commander cried cruelly and coldly.
Three men picked up their guns and pointed them at me. 

Looking down their barrels, I said goodbye to this world; but 
then came another command.

‘Guns down!’
The Red Army soldiers put their rifles to their sides and 

stood to attention. The tension was unbearable. It took all of my 
strength to stay on my feet.

The horseman who had barked this order was the first
to arrive at the stone. Looking me up and down, he shout-

ed:
‘Asan! You’re Asanbai, Amanzhol’s son!’
Leaping from his horse, he hugged me.
‘What, you don’t recognise your friend? I’m Timofei Maid-

aikin, the son of your tamyr!’
We embraced. I was saved.
Maidaikin turned to his men.
‘This is no enemy!’ he bellowed. ‘He’s with us, and you’re 

to show him nothing but respect.’
This is how much my life had changed. Timofei Maid- ai-

kin, the son of my father’s friend, had joined the Red Army, ris-
en to the rank of commander and saved me. For the first time in 
my life, I had no other choice but to be thankful for Soviet rule.
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With the decisiveness befitting a commander, Maidai- kin 
ordered me to go and study.

‘This fighting has gone on long enough,’ he said sharply. 
‘It’s time to accept that a new era has begun and to accept the 
new authorities. Otherwise...’ He paused to think, and when 
he continued, his voice was calmer. ‘The Soviet system needs 
teachers. So, go and study, learn, then teach your people about 
the justness of socialism.’

I thanked him from the bottom of my heart.
‘And thank you to your father. We were very fond of him,’ 

he said, smiling as he left. ‘Teaching children is an honourable 
task. Remember that for the rest of your days. We will see each 
other again, and together we will build a new life.’

On Timofei’s recommendation, I went to the nearest town 
to take a short training course in order to become a teacher. At 
that time, teaching was a very highly regarded profession. Chil-
dren were encouraged by their elders to become teachers, as our 
people had a shortage. So it was that I found my calling.

Gradually, life became peaceful again. Old feuds were for-
gotten, and the new ways gained momentum. While I had no 
affection for the Soviets and their slogans, it was impossible to 
escape them. In these relatively tranquil years, people worked 
and raised a generation of Soviet children.

When I turned twenty-five, I got married; or rather, I was 
married off. My wife was called Khalima. She came from a clan 
of Argyns and Karauyls. Long before then, when I was only sev-
en and my bride to be was still in her cradle, our parents had ar-
ranged the marriage and our fate was set. The law of the steppe 
was harsh but sensible. Our parents knew each other; they knew 
each other’s families and their histories. They knew what they 
wanted for their children. Of course, they never asked what we 
thought about this. As a kalym for my future bride, my father 
gave forty-seven head of cattle, as was the nomadic custom.

I remember my first date with Khalima; it still feels like a 
wonderful dream. It was summer, and the steppe was in bloom. 
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The scent of grasses and delicate flowers tickled my nose, fill-
ing my lungs with the powerful energy of the steppe’s wild na-
ture. Birds warbled and grasshoppers chirped. As our custom 
dictated, I came to my bride’s village with several friends. In the 
evening, the young people in the village built an altybakan - a 
swing made from six poles - in our honour. Khalima and I sat on 
the ropes next to each other, and a boy and a girl began to push 
us harder and harder. We all sang songs about love, faithfulness 
and happiness. We rose so high in the swing that it felt as if we 
could touch the moon; we came back to earth so fast my head 
began to spin, either from the gravity or from joy. When it be-
came completely dark, we played a game called aksuyek, which 
means ‘the white bone.’ To play aksuyek, the bride-to-be throws 
an animal bone as far as she can, and all the groom’s friends run 
to look for it. They’re only pretending to look, however; what 
they’re really doing is giving the couple some time alone. Good 
friends take until midnight to find the bone.

Khalima and I waited a long time for the aksuyek to be 
found. This was our first date. Our wedding was a week later. 
It was 1925. We lived happily and peacefully in the town of 
Stepnyak.

The Path to Destruction

In the mid-1920s, Filipp Isayevich Goloshchyokin became 
First Secretary of the Kazakh Regional Committee of the Com-
munist Party. The First Secretary practically owned the Repub-
lic. Rumours spread among our people that he was a Jew, and 
that his real name was Shaya Itskovich. People also used to gos-
sip when they were sure no one was listening that it was this 
Goloshchyokin-Itskovich who’d shot Tsar Nicholas II. No one 
knew anything about him when he arrived or what orders he’d 
been given by the Central Committee, but as soon as power was 
in his hands, he did something monstrous.
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On his first visit to Kazakhstan, Goloshchyokin was sur-
prised by how life was on the steppe: people seemed to be living 
comfortably, and families often had a lot of cattle. It appeared to 
him that the revolution and the resulting chaos and famine hadn’t 
touched these people. Local politicians patiently explained to 
him that Kazakhs are a nomadic people, and for centuries, cows 
had been their main source of food and transport, but Golosh-
chyokin had other ideas. He believed that in a Soviet country 
there could be no nomads, and everyone must have a registered 
address. Everyone must live as a Soviet citizen. A few dozen or 
even hundred head of cattle in one pasture was not the Russian 
way; not the revolutionary way. It was bourgeois.

The local Party members tried to explain that a hundred 
cattle was not a sign of wealth here, but the minimum needed to 
survive, to eat, exchange for other goods and maintain the popu-
lation. On the steppe, cattle-herders were considered poor; only 
a few were able to live in comfort. The First Secretary would 
not listen. He said that by Soviet standards these people were 
bourgeois kulaks. If their wealth was confiscated and these rich 
herders and their cows put into kolkhozes (collective farms), 
then they would become a real working class. Think what po-
tential they had and how wealthy we could be. All our targets 
would be met.

‘But that would bring misery,’ the Kazakhs argued, trying 
to make Goloshchyokin see sense. ‘What will people eat? We 
need to consider the realities of their lives. If you take away their 
cattle, they’ll starve.’

‘How can that be true?’ Goloshchyokin replied indignantly. 
‘Other people live perfectly happily without cows.’

They explained once more, in vain, that Kazakhs are a no-
madic people who have herded cattle for millennia. Such a sud-
den change to their way of life could bring about a catastrophe. 
With a dismissive wave of his hand, Goloshch- yokin told them 
not to worry.

‘The Communist Party cares about the Kazakh people,’ he 
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said. ‘I’m convinced that what Kazakhstan needs is another rev-
olution; a second October, if you like. Continuing the class war 
is necessary in order to develop socialism. We took the decision 
to confiscate the property of the rich and banish them to hasten 
the process of collectivisation. I wrote a letter to Comrade Stalin 
about the need for a second, smaller October Revolution in Ka-
zakhstan, and Comrade Stalin supported my idea. Furthermore, 
Comrade Stalin wrote in his own hand that this was the cor-
rect decision. Do you people understand, or are you saying I’m 
wrong? Do you think Comrade Stalin is wrong? Do you?’

At this, most people fell silent. Some heroes remained, 
though. They knew that the fate of the entire Kazakh nation was 
at stake and stood up for their people until the end. Whatever 
tragedy was about to happen, innocent people should not suffer. 
Goloshchyokin - who’d participated in the punishment and as-
sassination of Tsar Nicholas II and his children - was unmoved.

‘There are no revolutions without sacrifices. Of course, we 
shall try to ensure not too many die, but we can do without the 
weak. So, let us begin our next revolution - Little October!’

And that is how it happened. Goloshchyokin silenced his 
opponents with support from the Central Committee. He had 
the most vocal of them killed. There is still mystery surrounding 
the death of Smagul Sadvakasov, the politically shrewd, phe-
nomenally gifted and truly brave Kazakh who was the fiercest 
opponent of Goloshchyokin’s policies. All that’s known is that 
he was invited to work in Moscow, and soon after arriving there 
he was poisoned. At the start of the 1930s, a wave of repression 
began. Many well-known, influential individuals were banished 
into exile, sent to prison, or simply shot without a trial.

In this way, having consolidated his position, Golosh- chy-
okin got on with his bloodthirsty plan: a second socialist revo-
lution on the steppe; the ‘Little October’ that would wipe out 
the majority of the Kazakh nation. Everywhere, so- called ‘rich’ 
Kazakhs had their property confiscated, the Republic’s leader-
ship making sure that the poor were involved in carrying out the 
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raids. This was an awful thing to witness, that poorer Kazakhs 
had truly been made to believe that wealthy people were bad 
people who must be destroyed; that these people’s destruction 
was important for the future of the Republic.

So, poor people got on their horses. Confiscation was in full 
swing in 1929. Even the more comfortable among the work-
ing class were not safe. Landowners and their families were ex-
iled to Siberia. I once watched as the richest among my Kerey 
Clan, Kenesbai, was dispossessed. People loved to talk about 
his wealth. They told a story that one day, as Kenesbai was rid-
ing on the steppe he came across a group of men leading a herd 
of horses to Omsk to sell them at the livestock market.

‘Isn’t it a bit early to be going to the market? The horses 
haven’t fattened up yet; the prices will be low,’ he said, casting 
a nomad’s eye over the drove.

‘It’s true, but we really need the money,’ the men replied.
‘Then sell them to me for the price you’d get in Omsk, and 

save yourself the trip,’ Kenesbai offered.
The men were overjoyed as it was still hundreds of kilo-

metres to Omsk and they’d be able to get home much sooner. 
Kenesbai took out a purse from under his saddle and paid the 
men, but they started to wonder, if he carries that much money 
under his saddle, how much must he have in his money box at 
home?

Every year, Kenesbai gave each of his clansmen a sogym - 
a horse to be slaughtered for its meat for the winter. You could 
say that everyone in his village worked for him: Kenesbai kept 
cattle, and his cattle kept them. Thanks to him, no one was ever 
hungry.

But this life was over now. The convoy guards came for 
Kenesbai and his wives. His children were terrified and hid un-
der their mothers’ skirts. The armed guards threw the family 
into a wagon and took them away in silence. The silence made 
everything even more painful, as no one had the chance to say 
goodbye to them. People who saw them in the wagon would 
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quietly murmur: ‘kosh bol- farewell - and Kenesbai would bow 
his head.

A large crowd gathered, and the head of the local Commu-
nist Party barked at them.

‘So, you feel sorry for him? He’s an oppressor, a leech. 
How much has he taken from you? Now, all of his cattle belong 
to you. You should be celebrating, fellow proletarians, that the 
Soviet leaders and Bolsheviks are freeing you from exploita-
tion. He belongs in Siberia, and that’s where he’s going.’

Kenesbai’s wagon screeched as it carried him and his fam-
ily into the abyss. The Soviets took all of his livestock, thou-
sands of heads of cattle and sheep, horses and goats. They said 
they were sending them to a meat processing factory to meet the 
needs of the people.

The steppe began to feel empty. No one could understand 
why these policies were being forced upon us. The disposses-
sion and exile of our landlords, however, didn’t always go to 
plan. The steppe grapevine, the uzunkulak brought awful news. 
There were stories of mortal combat between the heads of clans 
and the confiscators. In many parts of the steppe, there were 
more uprisings. Rumours reached us that Salim had joined one 
of the uprisings and was fighting against the Soviet authorities. 
This was very dangerous, and we lived in constant fear.

After the confiscations and the forced collectivisation, they 
brought in a tax on food - a tithe. And so it went on. In some plac-
es, they tried to follow the authorities’ orders to the letter. Tax 
collectors would roam the steppe like hungry packs of wolves, 
entering peaceful villages and turning everything upside down. 
Each time, they would demand more and more. Sometimes, it 
would be a family’s entire winter reserves down to the last grain 
of wheat and the last morsel of meat. When people got angry, 
they were told that if they handed over this tithe, the Soviets 
would give everyone everything they needed. Many people na-
ively believed them, and whoever dared to protest was arrested 
and tried as an enemy of the workers and the peasants. Often, 
they were beaten to death.
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The Kazakhs detested these tax collectors. Of course, they 
answered to the dictators in the Kremlin and their commissars in 
the provinces, but the simple people of the villages thought that 
the collectors had dreamt up this policy to ruin the Kazakh na-
tion themselves. But no, these mindless people were just an ef-
fective tool in the hands of those who were really responsible for 
the anarchy and genocide; those who said: ‘Look, the Kazakhs 
are crushing the enemies of their working class themselves and 
creating a new, fair world. It has nothing to do with us.’

Kazakhs who were strangled by the iron grip of these tax 
collectors told the most horrifying stories. They took literally 
everything. Some families tried to bury their bags of grain, but 
the collectors found them and took every last seed. They arrested 
one farmer for hiding his harvest; the poor man was sentenced 
to ten years in prison as a saboteur and an enemy of the people.

In the autumn of 1931, all the animals from the surrounding 
villages were driven to the town of Kazagorodok.

It was assumed they would be slaughtered and sent to the 
meat processing plant, but the factory wasn’t able to hold so 
many. Given this, people guessed that the meat would be sent to 
other parts of the country, but after a few days, the stench from 
the mountain of meat began to waft back to the villages. Those 
who were starving weren’t given any of it. Armed guards threat-
ened the hungry who approached as the meat sat there rotting.

As a result of policies like this, in the winter of 1932, a 
famine swept through the nation. For as long as people could re-
member, there had never been such a disaster. We heard stories 
of entire families scraping by on discarded animal skins which 
they would boil into a broth.

Finally, the authorities slowly began to send food to the 
starving steppe. Once, I was called up to distribute the rations. I 
visited the most remote villages with a compatriot, travelling on 
two sleighs stacked with supplies. It would be impossible to put 
into words everything we saw. On the tracks that ran through the 
steppe, we saw the corpses of countless people who had died of 
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starvation. I can still see a horrific scene in my head of a dead 
man lying in a gully. His body was frozen solid and half-cov-
ered with snow. The man had fought until the very end and had 
fallen only two paces from salvation. He lay face down in the 
snow with his right hand outstretched. His eyes were wide open 
and staring dead ahead. When we saw what he was reaching for, 
our hearts broke. It was a dead marmot. The man had used his 
last ounce of strength trying to catch it and had fallen two paces 
short. If he’d eaten the marmot, perhaps he would

have been able to reach the town.
Not far from there, we found a small village. The little mud 

huts seemed very cold, and there was no smoke coming from 
any of them. We were overcome by fear. There was a deathly 
silence in the village; there were no traces of life. The entrances 
to the huts were covered in snow. We hoped that the people who 
lived here had gone to the town. We tried to open the door to the 
first house, but it was locked. We knocked on the door for a long 
time and then began to shout: ‘Is anyone there? We’ve brought 
you some food!’

Greeted by silence, with our hearts sick with worry we de-
cided to break down the door. Slowly, we stepped inside. There 
was something frightening in that awful hush; we could feel the 
breath of death on our necks. There was no one in the living 
room, but three people were lying in the bed, a woman and two 
children. They were dead. Full of sorrow, I imagined them alive. 
I pictured the mother as their lives slipped away, holding her 
children in her arms and putting them to bed: ‘Try to fall asleep 
and sleep deeply. When you wake up, people from the town will 
come with the food they promised.’

In pain, we left the dead village. The pure, frozen air gave 
us a little more strength, but we travelled in silence, too sad to 
talk, the only sound the crunching of snow under our horses’ 
hooves. When we reached the next village, some people were 
still alive, but looking at them filled me with dread. Emaciated 
from hunger, they’d lost all hope of being saved. As soon as 
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we arrived, they threw themselves at the bread. By handing out 
these meagre rations, we managed to

save a few families.
With our spirits raised a little by this small success, we rest-

ed in the village for a day. Leaving more food with them, we 
promised to take some people to the town. From there, we set 
out to the most remote village in our part of the steppe. When 
we finally arrived, this place frightened us again with its si-
lence. We couldn’t find a single living soul; in every house we 
went to the people were dead. But then we heard something. 
The noise was faint and we couldn’t tell what it was, but we 
knew it was coming from a living creature. We stepped towards 
the sound with trepidation. As we drew closer to the house, the 
sound became clearer; it was somewhere between the lowing of 
a cow and the barking of a dog. Scared, we opened the door and 
stepped inside. It was dark, and I carefully drew the curtains.

In the room, a little girl of about seven, half-naked and cov-
ered in dirt and blood, was holding in her hands the arm of her 
baby brother that she’d torn from his dead body. She was sitting 
with her back to us, making painful grunts as she tore at the flesh 
of the little boy’s hand. Hearing our footsteps, she spun around 
to face us. It was a frightful scene: the girl’s face was smeared 
in blood and her eyes shone with a manic fire. Baring her teeth, 
she howled at us. We lost control of ourselves and ran out of the 
house, out of the village without looking back.

I don’t know how long we’d been travelling across the 
snow-covered tracks when I heard the sound of a person cry-
ing and looked around. The horses spooked, and my colleague 
looked at me fearfully. Only then did I realise that it was me 
who was crying. Jumping off the sleigh, I buried my head in the 
snow. I couldn’t stop myself; my tears were choking me. At this 
moment, I wanted to go to Stalin and Goloshchyokin, burn them 
alive and throw their ashes to the bitter wind. When I couldn’t 
cry any more, I turned to my colleague.

‘Why has this happened? Why to us?’ I screamed at the 
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top of my voice. ‘How could we, a whole nation, allow them 
to do something so monstrous to us? How could we, the sons 
and daughters of nomads who never knew what hunger was, 
let ourselves be annihilated like this? These psychopaths have 
sent our nation to its death. No fighting, no war - they’ve just 
destroyed us. How could they do something like this? Why? Do 
you understand what has happened? They did this on purpose. 
They deliberately massacred the Kazakhs to make our nation 
disappear. They emptied the steppe in order for their own people 
to take it!’

To begin with, my partner listened to me, but when the truth 
became too much for him, he looked away. He was about eight 
years younger than me, an ordinary Kazakh boy from a poor 
family. Sometimes, he would tell me proudly about how he’d 
taken part in the dispossession of the wealthy members of his 
clan. He literally prayed to Lenin and Stalin, believing they’d 
not only made him an equal of the landowners but had put him 
above them. Thanks to the Soviets, Kazakhstan now belonged 
to him.

He too was shocked by the consequences of the famine, but 
his sympathy was shallow. Of course, when a man sees another 
man die, he feels sorry; especially if that man was completely 
innocent. But this Kazakh boy didn’t understand or didn’t care 
about why our nation had turned into a tragedy.

I regained my composure, and with heavy hearts, we turned 
around and went back to the remote village. The little girl was 
very ill, and we couldn’t leave her alone among the dead bodies. 
We had no idea what we should do; all we could think of was to 
take her with us to the town and find someone there who’d take 
her in.

With difficulty, we approached the settlement. The horses 
didn’t want to go any further. Veering from side to side, they 
slowed and then stopped completely. We resorted to using our 
whips, but we couldn’t be too strict with them as we knew how 
they felt.
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Standing silently together, we stepped into the cursed hut 
once more. Our nerves were frayed, but we were prepared for 
whatever awaited us. The little girl who’d terrified us was lying 
motionless on the floor. We spoke to her, but she didn’t move. 
I prodded her shoulder with the end of my whip, but still, she 
didn’t move. The girl was dead. She had suffocated. A bone 
from her brother’s arm had got stuck in her throat.

Numb from the shock, we stood over the girl for a while 
and prayed: ‘La ilaha ilallah,’ and then we left. I imagined that 
in their desperation, the children’s parents had tried to reach the 
town in search of food, and had left their daughter and infant son 
at home. The little boy must have passed away soon after, and 
his sister had gone mad and eaten him. I still often see her face.

The next year, 1933, Goloshchyokin was removed from his 
position and brought back to Moscow. A few years later, he was 
arrested and shot. He got what he deserved, but that was no 
comfort to those who had suffered and died from the evil he 
unleashed.

As the years and decades passed, we began to understand 
the scale and the senseless cruelty of the national and human 
tragedy those monsters had inflicted upon us. Some historians 
write that more than three million Kazakhs died in the year of 
the famine. Soviet records put the number as one and a half mil-
lion. The most awful thing is that no one knows exactly how 
many human bones are lying on the steppe. Historians around 
the world pick numbers out of thin air: some say two million, 
others three. Not tens, hundreds or even thousands, but millions.

After the famine, I no longer believed in the Soviet life.

A Tyrannical Fire

As more of our blood and tears were spilt, we began to re-
alise that our country was ruled by a tyrant. Of course, no one 
could say this out loud, though, so we swallowed our hatred, 
lived obediently and worked hard under these leaders.
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I taught Kazakh language and literature at a school. Teach-
ing children about the kindness in the world, educating the next 
generation felt like what I was born to do. My wife, Khalima 
was my soulmate, and our three children, two sons and a daugh-
ter went to the school. Stepnyak was a large town in those days, 
with tens of thousands of people from many clans and nationali-
ties living there. During the year of the famine, if you made it to 
Stepnyak, you would survive.

People said that a few centuries ago they used to mine gold 
here, and the place was called Mynshukur - the thousand pits. 
Those pits, still intact in my time, were later used by Russian 
and British gold miners. In the years before the war, people often 
used to find gold dust in the river. Small boys would jump into 
the river, come across shiny sand, sieve it in a tin can and take it 
to one of the local shops. There the gold dust was weighed, and 
the boys were paid a bond for what it was worth. Bonds were a 
special kind of money, which were given only in exchange for 
gold, and which were only traded here.

Kazakhstan’s communist leaders wrote glowing reports to 
their superiors in Moscow about the fantastical achievements of 
the gold miners. Newspapers wrote about the successes of So-
viet production and agriculture. People all over the Union had 
heard of Stepnyak. In 1934, Sergei Mironovich Kirov, then the 
second most powerful man in the country after Stalin, paid a 
visit to the town. It was said that the leaders used to love boast-
ing about the twenty-kilogramme bars of gold. They used to 
challenge their workers to pick one up using only one hand. 
‘If you can hold it, it’s yours,’ they’d joke. But, of course, no 
one could lift something that was at the same time so slippery, 
heavy and wide. There were economic successes, even enor-
mous ones, but since the horrors of the famine I couldn’t bring 
myself to care.

In 1937, more awful events came to us. People began to 
disappear without a trace. Kazakhs used to call this undemes 
- the stillness. A man would live honestly and peacefully, work-
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ing hard to build a new Soviet life and feed his family. Then, he 
would disappear as if the ground had swallowed him. A short 
while later, the rumours would begin: it turned out he wasn’t 
quite who he seemed. He wasn’t one of us. He was working 
against the Soviet system; a saboteur or a spy for America or 
Japan. People were aghast that these characters could have com-
mitted such deeds without anyone noticing. The most absurd 
thing about these stories was that people believed everything 
that was written in the newspapers. Newspapers were seen as a 
symbol of truth; no one could even imagine they would lie. But 
they turned these honest men - who yesterday were your friends, 
colleagues, brothers - into foreign elements; into the harshest 
and most dangerous thing: an ‘enemy of the people.’

To begin with, they killed the most well-known individuals 
and the descendants of prominent families. The Kazakh people 
were like wild kulan horses rounded up in a pen. As soon as the 
horses were trapped with nowhere to escape, the hunters caught 
them.

If you didn’t want to live in the new Soviet world, you 
were called an enemy of the people and shot. If you fought and 
worked to build this world, you could still be shot. All of the 
Alash Orda were purged, even those who became loyal to the 
new leaders. We couldn’t understand how this could be, but the 
hideous truth soon came to the surface. The killing machine had 
a specific goal: to eradicate the Kazakh nation. The awful re-
sult of those dark years was that almost all strong-minded and 
talented Kazakhs were murdered. The system made more and 
more people disappear. The newspapers warned that there were 
many enemies of the people inside the country and that every 
Soviet citizen should be vigilant.

When they started to come for those who’d made only the 
slightest mistakes, people began to question the motives behind 
the messages. Murmurs began, but no one dared to raise their 
voice. Fear was everywhere, and it consumed and overwhelmed 
everyone. Every person lived with the fear of being arrested. We 
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all knew that at any moment we could be arrested for nothing 
and sent for twenty-five-years in Kolyma, Magadan or the Sibe-
rian taiga; or worse, be quickly shot and disposed of. Everybody 
knew who was behind this.

The most frightening thing was that every town, district, 
village and labour body was obliged to seek out and eradicate 
the enemies of the people living among them. If a district didn’t 
neutralise all the so-called opportunists, Trot- skyists, national-
ists and Islamists, Japanese, American and German spies, then 
its political standing fell and those behind the repression would 
come for the leaders in charge of that district. So they all tried to 
uncover as many enemies of the people as possible. This brought 
about mass surveillance and an army of informants.

For the Kazakh people, these years were like a conveyor 
belt leading to a meat grinder, constantly pulling in fresh meat. 
The conveyor belt never stopped. It was relentless, merciless, 
and destroyed everything that fell into its metal teeth. People 
did everything they could to jump off the belt; they became ex-
tremely cunning and evasive.

Kazakhs are emotional people; we show love for one anoth-
er. Through all the cruelties we have suffered, we’ve preserved 
our humanity. Even when we are close to death, we don’t lose 
our sense of honour and dignity. So, during these years, people 
risked their lives to save each other. The repressions were useful 
to some people, though. Those cruel and dark days awoke their 
worst instincts, and they enjoyed sending their brothers into the 
meat grinder.

There is a misguided notion that the Kazakhs betrayed each 
other and informed the authorities that their clansmen were en-
emies of the people. Certainly, there were such people, but if 
we think about the situation now, the truth is clear. The killing 
machine was never satisfied; it always demanded more bodies. 
It ground people up without mercy, and we have to understand 
that the blame should always lie with those who built this ma-
chine. Most of the time, illiterate people were tricked or forced 



70

into signing letters incriminating one another. The methods the 
authorities used were crude and nasty, but poor people had no 
way of escaping from them.

Put yourself in that position. You are summoned for ques-
tioning, but to begin with, you’re only a witness. Experienced 
interrogators take you into a dark cell, surround you, threaten 
and hurt you. In adjacent cells, you can hear others who have 
been arrested screaming in agony. In that cell, you would sign 
whatever they wanted. Often, they wouldn’t even have to lay 
hands on you. ‘If you don’t admit this man is a Japanese spy, 
he’ll say that you are,’ they’d cajole. ‘So, choose while you still 
can: him or you.’ Or: ‘You can be a witness and work with us, 
or we’ll shoot you as an enemy of the people. Think about your 
children. How will they live with the shame that their father was 
an enemy of the people?’ This was usually enough to break a 
person, and the NKVD made sure that the informant and his vic-
tim never saw each other again. Later on, most informants were 
killed too, so the methods used on them were not disseminated. 
Friends came to hate and blame each other for their suffering. 
They passed this hatred onto their children and grandchildren, 
so that mistrust and accusations still flow through our people to 
this day.

The psychological impact of those years was obvious: peo-
ple believed every word they heard and read, especially if it 
concerned them personally and came from their leaders. It’s a 
surprising fact about our people that they can believe anything 
that’s said about them, no matter who says it, where it’s said or 
whether it was really said at all. It’s enough for someone just to 
say: ‘That person said this and that about you,’ and they’ll be-
lieve it without checking. They will even reply, ‘Oh, I expected 
that from him; I knew he didn’t like me.’ That’s to say, even 
before the repressions people didn’t trust each other. The years 
of the purges stirred up a feeling of suspicion that was already 
lying dormant in our subconscious. And I think that this suspi-
cion still lives there.
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The repressions annihilated every nationality. They even 
murdered Russian communists. When they came for Timofei 
Maidaikin, the district’s chief enlistment officer, we

were stunned.
Temirtas, the son of the great singer Birzhan-sal worked 

in one of the mines. He was a very strong boy, and so tall that 
when he sat on a horse, his feet touched the ground. Temirtas 
was kind, trusting, and fair. Whenever he saw someone being 
treated badly, he’d always stand up for them. He’d been much 
respected since the day he single-handedly fought off a group 
of Russian settlers after they overstepped and horribly insult-
ed a Kazakh family. His superiors at the mine didn’t like him, 
though, so they put him on a list and then waited for the right 
time to get rid of him.

Temirtas played the dombra and knew all of his father’s 
songs. Before Birzhan-sal passed away, he made a promise that 
he’d keep his requiem alive. Everyone on the steppe knew these 
intimate melodies about life and death. Even whilst he was still 
alive, Temirtas had become a legend because of the great songs 
whose legacy he carried. But when the repressions started, the 
Soviet powers sent the son of the beloved singer and all of his 
family to Siberia. After Stalin died and those who’d been exiled 
gradually began to return, I met Temirtas’s son, Mukhamedkali. 
I was already an old man when he told me that his father and the 
rest of his family had died in a gulag. He was the only one able 
to return to their homeland.

One poor teacher was imprisoned for ten years. His crime 
was that he’d sewed himself some underpants out of a piece of 
red fabric. It was his awful luck that a criminal investigator had 
come to the village, an old Bolshevik from Leningrad now with 
the NKVD. His new job was to seek out enemies of the people 
on the steppe whilst his superiors breathed down his neck. So, 
he and his armed henchmen called at the school. The teacher 
gave them all something to eat and drink and the men were 
about to leave, but before they left both the investigator and the 
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teacher needed to use the toilet. That’s when the NKVD man 
noticed that the poor teacher’s underpants were red. ‘Oh, you 
son of a bitch!’ he railed. ‘Now I’ve got you. The red flag of this 
great country, signifying the noble blood of our workers, and 
some backward Alash Orda thinks he can cover his arse with it!’ 
The investigator got to work. It turned out that the man’s vest 
was made from white cotton, and only his underpants were red. 
‘You pig!’ the NKVD man ranted with this new ammunition to 
hand. ‘So, the Whites are closer to your heart and you placed 
them above us, putting the Reds in the most shameful, filthy, 
stinking place!’ The teacher pleaded that he hadn’t done it on 
purpose; he’d simply made them from the only piece of fabric 
he could find. The teacher turned white with fear; the commissar 
punched him in the face, and off he went to Siberia.

That night, all the villagers burnt their red underpants; and 
all because the red flag was sacred. Communist propagandists 
used to claim that the colour signified the blood of the workers 
and peasants that was spilt in the fight to build the Soviet dream. 
Everyone has red blood, though, and it’s terrifying to see rivers 
of it no matter what dream it’s spilt for.

The son of one man in the village, a boy of about seven 
loved to draw. One day, he wanted to draw a portrait of the Great 
Leader, Stalin that he’d seen in a book. He didn’t know how to 
draw facial features, so the lad improvised, tracing a copy from 
a book which he inadvertently defaced in the process. If the 
wrong person had seen the result, a smudged and ugly picture of 
the Leader with lines across his face, then another enemy of the 
people would have been found, and the boy would never have 
seen his father again. Happily for us, the boy’s drawing and the 
book were found by a young history teacher who brought them 
in trembling hands to me. At first, I was scared too to touch 
them, but then I calmed down.

‘Who else has seen this?’ I asked.
‘No one,’ the young teacher replied.
‘You understand what will happen to all of us if any of them 

sees it?’ I asked.
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The young man shivered and shook his head like a horse 
with a fly on its nose.

‘Then you haven’t seen anything. It never existed. Under-
stood?’

My calmness gave him strength.
‘Understood,’ he replied emphatically.
That evening, I smuggled the cursed book and portrait home 

and threw them into the fire. I watched as the ‘Great Leader and 
Father of All Nations’ in full military uniform burned under a 
heap of dry birch twigs. His face formed a monstrous grimace 
as it went black. It looked like he was laughing at me. I shivered 
and my chest tightened. I could only breathe again once he’d 
disappeared completely.

Eventually, the truth sank in. The slaves of the White
Tsar had become the slaves of the Red Tsar. The colour and 

the slogans were different, but the rest remained the same. We’d 
been subjects of the Russian Empire, and we still were. There 
would be no independence.

I wonder now what would have happened to our people if 
we’d all come together as one nation to rise up, first against 
the tsarist colonists, and then against the Soviets. Probably, our 
brave horsemen would have died heroically in battles between 
crossbows and guns, and the Kazakhs would have been wiped 
from the face of the Earth. Many years after these events, I came 
to understand our uneasy philosophy for protecting ourselves 
and surviving: we may have bowed down to our rulers and 
danced to their tune, but inside we stayed proud of our faith, 
our culture and our language. Most importantly, we didn’t give 
away our souls.

I worked for the Soviet powers and the Communist Party. 
I helped those who stood on pedestals to write fiery speeches 
calling on the masses to embrace communism and work towards 
a utopian socialist future. In the evenings, though, I would read 
the Quran, the hadiths of the Prophet, stories of Muslim saints, 
and the legends and parables that my ancestors told. This was 
the reality of my life, and I was proud of it.
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The Spies’ Nest

  Eventually, my time came. During this period, the arrest 
of a new enemy of the people, a visit from men in black jackets 
in a black van was not unusual. Many people, including Com-
munist Party workers kept a little case with their toiletries and 
a change of clothes under their desks. People used to say that 
even the judges, prosecutors and the NKVD men themselves 
were ready to swap their offices for a prison cell at a moment’s 
notice. Without exception, a sentence hung over all our heads. It 
was like the sword of Damocles, the threat of arrest and then, at 
the Troika’s behest, either years in prison or a bullet in the head. 
My suitcase was packed, but I never imagined they’d take me 
the way they did.

It was during a literature lesson that they took me from my 
classroom. My students were reading From the Mountain by 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, which Lermontov had translated 
into Russian, and Abay translated into Kazakh.

The magical poems about nature in this brilliant translation 
had caught the children’s imagination, but the mood was shat-
tered when the doors burst open and two men in black leather 
jackets stormed in. My students fell silent, and my blood ran 
cold.

‘Teacher Asanbai Amanzholovich Bektemirov?’ one of the 
men barked, staring at me quizzically.

‘Yes,’ I replied, almost in a whisper, my mouth so dry that 
my tongue couldn’t move.

‘And what are we reading?’ the man sarcastically asked the 
children.

‘Goethe and Lermontov translated by Abay!,’ answered the 
bravest student.

‘I might have known,’ he said snidely, turning sharply to 
face me. ‘You’re studying a German. So, I suppose you’re

spying for Germany as well?’
‘Of course not; this is literature. He’s one of the great poets,’ 

I choked.
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‘We’ll see about that. But we are here on another matter. 
Teacher Asanbai Amanzholovich Bektemirov, you are under ar-
rest.’

He looked at me coldly. Fighting the terror in my chest, I 
tried to remain as calm as possible in front of my students, who 
were watching in horror.

‘Children, don’t worry,’ I said. ‘This is just a misunder-
standing. I haven’t done anything wrong. As soon as my com-
rades and I clear everything up, we’ll continue our lesson. I’ll 
see you soon.’

‘Goodbye, Asanbai Amanzholovich, agai. Come back as 
soon as you can,’ the children chorused.

I was ashamed that the children had seen this. They respect-
ed me, and they had to watch as I was marched out of the class-
room like a criminal.

We walked out of the school. Those few familiar steps along 
the corridor drained every ounce of my strength. When the doors 
closed behind me, I imagined it would be forever.

The black van was hidden in the shade of some trees. I was 
being escorted into the back seat when one of the girls from my 
class ran out of the school towards us.

‘Agai! Teacher!’ she cried out.
We turned to face her. She was holding a pen in her hand.
‘Agai; you forgot your pen,’ she said, thrusting it towards 

me.
I was in shock and could barely control my hands. The com-

missar pushed me in the chest.
‘He doesn’t need it anymore. Keep it,’ he said roughly to 

the little girl.
The girl began to cry as we got into the car. Out of the win-

dow, I saw Khalima running towards us. She was six months 
pregnant. She was struggling to lift her legs but almost managed 
to run in front of the car. I tried to get out, but the commissar 
shoved me again.

‘Sit down; we’re going,’ he barked.
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As the driver started the car and we sped away, I lost control 
of myself.

‘I’ll be back soon! I haven’t done anything wrong! Tell ev-
eryone!’ I screamed through the half-open window.

The last thing I saw behind me was Khalima and the girl 
holding each other, both in tears.

When we arrived at the NKVD station, I was taken to be 
interrogated. The officer was a Russian of about my age. He 
informed me that I was suspected of agitating against the au-
thorities.

‘Do you know the song “Tau ishinde”?’ he asked.
‘Yes; it’s a love song.’
‘And do you know who wrote it?’
‘No,’ I lied.
‘Of course, you know. It was written by Saken Seifullin, an 

enemy of the people.’
‘But the song isn’t about enemies of the people. Everyone 

knows it, and everyone likes it.’
‘That was before. Now, no one can like it. They can forget 

the song and the singer; they don’t exist anymore. Do you know 
that song is against the law, you cretin, or are you too stupid to 
understand? Get it into your head that a song written by an en-
emy of the people is against the law and people who sing it are 
lackeys of the imperialists.’

The officer took a breath and glared at me. I looked him 
straight in the eye.

‘So, do you confess that you sang that song knowing full 
well it’s the work of an enemy?’ he shouted in a demented voice.

‘No,’ I replied.
My body had gone cold.
‘I say you did, you say you didn’t, so one of us is lying. 

Answer me - which one of us is right?’
‘I’m not lying. We didn’t know it was an enemy song.’
‘So, you’re saying I’m lying?’ he said, becoming ever more 

livid. ‘How dare you accuse me, a conscientious Soviet comrade 
and officer of the NKVD of lying?’
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‘I didn’t say that.’
‘No, you didn’t say it, but that’s what you think. Are you 

accusing me, you scum?’
He threw himself on me and pounded his fists into my head 

until I collapsed on the floor. I don’t know long I lay half-con-
scious before he dragged me up by the collar, threw me onto a 
chair and gave me a glass of water.

‘Okay,’ he said calmly. ‘Now, go and think until tomorrow; 
and think carefully. If you give me the right information, I’ll 
help you get out of this shit. If not, you can die in

the labour camps.’
The man was a bloodthirsty psychopath.
I was taken to a cell and locked behind a heavy iron door. I 

lay on the stone floor; I had no strength to stand.
‘Get up, son, and lift your head,’ said a quiet, old voice. 

‘In this life, you must keep fighting, no matter what happens to 
you.’

The man helped me to my feet, and I sat on a bunk. We 
introduced ourselves, and I almost jumped when he told me 
his name. It was Zhakezhan-bi, the renowned judge and public 
speaker. Now labelled a class enemy and repressor of the Ka-
zakh nation, my cellmate was well respected among our people. 
Many stories were told about him. In 1916, he’d given five hun-
dred of his thoroughbred horses to a group of tsarist officers in 
return for five hundred young men from his town who’d been 
conscripted. In so doing, he saved many young Kazakh boys 
from certain death. From that day, people - myself included - 
spoke his name with reverence. Now, our fates had brought us 
together in a prison cell.

Zhakezhan-bi told me that when the dispossessions began, 
his relatives convinced him to flee. He secretly took his fam-
ily to Russia, to a backwater town near Omsk. Meanwhile, his 
friends spread a rumour that he was on his way to China. Whilst 
the authorities were looking for him in the east, he hid in the 
north under an assumed name. Still, he couldn’t avoid the nest 
of Soviet spies, and so he’d ended up here.
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‘Any war, especially a political one, requires a quick mind, 
wisdom and cunning,’ the old man said to me. ‘No- mads of 
the steppe, children of the skies, brothers of wandering clouds 
and shimmering stars live honestly and openly. They open their 
hearts to people, tell everyone their secrets, and live without 
cynicism. They never cheat anyone, so they don’t think anyone 
would ever cheat them. And this is what they get as a result. 
Because life is a battle, and a battle means war, you must cheat 
your enemy in any way you can. If you don’t, you’ll be the one 
who’s cheated. So, I implore you, when it’s a matter of life and 
death and the fate of our nation, cheat everyone everywhere. 
Make your enemy think you’re his closest friend and believe 
in this lie to the bottom of your heart. There’s no need to in-
vite bullets to enter your chest. Play the game and cheat any 
way you want, but you must find a way to survive this mayhem 
and fight to save our nation. You should never shoot your own 
people, but if the enemy demands you do so and places a gun to 
your head, then in the name of future victories shoot even your 
own brother. Here is my advice to you: when they interrogate 
you, tell them you were led astray by the frivolous ideas of the 
Alash Orda. Make it sound as if you denounce their talk of in-
dependence and self-determination. Most importantly, beg them 
to forgive you for your stupidity. Say you’re ready to work with 
them to free the country from enemies.’

‘So, why don’t you do this?’ I asked, taken aback.
‘They won’t believe me. I’m too big a fish for them. I won’t 

get out of here alive. But you are young and still have your life 
to live. Even if they don’t believe you, they still need young 
recruits. They want to show the world that the Kazakhs are fight-
ing the nationalists themselves; that youngsters from the steppe 
support the Soviet regime and the masses are with them. So, 
they’re going to make you work with them whilst keeping a 
close eye on you, of course. Try to keep them happy and make 
a good impression on them. Everything you do to oppose them, 
do it in secret.’
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I understood him. I had heard similar words from Ma- lai 
ata, and life had taught me the same lessons.

I thanked the aksakal.
‘I will be forever in your debt,’ I said.
He sighed deeply.
‘If you’re thanking me from your heart,’ he replied slow-

ly, ‘then your debt is already paid. I’ve also owed my life to 
the kindness of others, both young and old, but many of them 
I wasn’t able to pay back. I’ve also helped others as much as I 
could, and many of them couldn’t return my kindness. This is 
how life is; you can’t wait for your reward. Kindness is passed 
from person to person like a baton in a relay. The next time 
you’re kind to someone, consider that you’ve been kind to me.’

Zhakezhan-bi’s words gave me strength. I was ready to 
fight. The next morning when they came for me, I said goodbye 
to him. They marched me down a long dark corridor, shoving 
me from side to side. By the time we got to the big grey inter-
rogation room, I’d completely lost my bearings and could barely 
stand. My bones hurt and there was a din in my head as the of-
ficer marched in.

‘Do you believe in God?’ he asked.
I didn’t reply.
‘Of course, you do. All you sons of bitches believe in
God. So, where is he? Where is your Allah? Show me. If he 

exists, then where is he now? How could he allow such awful 
things to happen in this world? So, he doesn’t exist. Or he used 
to, but he left.’

Laughing hysterically, he wiped his bloodshot eyes and be-
gan to rummage through a pile of papers. His words had made 
me so angry that I wanted to cut his throat, but I kept my compo-
sure. Why does the Almighty allow such awful things to happen 
in this world? I thought. Why does he let godless psychopaths 
drown half the world in blood whilst shouting about fairness?

‘You don’t need to look for him anymore,’ the investigator 
said, more calmly this time. ‘Life is a blank canvass now, and 
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we are its new painters. First, we’re going to turn the old world 
into dust; then, we’ll build a fair society and create a new life 
for everyone. You shouldn’t look for an imaginary god in the 
clouds. You should find powerful friends here on Earth. Do you 
agree with me?’

I kept silent. It was the best protection.
‘If you aren’t with us, you’re against us!’ he bellowed, be-

coming aggressive again. ‘And you don’t make small talk with 
your enemies, you shoot them. So, it’s time to decide whether 
you’re a friend or an enemy.’

People were either your friends or your enemies. Every-
thing was black and white, although, as a Bolshevik, the NKVD 
man probably saw things in red and white instead. No other co-
lours and shades existed to him, and this made him even more 
terrifying.

My investigator walked towards me and placed his
hand on my shoulder.
‘There are only two ways out of here: with a bullet in your 

head or with a ticket to Siberia. Which one do you want?’
I shook my head.
‘Neither,’ I replied. ‘I don’t deserve to be treated this way 

by the fairest people .’
‘Don’t try to be funny,’ he snorted.
‘What difference does it make? If I’m going to die, I’d rath-

er die laughing than in tears.’
‘Bravo, little Kazakh warrior; it’s noble of you to try to be a 

hero, but you’re being stupid. Now, listen to what I’m about to 
tell you. There is a third way out of here.’

He took a sip of water, but it didn’t seem to satiate his thirst.
‘Let’s have a real drink,’ he said; ‘something to take the 

edge off this shitty morning.’
Without waiting for my answer, he took out a bottle filled 

with a cloudy liquid and filled two tumblers with it.
‘I made it myself,’ he said, handing me one of the tumblers.
I still had a small hope of salvation, and to refuse the drink 
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would have been suicide. I’d only ever drunk alcohol twice be-
fore: once with the Red soldiers to celebrate the death of the 
Whites, and once with the White officers toasting the Tsar. We 
had to drink - if we’d refused the drunken men could have shot 
the whole village. So, I’d joined in their toasts to save myself 
and my family.

I swallowed the liquid in one big gulp. The officer did the 
same, and then lit a cigarette. Blowing the smoke noisily out of 
his mouth, he offered me one. I smoked it quietly. The cigarette 
felt like a lifeline.

‘You know, I like you. You’re a strong, uncomplicated Ka-
zakh - a real proletarian. So, you were naive and lost your way a 
little; it could have happened to anyone. What good would kill-
ing you do? No, we need to re-educate you and get you back on 
the right track. That’s the Bolshevik thing to do. So, let’s think 
about what to do now.’

He blew his cigarette smoke into my face.
‘Become a secret agent for the NKVD,’ he said. ‘If you 

work for us, your life will become much easier.’
I had expected all sorts of things from him, but not that. My 

mind froze. I burnt myself on the cigarette and began to sweat 
through my shirt. I can get out of here alive, I thought. That was 
the most important thing. Everything else could wait.

But still, I kept silent.
‘Why aren’t you saying anything? What is there to think 

about? Do you want to carry on suffering and be a hero? That 
isn’t how it works here. You could be dead before I finish this 
cigarette. Everyone who leaves here alive and unharmed has to 
work for us; we don’t just let people go. What they tell people 
afterwards, that they proved their innocence or made a heartfelt 
apology to gain their freedom, it’s all lies for the masses to swal-
low.’

He walked around the cell and stood behind me. I could feel 
his breath on my neck. I wanted to stand up and punch him in 
the face, break his neck and tear his throat out, but I kept sitting 
silently.
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‘Your people have inflicted harm on the Soviet powers,’ he 
continued, changing his tone. ‘The fact that you and a few of 
your breed work honestly and are loyal to us isn’t going to do 
you any favours. One Salim is enough to put all of your backs 
to the wall.’

My arms and legs went numb. Satisfied with my look of ter-
ror, he returned to his chair. Thoughts flew into my head: Have 
they really caught Salim? If so, where is he? Is he dead or alive? 
But, of course, I couldn’t ask.

The uzunkulak had brought rumours that Salim had joined 
the Basmachi and fought against the Red Army on the hot sands 
of Central Asia. In the 1930s, we heard that he’d led an uprising 
against collectivisation. Once this uprising had been crushed, he 
disappeared into the ensuing chaos, perhaps going into hiding in 
the Turkmen Desert with rebels from Mangystau. After that, the 
uzunkulak lost trace of him. Following the famine of 1932, there 
was no more news. We thought he’d either died of hunger, been 
killed in battle, or fled abroad to Afghanistan or Iran.

‘Your little brother is famous on the steppe,’ the officer spat 
venomously. ‘They say he’s the saviour of your people, a resur-
rected warrior sent to punish the godless Russians. They say he 
has us Soviet workers in his sights. Unfortunately, in all these 
tall stories we hear, there’s a grain of truth; he has indeed killed 
a few of us over the years. The time has come to deal with him, 
and you can help us do it. So, choose which one of you dies, you 
or him.’

He banged his fist on the table. This was my chance.
Without saying a word, I nodded. My interrogator beamed 

an ugly smile. He filled the tumblers with more moonshine, and 
we drank, this time to seal our deal.

I had made my mind up: it was pointless to argue with the 
killing machine, even more so to disobey it. I knew what would 
happen if I acted like the hero in a lowbrow novel and shouted: 
‘No! I’ll live according to my principles. I’m an honest man and 
will remain so until I die. I’d rather die in a fight with my head 
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held high than live on my knees deceiving myself and others.’ 
They’d simply shoot me then and there, and that would be that. 
So, I decided to be cunning.

A Necessary Evil

This is how my life took an unexpected turn. Now, I was 
thinking not only about how to keep myself alive but also, as 
much as was possible, how to warn people and keep my inno-
cent countrymen away from the metal teeth of the NKVD’s kill-
ing machine.

  Learning harsh lessons in those years, I’d noticed some-
thing about these interrogators and officers. They liked to play 
with their victims, leading them slowly into dangerous traps. 
They would criticise the authorities themselves for one reason 
or another; perhaps saying they disagreed with how a leader 
had acted on a certain issue. This was a provocation; they were 
waiting for their prey to relax, think this was an open exchange 
of views and add their opinion to the conversation. Then, bang! 
The interrogator had enough and the victim’s fate was sealed. 
Such ruthlessness made my blood boil. I wanted to attack those 
vile officers, but at the same time I wanted to go onto the steppe 
and cry out: ‘Oh, my brothers, why are you so trusting and na-
ive? They’re trying to set you up, so keep your mouths closed.’

As I could do neither, I vowed to help my people in a very 
small but tangible way. I began to inform on the informers be-
fore they could carry out their dastardly deeds. To this day, as 
the sun sets on my life, I don’t regret what I did. Of course, it 
would’ve been better if none of this had ever happened; if we 
could have lived our whole lives as the angels we were when we 
were children. As we now know, though, life gives us difficult 
choices to make. Morals and religions impress on us ideals for 
how we should live our lives, but there are no ideals in reality. 
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We are human, mortal, and we should only talk about what re-
ally happened and how a person behaved in these moments. The 
Almighty gave us this life to experience both suffering and hap-
piness; for us to think, act, express ourselves and break the rules 
and fight. People are not angels, so they should be accepted as 
they are. My life, my story is far from ideal, but it is real, and 
because of that my story is dear to me.

Sometime later, the investigator called me in to question 
me.

‘Make me happy,’ he said sternly. ‘Don’t disappoint me this 
time.’

I understood his threat all too well. I didn’t want him to 
lose his temper, but I decided to keep playing the role of the 
simpleton.

‘I’ll always try to make you happy,’ I chimed. ‘Come, visit 
my family. We’ll sacrifice our fattest ram, eat a feast of beshbar-
mak and drink vodka together.’

He laughed patronisingly.
‘There will be time for your feast later. Your ram can stay 

in the pasture for now. I’m hungry for something else. Bring me 
some enemies.’

‘There aren’t any,’ I said uneasily.
‘What do you mean there aren’t any?’
‘We’ve run out. They’ve all been caught and shot.’
‘Don’t be an idiot,’ he snarled. ‘For a start, you haven’t 

caught anyone yet. Secondly, enemies of the people are every-
where. Vodka can run out, but there will always be enemies.’

‘But there are no more in our district,’ I said, refusing to 
back down. ‘They’ve really all been caught. All those who re-
main are law-abiding devotees of Marx, Lenin and Stalin.’

‘You know what, Asanbai,’ the officer said, ‘look at it this 
way. A group of people is called a society, but when one of them 
stands out or distances himself from the others then he becomes 
an enemy of the people. It’s types like this we need to catch.’

I realised that my act wasn’t working, but I persevered.
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‘I’m beginning to understand you,’ I said slowly, ‘but don’t 
we have to seek out those types in a way so that innocent com-
rades, true Soviet people don’t get hurt?’

‘Keep looking,’ he said, smiling murderously. ‘You can find 
a needle in a haystack if you look hard enough. And those So-
viet comrades you mentioned... I don’t trust any of your people. 
You’re all foreigners. You’re all potential enemies of the regime, 
and if it was my choice I’d send the lot of you to the camps. 
Then everyone would be happy and we’d live in peace. That’s 
probably what’s going to happen in the end, but in the mean-
time, we have to deal with individuals. By this time next week, 
I want you to bring me an enemy. If you fail, you can take his 
place. As luck would have it, I’m only one short of my target.’

I feigned fear and nodded my head, in which I’d already 
come up with an idea. All I needed to do was take care of some 
details before carrying out my plan. The NKVD man, unsus-
pecting, looked pleased with himself as he lit another cigarette.

It was jarring to hear him talk of a target. People had heard 
rumours that each region and district was handed down a plan 
from above stating how many enemies of the people they need-
ed to catch. If this target was not met, it meant that the comrades 
at the NKVD were not doing their jobs, and they were arrested 
themselves. So, each district tried to meet their targets in time or 
even exceed them. Now, I had to be part of this monstrous plan 
myself, and meet it at any price.

An old acquaintance of mine was an activist turned infor-
mant. Everyone in his neighbourhood hated him, but many, in-
cluding NKVD officers, were scared of him; and with good rea-
son. His ratting out had sent many people to the labour camps 
or worse. I decided the time had come to dispose of this awful 
man by using his own methods against him. I worked out every 
step of my trap to the last detail and carefully began the opera-
tion. First, I sent the heads of the district and regional NKVD 
several domalak aryz- anonymous tip-offs - which brought their 
attention to the subversive activities this man had been connect-
ed with. I wrote that he was overstepping his boundaries in his 
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work, which was damaging the reputation of the Soviet authori-
ties in the eyes of the public. I knew this man was one of the 
tithe collectors who’d taken the last scraps of food from poor 
villages, bringing about the famine on the steppe.

I also came to the conclusion that the investigator needed 
to be dealt with as well. Firstly, he was up to his elbows in the 
blood of innocent people whom he’d tossed into the meat grind-
er. He’d inflicted much cruelty on our people and taken much 
pleasure in doing so. His methods may have been subtle, but 
he’d spread fear and horror throughout the territory he covered. 
People were so scared of him, they were afraid to make a sound. 
He made my blood boil. Often, I’d thought about doing to him 
what he’d done to so many others if only I had the chance, and 
this idea lingered in the back of my mind. Our land needed to be 
rid of this murderer, so I began to write anonymous letters to the 
NKVD about him too.

Of course, I understood that freeing myself from the killing 
machine would not be easy and may even prove to be impos-
sible. I knew what I was doing, though, and my conscience was 
clear. If my death was inevitable, I would have my vengeance in 
advance. It would take a miracle to save me.

And then, that miracle happened.
At exactly this time, they removed Yezhov, the head of the 

People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs. He was arrested as 
an enemy of the people and shot. Beria became the new chief, 
and there was another purge in the ranks of the NKVD. This 
provided an opportunity to punish Yezhov’s accomplices, which 
included my minder, the chief investigator and the vile infor-
mant.

My domalak aryz probably got mixed in with other more 
dramatic events, and a short while later, the investigator and the 
informant were both arrested. We began to hear rumours that 
the Troika had ordered them to be shot. Once these two real 
enemies of the people had been disposed of with one cynical 
move, I could breathe again. No one ever contacted me about 
what had happened.
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War

Soon after that the war began, and I was forgotten about. 
Despite my age - I ‘d turned forty - the orders came from above 
that I should ‘volunteer’ to join the ranks on the front of what 
became known as the Great Patriotic War.

I remember every detail of my last evening at home. Khali-
ma boiled some meat and baked a round of lepyosh- ka flat-
breads. We sat in silence with the children. Everyone was miser-
able. Our three sons and two daughters were distraught; it felt 
like they’d grown up overnight and understood everything. My 
mother quietly read a prayer and hugged me. Her eyes were full 
of sadness. I hugged each of the children and ordered them to 
look after each other. On the doorstep, Khalima handed me a 
knapsack of food and, for the first time, hugged me in front of 
our family as she tried to hide her tears.

‘Take care of yourself,’ she whispered. ‘Come back alive... 
Whatever you do, just come home. We’ll be waiting and praying 
for you.’

My heart was filled with anguish, but there was no other 
way. I went to war.

There was a short military training course, and then, a few 
weeks later, I was sent to the front. A stream of people with bags 
on their backs and rifles over their shoulders walked to nowhere 
in particular. Only the commanders would check the way using 
a compass and confirm with someone over the radio. After a 
few days, it became clear that we were lost and were walking 
through a forest in unknown territory. I marched with the rest 
as if sleepwalking, but my thoughts drifted someplace else. I 
looked at my fellow soldiers and thought: These men are walk-
ing together, but each has his own life. Each is carrying his fate 
on his shoulders. What are they thinking about? Each man has 
his own story, and at any moment that story could end.

Various thoughts came into my head, each more frightening 
than the last. Looking at the line of soldiers, I suddenly thought: 
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These men are the walking dead: today they are alive, but they 
could die tomorrow. These soldiers are good men, but they’re 
walking to where they’ll kill or be killed. This is the cruel truth 
of war from which no one can escape. This is all happening so 
we can be victorious over our enemy, but is that really what life 
is about, to win by destroying others? This rhetorical question 
made my head hurt. In despair, I thought about shooting all those 
around me down to my last bullet or charging at an enemy gun.

Two parts of a war are frightening: the first time you go 
into battle and when you go back to the front after being hospi-
talised. Everything else you get used to. No one thinks they’ll 
come out alive. After a while, as bullets fly past your head and 
missiles explode a few paces away, what’s more important to 
you is eating your lunch before it gets cold.

The first time I came under fire from German artillery, I was 
on duty on my post. Sentries are not permitted to leave their po-
sitions without authorisation, but I was standing in such a way 
that kept me out of the line of fire. Shells were flying overhead 
or exploding close by. Suddenly, there was an explosion a few 
metres away, and something heavy fell on me. I had time to 
think this was the end, but no, I was still alive but I couldn’t 
move. I was buried up to my neck in soil. When my colleagues 
dug me out, the commander congratulated me.

‘Good work; you didn’t leave your post.’
He didn’t know that I’d just frozen in fear.
This fright helped me get used to being in a war. There is 

nowhere to hide; they shoot at you, and you shoot at them. It’s 
not a nice feeling to be shot at, bullets whistling past the side of 
your helmet. When the Germans began their intensive fire, so 
hard that we couldn’t lift our heads, I would push myself into the 
ground; there the earth felt warm and soft. I wanted to sink into 
the ground, dissolve into the soil

and escape from the horror we humans had created.
I used to watch in the mornings as heavy trucks carrying 

young soldiers set off for the front. I’d see these trucks returning 
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in the evenings carrying their bodies, their blood dripping onto 
the wheels. As the wheels turned, they would churn the human 
blood and the dirt from the roads together, spreading this repul-
sive mixture into the ground. The sight made me so sick that I 
almost fainted. None of us wanted to die, but none of us thought 
we’d make it home alive from this hell.

I remember the first time I saw someone die in this war. The 
Germans were advancing, and we were lying in the trenches and 
shooting back. Next to me was a young Russian boy, Sasha.

‘Got one!’ he yelled triumphantly as his bullet tore into a 
German soldier.

Then Sasha gave another cry, this time in agony, and fell on 
his side. I ran to him and lifted his head. He looked at me with 
his eyes wide open.

‘Asanbai; Asanbai,’ he murmured.
Blood was trickling down his face and onto his chest. I held 

his head in my hands and looked into his eyes.
‘Sasha! No!’ I screamed.
He shivered, and then he died.
When the shooting quietened down, we buried him as best 

we could. Sometimes, I still hear his voice. What did he want to 
say to me, this young man who didn’t want to die but knew he 
would?

After that came many more deaths: heroic, terrifying, and 
senseless. I hadn’t realised that a person can get used to death. 
In some battles, we’d be shooting on the move, and in the melee, 
we’d step on corpses from both sides. We’d look down and see 
we were up to our knees in blood. In these moments, some sol-
diers went mad and tried to kill every living thing around them.

At the very start of the war, we retreated towards the middle 
of the country. The Germans had better weapons and more mod-
ern equipment. We thought the end was near while still carry-
ing a tiny hope we would win. We had to win, and for the sake 
of this victory rank-and-file Soviet soldiers and officers showed 
incredible bravery. Men sacrificed themselves to save their com-
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patriots. I lost count of how many times my life was saved, or 
how many I saved myself.

We froze in the winter in those snow-filled trenches. Sit-
ting by a warm fire now, I don’t know how we survived. Some-
times, as we shivered from cold, we would dream about our 
next hot meal; then the enemy fire would begin again. The pain 
from cold and hunger are bad enough without shells exploding 
around you. If they hit the food supplies, then the hot soup and 
porridge would become just a dream again.

When the course of the war changed and the Soviet Army 
began to take control, our spirits lifted. We joked that death was 
running from us now, but really, she stayed with us and kept tak-
ing from us.

Once, during a period of calm, a special agent came to visit 
me in the trenches. I was wary of him, but it became clear that 
he often spoke with the soldiers. The other men seemed nervous 
talking to him and clearly didn’t like him. No one could say as 
much, though, and just listened to him. His body language gave 
away the fact that he thought he was doing much more impor-
tant work than us. He didn’t accuse anyone of espionage and 
didn’t arrest anyone, but he returned every time orders came 
from above to speed up the search for enemy spies and danger-
ous elements. Some soldiers and officers were sent to the dis-
ciplinary battalion, and others, it was said, were simply shot on 
the spot. It was another sickening detail in an already sickening 
war.

The agent came to talk to me. He was friendly, unassuming, 
and offered me a cigarette. Only then did my intuition, honed 
during my childhood on the steppe, tell me that something was 
wrong. I answered his questions briefly and as vaguely as pos-
sible, pretending that I was hanging intently on his every word. 
My heart was thumping. I was frightened that the special agents 
had gotten the scent of Salim. If they had, nothing would save 
me. I made up my mind not to tell them anything; to die at the 
feet of this agent if I had to.
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The man suggested we go for a walk, and I had to obey him. 
I tried to bring my gun, but he told me not to. We walked away 
from the front lines. Leaning against a burnt- out truck, he got 
down to business. There was something sinister in his voice. 
It turned out that someone had told him about some things I’d 
said to my fellow soldiers about the senselessness of war. It was 
true that I’d lost my composure and told them exactly what I 
thought.

‘How can people kill each other on such a vast scale?’
I’d shouted after one of the most horrific battles.
‘What are you talking about? Do you think the Germans are 

people too?’ they replied.
‘What are they then?’ I asked.
‘They’re not humans; they’re fascists, and our duty is to 

destroy as many of them as possible.’
‘That’s what we think, and they think the same about us. So, 

what does this mean, that humans have been put on this Earth 
just to kill one another? I just can’t understand such cruelty.’

‘Enough of this crap! You’ve taken too many blows to the 
head.’

The other soldiers wanted me to shut up, and eventually I 
did, but these thoughts stayed with me.

So, Stalin is sitting in the Kremlin with thefate of humanity 
in his hands. Hitler is in the Reichstag plotting more death and 
destruction. Churchill, puffing on a cigar and knocking back an-
other bottle of expensive Cognac, is working on his latest great 
plan for England. Across the ocean, Franklin Roosevelt is look-
ing for ways in which America can take over the world. And 
Asanbai Bektemirov, son of the humble Amanzhol, is leaning on 
a burnt-out tank in order to hide from a hail of bullets waiting to 
return fire tomorrow with an old rifle. In whose name, for whose 
sake, are these simple Soviet and German people shooting at 
each other?

Whilst I was torturing myself, I realised that someone had 
informed on me, and analysing my words the agent had inter-
preted them as a call to unite with the Germans.
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‘You’re initiating conversations under the guise of a hu-
manitarian, but your real aim is to demoralise the troops with 
your ideology, to sow the seeds of doubt in their heads about the 
worthiness of our cause,’ he said. ‘This is ideological subver-
sion, provocation.’

‘No!’ I cried out, either from fear or anger at the accusation. 
‘I’ve never doubted the worth of our part in this war. I know the 
fascists have invaded our country and raided our territories. I 
know they’re an occupying force and that fighting against them, 
protecting our motherland, is the duty of every citizen of the 
Soviet Union.’

‘You say you know,’ the agent snarled. ‘It’s words like these 
you need to be saying in the trenches, instead of snivelling.’

He glared at me icily before continuing with a second ac-
cusation which was even more serious. Following a battle in 
which we’d suffered heavy losses, I’d criticised our command-
ers for forcing the soldiers to run into an attack on enemy terri-
tory in broad daylight.

‘The Germans were firing at will from their concrete block-
houses and bunkers, and a senseless number of our men were 
picked off,’ I’d said, livid at the commanders’ readiness to sac-
rifice so many lives.

This, too, had been reported to the counterintelligence de-
partment.

‘You son of a bitch! So you’re questioning Soviet military 
tactics, are you?’ the agent shouted so loudly that the birds which 
had made a nest on the truck flew away. ‘How many times have 
heroic Russian soldiers thrown themselves into a hail of bullets 
and come out with casualties? And now

an urchin like you dares to question us.’
‘I’m not saying our soldiers aren’t heroes,’ I replied firmly, 

sure that this would end badly for me. ‘I’m simply against the 
unjustified loss of so many lives.’

‘If a soldier dies bravely in the name of his motherland, then 
that’s the very essence of this patriotic war.’
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‘Even better if he comes home victorious,’ I countered.
Refusing to back down, I found myself reaching for the 

handle of my knife. I was ready to kill the agent and go into hid-
ing in the forest. He’d read my thoughts, however, and took out 
his revolver and put it to my forehead.

‘You are arrested as a traitor to your country! Hands above 
your head! The court-martial will deal with you.’

This was the end. The best I could hope for was being sent 
to the disciplinary battalion. I raised my hands, but I was still 
thinking of a way to get them on the agent’s revolver. Then, there 
was an explosion, and I blacked out. When I came to sometime 
later, I was dizzy, bleeding, and realised I’d taken a blow to the 
head. Wrapping a cloth tightly around my head, I looked around. 
The agent was on the floor, a mutilated corpse.

The field medics came and rushed me to the infirmary. From 
there, I was taken to the military hospital. It turned out that the 
shell had exploded behind the agent’s back as I stood facing 
him. His body had shielded me from the blast. The man who 
was about to seal my fate ended up saving my life. It felt like a 
miracle, except for the fact that some shrapnel had hit my right 
temple and got stuck there. The doctors tried for a week to dis-
lodge it, but in the end, they had to leave it there. Most impor-
tantly, though, I was left alone: the accusations against me died 
with the agent.

I spent a week in the military hospital thanking the Almighty 
and reading prayers for the souls of my ancestors, Maral Ishan 
and Salyk Mullah. The pain in my head gradually became toler-
able, and for once I could sleep and rest in comfort. After the 
trenches, a hospital bed felt like heaven. The warm food brought 
so much pleasure that I could have lain there and fattened up 
until the war was over. I wrote a few letters to my family, read 
newspapers and listened to the radio. Sometimes the pain from 
my wound flared up, and the doctors gave me medicines which 
lessened the pain for a while. In any case, the piece of shrapnel 
was embedded too deep inside my head to be removed, and the 
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doctors didn’t have time to do anything more what with so many 
wounded men being brought in from the front lines.

I was discharged and sent back to the trenches, but as soon 
as I returned the pain in my head became unbearable. The field 
medics couldn’t do anything about the shrapnel in my skull, so 
they took me back to the hospital where the military doctors 
decided to send me away from the war zone for treatment. After 
lunch, I was meant to receive all the necessary documents and 
leave, but during lunch, the voice of Levitan came on the radio 
reading Stalin’s order to send all wounded soldiers who were 
able to stand and hold a gun back to the front. And that was that.

A few days later, I began to feel a horrid itch in my temple 
that I couldn’t get rid of. One day, whilst I was eating lunch, I 
brought my head down to a finish a bowl of porridge and some-
thing fell into it. There was a piece of a German shell in the 
bowl. It was about a centimetre long, thin and plain; this piece 
of high-quality German steel capable of killing and causing in-
describable agony was now sitting motionless in front of me. 
My head began to hurt less without the fragment of metal inside 
it, and I wanted to live again, but the shrapnel that had torn my 
heart to pieces would stay with me for the rest of my life. What 
was I doing running at enemy tanks and rifles in the name of the 
Soviets and Stalin? I hated Stalin, and I hated Hitler even more. 
My soul was being held over two fires and being burnt by both 
of them.

One day, I was walking through a forest with a comrade. It 
was quiet and reasonably safe away from the front line. We were 
going towards the command centre when I tripped and almost 
fell. Annoyed, I looked down and saw what I’d caught my foot 
on. A shell had exploded and brought down part of a great pine 
tree. One big branch, almost broken away from the trunk but 
still joined to the tree, lay on the ground. I could see that a truck 
had driven over it as the branch had been pressed into the earth. 
Lying on the ground, though, the branch had continued to grow, 
reaching towards the sun. A few years from now, this will be a 
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big tree itself, I thought. This wonder of nature touched me and 
I kept staring at it, trying to find some secret meaning. There 
was a beautiful calm in the forest. Leaves rustled and the birds 
were singing as if there was no war. I called out to my comrade, 
but he didn’t reply. While I’d been lingering by the fallen tree, 
he’d walked on ahead. I couldn’t see or hear him anymore, and 
although he couldn’t have got too far I became worried, and call-
ing out to him I ran in the direction he’d gone. But the forest was 
silent.

The comrade disappeared without a trace. The command 
centre raised an alarm and searched the entire forest for him, but 
they didn’t find him. The next morning, investigators reported 
that on the day he disappeared a group of German soldiers on 
a reconnaissance mission had crossed our lines. It’s likely they 
captured my comrade. If so, that fallen fir tree saved my life.

To get back from the command centre, we had to walk all 
night. Exhausted, when dawn came we found an abandoned 
building and lay down to sleep. I had a dream. In this dream, my 
mother was giving me freshly baked naan. I bit into the warm 
bread and chewed while my mother stroked my hair. Then I 
woke up. It was light. I remembered the words of the wise ak-
sakals: ‘The last dream before morning is the prophetic one. The 
dream won’t happen as you see it, but how you interpret it. So 
don’t tell anyone about your dreams - especially those who don’t 
wish you well. Your dreams are only for you to see.’ I quietly 
prayed to Allah and held on tightly to the thought that it was my 
fate to come home alive and taste my mother’s bread again. This 
warmed my heart. There was only a little anxiety mixed in with 
the happiness: If I come home to my family and eat one piece of 
bread with them and then die straight away, I will be happy with 
my fate, I thought.

A noise shook me out of my daydream. The seven of us fell 
to the floor and looked around. We saw a group of German sol-
diers circling the building. There were about fifty

of them armed with machine guns. We knew straight away 
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they were headed for our territory. Our commander, Ivan, quick-
ly ordered us to attack, counting on our ability to ambush them. 
We took our positions and lay in wait. As soon as they came 
close enough, we opened fire with all our guns and hurled our 
grenades. The Germans had no time to react; the explosions en-
gulfed them in an instant. A few of them managed to return fire, 
but they couldn’t see us and didn’t even shoot in our direction. 
We killed all of them apart from two, who we took captive.

The commanders at the control centre were delighted and 
called us heroes. We learnt that by killing those men we’d foiled 
a secret operation. We were all recommended for medals, and 
Ivan and I were put forward for the title of Hero of the Soviet 
Union. In the mayhem that followed, though, everyone soon for-
got about these medals. Maybe the letters burned along with the 
commanders. After the war, my children enquired at the military 
commissariat, but no such documents were found.

In my three years on the front lines, I witnessed a lot: the 
bravery of some and the dirty tricks of others, the ingenuity of 
soldiers and the petty tyranny of commanders. There were times 
when men sacrificed their lives for a respected, humane com-
mander. At other times, soldiers would put bullets into the backs 
of cruel commanders before dying in battle themselves whilst 
crying: ‘For the motherland!’ I also saw soldiers with half of 
their torsos blown off throw themselves with their last ounce of 
strength at a German tank with a grenade in their hand.

What amazed me the most was the patriotism of the Soviet 
troops. Young men of different nationalities, including Kazakhs, 
went forward into battle as one. Most of this generation had been 
born under the Soviet regime and were brought up with the spirit 
of Bolshevism. They hadn’t seen what we’d seen; they didn’t 
know what we knew, and they believed in the ideas of socialism 
and internationalism. Their actions deserve the greatest respect, 
and I put aside the pain in my heart to walk shoulder to shoul-
der with them in the fight against fascism. Sometimes I asked 
myself: Who are you, Asanbai Bektemirov, son of Amanzhol, a 
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proud Soviet or a Kazakh nationalist dedicated to the future of 
his nation? I had no answer, and with a heavy sigh I resigned 
myself to my fate. Fate is always a mystery.

I’ll tell you two more stories from the war. Once, we were 
sitting in a forest eating lunch. It was completely quiet; the only 
sound was the murmuring of the leaves in the breeze. Suddenly, 
one of our comrades slowly fell onto his side. He was dead. We 
hadn’t heard any shot or explosion. We then realised that some-
thing had fallen onto his head, a single discarded machine gun 
bullet from an aeroplane flying overhead. This was the man’s 
fate: a soldier who’d survived the most terrible of battles and at-
tacked enemy trenches died in a quiet forest whilst eating lunch.

On another occasion, we were attacked by German pilots 
who fired on our positions with large-calibre machine guns. We 
ran for cover and watched as the bullets flew over our heads. 
Then, something unbelievable happened. Somehow, one cap-
tain who was returning from the command centre found himself 
in a field in full view and came under fire from above. He tried 
to run into the forest to hide. I don’t know whether the pilot 
wanted to torment him or if he’d run out of bullets, but he flew 
down so low that our captain was almost close enough to touch 
the plane. As the plane closed in, the captain did a somersault, 
landed on his back and fired at the pilot with his revolver. He hit 
the German in the head, and the plane crashed to the ground and 
exploded. Inspired by our man, Soviet soldiers began to shoot 
at other low-flying German planes and brought several more 
down. The captain was congratulated ecstatically by the com-
manders, and we later learnt he’d been presented with a military 
award.

Now, over half a century later, the world is only just be-
ginning to come to terms with this awful war. It goes without 
saying that a war that shook and changed the world is ambigu-
ous and controversial. That’s why there are so many different 
opinions, fair and biased, subjective and objective. One thing I 
believe with absolute certainty, though, is that every time that 
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the leaders in this war acted without conscience, they would 
answer to history and to the Almighty.

The blood of the soldiers that was spilt in this war is pure 
and sacred. We fought fairly to protect our country from the fas-
cist occupiers. We couldn’t help it that our country was ruled by 
a tyrant and his henchmen. That is another question altogether. 
Our soldiers gave their lives for our motherland, not for its rul-
ers.

The cruel meeting of two ideologies wore people down; it 
took away their warmth and humanity. A person could still re-
main a person, though; some people couldn’t be broken. People 
showed incredible levels of bravery, sacrificing themselves to 
protect their motherland and singing as they died. Soldiers loved 
folk and Soviet songs. They didn’t just sing the old favourites 
either, but wrote new ones. I remember that the whole front line 
used to sing “Zhas Kazakh” - Young Kazakh. The song has a 
touching backstory.

A Kazakh called Tulegen Tokhtarov who died in battle was 
posthumously awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union. 
An incredibly brave and skilled soldier, the young man accom-
plished many outstanding feats during his short life. One of the 
first to use an automatic machine gun, he once attacked a troop 
of Nazis and killed thirty-six enemy soldiers single-handedly. 
Another time, in the middle of a battle he ran out of bullets and 
was badly wounded. He took several bullets to the stomach, and 
his internal organs lay frozen on the snow. Despite his agony, 
he placed a hand over his lacerated stomach, got to his feet and 
threw himself at the German officer who’d shot him. He hit 
him on the head with his gun so hard that the officer fell dead. 
Tokhtarov fell on top of him and died too. His death shook his 
regiment, and their field medic, the composer Ramazan Yele-
bayev wrote the song “Zhas Kazakh” in his honour. Born out 
of the flames of war, this song brought the soldiers of the front 
lines together and became the hymn of all Kazakh soldiers.
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Covered in snow, our vast steppe drips with blood;
The grey sky is howling and churning out death.
Protecting his country from war, like a lion,
The young Kazakh jumps on his enemy and kills him.
How cruelly his young soul leaves this world.
We later learnt that Ramazan Yelebayev had also died soon 

after, but “Zhas Kazakh” has lived on and people know it to 
this day. I learnt even later that Yelebayev also came from the 
Kerey Clan and that he’d been born in the village of Kuduka-
gash where Salim and I had travelled to see our sister Mariyam 
and listen to Altyn-apa’s stories. What a small world. He left 
the village when he was young and went to study and work in 
Alma-Ata. We were never able to meet in this life, but I always 
think of him when I hear that song.

A Test of Humanity

The commander of our regiment, Sergeant Ivan Petrov was 
experienced and skilled. We became close straight away. He 
was a simple man, but had performed many acts of bravery and 
slit many enemy throats. We would often talk in the calm be-
fore combat or on long marches. He would take out his tobacco 
pouch with such ceremony that it seemed there was nothing in 
life more important to him. He would deftly roll his cigarettes 
between his battle-hardened fingers and take deep drags of the 
precious tobacco. To us, this bitter aroma was the best smell on 
Earth. Blowing out rings of smoke together, we forgot about the 
war and lost ourselves in daydreams.

Once, Ivan and I were part of a reconnaissance mission 
through tracts of a forest in neutral territory away from the front 
lines. Things in the forest were never clear, though, and at any 
moment we could have come under fire or stepped on a mine. 
This is why soldiers on both sides tried to avoid going there. 
We were always one step away from enemy territory, and some-
times one step from death.
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We ended up crossing the line into German territory. Camou-
flaged like leopards, we crept through the thick bushes towards 
our goal, finding and counting the number of German forces in 
this area. We’d done this many times before. Everything was as 
usual until a bone-chilling call rang out:

Hande hoch!’
The cry was like a punch to the gut; my vision went black, 

and I froze like a statue. The thought came into my head that this 
was the end.

‘I said hands up!’ the command came again, this time in 
Russian.

‘Don’t shoot! Allies!’ I cried, stepping forward sure that 
these were our soldiers who’d mistaken us for German intruders.

‘Allies, allies! We’re all Soviets! Come here!’ the voice 
came again as I saw the silhouettes of two men.

‘I’m coming,’ I replied and walked towards them with my 
hands in the air.

Then, the voice came again, and this time it stunned me.
Asanbai? Hey, is that you, Asanbai?’ the voice said in Ka-

zakh.
The voice was painfully familiar, but I was in no state to 

recognise it. The man then shouted something in German, prob-
ably to warn his partner, and he ran towards me.

It was Salim.
‘Bauyrym- my brother!’ he cried.
‘Salim!’ I replied, and we embraced each other as tears ran 

down my cheeks.
I don’t know what Ivan and the German thought. They both 

stayed lying on the ground with their guns trained on each other, 
and, I’m sure, on us.

This is how fate plays with us; two brothers, after almost 
twenty years apart, embracing on the front lines of a war with 
guns aimed at them.

We sat under a big tree. To begin with, we were too over-
come with emotion to speak. After a while, we talked about our 
lives. Salim asked about our mother.
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‘A year ago, she was alive and well at home with her grand-
children,’ I said. ‘Now, I don’t know. There haven’t been any 
more letters, but then we all thought you’d died.’

‘You can see I’m alive and well,’ he replied. ‘I went over to 
the Germans from Vlasov’s Army. One order from the General 
and now we’re all here.’

‘Come and join us!’ I burst out.
‘And who is “us”?’ he replied tetchily. ‘Are you already 

calling these people your own? I hope you haven’t forgotten 
how many of ours they killed.’

‘Fine, now is not the time for politics,’ I said. ‘Let’s go 
home.’

‘No one is going to let us go home. They’ll kill me. You just 
shoot that Russian and come with us.’

‘No, brother; I began this mission with Ivan and I’ll return 
with him. Let’s take your German captive and you come with us. 
It’s reckless, but they’ll forgive us.’

‘I’m not going to ask for anyone’s forgiveness. I’ve been 
hurt too much by the Soviets, and I’ve done nothing wrong.’

‘But you can’t deny the truth: almost the whole Kazakh
nation is fighting for the Soviet Union against Nazi Ger-

many.’
‘That’s both a pity and very painful. Fighting in the name 

of what, a foreign empire? For a psychopath who wants to take 
over the world?’

‘You used to hate Marx and Engels. Now you love Hitler 
and Goebbels?’ I asked.

‘I hate them too,’ Salim whispered with an amused smirk; 
‘but understand one thing: the German people haven’t done any-
thing to the Kazakh nation. It isn’t they who murdered our peo-
ple with famine. It isn’t they who oppressed us and cut our way 
of life to pieces. The regime you’re fighting for, who you might 
give your life for, are the ones who killed our Kazakh leaders. It 
was evil, and our peoples’ blindness, naivety and fear of punish-
ment has made them run in front of German bullets shouting: 
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“For Stalin! For the motherland!” How can you give your life 
for that bloodthirsty monster? How can a country of Bolsheviks 
be our homeland? Tell me, what meaning do you find in your 
war? I mean yours, Asanbai. For whom are you ready to die?’

‘Defending the Soviet Union is protecting our land, our 
home. Okay, let’s stop arguing. Better you tell me where you’ve 
been all these years.’

Salim calmed down and told me what he’d done with his 
life.

‘After the Alash Orda was defeated, I hid from the Reds in 
the far south of the steppe. Then, we rose up again against the 
Soviets, but they sent hit squads, well-armed and experienced 
from their battles against the Whites. We clashed a few times 
on the steppe, but we were barely armed and they killed a lot 
of us. Many of our bravest horsemen fell to their guns with-
out even challenging them in combat. There was nothing we 
could do. We were completely defeated, and those of us who 
survived scattered across the steppe. Our only comfort was that 
some of our warriors managed to pick off a few enemies. I killed 
three Red Army men and a commander with an old five-bore 
rifle. Then, I went south, changed my name and hid among the 
Turkmen in the Kar- akum Desert. Our losses weren’t in vain, 
though. After our uprisings, the local Soviet authorities changed 
their tactics and came to treat the Kazakhs more carefully.’

‘And how did you end up here?’
‘I’m a “volunteer,” like you, Salim said, smiling ruefully. ‘I 

came with the Turkmen using my new name.’
‘Did you at least manage to get married? Do you have a 

family?’
‘Yes, two children, a son and a daughter. They’re growing 

up in the Karakum among the black sands.’
As we talked about home and our loved ones, we heard gun-

fire close by. We hugged each other tightly and said goodbye. 
Salim disappeared into the forest, and I ran back to Ivan. He was 
angry.



103

‘Who was that?’
‘An old comrade, a countryman,’ I lied. ‘He lost his way 

and went over to the enemy with General Vlasov.’
‘Why did you let him go? This looks like treachery.’
‘Nonsense,’ I replied. ‘I just haven’t turned into such an ani-

mal that I’d shoot an old friend.’
‘How can you call him a friend? He is a traitor, and nothing 

more. You should have killed him.’
‘And why didn’t you shoot him? You had him in your sights.’
‘I was ready to, but I knew that his fascist partner had you 

in his sights. If I’d killed him, that man would have killed you.’
‘Well, fair enough then.’
I looked at my compatriot. I wanted to tell him the truth, but 

I couldn’t. The war had taught me to stay silent.
Ivan sighed gruffly.
‘Fuck them all anyway!’ he barked.
We went back to our regiment, but my thoughts were far 

away. I was in shock after my chance meeting with Salim, part-
ly because of who he’d become. This is how war throws peo-
ple around and churns them out. I couldn’t judge Salim, but I 
couldn’t understand him either. I only prayed with all my heart 
that he could stay alive. I wanted to go back to our village after 
the war was over and meet my brothers there. We would sit by 
the fire under a starlit sky and open our hearts to each other. My 
heart was breaking. I prayed for myself too.

Despite all our suffering and losses, our army began to win 
the war and forced the enemy out of our land. We were fighting 
on the Ukrainian front under the command of Marshal Zhukov. 
We travelled through Russian towns, freed Ukraine, and from 
there entered Europe. But all good luck comes to an end.

In November 1944, deep into autumn, we went into Nazi 
territory to capture some of their troops. There were five of us, 
commanded by Ivan. In the silence of night, we crept across 
enemy lines, located their weapons, and waited to ambush some 
German soldiers as soon as they left their barracks. We saw fires 
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coming from German trenches. Then we heard steps; two men 
were coming towards us. We tensed up before all hell broke 
loose. One of our men sneezed loudly. The Germans sprang to 
attention and began to yell: Ach- tung! Russo! Achtungf There 
was the noise of dozens of shells flying through the sky, and 
then the shooting began. All of their attacks were on target, and 
two of my comrades were killed. The three of us that were left 
had to retreat.

‘Get down!’ Ivan screamed and threw me to the ground.
There was another explosion. When I came to I checked 

myself and found no injuries. I saw that Ivan was lying next to 
me, covering my back with his body and breathing very heavily. 
I understood that he was wounded and gently shook him.

‘Ivan, let’s get out of here.’
‘No, leave me here. Goodbye, Asanbai. Farewell, and for-

give me if I ever harmed you,’ Ivan gasped as he fought for 
breath.

‘No, we’re going together.’
‘Leave; that’s an order,’ he wheezed, wincing as he pre-

pared a grenade.
We had to obey every word our commander said to us. We 

had no choice but to run.
We couldn’t get far before the explosion came. We guessed 

that the fatally wounded Ivan had set off the grenade as soon 
as the German soldiers found him in order to take them with 
him. Our commander died heroically. When he threw me to the 
ground, he saved my life.

We couldn’t escape, though. A bullet killed my last remain-
ing comrade. I thought my end had come too, as hiding behind a 
large rock I waited for the German soldiers. There was no fear, 
just a sense of unhappiness that I’d leave this world so far from 
my home without being able to see my mother, my wife and my 
children one last time. I thought about them and longed so much 
to live and to go home. I saw my Khalima in front of my eyes 
and heard again the last words she said to me before I went to 
war: ‘Come back alive...’
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I hated this war, this murder and the sight of people destroy-
ing each other. My broken heart screamed out to everyone who 
lusted for power over this Earth and who were ready to use the 
blood and suffering of innocent people to achieve it.

‘This isn’t fair. War is senseless; war has no victors,’ I 
hissed, but no one heard me, and that hurt even more.

No one would care that Asanbai Bektemirov, son of the 
kindest and most peaceful nation on the planet would die along 
with Russian soldiers on foreign soil and his body would rot in 
a field far from home. No one would care how

I died or what for. This hurt me most of all. I whispered 
a prayer, ‘Za ilaha ilallah,’ and only one thought remained: to 
avenge the deaths of my compatriots, especially Ivan, and as I 
left this world to take as many as I could with me. My ancestors, 
the nomads, used to show the greatest respect to the warriors 
who did not die in vain: ‘Heroes are those who take an enemy 
with them,’ they said. I don’t know how many enemies I shot 
with my last round, but I think I caught a few.

The Germans soon surrounded me, shouting: ‘Surrender! 
Hande hoch!

With no bullets left, all I had was a bayonet and one gre-
nade. I don’t know what would’ve happened next if I hadn’t 
felt a gun on the back of my head and heard the order in fluent 
Russian:

‘Drop your weapon. Hands up; I advise you to surrender 
now.’

The enemy was experienced. I threw my gun on the ground.
At first, I thought I must be hallucinating when I heard the 

men speaking Russian and Kazakh, but then I understood: these 
were the soldiers of the Russian Liberation Army and the Turke-
stan Legion. They were serving the Germans, and in doing so 
had saved me from certain death.

The Germans interrogated me, but what military secrets 
could a simple trench soldier have known? They already knew 
where our troops were located and where the front lines were. I 
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couldn’t tell them anything new. A German officer pointed his 
gun at me, but a Kazakh from the Turkestan Legion told him to 
keep me alive so I could serve with them. The German stood 
down. One life made no difference to them, so they sent me to a 
prisoner of war camp.

Here, my fate took a sharp turn once again. It had transpired 
that my life was saved by enemies of the Soviets, traitors to the 
motherland; but what now? If I came across them again, my 
duty as a Soviet soldier would have been to kill them, but how 
does a man kill someone who saved his life? This is a part of 
history that can never be rationalised.

The legionnaire, Mazhit told me that the Turkestan Legion 
was organised by Mustafa Chokayev, a well-known political fig-
ure and former member of the Alash Orda who escaped to Paris 
during Stalin’s purges. The Legion took prisoners of war from 
Muslim and Turkic nations, Kazakhs, Uzbeks, Kyrgyz, Turk-
men, Tatars, Bashkirs, Azeris and others. Mazhit whispered that 
Mustafa Chokayev’s goal was not so much to serve the Third 
Reich and fight against the Soviet Union, but to save the men he 
shared a culture and religion with from death at the hands of fas-
cists. Although he died at the start of the war under mysterious 
circumstances, the Turkestan Legion he created did save many 
of our compatriots.

‘You know, it’s thanks to him that you’re alive,’ Mazhit 
said, slapping me on the shoulder.

I gave him a prayer of thanks.
Every year on March 9th, Victory Day, I read the Quran and 

pray for the souls of those who died in the Great War; and every 
year on the anniversary of Mustafa Chokayev’s death, I pray for 
him and for Mazhit. What a contradiction life can be. I tried to 
keep my humanity as all hell broke

loose around me, but I don’t know whether I was able to.
As they took me to the PoW camp, Mazhit told me that most 

Russian and Kazakh prisoners don’t want to serve in the Russian 
Liberation Army or the Turkestan Legion. Life in the camp was 
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insufferable, however, and unable to cope with the inhumane 
conditions, some of them agree to serve the Germans instead. 
Given edible food, some stayed in their ranks until the end, but 
others, as soon as they ended up at the front, would defect back 
to their own army. Sometimes, groups of them would desert to-
gether; so the Germans tried to keep the Turkestan Legion as 
far away from the Soviet front as possible. Now, therefore, the 
Legion was mostly deployed elsewhere, largely in France.

Mazhit spoke to me about many things, but as the years 
have passed I’ve forgotten most of them. One thing I could nev-
er forget, though, was that he told me he’d saved me because 
all Kazakhs are brothers. He also advised me to be cooperative, 
not to draw attention to myself, and to tolerate all the miseries 
of the camp.

‘It would be even better if you joined us in the Turkestan 
Legion,’ he added. ‘You wouldn’t be on your own. Our broth-
ers will greet you with open arms. You’ll live as a soldier of the 
Wehrmacht - well, maybe we’re below them, but it’s still infi-
nitely better than life in the camp, that’s for sure. Anyway, what 
are you going to miss in that Russian colony? It’s idiotic to fight 
for them.’

‘How many of you are there?’ I enquired quietly, not daring 
to argue with the man who’d saved me.

‘Maybe a thousand in total,’ answered Mazhit.
‘And how many of us Kazakhs are there? Millions! And the 

front lines are awash with our blood. We risk our lives and only 
hope to see our families again. This war is about the Kazakh na-
tion too, whether we want it to be or not. This is a tragedy for the 
Kazakh people and all other nations that have been swallowed 
up by the Soviet Union. I’m sorry, but I can’t go with you. I’ll be 
forever grateful that you saved me, but remember, for a proud 
Kazakh betraying your country is worse than death.’

‘I’ll try to understand, Asanbai,’ Mazhit said softly; ‘but 
you remember this: we too only want what’s best for all Ka-
zakhs. Think some more and maybe you’ll change your mind.’
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I didn’t reply, and the man from Turkestan didn’t try to per-
suade me anymore. He only said that time would tell. I wanted 
so much to ask him about Salim, but I bit my tongue. I was 
afraid that I’d put his life in danger. As we said goodbye Mazhit 
said that he’d come back for me, but he never did. I don’t know 
what happened to him.

I spent almost six months in the Germans’ camp. In the be-
ginning, it was unbearable, but, as the Kazakhs say, after three 
days a man even gets used to a coffin. No one knows exactly 
how many Soviet prisoners of war there were here; probably 
several thousand from all parts of the Union. We lived under-
ground in horribly crowded stone cells. The low grey ceiling, 
iron bunk-beds and tiny windows drove all of us mad. We had 
no idea where we were, and we were treated like slaves. They 
fed us just enough so we had the strength to work, and they 
made us work from dawn to dusk, mainly digging and building 
some kind of reinforced walls. We assumed they were bunkers 
and came to the conclusion that the Germans were struggling 
and were being forced to retreat. We thought our own soldiers 
would be here soon, but we didn’t know whether we’d still be 
alive by the time they arrived. Many men, starving, died from 
fatigue.

After several months of hard, sometimes back-breaking 
work, the prisoners had turned into skeletons. The guards used 
to shoot those who fainted during a shift and couldn’t get back 
up. I needed every last drop of endurance my life had given me 
to survive the punishment and humiliation. At times, my spade 
felt so heavy I couldn’t lift it and I didn’t have the strength to 
take one step. Once, I fell from exhaustion on the cold earth; I 
heard the click of a guard loading his pistol and somehow found 
the will to get back to my feet. When the guard put his gun back 
in his pocket, I said prayers to the Almighty and to my ancestors, 
Maral Ishan and Salyk Mullah.

Captivity is the most humiliating fate a person can experi-
ence. I only survived because I was so desperate to live, to see 
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my children, my mother, my wife and my homeland. It didn’t 
depend on me, though. The Germans could have shot any of us 
at any moment. This happened very rarely, however, because to 
them we were more useful as slave labourers.

Many Soviet soldiers lived bravely through these punish-
ments and stayed loyal to their army. There were others, though, 
who couldn’t cope with the suffering and were pressured or 
threatened into joining the ranks of the RussianLiberation Army 
and the Turkestan Legion. Sometimes, I wonder what would 
have become of me if I’d let myself be forced into joining the 
Turkestan Legion. Could I have shot at a Soviet soldier? I was 
against the tsarist raiders, the revolutionary Reds and the Whites 
because they came to my land armed with weapons. I hated all 
of them, but I could never have shot at a Russian soldier. In this 
war, we were all brothers; all friends. Kazakhs, Russians, all na-
tionalities that came from this vast territory united as equals to 
defend our shared motherland, the USSR. In protecting her, we 
were defending our own land. Despite all the pain and suffering 
that they’d brought to the Kazakh people, I could never have 
tried to harm a Russian soldier with whom I’d fought against 
fascism. I told myself that it was better to live with my cruel fate 
than to become a traitor.

America and the Village

With each passing day, the end of the war drew closer. At 
night, we heard the sound of gunfire and bombs exploding. We 
shook in our cells, afraid that we’d be killed by friendly fire. 
One night we felt the tremors from fierce fighting nearby. We 
didn’t dare close our eyes, no matter how exhausted we were, 
and only slept for a few minutes before dawn. The next morn-
ing, no one made us get up for work. We thought the guards had 
forgotten us. Only the next day did we hear footsteps above us. 
When the doors to our cells were opened and soldiers came in, 
they were not ours. It wasthe Americans.
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They wanted to take us prisoners of war to mysterious, far-
away America.

‘Guys, come with us and live in freedom,’ they said. ‘If you 
go back home, Stalin will only have you shot.’

There were several among us who preferred to go to Amer-
ica with them rather than return to the USSR. Indeed, it would 
have been wonderful to board a great ship and cross the ocean; to 
float for days on end, to lie on the deck and feel the warm breeze 
on my skin, look up at the stars in the bright night sky, enjoy 
being at peace again and go back to my daydreams. Something 
inside me, however, wouldn’t let me go. My longing for my 
homeland was greater than my desire for the American dream 
and stronger than my fear of Stalin’s gulags.

What would have happened if I’d sailed across the Atlan-
tic? I couldn’t have stayed on the ocean staring up at the stars for 
the rest of my life. I would’ve had to go onto dry land eventu-
ally, and that land would have been America. Then, I would’ve 
wanted to turn the ship around and sail back home.

In my head, I heard Salim’s voice: ‘So, where is your home-
land? Do we even have one? Do you want to call a place ruled 
by a bloodthirsty tyrant home?’ I don’t remember when these 
questioning voices in my head began to disturb me. Perhaps 
they began in the turbulent years of the 1920s. They filled my 
head, these painful, harrowing questions, some accusing me, 
others encouraging me. These voices were my teachers as well 
as my torturers.

My homeland was calling me: my village, my family. I 
could hear the voices of my mother, Khalima and my children: 
‘Come back alive... Whatever you do, just come home.’ I didn’t 
know whether my grandchildren’s generation would understand 
me. Maybe they’d call me an idiot for refusing a free ticket to 
America, the land of dreams, sailing across the ocean towards 
green dollars and freedom. And for what: to stay in the dirt and 
the harsh reality of Soviet life? The best I could hope for at 
home was a miserable existence on a collective state-owned 
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farm. Perhaps this generation wouldn’t understand our deep at-
tachment to our homeland, to the vast steppe and the smell of 
wormwood and purple sage. You have to grow up on the steppe 
to understand it. I missed my home so much that the prospect of 
freedom and the American dream couldn’t tempt me.

I made my mind up to return to my heroic and spiteful, 
kind and cruel, honest and villainous county and decided to ac-
cept whatever awaited me there. There was hope of a pardon. 
A rumour spread amongst the prisoners that Stalin had given 
an order to exonerate all Soviet soldiers who’d been taken pris-
oner if before their capture they’d fought for the motherland. If 
that was true, then I had nothing to worry about. I’d served on 
the front lines for three years, been heavily wounded twice and 
been awarded military medals. They said that the order had been 
announced by the generals and had been broadcast on the ra-
dio and in the newspapers. When they heard this, many soldiers 
went home. Only many years later did I read that Stalin really 
did issue such a decree, but it didn’t apply to everyone. Many 
soldiers were indeed forgiven, but others, for their temerity in 
being captured, were sent to the Soviet labour camps.

I wasn’t forgiven.

Gulag

Back in our homeland, soldiers who’d been captured by the 
Germans were given a frosty reception. We were interrogated, 
and then the authorities decided what to do with us. Some were 
allowed to go home, some were forced to stay in the army, and 
many were sent to labour camps in Siberia. That was my fate for 
the next ten years. It was my reward for being wounded three 
times on the front lines. My Order of the Red Star and medal for 
bravery were taken away.

The accusations against me were grotesque: ‘Why did you 
go to the camp instead of dying a heroic death like a true So-
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viet soldier?’ Of course, I couldn’t speak my mind in front of 
the judges and tell them that I didn’t want to die for the sake of 
those tyrants, and they should be grateful that I fought at all.

The judges didn’t take long to hand down their sentence. 
Those six months in the PoW camp meant more than the three 
years I’d spent on the front lines. My crime was, as they por-
trayed it, that I’d gone to the camp voluntarily. I’d wanted to 
work for the Germans after giving in to pressure from the Turke-
stan Legion. Of course, they wouldn’t listen to a word I said.

So, they packed me into a crowded wagon with other un-
fortunate souls and sent me to the ends of the Earth. There, we 
were put into trucks. We had no idea where we were going. After 
a gruelling journey, we were told that we’d arrived in the town 
of Susuman. The name was easy to remember as it reminded me 
of two Kazakh words, su- water, and susu- to flow. I later learnt 
that the Susuman River, which flows into nearby Kolyma, used 
to be called Kukhu- man, which means snowdrift. So water re-
ally did flow there.

The prisoners who’d been here for a while said that this 
camp was in the far north, further even than Magadan. It was 
close to Oymyakon, and everyone knew Oymyakon was the 
coldest place on Earth. The name sounds like the Kazakh Oi 
meken, meaning low ground.

The climate in Susuman was incredibly harsh; in winter it 
fell to sixty degrees below zero. People froze, became sick and 
often died from the strain on their bodies. Those who died were 
quickly buried with nothing but a number on their graves. When 
you see something like that, it drives you to stay alive; other-
wise, no one would ever find you. Rumours went around the 
gulag that we were close to what was known as the ‘Valley of 
Death.’ Any mention of this place made the prisoners shudder. 
The fear of death tore at every man. At the tiniest slip, any of 
us could disappear. People didn’t only die of the cold, but at the 
hands of the thugs too. The guards had given up any pretence of 
subtlety. If anyone got on the wrong side of them, they’d have 
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them shot for ‘trying to escape.’ No one could do anything. We 
just had to survive these inhumane conditions, knowing they’d 
been made for humans, by humans.

For all its horrors, life in the labour camp was in some ways 
better than on the front line. First of all, we weren’t shot at or 
bombarded every day and night. Secondly, there was at least 
some kind of law and order, however cruel it was. The chance of 
surviving here was higher than it was during the war.

I was miserable at first, but gradually I began to get used 
to my new life. I accepted my fate. Days in the camp passed 
slowly. It was interesting to note how all the months and years 
were the same; how the same grey day seemed to last forever. 
But when this time came to an end, looking back, it didn’t seem 
like such an eternity.

The first five years passed quietly with little except for 
tough work, threats from the guards and frequent fights between 
the prisoners. In Susuman, they mined for gold, and it was said 
that the mines were some of the richest on Earth. I was lucky; 
I worked as a timber cutter. Chopping wood was easier than 
breaking rocks. We lived in long, low barracks made of stone 
and wood with metal fences built by the prisoners themselves. 
They fed us not out of generosity, but because we couldn’t work 
otherwise. Hot prison broth seemed delicious after a day of pain-
ful drudgery.

The only events that livened up our days were the stories 
that the men in the camp - political prisoners, prisoners of war 
and criminals of many nationalities - would tell, and the loud 
arguments they’d have. These conversations entertained us, 
annoyed us, made our blood boil or made us think. I heard a 
thousand opinions about politics and politicians and came to 
the conclusion that politics is an infuriating subject. A politi-
cian thinks one thing, says another, does a third and hopes for a 
fourth whilst enquiring about a fifth. In the end, the sixth thing 
happens. Behind each political step, there are so many cunning 
tricks that ordinary people could never make sense of. I decided 
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never to join in conversations about politics. As a Kazakh prov-
erb goes: ‘A man who is silent saves himself from misfortune.’

I tried not to draw attention to myself, never got into fights, 
and followed the guard’s orders. Only one thing gave me the 
strength and patience to continue: the thought of going home. I 
would often hear the voice of my beloved Khalima: ‘Come back 
alive. Whatever you do, just come home. We’ll be waiting and 
praying for you.’

All people have differences; for some reason, we can never 
live peacefully for long, even if we’re suffering together. One 
day, one of the criminals in the camp barked at me to bring him 
some water. Subordinating yourself to another prisoner meant 
losing your authority, though, so I refused. He shot a hostile 
look at me and walked away. After all the hurt of the war, I 
couldn’t stand the thought of having another foe and having to 
fight again, but it didn’t depend solely upon me. Now, I had an-
other problem to deal with.

In the spring of 1950, a new supervisor arrived. His name 
was Tarasko. This unusual name was easy to remember. We 
never used his first name; we just called him Captain Tarasko, 
or, behind his back, ‘the Ukrainian.’ The man was a closed book. 
No one knew anything about him. Some said he was a war hero, 
others that he came from the interior ministry. It was whispered 
that he was a former secret agentwith a pile of skeletons in his 
closet.

The war had left Tarasko an invalid. He limped severely on 
his right leg and had lost his left arm. They said he was caught in 
the fire from a German tank, was blown up by a shell, and when 
he landed, the tank ran over his arm. Before losing conscious-
ness, he managed to throw a grenade and destroy the tank. After 
leaving the military hospital he was discharged from the army, 
but he didn’t want to stop serving, so they sent him here. He was 
strict, harsh, but fair. A tall brute of a man, he kept the prisoners 
in check. Sometimes, I felt that he still harboured loftier ambi-
tions than this.
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Every day, he watched over us as we worked in the forest. 
Then, one day, something happened that turned my life around. 
We were chopping down trees as usual. In a hurry to finish their 
work, the two men who operated the sawmill cranked up the 
power. A tall pine began to slowly fall to the ground. I stood 
back, gazing at the top of the great tree and the sky and clouds 
beyond it. As the falling tree gathered speed, my intuition told 
me that it was about to fall on Tarasko. He had his back turned 
to the tree and couldn’t see anything. Suddenly, I found myself 
jumping at Tarasko and shoving him out of the way. We fell on 
the ground together and landed with a thump at the same time as 
the huge pine came down and crashed onto the forest floor with 
an almighty force. A cloud of pine needles rained over us like 
shrapnel. For a few moments, we lay there without moving, two 
former soldiers trained to expect further explosions. Then, com-
ing to our senses, we rose to our feet. The other prisoners looked 
at us with shock on their weather-beaten

faces. I shivered.
The prison guards ran towards Tarasko, but he waved them 

away. Limping even more heavily than usual, he approached 
me.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘You’re a real man.’
He patted me on the shoulder and shook my hand. The 

warmth in his eyes expressed his gratitude more eloquently than 
any words. I was extremely shaken, and, trying to hide my emo-
tions, walked away towards my compatriots. They didn’t say a 
word to me and kept on working angrily. Only the criminal who 
I’d offended in the barracks acknowledged me, eyeing me with 
a piercing glare.

That night, replaying what had happened in my head over 
and over again, I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t find any explanation 
for having acted so recklessly. Why had I done it? My instinct 
for self-preservation should have stopped me from jumping un-
der an enormous falling tree. I was a convict, unfairly impris-
oned by the Soviet regime. I’d defended this country as a soldier 
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and was prepared to sacrifice my life for it, and the rulers had 
sent me to a gulag. I shouldn’t have wanted to save an officer of 
that regime. What made me do it? Did I really still feel human 
compassion after all that I’d endured, or was it a simple sense of 
solidarity with a fellow soldier? I could have died or been left 
disabled, and I was desperate to stay alive now the blood and fire 
of war was behind me.

For half the night, I tossed and turned on my straw mattress, 
torturing myself with these questions to which I could find no 
answer. In the morning, though, it came to me: I’d thrown my-
self under the tree to save the supervisor out of simple human 
kindness. There had been no great idea and no thoughts of per-
sonal gain. A person was in trouble, and I could help him.

It turned out that not everyone liked what I’d done. The 
next day in the forest, I stepped away from the other prisoners 
to relieve myself. As I was walking back towards the group, the 
convict stopped me. He’d obviously been waiting to get me on 
my own.

‘Why did you save the guard?’ he asked aggressively.
‘I saved a man,’ I replied as softly as possible. ‘He’s a 

soldier, just like I was. He lived through the war too. Now, he 
should be able to go home, not have a tree take his life.’

‘No,’ he hissed, his eyes filled with such hatred that I began 
to shake. ‘You saved our enemy, and that means you’re our en-
emy as well. Fate was about to give that piece of shit the pun-
ishment he deserved, and you, you little bitch, got in the way. 
You wanted to suck up to him, did you? I’ve been watching 
you since you arrived here. I always knew you were scum. I’ve 
been waiting to knock you out. You couldn’t avoid me forever 
in a place like this. Did you think you were going to hide up the 
Ukrainian’s arse? No; you’re not going to get away that eas-
ily. The choice is yours. Do away with him and we’re even, or 
you’ll see me again, and I’ll have my knife this time. You’ve got 
a day to correct your mistake, you little bitch. The clock starts 
now.’
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The convict disappeared as quickly as he came. I couldn’t 
explain anything to him. I hoped his threat was just bravado, and 
the next time I saw him I could ask him to listen to me and we 
could resolve our differences in a humane fashion. But that isn’t 
what happened.

The next day, when we’d nearly finished our work, a young 
prisoner approached and asked me to step away from the gang 
so we could speak. I shivered again, but I had no way out. I 
brought the thick tree branch that was in my hands with me and 
watched him carefully as we walked. When we’d walked about 
a hundred paces, he disappeared. Then, the convict appeared in 
front of me.

Without a word, he took a big knife out of his boot and 
threw himself at me. I didn’t flinch; I’d expected this moment 
to come. Jumping away from his slashing blade, I raised the 
tree branch above my head. The convict came at me again with 
the knife. He was as strong as a bull and as ferocious as a bear. 
I waited for the right split-second moment to make my move, 
then, with all my strength, I brought the log down on the huge 
man’s skull. He lurched and fell to the ground dead. After I had 
checked that he was dead, I felt sick. As soon as I caught my 
breath, I went back to work.

The next day, Tarasko pulled me to one side. We sat on the 
stump of a tree and smoked. The Ukrainian coughed and looked 
around nervously.

‘Old man,’ he whispered, ‘you need to get out of here. The 
sooner the better, otherwise they’re going to kill you. These 
things are never forgiven. I reported what happened as an acci-
dent, but you can’t fool the prisoners. They’re going to transfer 
me out of here soon, and I won’t be around to protect you.’

There was no sense in pretending not to understand. He 
knew everything and he genuinely wanted to help.

‘But where can I go?’ I asked.
‘Wherever you can; just as far away from here as possible,’ 

he said, his voice faltering. ‘It won’t be easy. It will be extreme-
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ly dangerous, maybe fatal, but at least it will give you a chance 
to survive. I’ll help you as much as I can. We’ll think up a story. 
If you get stopped and questioned, I’ll back you up. I’ll steal you 
some rations. Go and get ready. Head south-east and the stars 
will show you the way.’

‘I know; I’m a nomad,’ I said.
‘So, get to your next home. The taiga isn’t the steppe, 

though. This is something very different that you’ll have to cope 
with.’

We both understood that he’d repaid my kindness. Touched 
by his gesture, I shook his hand warmly and looked into his 
eyes. They were full of sorrow. I sighed and thought to myself: 
O, humanity! What are we all doing in this world?

The Test

In June 1950, after nearly five years in a labour camp, I man-
aged to escape with the help of the guard. Tarasko had thought 
of something that couldn’t fail. Two days after our conversation, 
he took me and some other prisoners to Khandyga. Prisoners at 
Susuman would often travel to Khandyga in a convoy flanked 
by guards to do chores such as transporting petrol, but this was 
the first time I’d been ordered to go. Tarasko whispered to me 
that it would get me one kilometre closer to home. From there it 
would only be another five thousand kilometres to my village, or 
seven thousand if I chose to take a safer route.

The town of Khandyga stood by the Aldan River and was 
one of the first towns in Russia’s Far North to mine for gold. 
The name Khandyga sounded like the Kazakh words Kan doga- 
blood-stained bow. We travelled in American Studebakers. 
These heavy, powerful all-terrain vehicles had been given to the 
country by America during the war and were now mainly used 
at Siberian mines. I was alone in the boot of the last truck, with 
Tarasko in the front. I don’t remember how far we travelled, but 
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it felt as if the rough road would never end. Finally, just before 
dawn, our truck came to a stop, and

Tarasko took me to one side.
‘We’re outside Khandyga,’ he said quietly. ‘There is the 

River Aldan, and here is your story: we stopped to go to the toi-
let, but the driver left without you. You tried to walk back to the 
camp, but it got dark and you got lost and ended up in the middle 
of the taiga. I will take care of what will happen when they find 
you’re missing. Farewell!’

He handed me a knapsack filled with bread and jam, match-
es and a knife, pointed in the direction of the forest, and limped 
back into the truck.

So, Captain Tarasko, war hero and bane of the prisoners 
sent me on my way home through the taiga. The way was long, 
unknown, and fraught with danger. We had both risked our lives. 
What possessed Tarasko to do this, how he managed to engi-
neer my escape and how he would explain my disappearance, 
only he knew. I prayed for him to be as lucky as I’d been and 
marched into the forest. As I set off, intoxicated by my freedom, 
I could barely feel the ground beneath my feet. Shortly, though, 
the reality of the situation sank in. There was nothing around me 
apart from trees. I began to worry. I thought nothing could scare 
a man who’d lived through a war, but the vast, unknown taiga 
frightened me. Loneliness tormented me, but there was no other 
way out.

I was leaning on a tree, resting and regaining my composure 
when two armed soldiers appeared walking straight towards me. 
I closed my eyes. How I wished I could turn into a pine tree and 
live peacefully in the forest far from people. I stood and waited 
for them to take me, but they walked straight past. They hadn’t 
seen me. I felt neither alive nor dead; it was as if I’d become a 
ghost. A surge of adrenaline rushed through me, and I started to 
walk again. For the rest of my days I’ve often thought about that 
mysterious occurrence. I thank Allah and recite prayers to my 
ancestors, Maral Ishan and Salyk Mullah.



120

I walked for a long time. When I became exhausted, I 
stopped to rest. I ate a mouthful of bread, smoked a cigarette 
and had a nap.

‘Hey, you!’ came a rasping, threatening voice. ‘Are you
lost?’
I went cold, thinking the gulag guards had caught me.
Two men came from behind the trees, a powerfully built 

man and a chubby boy.
‘Don’t worry,’ one of them said. ‘We’re on your side.’
I took a breath.
‘Pakhan,’ the muscular man introduced himself, holding out 

his hand, ‘and this is Baklan.’
The pair were ordinary criminals. They’d escaped from a 

different prison and seeing me in the forest they’d been follow-
ing me for a while. Once they were sure I was alone, they’d 
decided to join me. Though I was wary of them, I was glad to 
have the company.

We walked on together. Pakhan knew his way through the 
taiga, but it wasn’t easy as there was nothing here except trees. 
When starting out I’d admired their beauty, but after two days 
of monotony I began to pray for an open space. The taiga didn’t 
want to release me, though. We walked for several days, maybe 
even for several weeks as time lost all meaning. We ran out of 
rations, and our strength deserted us. In one place, we found ed-
ible plants and some berries, but those only took the edge off our 
hunger. Eventually, our hunger began to overwhelm us. Feeling 
once more as I had during the famine of 1932, I thought about 
my countrymen who’d died on the steppe and how they’d suf-
fered in their final days. My head was numb and my mouth was 
dry. I could only think about one thing: Stay alive. Stay alive no 
matter what...

I don’t know how far we walked, or where. Exhausted, 
we stopped and lay down on the forest floor. Pakhan took out 
a tobacco pouch. We sat for ages in silence as we smoked. The 
cigarettes soothed us, and the smoke wrapped around us as if 
concealing us from the bleakness of our situation.
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‘You know, Asanbai,’ Pakhan said in a rasping voice, ‘not 
everyone can get out of here.’

He fell silent again and stared at me as if waiting for me to 
say something. I shivered. There had been something sinister 
and cruel in his voice.

‘Two full stomachs are better than three hungry ones,’ he 
continued, gesturing towards Baklan and looking like a predator. 
‘One of us can save the others; and if he doesn’t volunteer to do 
it, we can encourage him.’

‘Encourage him to do what?’ I asked, although I already 
knew what he meant.

‘Encourage him to save us! There is no other way. Are you 
with me?’

I felt my head begin to nod.
The big man spat on the butt of his cigarette and trod it into 

the earth. I did the same. I realised then why Pakhan had taken 
the chubby boy with him. He didn’t just need a partner in crime 
when he escaped, but meals when his rations ran out. Horror 
consumed me. Pakhan was creeping up on Baklan, and I was 
following him.

Weak from exhaustion and hunger, Baklan was lying on his 
back, his blue eyes staring up at the sky. Pakhan crept up to his 
companion as silently as a panther, and in an instant wrapped a 
shoelace around his neck. Baklan jumped up and instinctively 
began to struggle. With all the strength he had left, he got onto 
his knees and tried to break free from the noose, but Pakhan was 
stronger and wouldn’t let go. By the time I reached him, Baklan 
had collapsed onto his side. The big man took out a knife the size 
of his hand and put it against the boy’s neck. Baklan grasped for 
the knife in desperation, but he was much weaker than Pakhan. 
I stood motionless, not knowing what to do.

‘What are you doing?’ Pakhan barked. ‘Help me cut up our 
steak!’

The big man was breathing heavily. Hunger had taken most 
of his strength. I didn’t know what to do. Even though I was dy-
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ing of hunger, I couldn’t cut up a person. But there was no other 
option. In confusion, I went towards Baklan and our eyes met. 
The look on the face of this twenty-year- old boy was a mix-
ture of fear and hope. No, I couldn’t kill him. In desperation, I 
grabbed Pakhan’s hand and tried to force it away from the boy’s 
neck. The thug screamed in pain and dropped the knife.

Freed, Baklan climbed to his feet and scrambled away. 
Pakhan tried to run after him, but I held him back, and Baklan 
slowly disappeared into the forest. Pakhan swore violently, then 
picked up the knife and threw himself at me. I quickly pulled out 
my own knife. A fight to the death had begun.

Exhausted from the punishing walk and overwhelming hun-
ger, more wild animals than men, we used the last of our strength 
to try to kill each other. For both of us, it was our last chance to 
stay alive. What a contradiction the human mind is: we stand 
facing our death and still we try to rip out another man’s throat. 
What else can you do when faced with a bloodthirsty bandit 
waving a knife, intent on killing and eating you?

To avoid being killed, I had to kill. I wielded my knife as 
best I could, but Pakhan was an experienced fighter. His knife 
flashed quickly in front of my face. He was a little taller than me, 
much more powerful, and about ten years younger. I was ready, 
though. At the start of the fight we both managed to knock the 
knives from each other’s hand. After landing several blows with 
our fists, we wrestled each other, and both had each other in a 
stranglehold. And that’s how we stayed. I don’t know how long 
this battle lasted, but it felt, and still feels, like an eternity. Trem-
bling with anger and fatigue, neither of us had another ounce 
of energy. Our mouths frothed with hate. We both knew that 
whichever of us was the first to fall would be knifed to death.

My head began to cloud over from tension and weakness. 
The pine trees swam in front of my eyes and the ground shook. 
The criminal was about to keel over, though. His face twitch-
ing with impotent rage, he collapsed like a sack on the ground. 
I staggered back and saw Baklan. He’d cracked Pakhan across 
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the temple with a pine log. I slumped to the ground. Baklan 
grabbed Pakhan’s knife and cut his throat. Blood streamed out. 
The big man grunted and convulsed a few times before remain-
ing still.

Baklan lit a fire. The scent of smoke and burning leaves 
revived us. I sat by the flames and stared off into the distance. 
In front of me was the unknown and most likely starvation, and 
next to me were a fire and a heap of meat. Without looking at me, 
Baklan walked up to the corpse. First, he ransacked the pockets 
and rucksack. He found a little tobacco, a box of matches and a 
packet of salt. He looked back at me.

Without words, we understood what the salt was for. Bak-
lan gave a sinister grin and began to cut up the body.

I had seen a lot of bloodshed and death. I’d walked over 
dead bodies in battle, my boots sloshing in blood. But this was 
different. Now, I had to eat a man’s flesh to stay alive.

The taiga suffocated me with its silence. The hunger had 
consumed me and taken over my mind. A dead man had ceased 
to be a man and was simply a piece of meat. I tried to imagine 
that we were cutting up an animal. The voice in my head said: 
Just cut it up and eat it - there is no other choice. Cannibals kill 
people out of necessity in order to stay alive. In this respect, 
they’re like any person who kills livestock and eats it. When 
compared to kings, tsars, fuhrers, presidents and generals who 
send people to their death, even the most enthusiastic cannibal 
is an angel.

I took out my knife and stared at the corpse. Which part do 
I begin with? I thought. Maybe I could cut the hand off? Then, 
in front of my eyes appeared that poor little girl in the deserted 
village all those years ago. I staggered back in shock. I was des-
perate to escape, to run away and not look back, but I had no 
strength to move. Something was still drawing me towards Pak-
han, the freshly killed man whose body was still warm.

Now, Baklan had the look of a predator in his eyes. Pakhan 
had planned to cut him up and eat him if they ever became fam-
ished, but he’d been handed the opposite fate. I couldn’t do it. I 
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prayed to the Almighty and begged the souls of my ancestors for 
help. I knew I had to get away from Bak- lan. The hunger had 
turned us into animals, and eventually,

one of us would kill the other. I stood up and walked away.
‘Are you insane?’ yelled Baklan as I disappeared into the 

forest. ‘You’re going to die of starvation! Come back and we’ll 
save ourselves together.’

I kept walking.
‘Go to hell then!’
I took a final look behind me. As Baklan continued to hack 

parts off the corpse, I thought I heard the sound of him crying.
I don’t know how long I kept stumbling through the taiga 

before I eventually reached a clearing. I was weak and deliri-
ous. I think some ancient spirits guided me, and wouldn’t let 
me fall. I was completely lost. I’d seen nothing but pine trees 
for weeks. The voices in my head told me that the trees were 
waiting, uncaring, for me to fall under one of them and remain 
there forever. My vision failed, and I almost lost consciousness. 
Occasionally, I would come to my senses for a few moments be-
fore falling back into a trance. I thought it was the end. I prayed 
to Allah as I prepared to die, but still I kept staggering on.

The Beauty of Fate

  Suddenly, I saw a person walking towards me. Where they 
came from was a mystery. They walked lightly as if floating over 
the soft grass of the forest floor. They were dressed in white, and 
their coat looked like the quilted cha- pans that Kazakhs wear. I 
tried to call out to them, but not a sound came out of my throat. 
I was afraid they would disappear again before they saw me. 
Trying to keep them in my sights, I walked with all the strength 
I had, but my legs were weak and I fell. When I got up, they’d 
gone. The last time I saw them, they were walking between two 
great pines. I staggered on in that direction.
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Then, I saw a hare. I tried to bring myself to my senses and 
began to creep up on it, but how could I catch it? Then I realised: 
the hare was caught in a trap. If there was a trap, this meant there 
were people nearby. At that moment, though, I didn’t care about 
that. I quickly snatched the frightened hare, whispered a prayer 
for it, and sliced it open. I lit a fire, cooked the hare over it, and 
began to eat.

It was the most delicious meat I had ever tasted. As I chewed 
on the hare, I remembered the famine on the steppe and the 
man who’d died just before he could reach the frozen marmot. 
I could have suffered the same fate. My mind couldn’t fathom 
how I could have come across a trapped hare in the depths of 
the taiga. I silently offered a prayer of thanks to the Almighty 
and to the souls of my ancestors. This couldn’t have simply been 
another piece of good fortune. So many times, I’d been seconds 
from death only be saved by a miracle. I felt warm again.

After I’d eaten the hare, I fell into a deep sleep. I don’t 
know how long I slept for, but I woke to a stabbing sensation in 
my chest. Opening my eyes, I saw a woman standing over me 
with a rifle. At first, I thought she was a hallucination, but she 
was real.

‘Who are you?’ she shouted in Russian.
I looked up at her without answering. I knew I was saved.
‘Answer me, old man. I said who are you?’
She put the rifle to my chest again.
‘I surrender,’ I finally spluttered.
She asked me more questions: who I was, where I was 

from, what was I doing here? When she had her answers, she 
took me with her. We walked for a long time through tracks in 
the taiga and eventually arrived in a small settlement. The place 
was made up of old and abandoned wooden huts. Most of them 
were falling to pieces. We entered a hut which I assumed was 
her home, and she made a strange-tasting herbal tea.

‘Drink it; it will restore your health,’ she said.
‘Thank you. You’ve saved my life,’ I murmured.
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‘Those who are saved save the ones who saved them. I 
should say thank you to you.’

Her name was Tatyana. She was a beautiful woman with 
long blonde hair. She said she was forty-years-old. She was 
large, but she moved gracefully. We talked and got to know each 
other.

Tatyana told me how she’d ended up here. In 1938, dur-
ing Stalin’s purges, she and her husband found themselves un-
der surveillance. In fear of being arrested, they’d escaped from 
Omsk to stay with her grandmother in a tiny Siberian village.

‘A year later,’ she told me, ‘we learnt that NKVD spies had 
found out where we were. My grandmother told us to escape 
into the taiga. She knew that in this part of northern

Siberia there are a handful of settlements and told us to 
live there for a few years until times changed for the better. We 
packed some of our belongings, left our son and daughter with 
her, and escaped from Beria’s claws. When the officers came for 
us, my grandmother told them we’d gone to pick mushrooms 
and never come back; that we’d probably gotten lost. Well, who 
would search for two enemies of the people this deep into the 
taiga? There just weren’t enough NKVD men to catch everyone.

‘We walked through the forest for an eternity - over a hun-
dred kilometres. We had some food and a gun with ammunition. 
Finally, we came across this village of Old Believers. They’d 
gone into the taiga in the last century to escape religious per-
secution under the Tsar. The old women told us that their com-
munity had lived here for over a century completely cutoff from 
the rest of Russia. By the time we arrived there were very few 
of them left, a few huts and only nine people. As time went by, 
they all died apart from one old lady.’

Tatyana paused for a while before telling me that last au-
tumn her husband had died suddenly. In the spring, the old lady 
died too. Tatyana was left on her own, surrounded only by the 
taiga.
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‘I’m Russian, and my husband was Russian,’ she said. ‘Our 
families were Christian, but at school and the institute they beat 
into us that God doesn’t exist; that there’s only a holy ghost who 
has always existed and transforms into different states. At home, 
my grandmother would always say: “Everything that happens is 
the will of God”. So, what faith do you think I can have now? I 
don’t follow Christianity in the same way that others do, but I 
believe that there is a Creator. They put a spell on us with their 
Soviet atheism mixed with materialism. I’m the result.’

Looking into a hand mirror in Tatyana’s living room, I un-
derstood why she’d called me an old man. I couldn’t remember 
when I’d last looked in a mirror. I was appalled at my reflection. 
Gaunt, rough, grey, wrinkled; the handsome face I was born 
with was gone. I was only fifty, however, and didn’t think of 
myself as an old man.

For the first few days, I slept like a baby. I hadn’t slept so 
much since the military hospital. The silence of the taiga, the 
clean air and the calm of the hut were everything an exhausted 
man could wish for. Here, there was no war, no gulag, no spies, 
no cannibals, and no one to control me. There just weren’t any 
people. I came to think about this only later. When I arrived, all 
I wanted was to rest and forget; to forget and rest. This place 
was a blessing; a gift from Allah. After so many years of hellish 
punishment, I was surrounded by nature, silence and calm.

I took my time to recover. My situation hadn’t changed, 
though. I was running from one life-threatening danger towards 
another. Even if I found my way out of the taiga and ended up 
in a town, I would still be questioned by the authorities. Staying 
forever in the comfort of the pine forest was almost the perfect 
way to save myself.

For years, I’d dreamt of peace. I’d been desperate to run 
away, fly away, across the ocean, into the clouds, anywhere that 
I didn’t have to see the human madness, bloodshed and torture. 
I wanted to hide from the Soviet authorities, from society, and 
now I was in the depths of the taiga. The fresh air was giving 
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me renewed vigour, and the calm of the forest soothed my soul. 
It felt as if time didn’t pass here. The pine-log hut became my 
home, with a warm, kind woman next to me. Still, I couldn’t find 
true peace, though, and, as always, I thought about my home-
land and my family.

Tatyana and I would often talk for hours. We told each other 
about our lives, about all we’d seen and how we’d suffered. We 
became close and came to love one another. Gradually, I began 
to recover, but I still hadn’t healed completely. Winter was clos-
ing in and we had to prepare, so I went to look over the tools we 
had. There were axes, crowbars and spades which were rusted 
but still usable. Tatyana also had the rifle with a few bullets.

‘I’ve never shot an animal with it. We saved our bullets in 
case we needed them for something else,’ she told me.

The first thing we did was to harvest the wheat and potatoes. 
We put all our food reserves into the cellar. The Old Believers 
had been very careful with their grain, and there was plenty of 
it leftover from previous years. There wasn’t much variety in 
our meals. Tatyana could cook a few different dishes with the 
same ingredients. She baked bread and cooked potatoes. Very 
occasionally, a hare would walk into our trap and we’d eat what 
felt like a feast.

One of Tatyana’s most nutritious ingredients was wheat 
that’d been left to germinate. I could never have guessed that 
wheat could give me so much energy. I got used to the lack 
of salt, sugar, butter and tea. Tatyana would tell me that it was 
even a blessing. People used to believe that not eating sweet or 
fatty foods and not using salt or oil was the secret to a long and 
healthy life. I took this as my chance to rid my body of anything 
harmful and become healthy again.

Tatyana’s grandmother had been an expert in Siberian 
herbs. She knew natural treatments for every ailment there was, 
and Tatyana had written down as many as she could remember. 
She taught me about the life-giving powers of Siberia’s plants. 
We shared a love of nature. She said that the taiga contained 
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so many nutritious and healthy organisms that a person could 
never die of hunger here.

‘Everything around us is healthy, but only in the correct 
measure,’ she told me, ‘otherwise your medicine becomes your 
poison.’

Tatyana even found medicinal vines growing on the pine 
trees and made potions out of cedar wood. She paid attention to 
every blade of grass, every nut and berry, and made sure there 
were enough in our cellar to see us through the winter. To some-
one who was raised among nomadic animal breeders, this was 
all unbelievable.

‘Kazakhs have never eaten grass. It’s our horses, camels 
and cows, sheep and goats who eat the grass, and we get the nu-
trients through their meat. You’re feeding me like I used to feed 
our horses,’ I joked one day.

A radiant smile shone on Tatyana’s face, and it became 
warmer in the hut.

‘Men break things and women put them back together,’ I 
said.

‘Women are like fire: they either give warmth or they burn,’ 
she replied.

The woman who saved my life didn’t only heal me; she 
opened up a new world to me and showed me a new way of life. 
She found that I was suffering from diseases I didn’t even know 
I had.

‘War, the gulag, eating the same gruel for years in constant 
anxiety: punishment like this would’ve ruined anyone’s body. 
How did any of you even survive?’ she exclaimed. ‘I suppose it’s 
survival of the fittest. You spent your childhood in nature, eating 
natural foods, always running and riding horses. Your blood and 
your soul are pure, and the nomads’ faith and peacefulness have 
given you a spiritual strength that’s helped you overcome these 
twists of fate.’

Tatyana was convinced that a person should think seriously 
about his health and should try to eat and live healthily. I began 
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to learn how to live well with the right food, breathing, exer-
cise and stillness of mind. I remembered the golden rule passed 
down through generations for centuries but which our genera-
tion had forgotten: everything has to be in the right measure. I 
stopped smoking, not only because I ran out of tobacco but be-
cause Tatyana described so vividly how unhealthy it was. I soon 
forgot about nicotine.

Then winter came. I remember the first day of winter on the 
taiga. The snow fell in big, soft flakes. It felt as if purity itself 
was falling onto the forest. There was a surprising silence. I held 
out my hands and snowflakes melted on my calloused palms. I 
remembered the steppe near Kokshetau where I’d seen snow for 
the first time. I wondered if my mother, my children, my wife, 
relatives and neighbours were also standing in the snow. Snow 
is the same for everyone - people of all races, young and old, 
communists and fascists, religious people and bandits - we all 
love to feel it fall onto our skin. Everyone feels it differently, 
but it’s something we all have in common. Mother Nature treats 
everyone the same, but people treat her very differently.

Taiga snow is special. As she crunches under your feet, it 
feels as if she’s talking to you. This voice invigorates you, gives 
you strength and lets you know you’re not alone on the endless 
taiga. This voice is like a book that’s yet to be written.

‘Winters are long here,’ said Tatyana. ‘You’ve never seen 
so much snow; it gets as high as the roof. There are no storms, 
though. The taiga doesn’t let them in. There’s a beautiful silence, 
but the cold is cruel.’

After a few weeks, the cold had all of the taiga in its excru-
ciating grip. The forest floor was covered in a blanket of pure 
white snow. The pine trees froze over and began to creak; their 
branches broke and fell to the ground.

At night, we would look up at the star-filled sky. Because of 
the total darkness all around, from here the stars looked brighter, 
bigger and closer than they had in other places I’d been. Some-
times, a meteorite flew by, cutting through the dark blue sky. 
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At those moments, we felt connected to something great and 
mysterious.

We enjoyed living. I wanted to just live and to remain hu-
man. To stop ourselves from getting bored or going mad, we 
made plans for what we’d do each day. We told each other 
things about what we’d seen and lived through. Sometimes, 
when there was nothing much to say, we’d keep a story going 
for as long as possible. These stories relaxed and entertained us, 
and we laughed contentedly.

We made an ice rink and skated as we had when we were 
children. We reminisced about childhood, forgetting about real-
ity for a few moments and becoming as children once more. 
As well as being fun, it was good for our bodies and minds. 
We laughed like children too. I needed this therapy. Long years 
spent in constant anxiety fighting for my life had taken a heavy 
toll on my nervous system. In the war and the gulag, I hadn’t no-
ticed my shattered nerves; there just wasn’t time between events 
- each more harrowing than the last - to think about what was 
happening. Now, with the terrors behind me, now that every-
thing was calm they started to torment me again. Everything I’d 
been through passed in front of my eyes; I had nightmares about 
the famine, the purges, the agonies of the war and the inhumane 
cruelty of the gulag.

At night, I heard the explosions of the war again. I shouted 
in my sleep and often woke from nightmares. Tat- yana would 
comfort me. I was lucky to be with her. She understood my suf-
fering and helped me with her kind words and herbal remedies. 
The pain had penetrated into me so deeply, however, that no 
medicine could make it go away. When I told the story of my 
life - the death squads of the tsarist regime coming to the Kazakh 
villages, ‘Little October,’ the famine inflicted on my people, the 
repressions of 1937, the horror of the war, the torture of the la-
bour camp, Tatyana’s eyes filled with tears. As I let everything 
out, though, I began to feel better.

With only an old rifle and a few bullets in the hut, I thought 
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about making some new weapons for hunting and protecting 
ourselves. I made two bows - one for each of us - and fashioned 
arrows from branches. We enjoyed shooting them, sending them 
with a hiss into a snowdrift or tree trunk. The bows and arrows 
were too flimsy to kill a bear or even a wolf, so we settled for 
hares and birds. Most importantly, it helped to pass the time. 
Days felt different on the taiga; time passed more slowly. We 
spent most of our time outside, exploring the forest and finding 
new paths through it.

Tatyana said that God must have sent me. If I hadn’t arrived, 
she didn’t think she would have survived such a brutal winter. 
I told her about the Tatyana that everyone on the steppe knew, 
the character from Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin that our great poet 
Abai had translated.

‘You can be my Tatyana,’ I told her. ‘You’re unique too.’
She blushed.
Through the long winter nights, we told each other stories, 

legends, parables, everything we knew. Often, we’d tell the 
same stories many times, but it helped us to stay sane.

‘When I leave here, I’ll take you with me,’ I told her ear-
nestly.

‘What then? How will I live there?’ asked the woman who’d 
healed me.

‘What do you mean? You’ll be my wife and heal people.’
‘But you have your beloved Khalima.’
‘And you will be my tokal- my second wife.’
Tatyana didn’t take me seriously. She couldn’t understand 

and laughed at me.
‘No, that’s madness; I won’t agree to that. Better you stay 

here with me,’ she said. ‘If you love me, you’ll stay.’
‘I love you, that’s why I’ll take you with me; but nothing 

could make me stay here.’
‘How can you love me? What about Khalima?’
‘I love you both.’
‘I don’t understand. How can you love two women at the 

same time?’
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‘If you were a man you’d understand,’ I laughed. ‘Look: 
lions have a pride; stallions have a herd. Nature has it right; it’s 
we humans who’ve broken the rules.’

‘Don’t try to persuade me; I won’t agree to it.’
We embraced and we could hear each other’s hearts beating.
I loved lighting the oven; it gave our uneventful life some 

colour. First, I took the wood shavings that had dried overnight 
and placed them inside; then, I placed some logs on top. As the 
fire warmed, I sat by the oven and watched. The flames flick-
ered, and the wood crackled before everything caught fire. I had 
seen a lot of fire in my life - you could say that I’d been burnt 
by it - but this fire was different. It was peaceful. Watching the 
flames rise I thought of my home and missed my family.

In the spring, we tried to get out of the taiga and find a set-
tlement with people in it. We packed some food for the journey, 
and an axe just in case. But we never found anything, and al-
ways had to turn back.

I spent almost three years in the taiga. For three long win-
ters, we lived far away from people, just the two of us. I always 
believed that I would leave, though. I didn’t want to see out my 
days so far from home. My only goal, my dream was to reach 
my homeland again, to step inside my home once more, to see 
my mother, children, wife and relatives, and share with them 
a piece of baursak bread. Then I could die contented. I only 
wanted to say goodbye to my family and for my grave to be on 
the steppe where I grew up. Nothing scared me anymore, not 
the NKVD men, spies or enemy soldiers. I was going home. 
The call of home grew louder and louder until it consumed my 
healed soul.

As soon as summer came, we set off on our long journey. 
It was a dangerous one as the taiga was wild and vast, but we 
had to try as neither of us could live there any longer. Day after 
day, we walked almost without stopping, using the sun and the 
stars to guide us. We travelled for several weeks, and then, at 
long last, we stepped out of the taiga. After a few more days, 
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we reached the village where Tatya- na’s grandmother lived. 
She was still alive, and although she was almost ninety, she was 
still healthy and active. Tatyana’s children had grown up. Seeing 
each other again after fourteen years, they laughed and cried. 
There were tears in my eyes too.

I stayed with them for a week, but it was time for us to say 
goodbye. Tatyana’s grandmother and children thanked me for 
saving her, and I thanked them for the same.

Tatyana walked me to the edge of the village. For a long 
time we couldn’t bring ourselves to say goodbye. As I walked 
away, I looked back and saw that she was still watching me. We 
waved to each other one last time. We both knew we’d never see 
each other again.

Life is made up of meetings and separations, and we hu-
mans are at the mercy of our interconnected fates. My journey 
home took another whole year. I roamed between train stations, 
slept in remote villages and crossed the steppe. On the way, I 
found out that Stalin had died. My soul became lighter. It felt 
like an omen that my dream would come true.

The Blessing

When I arrived home to my village among the sheep stones, 
no one recognised me. Even I didn’t know who I’d become; was 
I a war hero or a criminal?

When I left to go to war, I was a forty-year-old man; I re-
turned to the village as an old man of fifty-four. Many of my 
clansmen had died or left. Everyone had suffered their own trag-
edy. The wounds from the war were still bleeding, and people 
had no time for outsiders like me.

It was evening when I arrived home. Khalima was baking 
baursak on the stove with her back to the door. She didn’t hear 
me enter. I spoke her name softly. Khalima looked at me and 
froze. Then, she ran to embrace me and began to cry. She cried 
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for a long time, and so did I. The children came in, overwhelmed 
with happiness.

Time had moved on, though. My mother had died four years 
ago at the age of seventy-two. Even as I became a soldier and 
then an old man, I always felt like a child for as long as my 
mother was alive. Upon learning of her death, I felt my age.

‘She always had faith that you’d come home,’ Khalima 
said, comforting me as best she could. ‘She was worried as we 
didn’t hear anything after the war ended. She thought something 
awful had happened to you, but she told me that in a dream she 
saw you were alive. She used to pray to Allah for you and Salim. 
She asked the Almighty to keep the two of you safe and to take 
her instead.’

I told Khalima about walking through the taiga on the verge 
of death. We worked out that my mother had died at about the 
same time Tatyana saved me. We agreed that this period hadn’t 
been easy for any of us. Then, I read a passage from the Quran 
and dedicated it to the souls of my parents, my family, ancestors, 
and Maral Ishan and Salyk Mullah.

For a while after I returned, I needed to stay in Koitas. The 
village among the sheep stones was hidden away in the depths 
of the steppe, and the nearest town, Stepnyak, was almost two 
hundred kilometres away. We were on the border of another re-
gion, Pavlodar, but there were only a handful of other settlements 
within several hundred kilometres. Koitas was half-forgotten, 
even by the Soviet authorities, so people were mainly able to 
hold on to their old way of life. Most people still kept livestock.

The village was quiet and peaceful. There were no secret 
agents terrorising the steppe anymore, searching for enemies of 
the people. Life had softened again, and we didn’t feel the hands 
of the authorities around our necks. After the death of Stalin, a 
new era dawned. His death saved millions of people, including 
me.

Khalima gave me the passport of my cousin, Takhtau- 
ikhan, who’d died at the start of the war. His death was never 
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recorded; the authorities thought he was still alive, and no one 
was looking for him. I felt calmer knowing I could show his 
documents if I was ever found, though no one was looking for 
me anymore. I kept having been in a gulag and escaping from it 
from nosey villagers. Instead, I said that after the war I’d been 
involved in more battles with the Japanese, and then recovered 
from my injuries in a military hospital.

When I returned, Khalima was forty-seven. She’d raised 
five children on her own and suffered alone through these pain-
ful years. Our children had all grown up and got married. Our 
home was full of grandchildren, and their sweet voices filled our 
hearts.

Many of our clansmen didn’t come home from the war. 
Some died before they had a chance to raise families and didn’t 
leave any descendants. Their widows carried their tragic fate 
and tried to conceal their grief.

My cousin Karimzhan’s daughter-in-law, twenty-three- 
year-old Rakhiya was left with three children but wouldn’t hear 
a word about remarrying. Her husband had worked for the gov-
ernment before serving on the front lines, where he disappeared 
without a trace. Later, we found out that he’d been killed in 
1942. Rakhiya told her relatives that she’d always love her hus-
band, though, and wouldn’t let anyone else be a father to his 
children. This loving, honourable woman became as cold as ice 
as she raised her children alone.

The widow of another of our cousins, a lovely girl called 
Nagima waited nine years for her husband, the father of her two 
children to come home. I discovered that Khalima, unable to 
break the poor girl’s heart, had hidden the notice of his death 
which had arrived in May 1945 on the eve of the end of the war. 
It was only after I returned in 1954 that we told Nagima about 
her husband’s death. She cried uncontrollably for her beloved 
husband and refused to believe he was gone. The fact that I’d 
also disappeared for nine years gave her hope. It was agonising 
to see her anguish.
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After a while, people began to talk about this beautiful and 
charming woman who was only thirty-four. Some widowed men 
started to ask for her hand, but she never accepted. Kazakh wid-
ows never marry men from different clans in case their children 
are taken away from their land. Under the law of the steppe, if a 
woman’s husband dies, then a year after the end of the mourning 
period she had to marry her husband’s brother. If the husband 
had more than one brother, then she could choose which of them 
to live with. If the husband had no brothers, then one of his close 
family would marry her. This rule was strict but fair. Families 
cared about the children who would continue their bloodline.

One day, Nagima’s relatives visited us and gave us a choice: 
either one of the men in our family would marry her or they 
would take her. What an ultimatum. All the men of a similar age 
to Nagima had died during the terrible past few decades, how-
ever, and only I remained. The other men were much younger 
than the widow and had been brought up under socialism with 
a very different understanding of life. We had no one to become 
a husband to Nagima that our ancestors would have approved 
of. On the other hand, we didn’t want to leave her to raise two 
children on her own. Our ancestors wouldn’t have forgiven us 
for that, either. So, Khalima decided that the correct course of 
action was for me to marry Nagima.

It was painful to acknowledge that I was the only man left 
in our family. I was already old and had my own children. Also, 
having more than one wife was a crime in the Soviet Union.

‘No one will know that we’re breaking the law,’ Khali- ma 
said firmly.

So, I married Nagima in secret. We didn’t go to a registry 
office; the mullah pronounced us husband and wife under Sharia 
law. Besides, officially Asanbai Bektemirov was only Khalima’s 
husband; Nagima had married my dead cousin, Takhtauikhan.

Kazakhs had lost the right to live according to our tradi-
tions. We were forced to live under a law that was completely 
foreign to us. How could one people dictate their laws to an-
other? There was nothing we could do; we had to live like this.
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My eldest son, Kabdosh was born in 1927. After him came 
two more sons and two daughters. They had lived through our 
nation’s tragedies: the famine of 1932, the repressions of 1937, 
and the most awful war humankind had ever known. When I left 
home to go to war, Kabdosh was fourteen; our youngest son was 
only three. He was born in 1938, the year I was first arrested. 
They had such a burden placed on their small shoulders, but 
they coped. When I came home, the children excitedly told me 
about what they’d been through.

During the war, many people of various nationalities in-
cluding a lot of Volga Germans were deported to the Kazakh 
steppe. Several German families ended up in our village. The 
men were sent to the gulags as enemies of the people, and only 
the women and children remained. The Kazakhs helped them to 
settle in any way they could.

So, whilst I was fighting a war against the Germans, my 
relatives were making friends with them. Among them was a 
little girl called Polina. As she grew older, she became tall and 
beautiful, and Kabdosh fell madly in love with her. Everyone 
in our family was against their marriage as she wasn’t Kazakh 
or Muslim, and, most importantly, she was German. As no one 
in the village approved of this handsome young horse breeder’s 
choice, Kabdosh got into a lot of arguments. Fate had the last 
word, though. Polina fell pregnant, and after that everyone had 
to find a compromise. The village’s aksakals decided that if Po-
lina were to convert to Islam, she could be a daughter-in-law 
to our family. We invited Absalyam-hajji to convert her, and 
Polina took a new name - Mariyam. After this, Absalyam-hajji 
conducted their wedding ceremony, and Kabdosh and Mariyam 
became husband and wife.

I wanted to keep my distance from Germans and Russians, 
but fate had other ideas in making Mariyam a mother to Ka-
zakhs; ten of them, in fact - five sons and five daughters. They 
lived on the steppe in the summer and in a yurt in the winter. She 
helped my son in his work as a horse breeder. With their chil-
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dren, they grazed hundreds of horses on the steppe near Kenash-
chi, won awards for their work and became known throughout 
the Republic. Mariyam would milk the mares, and their kumis 
was the best in the region.

One day, a young Kazakh girl was sent by the management 
of the collective farm to help them. When Mariyam saw how 
she milked the mares, she called out in Kazakh: ‘Look at her. 
She does it standing up, like Germans and Russians!’ After that, 
the Kazakhs in the village claimed her as one of their own. She 
spoke in Kazakh with an attractive German accent. The eldest 
of our daughters-in-law, she showed us great respect, calling me 
‘ata’ and Khalima ‘apa.’ To begin with, I was cold with her as 
I couldn’t look past what the Germans had done to me. Time is 
the best healer, though, and Mariyam’s kindness and her love for 
our grandchildren melted my heart. Mariyam became a wonder-
ful part of our family.

Mariyam’s maiden name was Sauer, and using this the Ka-
zakhs made up a song for her: ‘Sauer - sauyr boldy, barinen 
tauyr boldy, nemys - kazak bauyr boldy; which is to say: ‘Sauer 
has come, like spring in April; she is the best of all, and now the 
Kazakhs and Germans are brothers.’

In 1955, an order came from the Supreme Soviet of the 
USSR giving an amnesty to all Soviet soldiers who’d been 
sent to the prison camps for being captured by the Germans. I 
was pardoned and officially became a war invalid. My military 
awards were returned, and I was granted a pension.

Now, feeling completely free, I began the peaceful autumn 
of my life.

In 1960, we moved back to Stepnyak. At this time, Kazakh-
stan began to heavily develop its lands that had either never been 
cultivated or had become fallow. This was a controversial step. 
The new collective farms helped the steppe to prosper, but as a 
result, more outsiders flooded into the nation. Tractors replaced 
wooden ploughs, which again changed the traditional Kazakh 
way of life and dragged us further into the Soviet mess.
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Meanwhile, Kazakhs became a minority in our land. In our 
region, we made up only a third of the population among the new 
settlers: Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians and other peoples of 
the Soviet Union. The five agricultural regions of Kazakhstan 
were merged into one territory, and its administrative centre, the 
town of Akmolinsk was renamed Tselinograd. This zone didn’t 
want to be associated with the Kazakh Soviet Republic, and the 
chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Kazakh Republic, 
Zhumabek Tashenov had to force the territory’s leadership to ac-
cept the authority of the republic in which it was located.

The First Secretary of the Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev 
declared: ‘We have done with a plough what the Tsar couldn’t 
do with a gun.’

Stories spread through the republic about this fearless pa-
triot, Tashenov. They said that Khrushchev invited him to Mos-
cow, where he tried to charm him with talk of friendship be-
tween nations and the united territory of the Soviet Union. He 
then suggested that the new agricultural zone in Kazakhstan be-
come a part of Russia. Tashenov tactfully replied that Kazakh-
stan was a republic in its own right, and under its constitution, 
its territory could not be divided. Khrushchev became irritated 
and pointed out that everything in the republics is the property 
of the USSR. Becoming even more irate, he ordered Tashenov 
to accept his dictate or he would be removed from his post with 
immediate effect. Tashenov stood firm though, pointing out that 
issuing such a command was in contradiction of the law.

Khrushchev was a harsh character, and when he lost his 
temper, he was frightening. He threatened Tashenov, saying: 
‘We don’t need permission from a republic; we can make deci-
sions at the highest level in Moscow.’ Tashenov refused to stand 
down, replying: ‘If you proceed I’ll take you to the international 
court in the Hague.’

There was nothing Khrushchev could do. He wasn’t able to 
steal Kazakh land, but he did remove Tashenov from his posi-
tion in retaliation. Tashenov, however, became a national hero, 
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and no amount of Communist propaganda could diminish his 
legend.

During the Khrushchev years, a command came from 
above that each Kazakh family was only allowed to own one 
horse or cow and three sheep. More heavy clouds gathered over 
the steppe, casting the shadow of the past over our people. In 
fear, some people killed all their animals, ate all of the meat at 
once and prayed that the future would be kind to them. Others 
registered animals in the names of relatives who didn’t have any 
livestock of their own. We hid one cow with Rakhiya, who lived 
nearby.

One day, an inspector came to the village on a bicycle to 
count people’s animals. He was Russian and had clearly been 
drinking. When we showed him our yard, he diligently wrote 
down every head in a fat leather notebook, then said goodbye 
and cycled away. Our grandchildren were playing in a neigh-
bour’s yard, and he walked up to them.

‘Excuse me, do you have any cows?’ he asked.
The children were very confused that an important inspec-

tor, and a Russian one at that, had spoken to them with such 
respect.

‘Cows? Yes, yes of course!’ they shouted, trying to be help-
ful.

They led the man towards the barn where we’d hidden the 
extra cow, but his path was blocked by Rakhiya, who pretended 
she couldn’t speak Russian.

‘There no cow, there no cow,’ she said, waving her hands 
and refusing to let the man into the barn.

Then, the cow started to moo. Still, Rakhiya didn’t flinch.
‘I said there no cow, there no cow!’
Quite what the inspector thought as he nodded his head and 

left the homestead on his bicycle no one will ever know, but we 
do know that he didn’t record our cow in his notepad and left us 
alone.

I also remember Khrushchev’s time for the queues and 
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fights for loaves of bread in the shop. The queues began very 
early in the morning. When the doors opened, people burst into 
the shop and literally fought to get to the bread aisle. The big-
gest and strongest customers got to the front of the line, but 
were only allowed to take two loaves each. There was only ever 
enough bread for half of the customers, and the rest would leave 
swearing under their breath.

One day, my granddaughter volunteered to go for bread and 
ended up in the middle of a thick, bad-tempered crowd of villag-
ers. They nearly crushed her, and she came home shaken and in 
tears. After that, we never went out for bread again and instead 
began to bake our own.

Although Stepnyak called itself a town, it was more like 
a collection of many villages. The part of Stepnyak that we 
moved to was called Bulakbasy, which means the source of a 
well. There were also neighbourhoods called Abai, Irmov- ka, 
Kazaul, Zhoke ayak-Dzhukayak, Kapai, Kirpichnyi sarai (‘the 
brick barn’), Shankhai, Tsentr, Oktyabr (‘October’), Pervomai-
ka and Konnyi dvor (‘the stable’). By the 1960s, the gold min-
ing here had slowed down, but the conveyor elevator was still 
working, and put to other uses, its ventilators could be heard 
from everywhere, especially at harvest time.

One of the largest buildings in Stepnyak was the House of 
Culture. It was an interesting piece of architecture, all stone and 
bricks; its main part had two storeys and there was a smaller 
part with three storeys and a high roof. The house was built in 
the1930s with no expense spared. They used to say that less 
than twelve months after it was finished, a crack was found in 
one wall and the engineer was sentenced to twenty years. The 
House of Culture is still standing, though. Nowadays, it’s a con-
cert hall and a cinema.

The public baths in Stepnyak were in the centre of town. 
This old, low and warm building was divided into two sections, 
the steam pools and a hairdresser’s. It worked every day to a 
strict schedule. The best thing about the baths was they sold 



143

a wonderful fizzy drink called mors; men would refresh them-
selves with glass tumblers filled with its golden bubbles. I’ve 
never tasted anything so delicious as that drink.

The stadium hosted football matches in the region’s cham-
pionship, which was usually won by the team from the Stepnyak 
car garage. Their opponents were the youth athletic club, another 
garage, and some teams from the collective farms. The matches 
were uncompromising, and the stadium was always full.

People lived, worked and looked forward with hope to the 
golden future we’d been promised under communism. We lived 
in bunkhouses constructed in the 1930s or 40s. These bunk-
houses were a status symbol; the height of socialist construction. 
They were an embodiment of a socialist living space, and their 
solid stone walls felt immovable. Our grandchildren were born 
in these houses; for them, it was home. We thought we’d stay 
there until the new world arrived.

There was a little bedroom, a kitchen, a narrow corridor, 
and nothing else. Now, I remember how cramped it was, but at 
the time it felt almost too good to be true. One building would 
house several families. Our neighbours were mostly gold min-
ers. None of us could hope to receive permission to live in sepa-
rate accommodation.

Each apartment had a large stove in the centre which in 
the bitter cold of winter emitted the heat that kept people alive. 
People lived in peace, even happily. After all the suffering, fam-
ine and repressions, war and bread rations, the period under 
Brezhnev when life stagnated was a kind of heaven for most 
people. On freezing days, the sight of grey smoke drifting into 
the clear blue sky was enough to warm our hearts. Some years 
later, people, including our family, were allowed to expand their 
living spaces by turning two apartments into one. Then, we had 
a whole fifty square metres.

I had many friends of other nationalities, including Nikolai, 
a Russian, and Leon, a German. Nikolai drove a cargo truck 
made by ZIS - the Stalin Automotive Plant - then a ZIL, the ‘L’ 
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standing for Lenin. Leon was a welder and a handyman. We 
lived in the same building. Fate had laughed at me again, putting 
my family between Russians and Germans.

Nikolai Borisovich Nesterov was from a simple Russian 
family. He fought for the entire duration of the war, was wound-
ed twice and was awarded military medals. He was a giant of 
a man and very strong, but at the same time he was quiet and 
even-tempered. His big blue eyes radiated kindness; I used to 
enjoy our conversations and respectful disagreements. Nikolai 
knew how to listen, was genuine and tolerant, and would never 
turn a disagreement into an argument. Despite our very different 
opinions and the raw emotion of some of our debates, he was 
always a good friend to me.

Nikolai was twenty-one years younger than me and treat-
ed me as an elder. This didn’t prevent us from being friends, 
though, and I treated Nikolai and Leon as I used to treat my 
younger brothers. I’d sometimes jokingly call him Nikolai the 
Third. He hated it to begin with, but then got used to it, and 
sometimes when he’d been drinking he’d introduce himself to 
people that way.

I used to love the fermented cabbage pies that his wife, Ly-
uba, made for my family. She was like a woman from a Russian 
fairy tale: cheerful, respected by all, a wonderful housewife, 
confident and strong, and she always spoke the truth. Lyuba 
loved having guests visit, but if anyone overfilled their glass and 
became boisterous, she’d soon put them in their place. As a for-
mer soldier, Nikolai knew to stand to attention when she spoke. 
They had three children, a boy and two girls.

Leon Vilbert was a distant relative ofmy German daughter-
in-law, Mariyam. He went by the nickname “Leike,” and was 
an interesting character. He was about thirty years my junior 
and spoke Kazakh almost fluently. Germans learnt our language 
better than anyone but spoke it in a curious way with a strong 
accent.

One day, a guest came to visit him. When his Kazakh neigh-
bours asked him who it was, he ummed and ahhed before finally 
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mumbling: ‘Oi, algi katyndyky katyn!’ - ‘That stupid woman!’ It 
turned out that his guest was one of his wife’s cousins from Be-
larus. The Kazakhs made light-hearted fun of Leike as he com-
plained about her in his idiosyncratic Kazakh.

Leike’s surname, Vilvert reminded us of the word ‘velvet,’ 
so we called him Leike Velvet. His favourite German saying 
was: ‘Words are silver, but silence is golden.’ Nations all around 
the world have similar phrases. Nikolai told us that Russians 
also say ‘Silence is golden,’ whilst Kazakhs say: ‘Az soz - altyn, 
kop soz — komir- ‘A few words are like gold; too many words 
are like coal.’ This wisdom helps all of us in life, especially in 
public, but in private we chatted as much as we wanted in our 
blend of Kazakh, Russian and German.

Leike had grown up in a Kazakh village, whilst Nikolai 
had been in Kazakhstan for many years and understood us even 
though he couldn’t speak much. Thanks to Leike, I enthusiasti-
cally added to the few German words I’d learnt during the war; 
it was, after all, also the language of Goethe.

Leike and Nikolai, the welder and the driver, were in de-
mand. One fixed things that broke in people’s homes and the 
other drove people when they needed to leave town. Once, Leike 
told us that an old lady had asked him to fix some very important 
items for her. He arrived at her home weighed down with all his 
welding equipment. In her apartment, the lady brought out an 
aluminium dish and a tea mug. Leike respectfully explained to 
her that objects such as these couldn’t be welded. The old lady, 
just as courteously, said she couldn’t believe that such a master, 
and a German one at that, couldn’t mend such simple things. 
Leike patiently suggested that her mug could still be used for 
holding flowers, and put some nails in the holes to fix it. The old 
lady was delighted.

Leike’s wife, Zoya, was Belarusian. They had four children, 
two sons and two daughters, all of whom spoke Kazakh. Both 
my neighbours loved our kumis and kazy-karta - a dish made 
from horsemeat. Their children, and later their grandchildren 
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came to love the dried curd that we used to make, called kurt. 
Whenever there was a celebration, Nikolai would take us to the 
bathhouse, and always brought along some vodka and our fa-
vourite snacks.

I drank vodka for the first time in the 1920s, all those de-
cades ago. During the war, we soldiers would have a big glass 
of it whenever we could; it made it easier to cope in the freezing 
trenches, and less frightening when we came under fire. How-
ever, I had to remember the words of the Greek poet, Solon: All 
in good measure,’ because vodka can punish you for drinking 
to excess. The truth was, though, that vodka was our friend, our 
vaccine and our drug. We drank vodka to take the edge off the 
pain in our hearts and to heighten our joys.

We would spend half a day at the bathhouse. We loved to sit 
in the changing room after a bath and swap stories, tell jokes - 
even political ones - and laugh at the stupidities of life. We went 
to the bathhouse more often in winter. The hot steam after the 
freezing cold of the street was an indescribable pleasure, and it 
felt just as good to embrace the cold once again after a morning 
in the baths.

The bathhouse was more than just a place to wash; it was a 
place where we hid from the tyranny of the Soviet world. There, 
we could speak openly about what was troubling our souls. Sit-
ting in a little old wooden cabin, we imagined that our words 
were making the Kremlin shake. The 1960s were known as 
Khrushchev’s Thaw, and we all felt a little freer. The Kazakh 
people, for so long one of the many victims of Stalin’s personal-
ity cult, began to lift their heads.

I remember how, one day in the middle of the 1960s, the 
people in Bulakbasy, our neighbourhood in Stepnyak, performed 
the tasattyk- a ritual where Muslims sacrifice a sheep or cow and 
pray to the Almighty for the rain that will give them a good 
harvest. Everyone came to the ceremony. The meat was being 
cooked; the aksakals had taken their place on top of the hill, 
and in the middle of them, Absa- lyam-hajji and the other mul-
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lahs were reading the Quran. Absalyam-hajji was twelve years 
older than me - almost eighty. His real name was Gabdusalyam, 
an Arabic name, but we’d turned this into something Kazakh. 
Twice he’d made the pilgrimage to Mecca on foot.

Absalyam’s life story was astounding. Sometime in the 
1930s, a friend had come to his house and asked him to hide 
a knapsack. He did so without even asking what was inside. 
It transpired that the bag was filled with gold which had been 
stolen from a mine. The authorities soon arrested the thief, and 
when they forced him to confess he told them the gold was with 
the hajji. They came to search Absalyam’s house and found the 
gold wrapped in the cloth bag. Absa- lyam-hajji was arrested as 
an accomplice and was thrown in prison. The Soviet authorities 
were relieved to have gotten rid of a troublesome mullah. None 
of them realised at the time they were actually saving his life, 
because soon after this incident the repressions began and most 
religious figures were shot or sent to the gulags. Absalyam-hajji 
just went to a normal prison like an ordinary criminal, though, 
and then he came home.

They came for him many times after that, trying to force 
him to give up his faith. Absalyam-hajji would never relent, and 
taking all the punishments they doled out with dignity, he be-
came a religious leader in our region. His followers were not 
only Kazakhs, but all Muslims living on the steppe: Tatars, In-
gush and Balkars. They knew of his ancestors from the Kerey 
Clan who were also well-known hajjis.

Taking the opportunity now the cruel era of repressions 
was supposedly over, Absalyam-hajji had decided to help the 
dry earth of the steppe prepare for its harvest and in doing so 
to teach his countrymen about the ancient ritual of ta- sattyk. In 
a loud voice, he was speaking about the power and gentleness 
of Allah, when three members of the police force rode towards 
us on motorbikes. His congregation were afraid; the past still 
cast a shadow over everyone. The officers were Kazakhs, and 
seeing so many aksakals gathered around Absalyam-hajji, their 
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expressions softened. They walked up to the crowd and politely 
introduced themselves. The men couldn’t admit the real reason 
for their visit and instead said their superiors had sent them to 
investigate some smoke coming from the hill. The aksakals as-
sured them they would be careful and wouldn’t let the fire get 
out of control. Offered a piece of their kurbandyk- meat from 
the sacrificed animals -- the officers thanked the aksakals and 
hurried away.

We completed the tasattyk, gave thanks to the Almighty, and 
ate the meat. This event shook not just our region, but the en-
tire republic. Sacrificing animals to Allah and praying publicly 
was insolence in a country run by the Communist Party. Times 
had changed since Stalin, and Absalyam-hajji, a respected fig-
ure, could not be openly punished, but others responsible for 
this controversy were questioned. They explained themselves as 
best they could and pointed out the undeniable fact that after this 
ceremony the rains had indeed come. The party leaders were 
just as happy about the effect this would have on crops, and so 
were lenient on the organisers.

Under their father’s guidance, Absalyam-hajji’s two sons - 
who also worked as drivers - began to practice namaz. When 
the district’s party committee found out about this, its Secretary 
for Ideological Matters summoned the brothers to his office and 
mercilessly attempted to indoctrinate them. He reminded them 
of Marx’s warning, that religion is the opiate of the masses, and 
threatened them to sober up before their addiction became too 
serious.

‘If Lenin said that god doesn’t exist then he doesn’t exist!’ 
the man spat bluntly. ‘The Communist Party is continuing the 
great work of the Leader. We communists are atheists and have 
no desire to tolerate a god or so-called holy spirits. If you don’t 
stop indoctrinating the population with your religious poison,’ 
he concluded, smashing his fist down to emphasise the impor-
tance of what he was saying to the brothers, ‘you’ll be expelled 
from the region within twenty-four hours.’
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The boys went to their father and told him exactly what had 
happened. The wise old man, who knew what it was to expe-
rience persecution and punishment, told his sons to hide their 
faith until it was truly safe again.

So in those years, people tried to live in peace. They worked, 
raised their families, and tolerated the humiliations that came 
from above. Slowly but surely, our language and culture, reli-
gion and traditions flowed into the hearts of these children. This 
was our nation’s battle for survival. For example, when Kazakh 
schoolchildren swore they were telling the truth, they’d say they 
were ‘as honest as a pioneer’ or even ‘as honest as Lenin and 
Stalin.’ This was what Soviet schools had taught them, but chil-
dren are children, and often they weren’t telling the truth. When 
they absolutely had to tell the truth; when they really had to 
keep a promise, they would swear to Allah. This is when we 
knew they were being honest; no child would break this oath.

We used to keep precious items that belonged to our an-
cestors in wooden boxes fastened with metal locks. There were 
trinkets in silver and sometimes in gold, handmade by masters 
from the steppe and further east. There were coins from the 
Tsar’s time that had become faded, and women’s jewellery - sil-
ver rings and bracelets. Women fastened them to their clothes, 
or made little holes in them and wore them as necklaces. Very 
rarely, old Kazakh apas would have letters and manuscripts 
written in faded Arabic script, and little books with yellowed 
pages produced a century ago by the publishing house in Kazan. 
It was rarer still to find bigger books. I once found a copy of 
Rabzuga’s Qisas Al-Anbiya, printed in Kazan at the end of the 
nineteenth century.

These yellowed pages took me back to my childhood, and 
Altyn-apa telling us stories and parables in the winter hut as the 
snowstorms howled outside. I read the stories of the prophets to 
my grandchildren and great-grandchildren, so that they, pupils 
of an atheist school could learn about the lives of our ancestors, 
and feel their own place in our ancient history.
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One infamous troublemaker used to write anonymous let-
ters of complaint to the authorities. No one was safe from him. 
In the 1930s, he was an NKVD informant; everyone in the 
neighbourhood knew how malicious he was. Some of us were 
scared of him and treated him with respect, whilst others tried 
to avoid him altogether. So, this troublemaker began to write 
letters to those authorities telling them that the Kazakh elders 
in our district were performing sundet- circumcisions - on our 
young men. To prove that he was right, he even followed these 
boys to the public baths. Those who he couldn’t find in the baths, 
he approached on their way home from school, and waved a 
caramel toffee under their noses with the words: ‘Show me your 
willy, and I’ll give you a sweet.’ The children thought: ‘What an 
idiot. Look as much as you want, just give us the caramel.’ This 
is how the horrid man collected his evidence.

What a scandal this caused. A committee was sent to 
Stepnyak from the Kokshetau Region’s Communist Party. They 
summoned all the district’s leaders to deal with the matter, and 
the chief inspector began to throw his weight around.

‘Comrades, what is going on here? The Party has given you 
responsible posts, and what have you been doing? We are eras-
ing all relics of the past, all types of nationalism and religious 
fanaticism, and destroying all signs of dissent against Marxism 
and Leninism. And you are allowing children in this district to 
be circumcised! You’re setting the population a bad example by 
performing this uncivilised Muslim act on your children. It’s 
not compatible with our new Soviet morals; it contradicts com-
munist ideology. There is no way we can tolerate this. You must 
stop these circumcisions and cut out this barbaric practice.’

‘Comrade Inspector,’ the leader of the district committee 
retorted, ‘who are you to tell our families what to cut and what 
not to cut?’

Everyone burst out giggling. The inspector lost his com-
posure and looked to the horrid informant for support. He was 
looking elsewhere, however, because at that moment the First 
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Secretary of the district’s Communist Party, Alpysbai Zhaku-
pov, stood up. A former soldier who’d been wounded on the 
front lines, a powerful man in the mould of a Kazakh warrior 
with military medals on his chest, he began to pull his trousers 
down. The whole room turned pale with shock.

‘Come here, comrade, our anonymous truth-seeker, and 
take your trousers down before I take them down for you. And 
you, Comrade Chief Inspector, and you, respected members of 
the committee, take your trousers down and show everyone. 
Only, look carefully. Together now.’

At this, the inspector came to his senses and tried to pacify 
the angry Zhakupov. The informant almost fell off his chair in 
panic. Zhakupov kept his trousers on, but he didn’t relent.

‘It is no secret that all Kazakhs are circumcised, and this has 
never stopped us from working for the benefit of our country. 
The leaders of the region and the republic should first look at 
themselves in the mirror. Then they should think about whether 
the Communist Party and the Soviet Union have any problems 
greater than Kazakh boys being circumcised. Our people are 
united with the other nations of the Soviet Union in working 
towards glory, gathering our harvest and making the whole ter-
ritory richer. We’re too busy to look under people’s underpants. 
Does it really matter that we circumcise our children?’

So, in the bluntest way possible, Zhakupov stood up against 
the accusations. Thoroughly embarrassed, the committee went 
back to Kokshetau having failed to accomplish their task. There 
must have been at least some sensible people in the Commu-
nist Party because that was the end of the controversy. People 
laughed at the stupidity of the Soviet ideologists and continued 
to live and work, educating and circumcising their children, Al-
pysbai Zhakupov, the First Secretary of the district for twenty 
years, became a hero.

At this time, they tried to do away with our music. The dom-
bra, an ancient two-stringed mandolin, had been with Kazakhs 
for centuries, during happy times and painful ones, but sud-
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denly it got on the wrong side of the Soviet authorities. It was 
thought of as an undesirable link to the past, and we were made 
to understand that playing our traditional music was against the 
law. So the dombra came to only ever be played in secret; then 
it disappeared altogether. Imagine that, in the homeland of the 
great singer and composer, Birzhan-sal. In the town where he’s 
buried, by the mid-1960s children didn’t know what a dombra 
sounded like. To teach my grandchildren, I made a dombra by 
gluing together some simple pieces of dried wood, and made its 
thin strings from a goat’s intestines. This was my protest against 
the Soviet authorities. A few years later, some patriotic Kazakhs 
helped the dombra to be heard again.

Reliving the hundred years of my life, I always come back 
to the thought that even when we live under tyranny and un-
fairness, life has good moments as well as bad. If you ask me 
whether there has been more kindness or cruelty, it would be dif-
ficult to answer, and whether there have been more good or bad 
people along the way, it’s impossible to say. A person can be a 
saviour in one moment, and a killer in the next. This is life, this 
is humanity, and we can’t change it. We should accept people as 
they are and try to be the kindest person we can be.

Maybe I’m wrong, but I’m certain of one thing: judging a 
whole era, or defining such a complicated place as the Soviet 
Union which was home to so many nationalities is impossible. 
It just can’t be done objectively; you can’t fit such a vast picture 
into a small frame. The life a man lived can’t be understood by 
looking at how he was judged by others. This era had every-
thing: pieces that were good, pieces that were wonderful and 
spiritual, but it also had parts that were bad, wretched and abhor-
rent. History is rarely so subtle.

The 1970s were a period when life became less harsh. Peo-
ple were hungry and poor, but they could live humanely. I some-
times think that these years were a gift to the Soviet people, 
who’d suffered so much in the decades that came before. People 
could finally rest. The chance to work in peace, receive a stable 
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wage and have a better standard of living brought joy to people. 
In the evenings, everyone watched their black-and-white televi-
sions, taking their thoughts away into the distance, distracting 
them from reality.

For some reason, the years from Brezhnev’s rule to the be-
ginning of Perestroika and the fall of the USSR are now known 
as the period of stagnation. People also used to say it was the 
period of overeating! If only we could count how many hours 
each citizen of the Soviet Union spent eating and drinking. We 
would eat at every opportunity. Many people held their special 
occasions around a kitchen table, which was always filled with 
food. At mealtimes, we would talk for hours about everything 
and everyone. It’s how we freed our hearts from the iron bars 
that the dictatorship had locked them behind. This so-called pe-
riod of stagnation deserves more attention. They criticise it now 
in various ways, but at the time we were happy.

Rumours used to circulate about the leaders’ antics. The 
tricks that were concealed behind political slogans are a whole 
story in themselves. They used to say that such- and-such was a 
good orator, or a very educated person. That meant that he was 
good at pulling the wool over people’s eyes; and memorising a 
few well-chosen quotes helped him to gain authority in the eyes 
of party members or the naive masses.

Public life was relatively free. We could be ourselves and 
we were always ready to help one another. No one accepted 
money for favours. It became shameful to take money, espe-
cially from your fellow countrymen. Instead, we would return 
favours. It was an unwritten law of the period of stagnation; a 
code of honour. If a man gave a neighbour a lift somewhere or 
fixed his bicycle, he would expect a bottle of something at least. 
Disagreements between people would often turn into heated ar-
guments and even fistfights, but the next day they would drink 
together to make up. Funnily enough, people always had suf-
ficient money for a bottle of vodka.

Nikolai, Leon and I were good friends, and also acted as 
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each other’s moral compass. If a Kazakh had disgraced himself 
somewhere, they would make fun of me for it. Then, I would get 
my own back if a Russian or German, Ukrainian or Belarusian 
did something wrong. We’d act as representatives of our na-
tions: ‘You should be ashamed! What would the Russians say if 
they found out?’; ‘Stop it! The Germans will make fun of me!’ 
We’d also often hear other Russians and Germans saying things 
like: ‘Don’t embarrass our people. What will the Kazakhs think 
of us if you do that?’

Even the most shameless who didn’t care what their coun-
trymen thought about them were embarrassed to show them-
selves in a bad light to other nationalities. We were open with 
one another: we gave people the freedom to say what was on 
their minds and told the truth to their faces. We often joked and 
sometimes teased people, but there was never any malice. We 
weren’t soft on each other and argued a lot, but there were no 
enemies among us. We lived together, shared our happiness and 
our pains, borrowed bread and salt, and never stopped making 
fun of each other.

Sometimes, when we’d been drinking, Nikolai and Leon 
teased me for having two wives.

Khalima and I lived in the bunkhouse with our youngest 
son, Aigali, his wife, Bayan and our grandchildren. Nagi- ma 
lived nearby in a plain, weather-worn old house. Her eldest son 
and daughter - the children of our brother who died in the war 
- lived and worked in Kokshetau. Two years after our marriage, 
Nagima gave me another son, who lived with her. Our families 
were always close.

‘Asanbai must be in heaven: two wives on the same street 
and beauty wherever he turns,’ joked Nikolai. ‘Asanbai, which 
one is sweeter, your first wife or your tokal?’

‘It depends,’ I’d reply in the same tone. ‘Sometimes a man 
wants something sweet, and sometimes he wants something sa-
voury. So the older one satisfies me, and the younger one makes 
everything a bit sweeter. Sometimes, it’s the other way around.’
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Their laughs echoed around the wooden baths.
‘You know, Kazakhs had the right idea. They can have four 

wives and make four villages’ worth of children, and no one 
complains,’ said Nikolai, only half-joking now. ‘There’s no need 
for them to turn their heads. And what do we do?’

‘We marry one woman, swear we’ll be faithful, and still 
sin,’ said Leon, thinking aloud.

‘Who’s stopping you living like us?’ I replied. ‘Get your-
selves a second wife!’

‘Oi, Asanbai, if only we could,’ my friends sighed.
‘You think you’re too old?’ I asked, pretending to not un-

derstand. ‘Nikolai, you’re only fifty; and Leike, you’re barely 
forty.’

‘It isn’t us, it’s the law,’ Nikolai sighed.
‘He’s right,’ said Leike. ‘Firstly, no one would let us have 

a second wife - not the law, not our wives, not our society - no 
one!’

‘And secondly, they say it’s uncivilised,’ added Nikolai.
‘Who decided what’s civilised? For you, it isn’t, but for us it 

is. The problems begin when one country forces another to live 
under its rules. What’s wrong with each nation living in its own 
way? Does it harm a Russian or a German if a Kazakh has four 
wives to continue his bloodline? If no one minds, then where is 
the harm?’

‘We don’t mind.’
‘And we wouldn’t mind having it ourselves!’ replied my 

neighbours.
‘You know why they made having several wives illegal? 

They wanted to stop Kazakhs from multiplying. It wasn’t enough 
for them to murder so many of us, they had to stop our nation 
from renewing itself.’

‘No, Asanbai, it isn’t that,’ said Nikolai. ‘It’s the opposite: 
the Soviet authorities have given Central Asian women their 
freedom!’

‘What freedom? From whom?’
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‘It’s true, Asanbai; they gave women equality and freedom,’ 
said Leon.

‘A woman can be equal to a man in the eyes of the govern-
ment; but she can’t be equal under the laws of nature.’

My neighbours even turned such a serious conversation into 
a joke.

Jokes gave us strength; a healthy sense of humour saved us 
from depression. Even while unimaginable events were taking 
place around us, there was always something to joke about.

Once, after an alcoholic lunch some mid-ranking district 
officials managed to lose control of their car and get stuck in 
a tree. This was in the centre of town on the street named af-
ter Lenin, close to the Communist party office, the police sta-
tion, and opposite the clinic. People said that when the firemen 
rescued them, they were singing songs about astronauts. Then 
the gossip started. The uzunkulak was everywhere, even during 
times of strict censorship. It transpired that the town’s chief spe-
cialist on construction was awarded a new car, a sturdy Moskv-
ich, and was celebrating the gift with friends. He was a Kazakh, 
which gave my friends an opportunity to make fun of me. That 
evening, as we were sitting in front of our building admiring the 
sunset, they congratulated me on my compatriot becoming the 
first Kazakh in space.

‘Well done, the Kazakhs,’ said Nikolai. ‘You’ve caught up 
with America, and not even they would’ve thought of some-
thing like that.’

‘Only two creatures could take off on Lenin Street and land 
in a tree: a goose and a Kazakh,’ added Leike Velvet.

I told them they were just jealous.
‘What can a Kazakh do if you’re not allowed to fly into 

space from your own base in Baikonur?’
The next day it got more interesting still: we found out that 

the Kazakh’s fellow ‘astronauts’ were a German and a Russian, 
and the man at the wheel was the Russian. I didn’t let my neigh-
bours forget.
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‘See, it’s always your fault, the foreigners. Our poor Ka-
zakh, the simple soul, sat between them to try to stop another 
accident from happening. This is what happens when you put a 
Russian in charge and let a German give directions.’

Then we opened another bottle.
Every Easter, our neighbours would bring us painted eggs, 

and when it was ait, they came to us to have lepyosh- ka bread 
with sour cream. I remember one time the most clearly. I had 
been in Kokshetau, and went to the market. A Russian woman 
was selling beautiful little round bread rolls covered with white 
cream. As I asked her if they were fresh, she nodded, and then 
gave me a strange look. I bought a lot of them, and when I got 
home, I gave them to my daughter-in-law, Bayan to put on the 
table for our guests. We sat down with some tea and were about 
to tuck into the cream rolls when Aigali and Bayan started to 
giggle. They told me that they were kulichi- Russian Easter 
cakes. They’d travelled too far for us to throw them away, so 
with a spoon, I smudged the crosses that had been drawn onto 
them with cream, and then said a prayer. The cakes were then 
Muslim, and all of us laughed at me, the absent-minded old ak-
sakal.

There is no need to reduce the friendship between nations 
into a slogan, and it isn’t right to ignore differences or pretend 
that problems don’t exist. You can not like a person, but you 
can’t hate all of his countrymen because of him, and you can’t 
be a true friend to someone if you don’t respect his culture. You 
can fight against the politics of another country, but that doesn’t 
mean you have to hate all the people who live in it. It isn’t their 
fault; and they aren’t responsible for the pain that their leaders 
cause.

History has shown many times that she is unpredictable, 
however, and life is not always this simple. So, once more, 
frightening rumours began to disturb our quiet and peaceful 
lives. Each day words blew through our streets like a snowstorm 
about the Soviet Union having sent troops into Afghanistan and 
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starting a war with America and the Afghans. We were shocked 
and scared. How could this be? Why, what for? We asked each 
other these questions, but none of us knew the answer. We began 
to hear that they would send soldiers stationed in Turkmenistan 
to fight this war. At that time, two of my grandsons were serving 
in Kus- hka, and they could end up at the front in this hot, dis-
tant, unknown country. Worried sick, I prayed for them.

Our people used to say that the Pashtun tribe in Afghanistan 
were warlike and had never been defeated. Everyone, especially 
those of us whose children were in the army, was afraid. We 
weren’t given any official information, and because of that, the 
rumours were even more terrifying. After a while, the first awful 
news began to filter through: we learnt of boys from our district 
who had died. Their bodies were brought home in zinc coffins, 
and as we weren’t allowed to open them, that is how they were 
buried. Sometimes wounded soldiers would come back. Thanks 
to Allah, my grandsons returned home when their service ended.

One of our young neighbours from Stepnyak, Bulak- basy 
Madai was crippled in the war. His brigade was ambushed, and 
in the battle that ensued, a Pashtun mine blew off one of his legs. 
Reinforcements arrived for the Soviets, and the Afghans retreat-
ed. The wounded Madai was taken away by field medics. Find-
ing him clinging tenuously to life, the doctors sent him to the 
military hospital where they amputated his left leg. Miraculous-
ly, Madai survived. They made him a prosthetic leg, and as soon 
as he learnt to walk again, he went to teach in a village school. A 
while later, he married and had children. Horribly burnt by the 
flames of war, Madai coped manfully with his trauma. I couldn’t 
believe that after the tragedy of the Second World War, human-
ity was ready once more to shoot at itself.
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The Absurd Made Real

Ten or fifteen years after the campaign to develop Kazakh-
stan’s unused land and take it away from the country, they came 
for the Kazakh language. At the end of the 1960s and the start of 
the 1970s, they gradually began to close all the schools which 
taught in Kazakh, claiming that there weren’t enough children at-
tending them. So children had to go to Russian-speaking schools. 
All levels of the Soviet hierarchy openly stated that the Kazakh 
language had no future; soon everything would be in Russian. 
Parents were told their children’s future would be in a Russian 
world, and if they didn’t speak it, they wouldn’t get anywhere 
in life; they could forget about a career. In all workplaces and 
universities, and in all other parts of public life, people spoke 
and wrote only in Russian. Even in villages where only Kazakhs 
lived, solely Russian schools remained. In Stepnyak, the only 
town in the region, of the six Kazakh schools only Abai middle 
school survived. The most awful consequence of this chauvin-
istic and dictatorial policy was that children who’d grown up 
in Kazakh-speaking homes and schools until the age of seven 
couldn’t understand classes in Russian. A whole generation of 
children struggled with their education. Those who understood 
that this was a political move were angry. Some protested but 
could do nothing to prevent the powerful machine of the Soviet 
state.

Both open and disguised, attacks on the Kazakhs’ religion, 
language and culture multiplied. They banned Ramadan, our 
period of fasting and observing namaz. They published articles 
attacking our religion in the newspapers. Kazakh family names 
and place names disappeared as they thought up new names 
for towns, villages and streets that meant nothing to us. Often, 
these were renamed after people who had no relation at all to the 
country. We knew this was also part of the Soviet drive to Rus-
sify and assimilate us. It made our blood boil and we couldn’t 
hide our anger, but no one listened.
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The first time I met a Kazakh who didn’t know our mother 
tongue, I couldn’t believe it. I thought he was playing a trick on 
me. When it became clear that he really didn’t know a word of 
Kazakh, I thought the world had turned upside down. It was so 
unnatural, so ridiculous. I thought that just as horses neigh and 
dogs bark, so Kazakhs speak Kazakh, Russians speak Russian, 
and Germans speak German. I had naively thought that a person 
is born with his mother tongue inside him.

All Kazakhs could do was stew in silence. Sometimes, I 
would argue with Nikolai, and Leon would take my side.

He used to joke that during the war, Kazakhs and Russians 
fought side by side against the Germans, but now the Kazakh 
and the German were attacking the Russian. We quarrelled about 
ideas of nationhood most of all. Nikolai argued that our country 
was the USSR, which had its own template for a fair society and 
friendship between nations.

‘Friendship, yes,’ I replied, ‘but there isn’t equality; and if 
there isn’t equality, then there’s no fairness either.’

Nikolai continued to contend that the progress the Soviet 
Union had made in recent years wouldn’t have been possible 
without its national policies.

‘Look how many towns and collective farms they’ve built 
on the empty steppe,’ he said. ‘You’d have to be blind not to see 
them. And how many Kazakhs have received higher education 
and got good jobs? How can you doubt that Russia has played a 
positive role in the lives of the peoples of the USSR, including 
Kazakhs?’

‘No! This doesn’t give Russia the right to swallow up other 
nations. You can’t talk about progress without also talking about 
aggression and repression.’

‘Don’t be so dramatic! No one has swallowed anyone up, 
and no one is going to.’

‘Look around, you, Nikolai. Under the constitution, every 
nation has the right to self-determination. Where is it for us?’

‘Then this means no one wants self-determination. All na-
tions see their future within the USSR together.’



161

‘No, it means no one is letting us determine our future. So-
viet ideologists accused the Alash Orda and Kazakh patriots of 
nationalism. They destroyed us for it. Did you ever stop to think 
what this nationalism meant? What they wanted that was so 
wrong? All they ever wanted was for our people to be free and 
treated equally. We Kazakhs are a peaceful nation, and all we 
want is to protect ourselves as a people and live in peace with 
the other nations. We’re the kindest people on this Earth. We 
don’t try to take over or destroy other people; all we want is to 
be able to live our own way. If that’s nationalism, then fine, call 
it that.’

It was clear from Nikolai’s face that he didn’t like my words, 
but he listened without interrupting.

‘Every nation has the right to educate its’ children in their 
mother tongue,’ I continued. ‘But now all the schools only teach 
in Russian. Everything the Kazakh Republic does is in Russian. 
The Party is even claiming that we’re choosing not to send our 
children to Kazakh schools. How utterly shameless! This is one 
country swallowing up another. When one people are artificially 
transformed into another, how can we talk about equality and 
fairness? Do you understand?’

But Nikolai didn’t understand.
The Party and its ideologists had promoted the idea of all 

nations coming together, and the propaganda programme had 
bitten deep. University courses were on such pseudo-sciences as 
dialectic and historical materialism and academic communism, 
which no one understood. The propaganda about the Soviet na-
tion coming together as brothers was heard everywhere, and, at 
first, it seemed to be the right thing for all.

‘It’s perfect,’ people would say. ‘All of humanity living as 
one. No nations, no nationalists, and no more problems.’

And what language will this united Soviet people speak? 
No one even asked that question. Of course, it would be the 
language of the majority: Russian. Is that fair? No one thought 
about that either, but instead tried to make it happen as soon as 
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possible, using the Central Committee’s chauvinist ideas. Peo-
ple quickly began to forget their mother tongue, customs and 
traditions; they educated their children in Russian and brought 
them up as Soviet citizens. In other words, they danced to the 
tune of the Communist Party.

‘If the Central Committee says that’s how it’s going to be, 
then that’s how it’s going to be,’ they reasoned. ‘It has to be 
this way. If the Committee wants us to become one nation, then 
that’s what we’ll do.’

This so-called ‘assimilation’ gathered pace. We hated it 
and we rebelled against this deplorable Russification, only we 
couldn’t do it openly. At that time, behind the Iron Curtain and 
with strict censorship, there wasn’t a single publication that 
would write anything critical of the Communist Party. At home, 
though, we continued to raise our children and grandchildren 
in the traditions of our nation. We did everything we could to 
help them understand that they were Kazakhs and had to remain 
Kazakhs.

‘Why divide people into nationalities when we’re all part of 
the Soviet nation,’ Nikolai would argue. ‘What difference does 
it make what language we speak as long as we understand each 
other?’

His words hurt me, even more so as he spoke from his heart.
‘At the start of this century, I fought against the Russians,’ 

I told him. First, it was the Tsar’s gangs, then the Reds and the 
Whites; all of them Russian. Then, I fought side-by- side with 
the Russians against fascist Germany. I spilt my own blood and 
killed people to defend Russian land. Now, I want to live peace-
fully with you as my neighbours. So, why don’t you let me live 
in peace? Don’t you have enough already? Why are you inter-
fering with my language? Why do you want to destroy our cul-
ture and swallow us up? You say it makes no difference what 
language the Soviet people speak. You say that because you’re 
sure all nations are going to speak your language. How would 
you feel if they made you forget Russian? I’d like to see you 
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what you’d say then. All nations love their mother tongue and 
want to protect and create their own culture. That is all we want 
to do, to keep our nation alive. It hurts us deeply when we see 
our young people, brainwashed with communist ideas, wanting 
to live as people from another nation.’

Nikolai looked distraught.
‘Forgive me, Asanbai,’ he finally said. ‘I honestly didn’t 

know this meant so much to you.’
Friendship can only exist between equals. If we’re not 

prepared to tell one another the truth, then there can be no real 
friendship, no understanding between us. I didn’t want to de-
ceive my neighbour.

‘You say that those above, the Communist Party, have given 
a lot to the people of the Soviet Union, including us Kazakhs. 
Yes, this is true. Tell me honestly, though, what would this mat-
ter if my language and culture died and my nation became an-
other Russia? Then what would my life be for?’

I looked at him, and Nikolai lowered his head.
‘I understand you now,’ he said unexpectedly. ‘Only now... 

I didn’t think before that this was so important to you. Now, I’m 
going to learn to speak your language.’

‘But we have spoken Kazakh for years,’ said Leike, who’d 
been silent until now, as he filled our tumblers with more vodka.

‘Thank you for finally understanding, but what good does 
it do if a handful of Russians speak Kazakh, and the Kazakhs 
themselves all forget it?’

‘I can’t do anything more for you, and I really regret that,’ 
Nikolai said, sighing deeply and sinking his tumbler in one gulp.

I did the same. We both felt uncomfortable and tried to 
change the subject.

‘You’ll still never be able to drink like us Russians,’ Nikolai 
laughed, biting on some cheese.

The conversation was over and instead, we bet on who 
could drink more: the Kazakh, the German or the Russian. We 
downed every last drop of our medicine and spoke as friends 
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again. We decided against going to the shop for another bottle. 
Leon and I both knew that Nikolai was right, and we could never 
out-drink him.

The policy of merging nations into one continued, and 
in the 1980s the clouds gathered over Abai Middle School in 
Stepnyak. In 1985, the authorities threatened to close it, claim-
ing a lack of students, and this time there really weren’t many. 
The school’s director, Ospanov and the teachers came to me to 
ask me to speak with the heads of the district committee. I went 
there, angry.

Their new Secretary for Ideological Matters, Zygmund 
Zbignievovich Kachanowski was a Pole. His name was diffi-
cult for Kazakh villagers to pronounce, so they called him ei-
ther Zigzag or Kochan. He was a very compliant person. He 
would never argue with anyone, and never said no to anyone. 
We thought he didn’t know the word. Kachanowski tried to nev-
er harm anyone. He wasn’t one for coercion or threats and was 
honest and fair insofar as the Communist Party allowed.

When I walked into his office, he gave me a broad smile and 
rose from his chair to show his respect to an eighty-five- year-
old man, and cried out:

‘Good day; please, sit down,’ he cried.
I gave him a curt ‘hello,’ and stayed standing in the middle 

of his office.
He looked at me with surprise. It was probably the first time 

he’d seen me in such a foul mood. Pounding my walking stick 
on the floor, I barely tried to conceal my anger.

‘Zygmund Zbignievovich Kachanowski, why do you hate 
Kazakhs so much? What have we ever done to you?’

My words cut him like a kindzhal knife. Zigzag became 
flustered, his right eye started to twitch, and his left one closed 
entirely.

‘Asanbai Amanzholovich, whatever could you mean? You 
know me. You know how much I respect I have. Kazakhs helped 
my people during the dark years. I was born here and have lived 
with Kazakhs my entire life. I’m almost a Kazakh myself...’
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‘Then why are you closing our schools?’
‘That isn’t me; you know that,’ Kachanowski said, pointing 

his index finger at the ceiling.
‘So, who then; Ivanov, Petrov, Sidorov? They all say the 

same thing: “We aren’t the ones closing the Kazakh schools. We 
respect the Kazakh people.” So tell me, and be honest: if you all 
respect Kazakhs so much, then why don’t you let us live on our 
own land and teach our children in their own language?’

Zygmund Zbignievovich turned red and nervously rubbed 
his palms together.

‘Grandfather Asanbai, please understand us,’ he pleaded, 
which softened my rage. ‘It’s a sign of the times, an order from 
above. It’s the decision of the Communist Party and the govern-
ment.’

Being reminded of the Communist Party and the Soviet au-
thorities brought to mind the cruel commissars from the years of 
the repressions, who in the name of a class war and a fair society 
had killed so many of my people. This was a continuation of 
the same policy. We both knew that the same political goal, to 
colonise and Russify the steppe was behind the closure of our 
schools.

‘So, you say it’s a sign of the times? And who brought in 
these times? Who created this sign?’

‘But you yourselves want your children to go to Russian 
schools. Nowadays, in the country of the Soviets, no one can 
take a step forward without the Russian language. As painful as 
it is to admit, a fact is a fact: your language as well as mine have 
no future.’

‘No! Kazakhs don’t want and have never wanted to lose 
their language and merge with other nations. We’ve been forced 
into a situation where we have to study a foreign language.’

‘There’s no need to be so dramatic. Almost all nations of 
the USSR are leaving their languages behind; they’re becoming 
more like the Russians. My own children have almost forgotten 
Polish. It’s upsetting, of course, but what can we do?’
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‘Listen, Zygmund Zbignievovich, you have all of Poland. 
Your people have a homeland where your people’s language and 
culture are protected. If I don’t have Kazakhstan, I have nothing 
else, do you understand?’

I never imagined that I’d make a political speech in the of-
fice of the Secretary for Ideological Matters of my town’s Com-
munist Party headquarters. It was, however, a matter of life and 
death for my mother tongue, and, therefore, for my nation. If he 
had had the chance, every Kazakh would have done the same.

Something good came of our conversation. Almost whis-
pering, Zigzag told me that all was not lost. If the school’s first 
grade could enrol seven more pupils before the new academic 
year began in two weeks and the other classes could find a few 
more children between them, then under the law, they wouldn’t 
be able to close the school.

‘So, get busy, Grandfather Asanbai. Do it quietly, and
I will help you.’
We started to look for children. We went to visit relatives 

and acquaintances living in the collective farms where the Ka-
zakh schools used to be and asked them to send their children to 
Abai Middle School in Stepnyak. We found enough pupils to fill 
the missing places in all of the classes.

The story wasn’t a completely happy one, though. In many 
villages and farms, there was already no Kazakh school. In Ke-
nashchi, where my son Kabdosh lived, almost ninety percent of 
the population were Kazakhs, but the school was Russian. All of 
Kabdosh and Mariyam’s ten children studied in Russian. In the 
village of Birsuat, which was where my eldest daughter, Maike, 
lived on the Vostochny Kolkhoz, the school was also Russian, 
so her eight children learnt in Russian too. Imagine that, chil-
dren growing up in a Kazakh family, speaking Kazakh at home, 
and then, at the age of seven, they have to begin a completely 
different life. It’s true that they also kept their mother tongue, 
but most of them could only speak it, not read and write. This 
was a drama that turned into a national tragedy. When they were 
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young, all my children studied in Kazakh; but my grandchil-
dren and great-grandchildren went to Russian schools as there 
were no Kazakh schools where they lived. I, their grandfather 
and great-grandfather, the head of our family, couldn’t do any-
thing about it. All that it was within my power to do was to talk 
to them in our mother tongue and tell them about our culture, 
history and traditions. At least my family know their own lan-
guage, even if only to speak it.

Against the odds, all five of my youngest son Aigali’s chil-
dren, who lived with me, went to the Kazakh school in Stepnyak. 
My second son, Temrybek, who was a literature and language 
teacher, lived in the village of Saule, which was entirely Kazakh. 
The school there was Kazakh too, almost everyone played the 
dombra, and four of my grandchildren went to singing lessons. 
My youngest daughter was not so lucky, though. She lived and 
worked in the town of Pet- ropavlovsk. Her husband had grown 
up among Russians, gone to a Russian school, and barely knew 
our language, customs and traditions. They had three children, 
and each of them spoke only Russian. I complained about this a 
lot and had strong words with my daughter and son-in-law, but 
to no avail. They would only shrug and say: ‘It’s a sign of the 
times. We live in a Russian environment, and we just don’t need 
Kazakh. We understand we should know our mother tongue and 
keep our culture, but there’s nothing we can do.’

Time went by, and the policy of merging nations sucked ev-
eryone in. Convincing those living in the district’s only town to 
send their children to a Kazakh school became harder and harder 
until it was impossible.

I remember visiting every home where there were children 
about to start school. I went with the school director, Ospanov, 
and two Kazakh language teachers. The parents greeted us hap-
pily with Kazakh hospitality, but when we explained why we’d 
come, their faces turned to stone. We had wonderful conversa-
tions with the young parents, but also disagreements. The mums 
and dads - who were already Russified - didn’t want to listen to 
us.
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An honest communist and a Kazakh patriot, Mr Ospanov 
was an emotional person. Even at party meetings, he struggled 
to hide his concerns about the fate of our language. He spoke 
passionately to the parents, and appealing to their sense of pa-
triotism, he asked and sometimes even demanded that they send 
their child to the Kazakh school.

‘The future of our mother tongue is at stake,’ he reasoned. 
‘Please, send one of your children to save the nation.’

‘The Kazakh language doesn’t have a future,’ one young 
mother looked him in the eye and told him. ‘Soon everything 
will be in Russian. I don’t want to harm my son by filling his 
head with useless things. I have the right to choose where I edu-
cate my child.’

That girl hurt me as much as the fascist guards in the pris-
oner of war camp or the twisted criminals in Susuman. Ospanov 
turned red with fury, but he kept silent. He knew that arguing 
was futile. We understood that these Russified young parents, 
the victims of the Soviets’ colonial policies had already begun 
to carry out the programme their generation was tasked with: 
to tear up the roots of our nation. A feeling of hopelessness suf-
focated us.

In two houses, though, luck was kinder to us. After listening 
to Ospanov’s emotional speech, the parents, who had studied at 
Abai School themselves, agreed to send their boys there. So, 
against the odds we’d found six pupils, but we still needed a 
seventh and time was running out. Serendipity saved me again.

I was sitting in front of the barracks one day, worrying 
about the problem at hand, when someone said hello to me in 
Kazakh. I looked up to see Gerold, Leike’s seven-year-old son. 
He’d come to play with one of my great-grandchildren. See-
ing his bright face, it dawned on me: why not invite this little 
boy, who already spoke Kazakh fluently, to join our school? As 
I chatted with him, he replied so beautifully it was a joy to lis-
ten to him. I asked him if he’d like to study at a Kazakh school. 
The offer made him very happy, and he agreed straight away. 
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He told me some of the Russian-speaking boys who were set to 
be his classmates had picked fights with him whilst they were 
playing football, and now he didn’t want to be in their class. My 
great-grandson, who was also about to start school, had stood up 
for him. They’d been neighbours since birth and had grown up 
together. I had found my seventh pupil; now all I needed to do 
was convince Leike and Zoya.

I went up to speak to them. My friend Leike had not for-
gotten the kindness Kazakhs had shown to the Germans during 
difficult times and was soon deep in thought. When he gave me 
his answer the next day, he made me the happiest man on Earth. 
He’d also not forgotten whose books had helped him to learn 
Kazakh; when he realised the only middle school in the country 
to carry the name of the great poet Abai was in danger of clos-
ing forever, he swore in anger at the Soviet authorities and the 
Kazakhs who’d helped them. Zoya, who spoke Kazakh well but 
with an accent, signed up Gerold at the Abai School. This is 
how, without ceremony or fuss, we knew they wanted to help 
our people in a time of crisis.

‘So, now Goethe is translating Abai,’ I smiled, remember-
ing the 1930s.

Gerold grew up to be an idol for Kazakhs. Besides speak-
ing perfect Kazakh, he got good grades and knew many of our 
poems by heart. His classmates used to call him bilgir- the ge-
nius. Even the eldest teachers used to call him by a pet name, 
Gereke. Gerold finished his studies in the 1990s and became a 
well-known television presenter in independent Kazakhstan.

In the late 1980s, they announced Perestroika, and an order 
came from the Central Committee to fight against drunkenness. 
Our favourite tipples began to disappear from the shops. When 
this happened, people began to make vodka at home and sell 
it on the black market. It was hard to get your hands on good 
vodka when guests came to visit or just for yourself, but Nikolai 
the Third found the answer.

‘We’ll drink like we always have,’ he exclaimed; ‘we just 
need to be clever about it.’
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This is how the three of us began making our own under-
ground samogon. Nikolai brought us leftover wheat in his truck, 
and when we had enough, we carefully distilled it into wort. I 
provided the sugar, and Leon, the master handyman, made all 
the equipment from scrap metal. I remember the first time we 
made distilled spirits; before then I’d never seen it done. Niko-
lai and Leike did most of the work, and I was their cover. No 
police officer would dare to push an eighty- five-year-old war 
veteran aside to get into the building. We kept our new hobby 
completely secret, and in the dead of night one night, our first 
drops dripped out of the barrel.

‘The first of many,’ smiled Nikolai with a deep sense of sat-
isfaction. ‘Let’s see how strong it is.’

We three neighbours poured ourselves half a tumbler of 
samogon, and each grabbed a pickled cucumber. I’ll never for-
get that delicious, burning first sip. In my hundred years, I’ve 
never been able to try even a drop of whisky, but they told me it 
had roughly the same taste. I thought our samog- on, made from 
our wheat, our equipment and our sweat, was the best spirit I’d 
ever drunk. It was also our secret rebellion against the Party’s 
despotism. Not everyone could take the risks we did, however. 
Punishments for samogon were harsh; they could even put you 
in prison. So, we didn’t risk making it very often, and when we 
did, we made enough to last a few months.

Many people were struggling, and everyone found their 
own form of escape. During the Perestroika years, trying to get 
something to drink was both a comedy and a tragedy. Laying 
our hands on vodka was the nation’s biggest problem, and the 
people that had some could call the shots. They’d be the first 
to be brought their coal, firewood, hay and straw. It was a very 
Soviet paradox: they wanted to get vodka out of people’s lives, 
and instead, our lives came to revolve around it.

The district committee had decided there could be a case 
of vodka at each funeral. Funerals are a serious matter, and the 
authorities couldn’t ignore their own traditions. This precious 
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case was only provided if you presented the death certificate of 
a close relative. However, this privilege didn’t apply to Muslim 
citizens. They said vodka wasn’t required at Muslim funerals, 
but there were people who thought differently. Raised in the 
spirit of Soviet internationalism, they felt they were being dis-
criminated against because of their religion. Some complained 
to the department that handled funerals that as well as the other 
necessary items they wanted their case of vodka. If the authori-
ties wanted them to assimilate, then they’d assimilate. When the 
department refused, they went to see Zygmund Zbignievovich 
Kachanowski.

‘My son is getting married,’ one Kazakh woman told him. 
‘My husband and I have worked on a collective farm all our 
lives; surely we’ve earned just one favour from above? So, 
please help us to get a case of vodka for his wedding. We’re 
entitled to it. Oh, and another for the death of my father-in-law. 
We didn’t claim it last year.’

‘How are you entitled to it?’ Zigzag utterly in exasperation.
‘It’s the law. Everyone is entitled to it!’ the fiery woman 

shot back.
‘There’s no such law; we just try to help people through dif-

ficult times,’ Kochan tried to explain, his left eye closed and his 
right eye quivering.

‘So, help us,’ the relentless woman continued, ‘and don’t 
discriminate against people.’

‘But you’re Kazakhs; Muslims! You don’t drink vodka at 
your funerals.’

‘What we do at our funerals is none of your business. Rules 
are rules: my father-in-law died, so you have to give us a case 
of vodka.’

Zygmund Zbignievovich was helpless. It had probably been 
centuries since a Pole had come up against such an immovable 
object. He tried to explain, but the woman wouldn’t stop.

‘When our neighbour Natasha’s brother-in-law died, they 
gave her the vodka straight away.’
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‘But they’re Russian,’ said the distraught Zygmund Zbig-
nievovich.

‘Oh, so it’s like that? If a Russian dies, you help his family, 
and if one of us dies, you don’t? So non-Russians can’t com-
memorate their loved ones? You call that fair?’

The apoplectic woman kept on blaming Kachanowski, a 
proud communist, for dividing Soviet citizens by their religion 
and nationality.

‘I’m going to write to the regional committee about you. 
The Communist Party will understand that we’re a united nation 
under the Soviets. This means we can have the same customs, 
and you can’t stop us!’

I can only imagine how Zigzag felt upon hearing those 
words. He was terrified of letters being sent to his superiors. He 
called the Chairman of the Funerals Committee and asked for 
the woman to receive two cases of vodka, one for her son’s wed-
ding, and the other because her father-in-law had died. Victori-
ous, the woman rushed out of his office to collect her bounty; 
Kachanowski poured himself a glass of water and slumped in 
his chair.

This is how the issue of vodka often took on a political 
and national dimension. Pressured by the circumstances, Zigzag 
was as flexible as he could be whilst encouraging people to fol-
low only their own ancestors’ customs. Whenever he felt there 
was no escape from pushy citizens, especially women, however, 
he tactfully gave in to their demands. People didn’t really under-
stand Perestroika and the attempts to stop people drinking. They 
didn’t know why the government had taken these steps, and it 
became the stuff of intrigue as to what this was really about.

Time moved on relentlessly. Unbeknown to us, big changes 
were on the horizon. In December 1986 in Alma-Ata, which 
was then the capital of Kazakhstan, events took place which 
reverberated throughout the Soviet Union. Moscow decided 
to remove the head of the republic, the Kazakh, Kunayev, and 
replace him with a Russian, Kolbin. People erupted in anger. 
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Young Kazakhs, mostly students and manual workers, gathered 
in the town’s central square to voice their disapproval. This was 
something unheard of: a mass open protest against a decision 
of the Communist Party’s Central Committee, and therefore 
against the Soviet Union. It shook the country’s totalitarian sys-
tem to its foundations.

The young Kazakhs demanded from the Central Committee 
and the Soviet government that each nation should be governed 
by one of its own. That was to say, the leader of Kazakhstan 
should be a Kazakh. The authorities didn’t care about the voice 
of the people, however. Internal military forces drove away the 
unarmed protestors who’d gathered to oppose the tyranny of 
the Kremlin. Then, the retaliation came: students were excluded 
from their universities, and some were sent to prison.

In remote parts of the republic, we didn’t know anything 
about this. The steppe relied on rumours. As the official agen-
cies said nothing, the uzunkulak was our only source of infor-
mation. The authorities went so far as to silence anyone who 
spoke or asked questions about it. Parents struggled to find out 
what had happened to their children. Phone lines and postal de-
liveries were shut down. It seemed that the authorities were ex-
tremely worried and were trying to save themselves.

The rumours became more and more frightening. They said 
they’d sent troops into Alma-Ata, and that soldiers were beat-
ing demonstrators with shovels and using water-cannons on 
them. They said the students who’d been killed or badly beaten 
were carried out of the town in trucks and dumped on garbage 
heaps, left to their fate in the freezing night. Many people were 
killed or maimed. Others were thrown into dark basements and 
prison cells, where they were beaten unconscious and tortured. 
Alma-Ata’s Communist Party committees gave secret orders to 
employers to arm their non-Kazakh workers with iron bars, so 
they were ready to attack the Kazakh youth. Witnesses said they 
were given these bars while they were working. No one knows 
how many of them were used to spill the blood of these unarmed 
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students. We later learnt that some details had been exaggerated, 
but they all had a measure of truth to them.

Articles appeared in the Communist newspapers calling 
these events riots and accused the young Kazakhs of hooligan-
ism and nationalism. They claimed the students were high on 
drugs and alcohol. It was clear the authorities were trying to cut 
down the first shoots of freedom and democracy.

I was sick with worry; these protests brought back to me 
the events of19l6, when young Kazakhs rose up against the bru-
tality of Tsarism and went up against guns and cannons armed 
with nothing more than birch sticks. Then too they’d died in an 
uneven battle. My heart was breaking again as I prayed for our 
young people.

There was nothing we could do, though; no one would lis-
ten to us. Many Soviet patriots, brainwashed by the words of 
Lenin and the propaganda of the Communist Party, believed the 
official versions of events and openly accused young people. 
Some of these accusers were themselves Kazakhs. According to 
them, the students had fallen for the provocation of foreign ele-
ments, the enemies of Soviet society. They were trying to gnaw 
away at the foundations of our country and tear apart the nations 
that had united as friends within the Soviet Union.

In a kitchen in Stepnyak, three neighbours quietly discussed 
these events before taking the debate to the bathhouse. Nikolai 
and Leike were shocked by the sudden appearance of Kazakh 
nationalism.

‘Kazakhs always used to be internationalists. What has got 
into them all of a sudden?’ Nikolai asked.

‘Always such tolerant people, and then this,’ Leike shrugged.
‘We’ve been tolerant for decades. Something had to give,’ 

I said to my friends as calmly as I could. ‘The feelings my poor 
people have had to suppress for so long are all coming to the 
surface.’

I explained everything to my neighbours. I didn’t hide the 
fact that I supported the young protestors. In my eyes, the meth-
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ods the Soviet authorities were using to silence them were al-
most as cruel as the bloodthirsty dictators had been before them.

‘But that’s what they need; that’s what we should be doing 
with people who are against us!’ exclaimed Nikolai. ‘This is 
politics, not ballet.’

‘Then your politics go against your own people. It’s chau-
vinism bordering on despotism!’ I shouted. ‘How can it be so 
easy for you to kill your country’s young people, to punish them 
and crush them?’

‘What were they rioting for? They didn’t have to go so far,’ 
my neighbour replied.

‘Ask yourself instead, why you had to take it so far!’ I 
snapped at him. ‘There’s a reason why you did this. Your na-
tional policy has problems, and one day you’re going to have to 
answer for them.’

‘To who? ‘snarled Nikolai.
‘To history... to your God... to your own conscience for 

goodness’ sake!’
My neighbours had upset me. I told them about the crimes 

that had been committed on the steppe before they were born. 
They listened in silence, but when I got to the famine, Nikolai 
interrupted me.

‘Listen, if it had really been such a catastrophe, then we 
would have heard about it. So, if we don’t know about this fam-
ine, it can’t have been as bad as you say.’

Logic like that would knock any man over, but I kept my 
composure and continued my tale of what I’d seen and

lived through during that time.
‘So, why don’t we know about it?’ he asked. ‘If we don’t 

know about it, that means it didn’t happen.’
‘Is that what you think?’ I shouted, losing my temper. ‘That 

if you don’t know about something then it doesn’t exist? Is that 
it?’

‘Yes; I don’t believe you,’ he replied bluntly.
‘Everything then was hidden; the authorities covered every-
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thing up. It’s a historical fact and there are documents to prove 
it. The whole Kazakh nation knows about it and still talks about 
it.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ Nikolai said coldly, and took a sip of 
water.

You can’t change someone’s mind when they’re so con-
vinced that they’re right. He really didn’t know anything about 
the famine of 1932. He’d never heard about it. Neither did he 
know about the cruelties that the tsarist forces and the Soviets 
had put us through. Leike didn’t know either.

I lost my voice telling my friends about tragedies Kazakhs 
had suffered on our beloved steppe. They listened carefully, but 
I sensed that they didn’t always believe me. Explaining to them, 
a Russian and a German, what our nation had been through, I 
suddenly realised it just wasn’t so important to them. Experi-
ences that are real to us just seemed like old stories to them. I 
understood a simple, but cruel truth: one people’s tragedy is just 
a tale to others. One man’s suffering is another man’s statistic.

‘Why are you rambling on like this? I’ve had enough of 
talking about this,’ snapped Nikolai.

‘Let me finish so you can know the truth and accept it like 
men,’ I said, calmly but firmly. ‘Hidden grudges lead to resent-
ment, to lies and a lack of trust. We need to tell the whole truth 
about events that have happened throughout history and learn 
from them so we can move on. The history of war must teach 
us to live in peace. The history of hatred must teach us to be 
friends. It’s time to put an end to the falsehoods and speculation 
about the war between Kazakhs, Russians and Germans...’

‘Fine, I understand,’ interrupted Nikolai, ‘but this is all in 
the past. We’re at peace now, so let’s just be grateful for that.’

‘What peace? What gratitude?’ I cried. ‘Haven’t you even 
heard about the nuclear tests in Semipalatinsk?’

‘So what? It’s a necessity. We need a bomb to defend our-
selves.’

‘And is this the way to defend ourselves? Where else, what 
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government would subject their people to nuclear tests and 
risk condemning them to painful deaths and horrible illnesses? 
Haven’t they damaged this Earth enough over the past few de-
cades?’

Leike sat in sullen silence. At this time, we weren’t sup-
posed to talk about Semipalatinsk.

‘I think so too,’ Nikolai scratched his head and said sadly. 
‘A bomb... an atomic one doesn’t choose nationalities; it’s a 
nightmare for everyone.’

‘No one will be able to hide from it,’ added Leike. ‘A nucle-
ar test on the steppe is a crime.’

We all became afraid, and in the difficult moment vodka 
once again came to our aid. With tumblers to hand, we sat in the 
baths releasing our anger by whipping each other’s backs with 
birch leaves.

That reminds me of another story I told my friends that day.
‘Once, during the war, we were on a reconnaissance mission 

and crept up to an old farmstead. After making sure there were 
no Germans around, we knocked on the door of the farthest hut. 
The owner was delighted and terrified at the same time. He told 
us that later that day some German soldiers were coming to use 
his banya. We hid in the forest behind the hut and waited.

That evening, the Germans came on their motorbikes, talk-
ing and laughing noisily. Then they went into the banya, leaving 
one man to stand guard. We waited for a little longer and then 
began to creep closer. My compatriots quickly shot the guard 
and took their positions, whilst Ivan and I went into the bath-
house. The soldiers had left their clothes and weapons at the 
entrance. Ivan, our brave commander, slammed open the door to 
the steam room. Seeing us, the naked Germans panicked. Ivan 
grabbed one of them and threw him towards me. I killed him and 
put on his overcoat. Before I left, I looked at the other Germans. 
They were frozen in terror and staring at us. It was as if they 
didn’t know what was happening. Ordinary human faces, hot 
steam and the smell of birch leaves all reminded me of my old 
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life, but the next moment, Ivan threw a grenade into the steam 
room, slammed the door shut, and we ran. There was a massive 
explosion, and the banya was engulfed in flames and smoke. It’s 
an awful way to die; but what else could I do? I thought, com-
forting myself. Still, this day has stuck in my mind, and I can’t 
forget it.

‘Once, we went over the front lines,’ Nikolai said gloomily, 
but then he fell silent and stared at the wall. It was clear he was 
finding it difficult to speak.

‘No, I have to say this. I’ve never told anyone before, but 
it’s time,’ he continued in a quiet voice. ‘Once, we went over 
the front lines into fascist territory and found the ditch where 
they kept their weapons. The machine guns were camouflaged 
under leaves and grass. We lay flat on the ground. We waited and 
watched, but it was completely silent. Then, we saw a German 
sleeping. My commander ordered me to kill him. I crept up to 
him and saw that he was only a young lad. I took my knife out 
to stick it into his throat, but I couldn’t do it. I don’t know what 
got into me, but my hand wouldn’t move. He was sleeping so 
peacefully, so sweetly. I told myself: You cursed fascist; you’ve 
invaded our land and killed innocent people, but I still couldn’t 
bring myself to kill this boy. So what could I do? An order was 
an order, and I had to carry it out. If you don’t kill your enemy, he 
will kill you... I put my knife to the chest of the young German 
and pushed it in as hard as I could. The blade jagged through his 
young body like a knife through butter. The boy opened his eyes 
wide and stared at me. I couldn’t look away from such innocent 
eyes. He died before he could say a word. My comrades came to 
me, and we carried on with our mission, but that boy has stayed 
with me forever. I can go months without thinking about him, 
but then I’ll see his eyes again, and I won’t sleep for days.’

All three of us became miserable, but vodka helped numb 
the pain as it always did. We couldn’t do anything now; it had 
already happened. This had been our fate.

‘It’s strange,’ said Leike. ‘We’re friends now and live hap-
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pily together, but what would’ve happened if we’d met on the 
front lines? What if we’d been in opposite trenches? We would 
have shot at each other without a second thought, wouldn’t we?’

We all sat in silence and imagined what might have been.
‘What could we have done?’ Nikolai said softly. ‘Orders 

were orders, remember?’
‘So, what about our friendship? Would we shoot each other 

now if some psychopath told us to?’ replied Leike. ‘Our descen-
dants would say that our people were all pigs, Nazis, chauvin-
ists.’

‘Enough of that!’ I cried. ‘You can’t blame a whole nation 
for a few people’s sins. Life has taught me time and time again 
that there are no bad nations; every nation is made up of good 
and bad people. There are no bad nations, but there are bad poli-
tics. There are no bad people, but there are bad actions. People’s 
bad actions come from a bad education, not their nationality.’

‘I understand you, Asanbai; you’re right,’ said Leike. ‘Once, 
in the autumn of 1944, some Kazakhs nearly killed me.’

Nikolai and I were shocked.
‘Yes, the same kind Kazakhs who took us in and helped 

us to settle here. What happened there was a notice pinned to a 
house that a soldier had been killed in action. His relatives were 
mourning their boy, and the whole village, including the people 
who’d been deported here, shared their pain. A few days later, 
two brothers of the boy who died, fourteen or fifteen-year-old 
boys, a year or two older than me, saw me out on the steppe 
while they were looking for their cows. They swore at me and 
insulted me, calling me a fascist and a murderer. I told them I 
was no fascist and was just a German. They said that all Ger-
mans were fascists and murderers, that we were a lower race.’

‘That’s what I’m talking about,’ I said. ‘When a man hates 
another man, it’s a drama, but when a nation hates another na-
tion, it’s a tragedy. Nothing good ever comes of hatred.’

‘Hurt by their brother’s death, the boys threw themselves at 
me. They were bigger and stronger, pushed me to the ground and 
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punched me and kicked me. I don’t know if they wanted to kill 
me, but they would have crippled me for sure. Then, we heard 
a scream from behind us, and as the brothers turned around, I 
staggered to my feet and tried to limp away. The boys moved 
to attack me again, but by then, someone was standing between 
us. It was Batima-apa, your mother, Asanbai. She shouted at 
the boys, and they didn’t dare to make her any angrier. She told 
them there was a reason why we’d arrived on the steppe, and it 
wasn’t because we’d chosen to.

“’This war isn’t their fault,” Batima told them. “Not all 
Germans are fascists, and it isn’t Leike’s fault your brother was 
killed. So think about that, make up, and learn to live together.”

‘The brothers left me alone after that. That’s how your 
mother saved me.’

I was touched by Leike’s story. Nikolai also lowered his 
head.

‘You know, Leike,’ I said. ‘At about the same time as that, 
in November 1944 I ended up in the prisoner of war camp. A 
German officer who wanted to shoot me was standing a few 
paces away toying with his automatic pistol. I prayed under my 
breath. Then, for some reason I’ll never know, he threw his gun 
up in the air, caught it in one hand, put it back in its holster and 
walked away. I can’t explain it, but I think there’s a connection 
between these two events that we can’t understand. In saving 
you, my mother probably saved me too. Her kindness to you 
found its way into the German officer and saved my life.’

‘It could be,’ said Nikolai.
We sat without talking for a while, remembering the events 

of those distant years. Then, as always, we drank to forget them.
One day, Zoya came to me to ask a surprising favour. She 

was very nervous, and her words tumbled out of her mouth all at 
once. A colour television had appeared in the shop, and her chil-
dren really wanted it. Colour televisions weren’t easy to come 
by. Firstly, these magical screens were expensive, and secondly, 
you needed to be on a list to receive one, a list on which priority 
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was given to veterans of the Great War. Zoya’s idea was simple: 
I would go to the department in charge of consumer goods, they 
would sign a form for me, and I would take this form to the shop 
and collect the wonderful new television. I would then give it 
to Leike, and that same evening the whole building, our three 
families, could sit together and watch programmes from Mos-
cow, drinking together and sharing plates of cucumbers. Zoya’s 
request made me uncomfortable, but I couldn’t upset a kind 
neighbour and the mother of Gerold, our little genius.

The head of the department for consumer goods greeted me 
warmly and listened carefully to my words.

‘Who could deserve this colourful miracle more than you?’ 
he said.

Without delay, he called the shop and told them to sell me 
their only colour television.

When I arrived at the shop, a small group of women had 
gathered there. They weren’t pleased to see me, greeted me be-
grudgingly, and watched eagle-eyed to see what would happen 
next. I felt uncomfortable again. Reluctantly, the shopkeeper 
gave me the television in its box.

‘There she is,’ he said. ‘Seven hundred and fifty-five rou-
bles. Take it now and pay me tomorrow.’

I took the television and started to walk out of the shop, 
when I heard a shy voice behind me:

‘Why do you only give the good items to the veterans?’
More people soon joined in.
‘I’ve had enough of these veterans. They’re taking every-

thing!’
‘And we’re left with crumbs.’
‘It’s as if young people don’t exist.’
I was stunned by such a crude attack, but the women hadn’t 

finished and they turned to me.
‘Do we deserve a colour television less than you?’
‘It’d be all right if you were buying it for yourself, but why 

use your age to help your neighbours?’
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‘You should be ashamed of yourself!’
Weighed down by the television, I left the shop as quickly 

as I could. As I walked, I could still hear the angry crowd behind 
me.

‘They’ve lost their conscience completely.’
‘Or lost their minds!’
I hadn’t been in such a hurry since I’d had to escape from 

German bullets. I wanted to run away and hide in a corner un-
der my big sheepskin overcoat. My conscience began to torture 
me. How had I, a respected aksakal, become the target of such 
an ugly row? Then, an interesting idea came to me. Who loses 
his mind first: someone who is very bright, or someone with no 
mind at all? If you have no mind, then what do you have to lose? 
So, intelligent people must lose their minds first. I kept thinking 
about this, laughing at myself, and probably, without noticing, I 
was losing my mind. I couldn’t let that happen.

I told my neighbours I’d decided to go back on Zoya’s plan. 
They were upset, but they understood.

But then, my favourite daughter-in-law Bayan came in. 
She’d thought everything through with perfect logic. Why 
should the permission from the Department for Consumer 
Goods go to waste? Our neighbours may not have been eligible 
for that television, but I had every right to buy it. My children 
gently pleaded with me not to give up the colour television and 
to keep it for myself as I was able to do. We could then sell the 
old black-and-white one. Once again, I gave in.

That wasn’t the end of the story, though, as there was an-
other war veteran in the neighbourhood. Many years ago, he’d 
moved to Stepnyak from the village of Tassu. After he was re-
fused a television by the department that had given me mine, he 
went straight to Zygmund Zbignievovich Kachanowski. Zigzag, 
of course, listened to him and promised to help. He was nervous; 
leaving a war veteran without household items could get him 
into more trouble.

In the shop, we bumped into Zigzag. He was looking very 
worried indeed.
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‘This is very uncomfortable. I’m afraid they won’t under-
stand us,’ he said pointing his index finger at the ceiling, his left 
eye flickering and his right eye closed.

This is how I avoided being caught up in a scandal, which 
I’d always hated and tried my whole life to avoid. I’ve always 
thought that bickering and taunting, especially over petty things 
was beneath human dignity. I’d lived my life without bother-
ing about petty things and was always happy to leave expensive 
items to those who lusted after them. This case was different, 
though, women from two families wanted this television, and 
we, the poor veterans, had ended up in the middle of them.

I’ve never understood how people can fight over mere 
household items. I always laughed to myself at those who’d 
make a scene at the Department for Consumer Goods in order to 
get their hands on some imported junk or spend all day waiting 
in a queue for some sought-after furniture or clothes. But this 
was reality for us. Back then, in the war, we ate bread together 
and took bullets together. Now, we’re fighting with each other 
over this rubbish? Did we keep our nation alive so we could 
argue about televisions? I thought. I felt ill.

I found the only logical way out of the dilemma: I gave up 
my colour television voluntarily. The other veteran, who was 
twenty years younger than me, was thrilled, and so was Kacha-
nowski. My son and daughter-in-law sulked for a couple of days, 
but I think people respected me for my decision.

‘Well done, ata. You did the right thing.’
It was nice to hear these words and my soul felt lighter.
Sometimes I felt as if my life was a lottery. Sometimes I had 

big wins, but I suffered losses as well. For all the ups and down, 
though, it was my life, and I loved it.

I don’t remember exactly when, but around this time the 
authorities started to give away Zaporozhets cars to war veter-
ans, but not to all of them, of course. There were a lot of very 
complicated conditions. Reading the rules for qualifying for one 
was like finding your way out of a labyrinth. As soon as you got 
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your hopes up, the Minotaur would appear from behind a corner 
and knock you down. A few old veterans were lucky, though, 
and were given a shiny Zaporozhets to drive home in.

With Victory Day approaching, Aigali and Bayan wouldn’t 
let go of the idea of me - that’s to say us - having a car. At the 
time, having your own car was such a rarity that most people 
didn’t even dream of it. I knew that I probably wouldn’t be al-
lowed one.

In those days, official documents were worshipped; once a 
representative of the Soviet authorities had put their signature 
and stamp on a piece of paper, no one could challenge a single 
word of it. Bayan had to go through an ordeal just to change a 
little mistake in her passport. She was born in a shepherd’s hut in 
a winter pasture a very long way from Stepnyak, and it was sev-
eral weeks before her father could go to apply for all her docu-
ments. At the passport office, he proudly said that his daughter 
had been born on the last day of the second month of winter. 
When the secretary recorded the date, she wrote down, of all 
things, the 30th of February! Bayan finished school, received her 
passport, enrolled in medical school, received her degree, regis-
tered as a nurse and worked in a hospital, and through all this, no 
one noticed that her date of birth doesn’t exist. When Aigali was 
preparing to marry her, the registry office refused to change the 
document, and issued a marriage certificate with Bayan’s date of 
birth recorded as the 30th of February. Everyone understood that 
this was absurd, but her documents were Soviet, so they were 
sacred.

It was only after Perestroika that her passport was changed, 
and a real date of birth, the 28th of February was included. My 
son used to joke that they should have put the 29th of February 
so he’d only have to buy her presents once every four years. 
We laughed, but the Soviet phrase, ‘Not allowed’ was a fearful 
one. Whenever it was said to us, no one dared to ask any more 
questions.

My son and daughter-in-law wouldn’t stop talking about the 
car. Aigali got upset with me, and Bayan looked at me crossly.
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‘Father,’ Aigali said. ‘Do you really not care that your chil-
dren and grandchildren have to go everywhere on foot? You de-
fended the country in the war and spilt your blood for us. They 
should give you ten cars.’

‘I wasn’t fighting for a car.’
‘Yes, I know that. But the government is giving cars to de-

serving veterans; why do you refuse to claim yours?’
Aigali’s blood was boiling. Bayan listened to us silently, 

and every so often puffed out her cheeks softly as if blowing on 
her husband’s fire to provide it with oxygen.

‘But you know that I won’t be allowed,’ I said, exasperated 
and feeling that I was losing the argument.

‘It depends on how you look at it. Maybe you will,’ Bayan’s 
sweet voice joined the conversation.

I treated her like she was my own daughter. She was brought 
up in a lovely Kazakh family, inherited all their best traditions, 
and was always loving towards us. Her work ethic was phenom-
enal; when she was working, we could never stop her, and she’d 
never rest until she’d finished. She was the mother to five of my 
grandchildren and was an integral part of our family. For her, I 
was almost ready to put myself through all the medical exami-
nations that I’d need to pass before I asked for this Zaporozhets.

‘She’s right!’ exclaimed my son.
‘Remember the old man from Tassu? They gave him a car,’ 

Bayan continued, ‘and yet you say you won’t be allowed one. It 
wasn’t in the war that he got his limp.’

‘Yes, everyone knows that. Years after the war he got drunk 
one night and crashed his motorcycle,’ my son said. ‘But twenty 
years later there are almost no witnesses left, so the man found 
some relatives in high places that changed his medical notes. 
Now, he’s riding around in a Zap. How are you less deserving? 
You’ve given more for our motherland. You were almost named 
as a Hero of the Soviet Union. Why should you have to walk 
everywhere in your old age?’

‘You’re both right,’ I agreed ‘but what can I do? I’m sure 
they won’t al...’
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‘Just agree to go for the health check. We’ll take care of the 
rest,’ Aigali said animatedly. ‘These days it’s easy to get people 
to “allow” you things.’

‘What do you mean?’
‘We’ve found some people who can help us get the car. You 

just go for your examination; then they’ll do what needs to be 
done.’

‘Stop that right now! Don’t you dare even think of such a 
thing,’ I shouted. ‘I didn’t spill my blood in the war to get things 
for free. I’m not paying a bribe to get that car.’

Aigali ground his teeth. He didn’t say anything, but I knew 
what he wanted to tell me: ‘Father, you’re an idiot. You lived as 
an idiot, and you’ll die as one.’

Bayan cried as she cleared the table. Aigali left the room.
Left on my own, I rest my head on my goose-feather pillow 

alone with my thoughts. At least, in acting honestly,
I’d honoured the memory of the men I fought with.
Suddenly, I heard Salim’s voice in my head:
‘Honest, you say? To whom? To the cruel Soviet powers 

who drowned our steppe in blood and killed millions of our in-
nocent people?’

‘Maybe the conscience of the politicians was dirty,’ I an-
swered him, ‘but the blood of the soldiers who died in that war 
is sacred.’

We all felt bad after that argument. We tried to heal each 
other’s hurt feelings, but some resentment remained. Aigali was 
the most upset, especially when he had to go somewhere.

‘So, old man,’ he’d say, ‘who shall we ask to drive us to the 
village today? Maybe the man from Tassu? Of course, if we had 
a Zaporozhets like him we could drive ourselves.’

I felt guilty, especially to Bayan, who I loved like a daugh-
ter. She never said anything, but before every journey I felt as if 
she was angry with me.

Eventually, I gave in again and let my ecstatic son and 
daughter-in-law take me to Kokshetau, where the doctors exam-
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ined me. I admit that I was scared, and was angry with myself 
for letting them win, but they treated me well. They checked me 
all over, whispered to each other, scratched their heads, and then 
told me their findings.

‘Ata, you’ve served your country ten times over, and have 
had enough illnesses to put down five men. It’d be fair if ev-
eryone like you received a car, but, unfortunately, you’re not 
allowed. You see, your wounds don’t fall into the right category. 
If you’d hurt your leg, for example, it would be a

different matter. Please forgive us.’
I had my answer. Feeling ashamed of myself, I didn’t say a 

word on the way home.
‘What a stupid rule!’ cried Bayan. ‘If someone has an in-

jured leg, they give him a car, but if he has a wound in his head, 
he’s not allowed. Your head is more important than your leg.’

‘Father, why didn’t you think of that when you were fight-
ing? Why did you put your head in front of that bullet and not 
your leg?’

We laughed.
Soon, fate helped us out again. I won a car in the lottery!
Offers to play the republic’s lottery, a thirty-kopeck ticket 

and a chance to win money and prizes were sent to us relentless-
ly by post, usually on the same day as we received our pensions. 
Every month, for the fun of it, I bought a ticket. I’d carefully 
place the ticket in my big leather wallet and keep it safe until 
the results were announced. Khalima and Nagima would both 
laugh at me each time I didn’t win anything. My grandchildren 
were fascinated by the beautiful tickets. They used to collect 
them and pretend they were money. Still, I hoped that one day 
I’d win - more than anything to see the look on my wives’ faces. 
With each successive disappointment, I hoped more and more.

One day, I went to the post office to collect my pension. 
There was a small queue of other pensioners, and in front of me 
was the old man from Tassu who’d claimed the colour televi-
sion. After he’d got his money and was about to place the notes 
in his wallet, the woman at the desk called to him:
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‘And the lottery? You’ve forgotten to play the lottery,’
The old man seemed annoyed by the suggestion, but he 

bought a ticket nonetheless, and handed over all of his kopecks.
‘There aren’t enough kopecks here,’ the woman said. ‘You’ll 

have to change a rouble.’
‘I still remember the sound as she poured a handful of five-

kopeck coins onto the desk in front of her. The old man looked 
at his money forlornly; he clearly didn’t want to sacrifice a crisp 
red ten-rouble note for all that copper.’

He lost his temper and shouted at the woman.
‘What the hell do I need your lottery for? I’ve had enough; 

every month you try to make me play, and I’ve never won a 
kopeck!’

He threw his lottery ticket back at her.
‘Please understand,’ the woman, herself almost a pensioner, 

replied firmly; ‘I’m not doing it for myself. They give us targets, 
and we have to meet them. Who else apart from you is going to 
buy one? We give you your pension and you love us, but if we 
ask for just a little something in return, you shout at us; it isn’t 
fair.’

The woman looked hurt and put the ticket to one side. The 
old man swept the remaining kopecks from the wooden desk 
into his wallet and left the post office jangling and muttering 
to himself. I felt bad for the woman, who for years had cheer-
fully counted out our pensions for us. After she’d given me my 
money, I addressed to her warmly.

‘Two tickets this time, please.’
The smile came back to her face as she gave me two beau-

tiful pieces of paper, one of which was the ticket that the rude 
man from Tassu hadn’t taken.

‘Good luck,’ she said. ‘I hope you win the car to spite that 
cheapskate.’

I did, with the very same ticket.
The car, a Moskvich, was not just a way to travel; it was an 

enviable status symbol. In it, we travelled thousands of kilome-
tres on the dusty roads of the steppe.
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In the 1990s, the rouble began to fall in value. To begin 
with, no one could believe that the rouble, which we all thought 
was unshakeable, could lose its value. It happened, though, and 
those who kept their money in banks lost their savings in a mat-
ter of weeks. I remember how one livestock farmer who’d saved 
for decades to buy himself a car went to Zigzag for help. He’d 
saved up twenty-two thousand roubles and was on the waiting 
list to finally receive his Zhiguli. As soon as he got to the top 
of the list, inflation took hold, and his savings lost most of their 
value.

Trying to be kind, Zigzag offered him a big refrigerator 
which was on sale at the department for household items for 
twenty-two thousand roubles. The farmer was beside himself 
with anger

‘Is that a joke? I’ve worked all these years for a car, not a 
fridge; so give me my car! He barked.

Zigzag replied that he couldn’t; the prices for cars had be-
come unthinkably high. The farmer didn’t believe that the Com-
munist Party and the Soviet authorities couldn’t regulate prices 
and could let the rouble sink so low. He didn’t take the refrig-
erator, expecting the rouble to recover soon; two weeks later, 
the fridge cost one hundred and sixty thousand roubles. This is 
how people who’d worked honestly for years lost their savings. 
Nearly everyone suffered in this way. Our people, despite being 
so tolerant, had to suffer this too. The fall of the rouble was the 
warning that big changes were about to happen.

At this time, the first Kazakh went into space. It was a cel-
ebration for us, a moment we’d waited thirty years for. Begin-
ning with Gagarin, dozens of Soviet cosmonauts had flown into 
space from Baikonur on the Kazakh steppe. There hadn’t been a 
single Kazakh among them. We complained, dreamt, and waited 
for justice. When the time came, when Tokhtar Aubakirov flew 
to the heavens he took the soul of the Kazakh people with him. 
As well as being the first Kazakh astronaut, he was the USSR’s 
last. Even more interestingly, he flew with a Russian, Aleksandr 
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Volkov, and an Austrian, Franz Fibeck. My neighbours loved 
this, and we drank several tumblers to them as we bathed and 
dreamt of flying into space ourselves.

A little while later there was a celebration in the town dedi-
cated to the flight of our first astronaut. They invited me to at-
tend on behalf of Stepnyak’s veterans.

‘We’ll write this event into the town’s archives;’ Kacha-
nowski told me, ‘and, of course, we’ll mention you.’

‘You write down everything that happens in the district?’ I 
asked, having never heard about the archive before.

Zigzag gave a knowing smile and pointed his index finger 
at the ceiling.

‘No, not everything, my dear Asanbai,’ he said. ‘We only 
write down what we think is important and necessary.’

‘What events do you think are important and necessary?’ 
I asked.

Zigzag looked nervous again.
‘It isn’t up to me; it’s the district Party committee. The most 

important events are ones that leaders from Moscow and from 
the regional committees attend.’

‘So, events that don’t have anything to do with the Com-
munist Party aren’t important?’ I scoffed.

I could feel my pulse racing.
‘Well, how can I put it,’ Zigzag mumbled evasively. ‘Of 

course, there are some events that Party officials don’t come to, 
and we still include them in the archive. But when the real lead-
ers come...’ Zigzag looked carefully around, raised his index 
finger to the ceiling again, and said, almost in a whisper, ‘that’s 
the archive we want.’

Later that night, I thought for a long time about what Zyg-
mund Zbignievich Kachanowski had told me. It had opened my 
eyes, because as the archive was compiled so our history was 
written, and as far as Kazakh history was concerned, the Soviet 
regime was a continuation of the Tsarist era. They had the same 
method: only what the Tsarist leadership and then the Com-
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munists thought was important was included in archives and 
became part of our written history. That’s why there’s nothing 
in these archives about my forefathers during Tsarist times, or 
other talented or heroic Kazakhs from the Soviet period. Our ar-
chives were created with the strict instruction that our colonisers 
write our history for us. Of course, I don’t deny that the docu-
ments in the archives are true and important, but this is only one 
truth. Another truth is that the real lives of the Kazakh people 
weren’t of interest. You won’t read about life as it was lived it 
in any archives.

This is why our people have always recorded our history 
ourselves, passing down the stories of our ancestors’ lives from 
generation to generation. I’m tortured by those historians who 
believe everything that’s written on paper is a historical fact 
and everything that isn’t is just a story. If we would only think 
and analyse, then we’d understand that what’s written in history 
books was once just a story too. But who wrote it? When did 
they write it? And is what they wrote true? What if it isn’t? Even 
worse, what if the person who told the story lied, made mistakes 
or missed out facts? Then believing the archived documents and 
learning about history from them is impossible; it isn’t objec-
tive.

Time went on and more interesting materials were added to 
our archives. There were more tumultuous political events, each 
one bigger than the last. The USSR was falling apart: one after 
another the Soviet republics which had been brothers announced 
their independence. We woke up each day frightened of what 
would happen next.

Independence

On a freezing December evening in 1991, we learnt that our 
motherland, Kazakhstan had received its independence. When 
we heard this news on the television, at first we couldn’t be-
lieve our ears. I lowered myself quietly onto the floor; I prob-
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ably sat down to stop myself from falling. I felt incredible tired-
ness and a spiritual serenity. I knew that a great historical event 
had occurred; a new country had been born, and the dream of 
all Kazakhs for the last three centuries had come true. My soul, 
so damaged throughout my life, was flooded with soft but pro-
found happiness.

The next day, I invited Nikolai and Lyuba, Leike and Zoya 
for dinner. Khalima and Nagima sat next to me, whilst my great-
grandchildren played and entertained our guests. I’d asked Ai-
gali to buy a big bottle of Russian vodka and Bayan prepared a 
Kazakh meal of horsemeat. I was ninety-one, Nikolai was sev-
enty and Leon was sixty. We were all old, but to me, they’d 
always been young men. Nikolai had put on weight and his hair 
had turned grey. The doctors had told him he had some serious 
illnesses.

‘Asanbai, I have gastritis, pancreatitis, esophagitis, bronchi-
tis and arthritis,’ he used to laugh about his condition. ‘I know 
one of those means dog in Kazakh, and I feel like one of them is 
trying to chase me off your land.’

‘It’s just the German bullets and the trench food coming 
back to haunt you,’ I replied. ‘You should know that Kazakh 
dogs never bite our guests.’

On this day, though. It felt as if Nikolai the Third was find-
ing it hard to laugh. His mind was elsewhere, and he didn’t even 
congratulate me on our independence.

‘What’s wrong with you? Another headache, or has Ly- uba 
been arguing with you?’ I tried to cheer him up as I opened an-
other bottle.

‘Well...’ he mumbled, wiping the sweat from his forehead 
with a handkerchief.

‘You haven’t heard the news?’ I asked as I filled his tumbler.
‘What, who have they arrested now?’ he asked, distracted.
‘Not that; can you believe they’ve freed us?’ I said excit-

edly.
‘Kazakhstan has become an independent country,’ Leike ex-



193

plained, ‘and I was the first to congratulate Asanbai. My kind 
neighbour, my friend for life is now a citizen of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan!’

‘I’m a citizen of the Soviet Union’ barked Nikolai.
‘You don’t seem very happy that we’ve received our inde-

pendence.’ I said to my old friend.
Nikolai, the Russian settler, the proud worker, the dedicated 

communist was silent for a long time.
‘I’m not, if you want the truth,’ he finally said. ‘To break 

up such a big and powerful country. You can’t drive a car if the 
wheels have fallen off.’

‘But every man should be the boss in his own home, 
shouldn’t he?’

‘Of course,’ Nikolai replied.
‘So, every nation should have its own government.
What’s so bad about that? Isn’t it natural?’
Nikolai didn’t reply; he just took a deep drag of his ciga-

rette. Heavy thoughts filled his head as the tobacco smoke filled 
his lungs.

‘You’re our friend,’ I continued. ‘Kazakhstan is your home, 
so why are you torturing yourself like Tsar Nikolai before his 
abdication? We’re going to live together the way we always 
have, in peace. The only difference is that now we’re equal citi-
zens in a new, independent country, Kazakhstan! So, let’s drink. 
Russia’s control is finished, and so should this bottle of their 
vodka be.’

Nikolai wasn’t laughing.
‘If it’s happened, then it’s happened,’ he said sadly, holding 

out his massive fist. ‘But we had you like this for three centuries, 
and now it’s gone. It’s an insult to my country.’

‘Well, in that case. for three hundred years we Kazakhs had 
Mother Russia under our control. Maybe you don’t know about 
that either, and will say that it never happened.’

Nikolai grunted.
‘There was a time when our ancestors ruled over Muscovy 
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and the whole of the great country they called Rus. The Gold-
en Horde of Batu Khan contained our ancestors from all the 
Kazakh clans. Then, for three hundred years the Kazakhs were 
subjects of the Russian Empire. History repeats itself. So, it’s a 
draw now, three hundred all. I think we can call it quits.’

Leike applauded.
Nikolai’s face turned crimson. Then, he burst out laughing.
‘I think that’s enough of ruling over each other,’ I said. ‘Let’s 

live as friends, equals and good neighbours. What do you think? 
In any case, the Kazakhs can’t live without the Russians, and 
you can’t live without us. How many millennia have we spent 
next to each other; how many thousand kilometres of border and 
how many stories connect us?’

‘We’re all for friendship,’ Nikolai said.
After getting our grievances off our chests, we, the two 

neighbours along with Leike drank a toast to the friendship be-
tween nations. A treaty on Russo-Kazakh-German friendship 
was signed.

‘You know what, neighbours?’ I said, looking at the half-
empty bottle of vodka. ‘I’m giving this up. The Soviets taught 
us to drink, and as they’re leaving, let this habit go with them.’

‘Well, how many times have I told you that you could never 
out-drink us?’ laughed Nikolai.

‘And I’m glad,’ I replied, pouring the rest of the vodka into 
our glasses. ‘So, this is my last drink, to see Soviet power and 
the Communist Party on their way.’

The next day, I began to read the Quran. I decided to help 
the town with its application to build a mosque.

A new era had arrived, the era of our independence. Being 
an independent country, a free people is such happiness, but do 
the younger generation understand what old people like me had 
to go through to get here? People who don’t know what it’s like 
to live under another’s thumb can be surprised by our elation, 
but those who have experienced it will understand. What a joy it 
is to follow Allah and no one else. What a joy it is to speak our 
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own language and create our own culture. Despite the awful dif-
ficulties, the grandfathers and grandmothers, fathers and moth-
ers have passed the best of Kazakhstan to the next generation, 
and the people who wanted to combine many different countries 
into an artificial country have been overthrown. This has been 
our nation’s victory.

Now, I often think about how precious it is, how unique to 
be guided by your grandparents. I think that grandfathers and 
grandmothers have an obligation to teach their grandchildren 
and great-grandchildren about all the good things life has taught 
them; about everything in their nation’s soul that is kind and spe-
cial. When we sign up for our pensions, we can still be useful. 
When we grow old and have grandchildren and great-grandchil-
dren to teach, that’s when the happiest time of our lives begins.

We all need an objective history unspoilt by other’s inter-
ests. However harsh and frightening the seventy-three years of 
the Soviet Union were, they are part of our history too. Through 
everything, life went on: people lived, worked, hurt, laughed, 
loved, and raised several generations. The talented among us 
achieved a lot during this time, so no one should simply attempt 
to erase this part of history. Nor should they believe all the sto-
ries that biased academics have been known to tell. History 
doesn’t care who might enjoy reading about her. History should 
be accepted the way that she really is. We should analyse her, try 
to understand her, and explain her to others and learn from her, 
not bully her or ignore her.

Nikolai Borisovich Nesterov told us a touching story:
‘Once in battle, an enemy shell exploded nearby. I was seri-

ously wounded and my uniform caught fire. I thought it was the 
end. Suddenly, I felt someone carrying me. I saw that it was my 
comrade, Satur Rakhimov. He was a Tajik and spoke Russian 
badly. He was carrying me whilst the Germans kept firing at 
us. By the time we reached our trench, I’d lost consciousness. I 
woke up in a military hospital. I never saw Satur again. After the 
war, I often thought about him. I wanted to see him and thank 
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him, but I couldn’t find him. I had no address and no other infor-
mation. Then, one day I dreamt about him and heard his voice. 
In the dream, he told me his address. I woke up and quickly 
scribbled it down. I sent a letter to that address, and he replied! I 
found him, and we became like brothers. I went to see him, and 
he was overjoyed to see me. Then, he came to visit me. That’s 
our story. And now, we’re in different countries,’ he concluded 
sadly.

‘That doesn’t stop you from being friends, though,’ I said.
‘That’s life,’ said Leike. ‘So ist das leiben,’
‘True; that’s life,’ agreed Nikolai.

Oralman

In the summer of 1992, the first Kurultai, an assembly 
of Kazakhs was held in Alma-Ata. Kazakhs returned to their 
homeland from all over the world. We called them oralman - 
‘those who returned.’

I participated in the Kurultai as part of a delegation from 
our region. They put white yurts in the grounds of the National 
Exhibition Centre, the VDNK, and the new President of the Re-
public of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Naz- arbayev, spoke passion-
ately to a crowd of Kazakhs living in many countries. There was 
also a speech by an aksakal from Turkey, Khalifa Altai, the first 
man to translate the Quran into Kazakh, who reminded us that 
in the face of incredible hardships, Kazakhs had migrated all the 
way from Altai to Anatolia. Those unforgettable days of the first 
Kurultai were filled with emotional words and tears of joy.

In the group ofKazakhs from Turkey, I saw a grey-bearded 
old man who could barely walk, hunched over a wooden walk-
ing stick. As he passed me, the old man’s eyes lit up.

‘Asanbai? Asanbai, older brother!’
I couldn’t place the man’s face, but I recognised his voice. 

It was Salim! We embraced, and wouldn’t leave each other’s 
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arms. The man helping him to walk was one of his sons. We 
talked for hours, not only listening intently but interrupting each 
other with tales of our own adventures.

‘I came here under another name, the one I took on when I 
left. I’m probably still thought of as a war criminal here,’ Salim 
told me.

As he said those words, he looked around warily. I smiled; 
I knew how hard it was to break these habits.

He told me that at the end of the war he went to Turkey, 
where he stayed. He married a Kazakh woman and had two 
more sons and two daughters. Now, he had grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren but had never been reunited with the chil-
dren he had in the Karakum Desert before the war.

When the Kurultai was over, I took Salim and his son home 
to meet my family. He spent a day with us, and we stayed up all 
night. I still remember everything that he told me.

‘I often dream about the home we grew up in, our parents, 
brothers and sisters, and all of our neighbours,’ he said. ‘In 
my dreams, I’m still a child running across the endless steppe 
through the blooming flowers. Then, I’m older and riding my 
favourite gelding with the wind blowing in my face. Then, sud-
denly, I’m in the military clothes which I’ve spent so much of 
my long life wearing. They’re covered in blood. Then, I’m a 
boy again, and my horse is galloping, taking me away from the 
horror.’

As he spoke, it felt as if we were small children once more, 
racing our horses on the steppe with our friends.

‘As I’ve gotten older, I’ve dreamt more and more about our 
sister, Khalilya and the officer I killed in that duel. I see Khalilya 
with tears running down her face, begging me to let him live. I 
still shoot him, and then I wake up in a cold sweat. Asanbai, do 
you think we should have let them go together?’

I couldn’t answer. This memory still tortured me too. I can 
still see Khalilya’s lovely face and the outline of that officer.

‘I regret that in my life I’ve had to kill people,’ he contin-



198

ued. ‘In my youth, I deluded myself. I told myself they weren’t 
really people, they were bloodthirsty enemies. But as time has 
passed, I’ve come to realise that we’re all people; that we don’t 
have to shoot at each other, that we can understand each other 
and live in peace. I can’t change the past, though. Brother, we’ve 
been dealt a harsh fate. I don’t know why life has played such 
cruel tricks on us. Now, in my final years, I’m asking the souls 
of those I’ve killed to forgive me.’

The next day, Aigali took us for a ride in the Moskvich, 
across the steppe where we grew up, back to Kenashchi. As dusk 
fell, we went to the old cemetery in the village of Bu- lakbasy in 
Stepnyak. This is where our ancestors are buried. We sat on the 
grass under a statue of Birzhan-sal and read prayers.

‘You haven’t asked what happened to my back,’ said Salim. 
‘One evening, when I was already over seventy, I went for a 
walk in a park. It was a quiet, warm spring evening. Suddenly, I 
heard gunfire, screaming, and the sound of police sirens. Before 
I knew what was happening, I’d been hit in the back. I don’t 
know how; I just remember writhing on the ground in agony. 
They took me to the hospital and operated on me. That’s how 
I damaged my spine. Apparently, some boys from a radical 
group had gathered in the centre of town to protest about the 
authorities, and government forces opened fire on them. It felt 
as if one of the bullets I’d fired during the war had come back 
to haunt me.

Salim sighed deeply.
‘You know what I’d like to say as my very last words before 

I die? I’d shout at the whole world: «People, don’t ever shoot at 
one another!»’

I listened to Salim without interrupting. My little brother 
looked ancient now, but I could still see the carefree troublemaker 
I’d shared my happy childhood with at our parents’ home. It was 
hard to believe he’d grown up to be a warrior and a sniper. What 
he was telling me now came from his heart, and the words were 
hurting him. I understood them; they were close to my heart too. 
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Sometimes, I wanted to shout at all of humanity to stop killing 
each other.

Tired from talking so much, Salim rested for a while and 
filled his lungs with the steppe’s aromatic air.

‘Brother,’ he continued, ‘if only you knew how often I’ve 
prayed to the Almighty to let me visit my homeland one last 
time; to walk on the steppe, see my family and loved ones, and 
read the Quran at our ancestors’ graves. Then, I could die happy. 
You understand me, how this longing for home has eaten away 
at my soul through all these years I’ve been away. Now, I’m 
happy and infinitely grateful to Allah that he has written into my 
fate that I can kiss this earth and stay inside her forever.’

I listened to his every word without understanding what he 
was doing. Salim quietly recited a prayer and then rolled gently 
to the ground. He opened his arms to embrace the grass and lay 
there serenely.

After a few moments, I realised he was gone.
And so, Salim, my brother and my hero, reached the end of 

his challenging life at the age of ninety. We laid him to rest at 
our ancestors’ cemetery, close to Birzhan-sal.

A few years later, all of his children came to live in their 
homeland, Kazakhstan.

A Moment and an Eternity

The new era brought with it new problems, but that’s 
another story for the next generation to tell. They didn’t let me 
live peacefully; they can at least let me die peacefully, I once 
thought to myself. Elections were taking place, and different 
candidates were bothering me. All I wanted to do was live 
happily with my grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

In the first few years of Kazakhstan’s independence, we 
went through many difficulties. The old ways fell apart, and 
the new ways were only just beginning. The economy was 
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struggling, and people were in a rebellious mood. Most of all, 
communism had been replaced by capitalism. People changed, 
and their relationships did too, but we stayed calm through all the 
difficulties and looked to the future with hope. We understood 
that freedom and independence were the most important things. 
We wouldn’t have exchanged them for anything in the world.

There were still those who were unhappy that our formerly 
‘Soviet,’ but actually colonised republic had become a free 
country. Their voices were everywhere. Without a hint of shame, 
chauvinistic political figures began dragging our people through 
the mud. As long as we’d been slaves, Kazakhs had always been 
good; now we were free, we were suddenly bad. Where we 
could, we stood up for ourselves, often angrily. Those moments 
were appreciated by the leaders of other nations, who thanked 
the Kazakhs and wished us well with our independence.

Leike once spoke on the radio and talked emotionally and 
animatedly in our defence:

‘Without the Kazakhs, we would all have died of hunger 
or cold in the 1940s. You should be ashamed of yourselves for 
talking down this kind, I would say the kindest nation on earth. 
Through all their hardships they’ve cared for so many people, 
not thinking about their nationality or religion. They’ve taken us 
in, fed us, clothed us, and often saved our lives. I’ll always be 
on the Kazakhs’ side.’

We were very grateful to him for those words.
Soon after this, we moved out of our bunkhouse. People 

used to say they were built by Japanese and German prisoners 
of war and those who Stalin sent here. They built them well. The 
demolition crew began to knock them down, but they couldn’t 
complete the job. They took the roofs off, and somehow tore 
down the top parts of the metre-thick walls, but they couldn’t 
remove the foundations. They still sit there, the ruins looking 
frightening as the sun sets over them or the moon illuminates 
them. Why demolish them when they were so well-built and 
were a readymade home for young couples? Were our new 
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leaders «building a new world» again? Couldn’t they just have 
built more new homes without destroying what belonged to our 
generation? C’est la vie.

We said goodbye to the bunkhouse and moved into our 
separate homes. We were still neighbours, though, Asanbai 
Bektemirov in the middle, the Russian, Nikolai Nesterov on the 
right, and the German, Leon Vilvert on the left.

I love standing by the river and watching the water flow. 
Time, like the river, flows without stopping, washing away 
every moment into the eternity that comes after. What is our 
life, a moment or an eternity?

At the start of our lives when we were young and innocent, 
we revered the rich landowners. We must be grateful to the rich 
Kazakhs for never letting their fellow clansmen fall into the iron 
grip of famine. Some of them were good people, some were 
bad, but the fact is that when these landowners were around no 
one died of hunger. They couldn’t die; even if the landowner 
was greedy and didn’t want to share his food with his poor 
relatives, he wasn’t able to because his animals grazed on the 
steppe, and you can’t hide a herd of horses or a flock of sheep 
in your pocket. When hunger forced the nomads to get back on 
their horses, no one could stop them from going hunting. So, it 
was easier for everyone if they simply shared their food. Even 
during extremely harsh winters when most of the livestock were 
wiped out people didn’t die from hunger because there were still 
enough animals to survive on.

Then, the revolution came and everything was turned upside 
down. Now, people were told that the landowners were their 
enemies. The rich were either dispossessed or killed. For the 
next seventy years, all of my adult life, we were brainwashed 
into thinking that rich people were oppressors, bloodsuckers, 
and enemies of humanity. We were told that poor people were 
the best, the most intelligent, the kindest. Several generations of 
Soviet people were raised to believe this was the only acceptable 
point of view.
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Now, everything has turned upside down again. We live 
under capitalism, which we fought against for our whole lives. 
Society is one again divided into rich and poor. People strive to 
become wealthy no matter the cost. Wealth has become the only 
thing that’s valued.

Somehow, life shows us that in every part of history and at 
every twist of fate she will never conform to our understanding 
or our rules; instead, she flows like a river on her own winding 
path, and no one knows where she’s going. No one is able to 
predict the future, much less decide her. Maybe that’s what 
makes life so interesting.

People usually divide the world into what is familiar and 
what is foreign. We did this too. We were taught to believe that 
the poor were good, and the rich were the worst; but our fairy 
tales used to end with the phrase: ‘they became rich and lived 
happily ever after.’ All people secretly dream about the same 
thing: to have enough and not want for anything. Then, young 
Soviet romantics led by the Bolsheviks took this dream and 
ruined it. They divided the world into enemies of the people and 
those who extinguish them. Time and time again, we conceived 
of new enemies and divided the world into the familiar and the 
foreign. We didn’t know, didn’t understand that people can also 
be neutral. ‘If you’re not with us, you’re against us!’ went the 
battle cry of the revolution. The world was divided into two 
enemy camps: the capitalists and the socialists. Then, there were 
fascists and anti-fascists. The distance between these opposites 
was so great that anyone who tried to narrow it or build a bridge 
could fall into the chasm and disappear.

The wise aksakal, Zhakezhan-bi told me long ago during 
the bloodshed of 1937, that it’s easier to live if you belong to 
a group. Then you know what is familiar, and what is foreign. 
Keep close to your own kind and don’t worry about everyone 
else. When you’re lying in a trench, you know who your own 
are, and you know who and where your enemy is, and you can 
shoot at him without emotion. It’s a primitive philosophy, but 
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it’s pragmatic. The people who find it hardest to live are those 
who understand that there’s no such thing as ‘us’ and ‘them;’ 
there is only humanity. These people don’t stand with anyone. 
Their life is a misery, and they’re attacked from all sides.

At the time, I didn’t fully comprehend this. Only at the end 
of my long life, after a lifetime of shock and suffering did I 
start to understand the wisdom of living life as a human; that 
everyone living on this Earth is our brother or sister, and there’s 
no need to divide them into ‘us’ and ‘them,’ familiar and foreign, 
friends and enemies, and fight others because of this. This is a 
complicated thing, though, and perhaps beyond the ability of 
many people to grasp. Maybe you only really get there when 
you’re my age.

I don’t know how many times I’ve wanted to leave this 
world; just quietly and peacefully fly away from this mortal coil 
and experience everlasting calm. In the most painful moments, 
this thought has often come to me. I’ve always tried to chase her 
away, though, and put every last ounce of my strength into my 
life, as full of suffering as it has been. I’m a hundred years old. 
I know it’s hard for you to understand me.

There’s a paradox. When enemy shells were exploding all 
around us, we clung tightly to the ground, trying to sink into 
it and praying to the Almighty. In those moments, we were 
desperate to live, but when the Soviets shredded our nerves and 
tortured our hearts, we were ready to kill them and then kill 
ourselves.

I sometimes wonder how many people I killed during the 
war. I don’t know; it was painful and impossible to count. They 
shot at me, and I shot at them. If I fired about ten bullets at 
the enemy trenches every day for a thousand days, then that’s 
ten thousand bullets. Ninety kilogrammes of deadly bullets, 
all manufactured in the town of Shymkent in Kazakhstan. If I 
missed my target ninety-nine percent of the time, I would still 
have taken a hundred lives. And what if I hit my target, a person, 
more than one percent of the time? It’s frightening to even think 
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of. The cruellest rule in any war is to kill your enemy when 
you can, because if you don’t kill him, he’ll kill you. This was 
especially true of what became known as the Great Patriotic 
War. Soviet and German soldiers murdered each other furiously 
and mercilessly. Through the bloodshed my only thought was 
to kill as many enemies as possible, so that I might stay alive. 
I was a good marksman too; for every hundred bullets I fired, I 
would have hit my target sixty or seventy times. At the end of 
my life, thinking about this tortures me. The only comfort I have 
is that this was a sacred war. We were defending our nation; 
the fascists had invaded our land. This thought may justify 
what we did, but the flashbacks are still terrible. When we were 
ripping out each other’s throats and disembowelling each other, 
what was happening to our souls? Where did our faith and our 
humanity go?

Life and death are always together. You don’t think about 
this when you’re young, and if you ever do muse upon the 
fragility of life, you quickly chase these thoughts away. As you 
get older, though, your soul becomes stronger and wiser, and 
you learn to calmly consider the meaning of life and death.

Whenever I find myself frightened by uncertainty or chaos, 
only my faith can comfort my soul. I’m always drawn to the 
Almighty. When a man has faith, he can live through blood and 
tears, suffering and humiliation, because the Almighty will lead 
him to the light. If a person can remain a person no matter what 
hand fate deals him, then that is his victory. If he slips, then that 
is his tragedy.

I think I’ve told you everything I wanted to. I can leave 
you alone now. Death isn’t frightening when she comes at the 
right time. Wise men say that a person doesn’t die; he passes 
into another state, another dimension. We hope that death is a 
continuation of life; a second birth into an unknown world.

When a person lives as long as I have, he probably begins 
to think of his death as a second birth - a birth into a new, secret 
world. No one can know for certain. It’s a blessing when a 
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person dies naturally and is ready to pass into the next world, but 
it’s a tragedy when a young life is taken away. It’s a tragedy for 
all of humanity when people kill each other in their hundreds, 
thousands and millions. My mind refuses to understand it. My 
soul can’t accept it.

Sometimes, I feel that my hundred years have passed in 
just one day. It’s as if it was only yesterday that I was small, 
the happiest boy on Earth. Now, I’m as ancient as the peak 
of a mountain, a century old and preparing to fly away to my 
everlasting calm. At other times, it feels as if my life has been 
a long, twisting and torturous road into the unknown. Either 
way, this has been my life and I love the way she has been. It’s 
probably only those of us who’re a hundred that can say at the 
end of our journeys that life feels short. It feels very different 
when everything is still ahead of you.

Sometimes, it can feel as if one day, even one hour can last 
for an eternity. It surprises me when young people say that life 
goes by so fast. Why fill your young head full of crazy thoughts 
and weigh your soul down with torment and doubt when you 
still have your whole life to live? Enjoy this life. Live it with 
faith and with hope, with love and with kindness, and make the 
most of the time you have. Then, we will see what comes next.

I believe that there is a higher meaning in all of this which 
we can’t understand. I believe that it’s this mystery that makes 
life so wonderful.

I read somewhere when I was younger that they asked 
philosophers and writers, idealists and realists, atheists and 
abstract artists, materialists and moralists theoretical questions, 
such as ‘Does God exist?’, ‘Does your soul live forever?’ and 
‘Is life eternal?’ If the answer is no, then what’s the meaning of 
all of this? History, civilisation, all of human progress has no 
meaning if in the end we just disappear.

I remember the words my mother said when I was a child. 
She told me that when a baby cries as it is being born, it’s crying 
from sorrow: I have been born, so I’m going to die. It seems that 
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we live so we can die, and every day is another step towards our 
inevitable death. What we build today will one day be ruins, and 
if the end of the world comes, then the troubles that humanity 
has caused for centuries suddenly mean nothing.

These are probably the most important and the most difficult 
questions for humanity, but there are no answers to them in this 
life. No one has been able to answer them, and no one ever will. 
No one can know what eternity looks like. No one can hold a 
soul in their hands. So, don’t punish yourself; just believe in the 
Almighty and live your life well.

Be a human, and please, never humiliate and kill people. 
This has been my life. These are my words to you.
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LET ME LIVE!

A Package Instead of a Bomb

General Yang Lee Mzhanba ordered the special operation to 
commence in three hours. The large-scale bombardment of the 
city would decide the outcome of the battle. Usually, after such 
a devastating assault, very few would be left alive.

It’s cruel, but it’s necessary, the smart, slender fifty-year- 
old military leader and skilled politician thought to himself, as 
leaning back tiredly in his big chair, he breathed in the thick 
smoke from the expensive cigar in his mouth.

Swiftly and silently, like a trained leopard, an adjutant 
entered carrying an unexpected and strange package.

‘We checked it, Sir... It’s safe to open,’ said the handler. ‘We 
received the package from an unknown, classified professional.’

The general casually glanced at the attached letter which 
had been typed and printed off.

‘To the General-politician, Yang Lee Mzhanba, from a 
fighter of conscience for worldwide justice,’ he read. ‘Are you 
Sir, perchance, a fantasist? Do you gain pleasure spewing out 
your nonsense? You, the head of the dastardly left radicals. You, 
who hides behind absurd slogans and manipulates recruits and 
subjects into a life-erasing fate.’

After those few opening lines, his countenance became 
stern. With an unwavering seriousness, the general began reading 
the rest of the letter sent by the mysterious stranger. Accurately 
assessing the situation, the adjunct quietly withdrew.
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An Absurd War

Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba.
You shouldn’t be surprised by my letter.
Yes, I am a sworn enemy of you and others like you, but 

sometimes it can prove quite useful to listen to the bitter truths 
of your enemies rather than the sugar-coated platitudes of fake 
friends.

I never imagined that I would write to you and send a 
package instead of a bomb. The irony of this fate is what’s most 
amusing: here I am pouring out my wounded soul onto this paper 
for the eyes of my mortal enemy. Why? Be patient and read my 
letter through to the end, and maybe then you will understand 
everything.

I won’t powder your brains with intellectual frills or 
inspiring, poetic literature which, let’s be honest, no one really 
understands. The meaning and feelings of writers always get 
lost in an endless stream of words. It might sound surprising, 
but it’s a fact - all the so-called highly educated critics would 
consider this unbearable chatter an example of high literature. 
They don’t understand that the modern world is now in the 
age of computers and lightning-fast communication, and that 
people simply do not have the time or the desire to even leaf 
through thick volumes or to delve into detailed descriptions 
of the meaning of life, historical figures or the petty spiritual 
experiences of bloated and hollow characters. Or are they now 
going to start judging people’s tastes? Yes, well, I pay them no 
mind, and in the spirit of the people, I will tell you everything 
simply and wisely.

Naturally, I will not tell you my real name, and, to be honest, 
I’m tired of making up fake names. (Although you have been 
hiding under a made-up, mysterious name for your entire life. 
We all know that Yang Lee Mzhanba is a pseudonym, and, let’s 
be honest, you’ve probably forgotten your real name.)

I hate lies with a passion. It’s better to hide some details and 
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honestly tell the true story of my suffering soul than make crap 
up. Actually, I think that the story of a person’s life is not just 
the facts written in their biography, it’s a story of the movement 
of their soul.

I won’t tell you about my past. The last thing I want is for 
your unrighteous, unbridled and absurd anger to be directed at 
my innocent relatives. The only thing I can say is that I have a 
lot of mixed blood, both Eastern and Western. I am a normal, 
educated person, a free citizen of a highly developed democratic 
state. You don’t need to know which country I was born in 
or where I live. Such a cunning character as yourself could 
probably calculate a missile attack on my quarter given even the 
slightest hint. My profession and everyday details of my life are 
not important either. I will not say anything about my religion so 
as not to arouse suspicions that I am promoting a certain belief, 
or worse still, fighting for it. No, the meaning and essence of my 
struggle is different.

According to the signs of the zodiac, I am a Libra, born in 
the Year of the Horse. I love justice and honesty without giving 
these matters a second thought. The injustices which I have 
observed ever since childhood have hurt my heart. Over the 
years, these sufferings and experiences have hardened me, but 
my soul had remained the same. The injustices and violence of 
this world permeated the essence of my being, slowly eradicating 
any patience that I had left. Even the bombings in the Far East 
ruthlessly tore me apart, and I began hating the torturers that 
wore patriotic stripes upon their shoulders more and more.

And then they drafted me into the army. For days we 
underwent medical examinations, running from one doctor to 
another. It was uncomfortable and unbearable to stand butt-naked 
in front of strangers who all stood neatly dressed and staring. It 
was autumn; there was still no heating and in the huge, empty, 
draughty semi-basement corridors of the military department we 
were chilled to our very bones. But the cold floors and the colonel 
paid no mind to our suffering. At that moment, I hated all of those 
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military tyrants. Could they not conduct these examinations of 
conscripts in humane conditions without mocking our young 
pride? I became outraged, and the colonel, having cursed at me 
in more ways than one, sent me to a psychiatrist.

The psychiatrist was a strange man. He had a kind of damp, 
haggard, dull look in his eyes.

‘What do you see in your dreams?’ he asked me.
Enthusiastically, I began to pour out my experiences and 

fantastic dreams, because no one had ever asked me about them 
so sympathetically, much less listened so attentively.

‘Do you fly to the moon in your dreams?’ he interrupted to 
ask unexpectedly.

‘I do,’ I replied. ‘I even fly past the moon and walk on Mars, 
Jupiter and Saturn.’

His jaw dropped.
‘Do you... embrace beautiful women in your dreams?’ he 

haltingly continued.
‘There isn’t any skirt on Jupiter,’ I snapped; ‘and you can’t 

get laid on Saturn either! But yes,’ I added, ‘the Martians... I 
dream of naked, pretty Martians... and till morning they caress 
me.’

‘All right,’ the psychiatrist said, writing something down. 
‘Do you fight in your dreams?’

‘Yes, I fight,’ I replied enthusiastically.
‘With whom?’ he asked with intense interest.
‘With those who do evil.’
‘Do you shoot them?’
‘No, I don’t shoot them; I blow them up!’
He wrote in his file that I am a psychopath.
Personally I think that psychiatrists themselves are 

psychopaths because as they constantly communicate with the 
mentally ill, they probably slowly become like their patients. 
Similar poles attract, as the ancients said, and in a mental 
hospital, of course, spiritual health cannot be gained. But despite 
being diagnosed as abnormal and unfit for military service, 



211

shortly thereafter, strange as it may seem, I was drafted again. 
They trained us and sent us to a distant land to face an invincible 
enemy in an unknown country in an incomprehensible and unjust 
conflict. I spent a terrible five- hundred-and-fifty-four days 
breathing in the iron smell of blood, fire and smoke. It finally 
hardened and convinced me that we, the people, the masses are 
a tool, a pawn and a toy in a big political game.

From the very beginning, I suffered in this bloodbath, but it 
was through this mental anguish that I came to realise that war is 
a meaningless meat-grinder and that we humans are fuel for the 
life of that monstrous killing machine. I have seen many deaths. 
Initially, we justified our being here as fulfilling our duty to our 
homeland, but that didn’t comfort or relieve our souls.

Once, we decided to pose this sacramental question directly 
to our commander, an experienced major, a man broken to the 
bone marrow, a man of war that lined us up in the hangar among 
the stony cliffs.

‘War is something placed by nature itself into human genes!’ 
he barked. ‘Every man seeks to suppress, subdue, and in the 
case of resistance, to destroy their competitors and plant their 
seed. One nation always seeks dominance over another. Life is a 
struggle and the law, the goal of any struggle is the humiliation 
or destruction of the enemy. In this fight, only the strong survive. 
Don’t lie to yourself with big ideas about equality, peace or the 
union of nations. You just need to shoot, because if you don’t 
pull the trigger first, they’ll shoot you. If you don’t kill, they’ll 
kill you.

‘Maybe you think they’re innocent people, how can you 
kill them? At the beginning of my career, I thought that too. I 
wept when my comrades wiped out an entire village; but when 
they suddenly shot and killed my friends from the ashes of their 
smouldering homes, I realised that such pity was useless. My 
friends were cut down in the blink of an eye. So, don’t think of 
your enemies as people. Imagine them as a target on a training 
ground and shoot. Man is just a pile of meat and nothing more. 
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Yes, a man is just a bunch of meat, bones, blood and shit, and 
he’s only alive whilst his body is whole. Try to keep yourself 
together in your bag of skin, because if it breaks...

‘And don’t entertain any thoughts about your soul being 
immortal, that there is another world, that there is eternity. None 
of that is true; it’s just comforting lies, an illusion, call it what you 
will, it’s still bullshit. I can say for certain that I’ve seen many 
deaths, but I’ve never seen immortality. Meat scattered around, 
splattered everywhere; I’ve seen enough blood in my time, but 
I’ve never seen a soul. Here it is, the meaningless, terrible thing 
known as life, no more than a transient game.’

The commander burst out laughing so hard that his laughter 
echoed, shaking the mountains. He laughed hysterically until 
suddenly, his laughter stopped abruptly. We really didn’t 
understand anything. We just stood there as a terrible whistling 
rang through the hangar and the explosion of a missile stunned 
us. The next thing we saw was the commander’s body slowly 
falling to the ground. He had been decapitated. To this day it 
seems to me that the headless body of our commander wanders 
through the gorges of these foreign mountains unable to find 
peace. Sometimes, in a dream, my ears are hurt by the echoing 
of his hysterical laughter.

It took a long time for us to come to our senses. His last 
words left a bitter aftertaste, raising the most important question 
of our lives: what if he was right? How can one be, how can one 
live knowing that there is no immortality of the soul and that 
there is no eternity? Doesn’t the entire history of humanity and 
civilisation lose its meaning? What’s the point of it all; what’s 
the point of anything anymore? Why bother to fight and suffer, 
or even to live? These incomprehensible, inexplicable feelings 
and questions have pressed upon me ever since.

Following the death of the commander, day and night another 
question haunted me: why are we here and what is the point in 
this massacre? Why do we, healthy, strong young men, instead 
of enjoying our lives come here to kill innocent people who are 
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completely unknown to us? Why do we refuse to allow these 
people to live in their homeland as they see fit? My friends and I 
didn’t want to be here at all but had been forced to take up arms 
and sent to a distant land to destroy the lives of total strangers. 
What gave anyone the right to toy with our and other people’s 
destinies? Some try to explain this as a political necessity, as the 
needs of the state, but such reasoning is false and this injustice 
must be corrected. A universal law must be adopted according 
to which no one - not a single king, lord, emperor, president, 
commander or ruler would have the right to order his troops to 
invade a foreign country. Yes, no one should have the right to 
start a war, to murder people and destroy nations, and that’s it, 
period. Protecting one’s homeland, however, is a completely 
different and sacred affair.

From these questions, I found no peace in my wakeful 
state or in dreams. In the whistling of every bullet, in every 
explosion, in the moans of wounded soldiers and the last breath 
of a perishing soul, the same answer always sounded out: it is 
senseless and absurd. There is no reason; it’s pointless.

One day, after the cessation of a particularly bloody battle, 
we stumbled upon a wounded enemy combatant. He lay near 
a huge block of grey stone. Bullets fired by an automatic had 
pierced through his chest. Our men were ready to tear him 
to pieces in retaliation for our dead friends, but I managed to 
dissuade them. The orderly gave him water and bandaged his 
wound. It was clear that he was suffering a great deal, but he 
did his best to hide it stoically. It was immediately evident that 
he was a religious man and was waiting with dignity is waiting 
for the happy moment when he would be raised up into eternity. 
The orderly knew the native language and exchanged a few 
words with him, asking why he fought against us and shot at our 
soldiers knowing that he would lose and inevitably die. Wouldn’t 
it have been better to submit to us and live in peace? These 
words brought the wounded soldier to life. His eyes sparkled, 
and he began to speak abruptly but confidently, spitting blood 
from between his teeth.
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‘We did not come to you to fight,’ he said. ‘We are simply 
defending our country; that is all. We just want to live in our 
native land... independently and in our own way where all are 
equal... and for this, you want to break us... to destroy us, but 
we won’t let that happen. How could you possibly understand 
any of it? What would you do if a stranger came into your home 
with a weapon and demanded that you become his slave? You’d 
shoot him as we shoot you in the name of justice. You’re fighting 
for the order and rules which you invented, but whilst for you, 
it’s order, to us it’s slavery. We’re fighting for our conscience, 
from freedom and equality... Ultimately, we’re all killers. Do 
you hear me... are you ashamed of your deeds, or do you have 
no conscience at all?’With these words he perished. We buried 
his body under a pile of stones and hurriedly left the area, but 
I couldn’t escape from his words about conscience and justice 
which resonated deep in my soul. Even now, after so many 
years, I can clearly hear the hoarse voice of this stranger just 
a day prior, had become connected to the meaning of my inner 
self in an instant.

Me - A Cripple

When my time came, I didn’t even understand how it had 
happened. There was a fierce firefight. I was shooting blindly 
at the enemy when suddenly there was a dazzling flash and 
everything disappeared.

I woke up in the hospital. My whole body was permeated 
with intolerable pain. I wanted to roll over onto my side, but I 
couldn’t move. My legs wouldn’t obey me. Must be a bit numb, 
I guess, I thought. It’s alright; it’ll pass in no time.

But it didn’t pass. Slowly, I began to feel around with my 
hands and couldn’t find my leg.

Covered in a cold sweat and terrified, I began to feel for my 
other leg but it wasn’t there either.

I cried out in shock. The doctors and nurses who came 
running administered an anaesthetic injection to calm me down.
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‘It’s a miracle that you survived,’ one said. ‘We literally 
pulled you back from the next world.’

They explained that a mine had exploded. I had been found 
lying by a blood-stained armoured personnel carrier. Everyone 
else was dead. Initially, I had been counted amongst the 
corpses, and only later had an orderly seen some subtle signs of 
life. Then came the helicopter, the hospital - a cripple.

I was at once hollow and petrified. I’d never experienced 
such emptiness. I didn’t want to live, and I didn’t want to die. I 
felt half-dead and half-alive. It was impossible to imagine myself 
in the real world, in a busy downtown in this condition. To me, 
it seemed that everything was over, that I’d been crushed and 
thrown into a ditch or a landfill, call it what you will. Burning 
with pain, I tormented myself with questions: why had I found 
myself in this position; why me and not others? In reality, others 
didn’t care about my suffering, passing my wheelchair without 
paying any attention, talking loudly and laughing. Some, 
throwing a cursory glance, quickly averted their eyes: I didn’t 
think they felt sorry for the disabled man before them; they were 
healthy, happy and simply displeased to have to look upon such 
a freak. I gazed back at them with a sense of rage. It pained me 
to see all these healthy people. Angrily, I thought about how 
unfair it was that I was a cripple and they weren’t. In my heart, 
I wanted everyone to be crippled. Then it will be fair, I thought; 
then no one will look down on me or have to feel sorry for little 
old me. I despised myself and what I’d become. The world had 
made me disabled, and I hated it for that.

Sometimes, I thought about how great it would be to install 
a large-calibre machine gun in the very centre of the megalopolis 
and snap everyone’s legs or to blow them up, not sparing a 
single soul so that everyone on Earth would become as disabled 
as I was. That’s how I’ll get revenge for my lost youth and my 
trampled dreams, I thought. Over time though, having become 
accustomed to my fate I calmed down, for I clearly understood 
that the nations and their people had nothing to do with it. I 
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closed myself off and hid away from people. The wheelchair 
became my fortress, my cover.

I began to read lengthy books about life and death concerned 
with ruminations on the frailty of being and the meaning of life. 
It is what’s written and not what is said that gets to the truth of 
these issues. Man comes from a state of non-being; a state to 
which he inevitably returns. The world is heading into the abyss. 
The end of the world will come, and everything will be over, 
centuries of history and civilisations turning to dust and ashes. 
Ultimately, there is no point in this deceptive process called life, 
so what difference does it make how we live? Be it lived out 
in a shack or a golden palace, the inexorable flight of time will 
extinguish every life.

These thoughts cast such a terrible melancholy over me that 
sometimes I contemplated suicide. The niggling worm of doubt 
enraged me, however, and prevented me from carrying out the 
deed. But let’s leave the topic of eternity alone for a while. We 
came into this world, and we must live with dignity as human 
beings. Regardless of the length of time allotted to us by the 
creator, destiny, the cosmos, nature, call it what you will, no one 
truly knows the essence of this mysterious force. This is the life 
given to us, our path which we have to follow to its conclusion, 
and then we’ll see. And despite the questions that arise, we are 
still able to use our conscience to guide our decisions. Therefore, 
it still matters how and where you tread your path. If you object 
to these words, imagine yourself for a moment as a helpless, 
disabled person sitting in a wheelchair amidst the bustle of this 
world. No, General Yang Lee Mzhanba, of course, you don’t 
have the slightest desire to change your command post, your 
comfortable chair is everything compared to my little cramped 
wheelchair. In all fairness, though, you should sit next to me, 
your former soldier and comrade-in-arms, and drink the bitter 
cup of fate to the bottom as we realise we are both trapped in 
our seats.

So, I lived and thought painfully and obsessively about 
justice and conscience. I asked myself a cruel question: how 



217

can such supposedly civilised, highly educated politicians create 
intolerable, flagrant injustices without a twinge of remorse? In 
asking this, I became convinced that I must fight against all the 
unjust and dishonest people on this Earth.

I cannot say exactly when it began. Probably, I was born 
with it, because as far as I can remember it was always with 
me. I still find it difficult to define in a single word or phrase. 
It’s a strange mixed feeling, some vague concept that doesn’t 
fit into any normal framework of human behaviour or psyche. 
As far back as I can remember, I have always reacted strongly 
against any manifestation of injustice or dishonesty regardless 
of whether these actions were directed at me or against others. 
I became infuriated by any injustice and would lose my temper 
at the verbal dirt people spit at each other. Instantly, I wanted to 
punish such actions, and the punishment in my mind often went 
to extremes. In a fit of pique, I unconditionally destroyed such 
people in my mind, craving for God to punish them so they would 
disappear into a void. In the name of justice, though, I must note 
that those who committed an injustice against someone and then 
sincerely repented and asked for forgiveness aroused in me a 
sense of sympathy, and I forgave them in my heart.

We had a commander who was unbearably picky. We 
soldiers secretly hated him. He always tried to emphasise his 
superiority, his chest gleaming with medals and stars. Proud to 
the bone, in the sweltering heat, he drove the soldiers till their 
sweat had completely washed their bodies. Those who tried 
to argue, he swore at and punished. Day after day, I tried to 
suppress my sense of humiliation and burning hatred. I wanted 
to kill him and scatter his ashes in the wind. I thought long and 
hard about how to shoot him with a captured machine gun at 
the first opportunity during a battle. Of course, it was just a 
manifestation of my thirst for justice, and, naturally, I wouldn’t 
follow through with these schemes.

The day eventually came when he was mortally wounded by 
a sudden spray of bullets. He lay on his back bleeding profusely 
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and stared unblinkingly at the cloudless sky. There was such 
anguish in his eyes that it made me shudder. I gazed upon him, 
sympathising with all my heart. Noticing me, he quietly called 
me over. I knelt beside him and he squeezed my hand tight and 
smiled amiably. That was the first time I’d ever seen him smile.

‘Well, I’ve done my part. I guess I’ll be there soon,’ he 
whispered, looking to the heavens. ‘Ask the boys to forgive me 
for my tough demands. Without this, it’s impossible for me to 
leave without regrets. Please understand and forgive me. And 
live, you and the boys must live.’

I remember nodding in response. My heart melted and any 
trace of hostility I harboured towards him faded away. Now, I 
sincerely regret what I thought about doing to him and wish that 
he had survived. He, it turned out, was also a man, our comrade, 
our brave comrade. We commemorated him with kind words 
and were even a little ashamed of having wanted him dead. 
Herein lies the problem with life: it’s ambiguous and illogical, it 
does not fit into any tidy frame.

I always wanted to climb to the highest point in the world, to 
scale Mount Everest and cry out from the depths of my soul for 
all of humanity; for humanity specifically, not for separate states 
and people. People of the world, why do you do evil unto each 
other? Why are bullets constantly flying, inflicting physical and 
spiritual wounds? Why do we kill each other in senseless wars? 
Why do one people want to enslave another, invade foreign lands 
and enforce their rules, oppress and exploit? Stop; live and let 
others live. After all, the fates of all people are interconnected. 
We all have only one ark - the planet Earth in the boundless 
ocean of space, and she, good mother Earth may not be able to 
bear the brunt of all the negativity that comes from humanity. 
True friendship can blossom only between equals, and real 
freedom begins with respect for the freedom of others. Truly 
happy people can only exist when everyone is happy.

Of course, I understood perfectly well that all these thoughts 
amounted to were noble impulses. Life and history speak to their 
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polar opposite. This perplexed me though. Was this really the 
immutable, tragic path of humanity with no possible alternative? 
Perhaps we’re not trying hard enough.

After much agonising, emotional turmoil and struggle, I 
made a firm and final decision to cleanse the world of filth and 
fight mercilessly for justice. But how? Destroy the bastards? Kill 
the murderers and scumbags? I freely admit I wanted to do just 
that. In my unbridled fantasy, I invented various new weapons 
and methods of dealing with villains of all types. But what’s 
the point in such a fight? After all, then you yourself become a 
monster, an enemy of humanity, a murderer. But what could I do 
about my wounded soul which was so eager for retribution and 
wished all villains the same misfortune? Yes, for a long time I 
was tormented by this question.

Hate and Conscience

One day, I was attempting to cross the road in my wheelchair, 
but barely had time. The traffic light began to blink and a driver 
waiting impatiently for the light to turn green sped straight at 
me. I came within inches of being mown down as the brakes 
screeched.

‘What are you doing? You good for nothing crippled cunt!’ 
the driver roared.

Turning around, I saw the face of an obese man distorted 
with anger.

‘Get out of my way you pathetic half-life. Your place is in 
the garbage!’ the irritated fat man bellowed, breathing heavily.

I carried on moving to the other side, but the insults made me 
lose control and I, swearing at the bastard, spat in his direction 
as I rolled on.

Suddenly, someone grabbed my throat from behind and 
squeezed it so that I began to choke. My vision became blurry, 
and I started to lose consciousness. As I was about to do so, 
my attacker loosened his grip and tipped over my wheelchair. 
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Gasping for air, I grabbed the railing at the side of the road. The 
passers-by didn’t interfere in proceedings, everyone acting as if 
they hadn’t seen anything until the voice of a woman rang out.

‘How dare you! Get away from him!’
Writhing on the ground, I saw the driver raise his fists and 

approach my rescuer, a slim middle-aged woman. I was seething 
with rage and helplessness. The woman calmly retreated a few 
steps, pulled a can out of her purse and sprayed it directly into 
the fat man’s face. He didn’t understand what had happened, 
and slowly, like a limp bag, settled on the sidewalk in a foetal 
position.

‘We have to hurry and get out of here,’ the woman said 
as she helped me back into my chair. ‘People have become so 
brutal... completely lost their minds. They should be ashamed of 
themselves. Their behaviour is inhumane. If only these people 
gave a little more thought to their actions, the world would be a 
far better place.’

‘Give him a kick in the head, please, for me,’ I asked her.
She looked down at the pointed toes of her shoes and shook 

her head emphatically.
‘No, if I did that I’d be no different from that scumbag. 

Revenge and hatred never lead to anything good. Remember 
that and take care of yourself.’

I thanked the brave, kind woman, and she, waving goodbye, 
went on her way. Her words, though, remained with me.

I thought for a long time about what had happened and 
about the human condition in general. Remorse is the worst 
punishment. Conscience is a tricky thing. It lives somewhere 
in the depths of our souls. It cannot be seen with the eyes; you 
cannot grab it with your hands and throw it out. You can’t run 
or hide from it. It can’t be corroded or cured with antibiotics. 
Once it awakens, it torments people tirelessly for the atrocities 
they have committed. It is true that you can drown it for a while 
with drinks and drugs, but that’s just a deception, a temporary 
measure which in the end reaps its own vengeance. No one 
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can help us defeat it. When a person is left alone with their 
conscience, it slowly but surely gnaws at the soul if one does 
not repent sincerely and apologise to those against whom their 
evil acts were directed. If a sinner doesn’t start performing good 
deeds, eventually they wither in the body of regret.

Analysing the situation, I came to the conclusion that this 
had been no accident. Fate taught me a lesson and pointed out 
the way. The event highlighted my helplessness and insecurity. 
I began to think about everything in close detail, asking myself 
what I should do. I must decide and act, but where should I 
start? Thus, I decided to start with myself, to eradicate the killer 
in my soul. After a long and trying mental struggle, instead of 
poison, I chose medicine. It was my great victory, and he who 
defeats himself wins everything. My spiritual and intellectual 
search led me to the perfect method with which to combat evil: 
the awakening of the conscience.

How to achieve this was the question. What if these feelings 
were tucked away and completely suppressed? And what if such 
feelings had never existed at all?

I began to study chemistry, cybernetics, electronics 
and nanotechnology with particular zeal. I also leaned on 
biology, where I gained a lot of useful knowledge and ideas 
on bacteriological and genetic weapons. I didn’t join any 
organisations or share my ideas with anyone. I became a lone 
wolf, strict, fair, free and completely clandestine.

I invented a unique device that forcibly arouses the 
conscience of man and ensures that he who is affected by it 
becomes ashamed of their misdeeds. Such an inconspicuous 
small transmitter directs H-particles. They are omnipotent 
in alliance with Substance X, which I discovered during my 
research. A tiny amount of Substance X must first be inserted 
into the blood, followed shortly by the H-particles. The results 
are instantaneous. In the brain, the central nervous system, the 
inner body, the soul, aura, chakras, vital centre, call it what you 
will, a powerful command signal is sent: ‘Shame on you! What 
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have you done? Stop it! This is unfair! Think before you commit 
these deeds! Think hard about the consequences! Don’t be so 
unscrupulous!’

You can literally watch as the person changes before 
your eyes. They become ashamed of their misdeeds. They 
repent, suffer severe torments of the conscience, refute all evil 
intentions and begin to act for good. The only disadvantage of 
this device is that a person who has undergone such treatment 
will experience remorse for all their crimes, even minor ones, 
and will be ashamed of the smallest transgressions in the future. 
Still, this is a small price to pay. Better to be ashamed of yourself 
than destroy and humiliate others.

So, I set myself a goal. Methodically, I set about tracking 
down the most dangerous members of society and awakening 
their consciences. You may say that it’s immoral to plague a 
person with remorse for the rest of their life. That may be. But 
it is better that they suffer than shamelessly destroy their own 
kind.

I also thought about how my wheelchair was completely 
defenceless against any encroachment by boors or monsters. 
Thus, I created a wonderful wheelchair, my fortress. It was 
kindly made for me at a military factory by a master of his craft 
according to my designs, and all for a tolerable price. It is a 
four-wheel drive, about one and a half metres long and about a 
metre wide, with elegant steering, hand pedals and brakes, glass 
windows and a movable thin but durable awning which protects 
me from rain and the burning rays of the sun. The back of the 
chair is high and completely protects the head. The wheels are 
wide with solid hard rubber treads, meaning there’s no need to 
inflate the tyres or be afraid of punctures. A soft, lightweight, 
comfortable chair, it can be reclined into a horizontal position 
and turned into a bed if desired.

Inside the metal case are many caches of different sizes, 
the purpose of which are known only to me. Ingenious devices 
are securely hidden everywhere. It has three more batteries for 
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forty-eight hours of operation. In case of fatigue, or simply if I 
want to, I can turn on the batteries and my wheelchair moves 
at a speed of forty kilometres an hour, and in the course of this 
movement, the batteries recharge. The wheelchair is not afraid 
of the impenetrable darkness of night; two small but powerful 
headlights illuminate its path. In addition, there are two seats. 
Well, I couldn’t leave a pretty girl who wished to visit me 
behind on the roadside. Yes, not just a wheelchair, more like a 
little BMP. But this is not all: it was unsinkable! If necessary, it 
could sail like a boat.

I named my wheelchair the Yangalibus, firstly, because it 
imitated the legendary Nautilus, and secondly, so that I would 
always remember who put me in this wheelchair. The name 
Yangalibus meant that the real creator of this vehicle was the 
general Yang Lee Mzhanba. The manufacturers attached a metal 
plate with an engraved inscription in Latin right on the door.

Yangalibus does not attack anyone; it defends itself smartly 
and gracefully. If someone attacks the chair, it reacts instantly, 
its defences work automatically, and it fights back. The violence 
of the aggressor is turned against them and they get what they 
deserve.

At first, two sergeants and a captain of the police road 
service were fooled by the Yangalibus as it was such a strange 
vehicle. They stopped me in a busy downtown area, pulled me 
aside and spent quite some time trying to understand what type 
of transport this was.

‘Oh this is wonderful,’ the captain said as he goggled. ‘What 
is this mini-car, wheelchair, quad bike or carriage-looking 
thing? What should I even classify it as? It doesn’t fit into any 
category in the road traffic technical manual. There’s no such 
thing anywhere here.’

‘Now there is,’ I offered in a restrained manner. ‘You’ll 
need to expand the manual.’

‘Don’t worry, that’s something we can easily do,’ replied the 
captain. ‘But you just need to decide where you want to drive 
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this thing; on the sidewalk, like a wheelchair, or on the road, like 
a vehicle?’

It was a reasonable question which could have been resolved, 
but the officer began to measure the chair in order to determine 
the status of the Yangalibus and the legal designation of this 
indeterminate vehicle. I got sick of it all and had to awaken their 
consciences, after which they apologised profusely and set about 
drafting the documents of legal registration. As a result of their 
efforts, my Yangali- bus received exclusive rights to move freely 
along the roads, pavements and rivers of the country. Suddenly 
becoming extremely compassionate, the police officers even 
offered to secure the rights of free flight for my stroller-fortress, 
but even the Yangalibus had its limits.

Thus, my Yangalibus became a legitimate and unique 
means of transportation and even residence. Like Captain Nemo 
ploughing the oceans on his Nautilus, I moved among people 
in my Yangalibus. Of course, it never occurred to anyone that 
this young disabled man planned to turn the world around. On 
the contrary, people felt sorry for me. Some even almost guiltily 
tried their best to help me, taking the handles and pushing it 
along. Even the generals of the world could not have guessed 
that in this way I transformed the consciousness of one hundred 
and thirty-seven people. When the person I needed to enlighten 
stood before me, all I needed to do was pull the handle of my 
Yangalibus, using the «Borgia Ring» technique to insert the 
micro-particle Substance X into their bloodstream. Then, I 
sent in particle H, and voila, the villain burned with shame, 
reproached themselves for all their atrocities and suffered, 
suffered horribly until they repented and stood on the path of 
the righteous. Attempting to cleanse themselves of their sins, the 
former criminal then began to do good deeds.

Fate handed me a pair of crutches for support, and I decided 
to squeeze the maximum benefit out of them. They became 
weapons for me. I had placed a special order for a pair of folding 
tubular crutches which could be lengthened or shortened as 
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necessary with one tube sliding into the other. They could be 
used as a club, and, as the tips of the inner tube were pointed, 
turned into a spear. There were many holes in the crutches in 
which various cunning devices for attack or defence were 
hidden, which I will not discuss for obvious reasons.

So, for about five years, I smarted and fought. It took a lot 
of effort to walk with prosthetic legs, yet I adapted myself so 
that I could dance and nobody would suspect that I was disabled. 
Without the wheelchair and crutches it was difficult, though, so I 
used those almost all the time, especially when I alone.

It may sound paradoxical, but the concussion I suffered at 
the hands of the thug who tipped me from my chair worked in 
my favour. I kept the relevant medical certificate with me at all 
times, and at the slightest hint of misunderstandings, especially 
with the police, I presented it and would immediately be left 
alone. What can you possibly want from a cripple? The best way 
to shirk responsibility from the burden of social etiquette is to 
be psychologically inadequate, mentally ill, as they say - crazy. 
It was the perfect mask. Imagine having no responsibility for 
your actions and misdeeds. People either pity you, are afraid 
of you or keep their distance, so you can act with impunity. 
True, there is a danger that you can run into the «same» kind 
of person as yourself, but usually crazy people quickly find a 
common language, sometimes even instinctively understanding 
one another.

The most important discovery I made, one which gave 
me exceptional strength of mind, is that disabled people do 
not consider themselves irrelevant. The body may be crippled, 
but the soul is not. The soul cannot become disabled. You do 
not understand this, Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba, for you never, not 
even for an instant, thought about the fate of the victims of your 
military campaigns or your delusions. If you thought about those 
tens, hundreds of thousands, millions of destinies crippled by 
war, you would understand that the one who is truly crippled is 
you. Yes, yes, you can call it what you like, but souls capable of 
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committing such atrocities are truly the insane ones, souls such 
as yours, Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba.

Sometimes it seems to me that all people are to some 
extent crazy and that the whole world is a kind of madhouse 
in which my sick soul races about. In spite of everything, 
though, I wandered through this world in my Yangalibus, like 
Captain Ahab scouring the ocean in search of his white whale. 
In fairness, it was not the gargantuan white whale which came to 
ruin the heroic captain, baring its huge mouth. Moby Dick was 
a harmless creature no different to the monster which guides my 
fate. I walk alone among people as a living reproach, a victim 
and a witness to humanity’s cruelty and madness, and I awaken 
people’s consciences, sometimes by my appearance alone. With 
those who sleep too well, I awaken their conscience through 
violence.

Villainous Mastermind

The first time I applied my method was to my eccentric friend, 
Janus, with whom I grew up and studied. He was a dreamer who 
wanted to make great discoveries and go down in the annals of 
history as an unequalled genius. His sanctimonious behaviour 
offended me. We argued a lot and always ended up fighting. 
Over the years, though, I came to terms with his personality, only 
occasionally objecting to his pretentious and deranged ideas. 
Let him be as delusional as he wishes, I decided, because I’m 
not obliged to share his burden. He was detached from reality 
and utterly hopeless. His entire life was driven by the need to 
discover something which would stun the whole world. Looking 
back on his emotionally-charged verbiage, it sometimes seems 
to me that all the crazy ideas of today originally belonged to 
him; but then he had appropriated and twisted them to his ends, 
for he was also a born plagiarist.

One day, Janus boasted that he had invented something that 
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would allow people to cultivate ten yields of crops a year. In 
the heat of his bluster, he told me that he planned to process 
seeds with unique compounds of radiation, bacteria and other 
chemical elements which would result in giant mutant fruits. 
He would conquer the entire market with his cheap fresh 
fruit and vegetables. The most important thing, though, was 
a psychogenic substance which would be embedded in these 
fruits and vegetables at the cellular level. The people consuming 
these products would gradually become quiet, faceless, obedient 
slaves who would execute any command given by the producer 
of this substance; that is him, of course. Thus he would become a 
dictator, ruling over the entire planet. If anyone should resist, he 
would simply send a signal that would instantly kill them.

I shuddered at the abhorrent fantasy of my fanatical friend, 
but I didn’t believe in the reality of his scheme and thought 
that he was just being delirious as usual. My doubts served to 
provoke Janus, however, and he set about proving to me that 
what he was doing was not only right but also true. It got to 
the point where he took me to his secret laboratory, where two 
homeless people were living in aviaries and eating these fruits. 
In order to convince me, he sent a signal from his equipment 
and the homeless duo began to slowly and theatrically undress 
until they stood there stark naked. Then, as if everything was 
completely normal and there was no audience, they began to 
copulate openly. I could not watch and turned away. Seeing my 
disgust, my friend grinned triumphantly.

‘Now do you understand the genius of my discovery?’ he 
exclaimed in ecstasy. ‘People pay for their slavery, degradation, 
illness and eventual death with their own money. I will become 
the richest man on Earth and conquer the planet without a single 
shot being fired.’

‘But you’ll destroy mankind,’ I countered in horror.
‘Does mankind even need to exist? We only need people for 

profit and as slaves,’ Janus screamed and laughed hysterically. 
‘Actually, I love people for their naivety and stupidity, because 



228

they let themselves be deceived so easily, becoming the dutiful 
slaves of those who control them.’

I became cold with fear for the fate of the world. A deadly 
hatred of Janus and his discovery spread through my veins. 
Then a thought struck me like a bolt of lightning. This was the 
occasion to test my device and deliver the world from this filth. I 
would destroy the enemy of mankind and his discovery.

Without anyone noticing, I took my secret weapon from 
Yangalibus’ cache and used it on all those present. Once injected 
with Substance X, Janus and the two homeless people froze. 
Then, from a tiny transmitter, I sent H-particles into them, and 
immediately everything changed. Oh, how I wish you could 
have seen it. At first, they shuddered from the torments of their 
consciences, which had been suppressed so deeply. Janus took 
his curly hair in both hands and ripped it from his skull. The 
homeless couple quickly got dressed and then writhed on the 
ground as if wanting the earth to swallow them. Decisively, 
Janus set fire to the laboratory and the fruit along with all 
documentation regarding the project and began to pray to the 
Lord Almighty. The consequence of my actions was that with 
their consciences restored, Janus and the two vagrants joined a 
religion. It turns out that genius and villainy are only compatible 
once the subject has lost their conscience and sense of morality.

So, in case you think that I’m just some mad experimental 
torturer, that’s how I crossed the line for the first time and became 
a fighter for justice and the saviour of mankind. After all, using 
that same logic, you generals could be called murderous terrorists 
who experiment not only on individuals but entire nations. Is 
it not true that you are destroying entire neighbourhoods and 
villages under the guise of defeating evil? But beneath the rubble 
caused by your bombing and artillery strikes lie the bodies of 
countless innocent civilians. The worst thing about your war, 
though, is not the weapons but you, for the shells did not choose 
where to fall. Innocent people are dying in great numbers, but 
unlike you, I punish the perpetrators of humanity’s misfortunes, 
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delivering precise calculated blows and, albeit forcibly, turning 
them into conscientious and peaceful citizens.

An Alternative

I understood that the task I had assigned myself was, by 
and large, a task befitting a madman. All the same, the concrete 
benefit of my actions justifies the extravagant impulses. True, an 
action aimed at protecting justice, even if sometimes insane, is 
better than indifference.

I had discovered an alternative worth pondering on. 
An amazing thing is the world of thoughts, and the deeper 
one immerses oneself, the more amazing, sometimes even 
paradoxical, are the things that open up. Here, look around you. 
For some people, the idea of a fighter for justice, conscience 
and morality is that of an advocate for the people who actively 
criticises the authorities as the culprit which is responsible for all 
the ills in society. This lacks specificity, however, and these so-
called fighters for the people who battle against the authorities 
often quietly co-operate with other representatives of that same 
government, receiving dividends from them on the one hand, 
and plaudits from the people on the other. What an alternative; 
what a paradox.

Love on a Train

Once, I was travelling in a double compartment of a fast 
luxury train. The road was long, so I had chosen the train 
specifically in order to rest from the hustle and bustle and get a 
good sleep on the way. Then, suddenly, she walked in... beautiful, 
surprisingly charming. We greeted each other, and she turned to 
face the conductor.

‘For some reason, there aren’t any female compartment 
carts on this train. What do you think I should do, maybe swap 
with someone?’ she asked.
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The conductor shrugged and my fellow traveller shuffled 
her feet.

‘Are you worried about something?’ I asked in a friendly 
tone. ‘Did I scare you? I’m sorry; you seem so nervous that I’m 
worried I might have spooked you in some way.’

She laughed.
‘My name is Zhanmila Tokanato,’ she quietly said.
Such a sweet, rare name was instantly etched in my memory: 

Zhanmila Tokanato.
Adhering to my rules of secrecy, I had to give my fake name.
Zhanmila was an international political and military 

journalist. We got to talking, and the conversation turned to 
freedom of speech.

‘What do you mean by free speech?’ I asked with a 
deliberately naive look.

‘A citizen of a free, democratic country should have complete 
freedom of speech. That is, they should have the right to express 
their thoughts and feelings openly, publicly, and to say what they 
consider to be right and necessary. To put it simply, they can say 
what they want,’ the correspondent stated clearly.

‘Do you think that a person is free to say and do what they 
want, anything that comes into their mind regardless of how their 
words or actions will affect others? And what if this freedom of 
theirs violates the rights of others? Can a person be free to insult, 
humiliate and mock others? And what if absolute freedom of 
speech awakens hatred and anger?’

Zhanmila listened to me carefully without interrupting. Her 
bright eyes expressed sympathy and understanding. I felt that 
my thoughts had resonated with her so I wanted to speak my 
mind to such an empathetic companion. I hadn’t spoken this 
enthusiastically for a very long time, and thus the words flowed 
continuously from my mouth.

‘Why do you play with words as if they were games when 
words can blow up cities?’ I asked frankly. ‘Wouldn’t it be better 
to be sensitive and to speak and write in harmony with reason 
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and morality in mind? You journalists must soothe the world 
and not set fire to it by adding fuel to the fire that is conflict. 
The Earth is already burning, yet in pursuit of popular headlines, 
some of your colleagues are ready to see it charred to a crisp. 
Tell me honestly, do you think it’s blasphemous to draw and 
publish caricatures of the Prophet Mohammed? I believe it’s not 
just blasphemous and shameless, but a crime against humanity 
because this is the kindling of inter-religious enmity. Surely no 
one has the right to make fun of or insult the religious beliefs of 
others. What will be the consequences?’

Zhanmila looked at me with piercing eyes.
‘I agree with you,’ she said with sadness in her voice.
Her benevolence inspired me more than ever.
‘Why don’t we try to live by the motto of the ancient sage, 

Solon, and «Pursue worthy goals»? After all, the truth is that an 
overdose turns the medicine into poison.’

‘Sometimes it seems to me that mankind has the tendency to 
run from one extreme to another,’ she said meaningfully.

‘There is only one absolute freedom that does not harm 
anyone,’ I replied, ‘and that is freedom of conscience.’

‘Is it really so?’ she asked. ‘Are there any generally accepted 
norms of morality? Does absolute freedom of conscience 
mean licentiousness and rampant shamelessness?’ she said, 
unexpectedly introducing a new direction to our conversation.

‘No, no, no! I think it’s the opposite. Freedom of conscience 
restrains and protects people from committing shameful acts,’ 
I retorted with fervour. ‘We are all created by love; love is life, 
but what makes it so beautiful is its mysteries. Think about it, 
what self-respecting person would allow themselves to fornicate 
in public?’

She considered this and shook her head, her hair swaying 
from side to side and taking my feelings with it.

‘But then why is this done on screen in front of millions 
of viewers? That is shamelessness. We humiliated, trampled 
on women are stripped in public and show them in the most 
shameless poses.’
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Zhanmila sighed softly, and we fell silent for a moment. Of 
course, I could not restrain myself and continued to talk about a 
different aspect of conscience.

‘When you write about the war, do you think it’s just?’ I 
asked. ‘When your government sends its modern, powerful army, 
trained to kill and armed to the teeth to enslave and destroy small 
nations, what do you write about it? You wish to inspire young 
soldiers with your articles, wanting them to return home soon 
victorious, and for mothers to wave their sons off to war wanting 
the same, right?’

‘Should they be wishing for something else?’ she asked 
drily.

‘Are you not aware that they are giving their blessing for 
their sons to kill, making other mothers mourn their children’s 
deaths? Victory is a hollow when that victory is the death of 
another nation. Do you really believe in and admire the military, 
political journalist Zhanmila Tokanato?’

The sardonic expression faded from her face to be replaced 
by a look of sadness.

If I confessed my truth, I thought, it would be easier on my 
soul.

Whether I liked or not, our conversation eventually had to 
return to the relationship between men and women.

‘A Muslim came to the prophet Muhammad and said that he 
was divorcing his wife,’ I said, deciding to change the subject.

Instantly, Zhanmila’s interest piqued.
‘«She’s a really crooked character,» he said. «She’s 

incorrigible, and I can’t take it anymore.»
The Prophet smiled radiantly and replied, «The Lord above 

created woman from the rib of a man. This rib is crooked. Do not 
try to straighten it or it will break. Use it wisely as it is.»

The disciple laughed. Understanding the profound meaning 
of the words of the prophet, he reconciled with his wife and 
dealt with her calmly. So, women are beautiful in their natural 
curvature. Just don’t try to bend them anymore.’
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Zhanmila laughed heartily and at that moment she became 
even more beautiful.

‘Equality between a man and a woman is provided by nature 
itself. They are like two halves without which the other cannot 
exist. Each is beautiful in its place, that is, a man must remain a 
man, and a woman must be a woman. Then everything will be 
in harmony. But when a woman begins to act like a man or vice 
versa, the natural order is disturbed.’

‘I will try to stay in my place,’ she replied with humour, and 
I realised that she liked my ideas.

Night had fallen long ago without either of us noticing. It 
was time to rest, so I went to perform my ablutions. When I 
returned, she was already in bed. I dimmed the light and began 
to fiddle with the kettle and some glasses.

‘I hope you’re not planning anything?’ Zhanmila asked in a 
sing-song manner.

‘Of course not; I have the best intention that humankind has 
ever had since its appearance on the Earth,’ I answered half in 
jest.

She looked at me in surprise.
‘I want you...’ I continued.
The girl froze.
‘I want you to enjoy the treat of coffee in bed,’ I said, 

finishing my thought.
‘But coffee is only served in the morning,’ she laughed.
‘I can’t wait that long.’ I answered cheerfully.
‘Coffee at night! Then I won’t be able to sleep.’
‘And what if I want you not to sleep?’
Zhanmila took the cup, and we drank the coffee together.
‘Not a goodnight,’ I wished her and turned off the light.
She laughed softly, and I laughed too. Intoxicated with 

love, we silently and affectionately embraced. We kissed for a 
long time, holding each other ever closer and closer. Here I was 
in the sweetest, happiest moment of my life, but still I had to 
drink from the bitter cup of fate. As always, I had to remove my 
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prosthetic legs. Hurriedly, I got rid of them and hugged Zhanmila 
once more. She understood everything but didn’t look or say a 
word, just hugging me even tighter and eagerly reciprocating my 
kisses.

The next day, she disembarked before me. We exchanged 
phone numbers and agreed to meet again.

My soul sang, and seized with joy, after a while, I called her. 
I wanted to hear her melodious, tender voice again, to share the 
tender feelings I had for her, but her phone was disconnected. 
Maybe she’s got no reception? I thought. Impatient, I began 
calling her every hour, but to no avail. I became anxious. In the 
end, she would have to have seen my calls. Doubts began to creep 
into my heart. Was she avoiding me? Yes, most likely, because 
why would she, a beautiful, blossoming girl see a cripple like 
me. Had it just been one night of fleeting passion? I consoled 
myself, telling myself that it didn’t matter, but it was a flimsy 
piece of self-deception. In fact, I realised that I loved her. I was 
worried about her; maybe something bad had happened? You 
never know what can happen in these turbulent times.

Upon arrival in my city, I began to actively seek the name 
Zhanmila Tokanato in all the newspapers and on the internet, 
but it never appeared. Had she just disappeared? She left me 
bewildered, crushed under the weight of unanswered questions. 
Like a sip of pure spring water in the muddy stream of life or 
oxygen to the lungs of a patient, she had refreshed my soul and 
revived my dying feelings, and then she was gone.

Intuition

Heaven has gifted me with exceptional intuition, and years 
of intense struggle with the enemies of humanity have perfected 
it. I can feel the intentions of the mercilessness from a distance 
and feel the hidden danger and aggression with my gut, ears 
and eyes. Without fail, I can identify the thug or the fellow in a 
crowd.
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One day at dusk, I was sitting in my wheelchair-fortress 
on an embankment. People were hurrying home after work, 
too busy to pay any mind to me. I was moving quietly, gently 
pressing the hand pedal and admiring the horizon which was still 
reddish just after sunset, when suddenly, on an intuitive level, I 
felt the presence of a very dangerous person nearby. Concealing 
my excitement, I calmly began to look around and, thanks to 
my well-developed lateral vision, saw a brigand walking a little 
behind me. As he overtook, staring down at me, I understood 
from his posture and gait that he represented a force for evil. 
Without delay, I called out to him, asking for assistance. At first, 
he scowled, but then he slowly walked towards me. His steps 
were incredibly heavy. As he approached, I met him with a meek 
look and politely asked him if he would help push the stroller 
onto the sidewalk. Apparently, he was not a complete scumbag 
yet as he assented to assist. As he took the handle of Yangalibus, 
my Borgia ring did its work and I sent H-particles of conscience 
into him.

‘You’re disabled, was it war or what?’ he asked 
compassionately a few seconds later. ‘Perhaps the result of an 
unfortunate accident?’

‘Cannon fodder,’ I replied; ‘the result of meaningless 
slaughter.’

‘Oh,’ he said warmly, ‘you know what? Let’s have a drink 
of whiskey together and talk heart to heart; what do you say?’

His tone was almost pleading, so how I could refuse?
We sat by the shore of that night and drank and talked 

frankly for a long time, frankly. More precisely, he poured out 
his soul, which is quite natural for a person under the influence of 
my process. I listened and smirked to myself, enjoying another 
victory over a villain. It turned out he was going to blow up the 
station, and at that moment he was terribly ashamed. Greatly 
agitated, he talked about his atrocities and swore that he would 
never fire a single shot, plant another bomb or even harm a fly.

‘That’s it,’ he said with remorse, ‘I don’t want to fight any 
more, let alone kill. I swear I’ll try to atone.’
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With these words, my new acquaintance took off his light 
long cloak and unbuckled his heavy belt on which there were 
placed a neat row of explosives devices. Reeling it out, he stepped 
into the water and threw it all into the sea as far as possible from 
the shore. With a splash and a gurgle, the sea swallowed the 
deadly weapon. We both breathed a sigh of relief and clicked our 
glasses as the water neutralised the monstrous device.

Cleaning Company

I set up a kind of cleaning company on the internet. In a 
rather odd but comprehensible way, I advertised my services: 
‘To all who desire justice. Write to me about those who deserve 
punishment for any crimes and are in need of spiritual cleansing. 
Click here right now to begin.’

So reports about those who would spoil the world and were 
in need of the torture of conscience began to flow in. I was 
thrown into a fever, shivering from the human thirst for justice 
and hatred of their fellow man. There were so many reports that 
at a rough calculation even if I cleansed hundreds of people a day 
it would have taken several lifetimes to sate this thirst for justice. 
It seemed the whole world needed cleansing, a fact to which 
some respondents attested. Maybe that’s what I needed to do: 
an indiscriminate cleansing. After all, everyone has something 
to be ashamed of. We, that is, all of humanity have long been 
mired in sin.

The respondents wrote excitedly, one even suggesting that 
I create a ‘Bomb of Conscience Awakening’ and detonate it in 
the stratosphere so that its particles would envelop the entire 
globe. In principle, the idea was not bad. In fact, if as a result 
of such a bomb people came to see the light and live according 
to their conscience then we would praise the explosion. The 
catch, of course, was the irreversible nature of the process of 
purification. It would be ideal if a person was a little ashamed 
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of their misdeeds, correcting their path and living calmly, but it 
doesn’t work like that. Her Majesty, Conscience herself would 
eventually drive everyone insane, constantly torturing humanity 
for its actions. Therefore, I couldn’t allow this to happen; my own 
conscience wouldn’t allow me to deal with absolute strangers 
so shamelessly and ruthlessly. On the other hand, however, it 
would hardly be possible to achieve great success utilising an 
artisanal method. Still, better little by little than nothing at all. 
So, asking myself the moral questions, restraining myself so that 
I didn’t accidentally let the genie out of the bottle, I continued to 
deliver precise blows.

What have I not experienced in these ten years of intense 
struggle? I have seen a lot and met many people. Among 
my patients there have been people of completely different 
worldviews, religions, educations and character whose life 
experiences were wildly divergent. They all had one similar trait, 
though: there was no sense of justice and no conscience. They 
believed that their actions were just and could argue endlessly 
about the concept of justice, and listening to them, one might 
think they were right, but they were acting according to an absent 
conscience. Once the verbal husks were discarded, it became 
clear that every villain believes their convictions stand up to 
moral scrutiny. To any rational human it is clear that invading 
foreign lands and killing people is a crime, but these figures it 
was impossible to convince. So, with a light heart, I forcibly 
aroused their consciences, and the changes in their behaviour 
were very interesting to watch.

One patient was a drug lord of sorts who sold counterfeit 
medicines which poisoned people, intensifying their illnesses. 
Such people, playing with the fate of others, deserve to be 
ashamed. Having curbed my rage, I quietly and imperceptibly 
impacted him with the H-particles of conscience, and how he 
changed! He admitted that his medicines never cured anyone and 
were produced in such a way that people would become addicted 
to his drugs. The money of the sick fuelled the lavish lifestyle of 
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this drug lord. After meeting with my linctus, however, he gave 
away his fortune and became a Holy man.

On another occasion, I finally got to a professor of 
bacteriology whom I had been pursuing for some time. What 
he told me after the awakening of his conscience cannot be 
conveyed without a shudder. It transpires that many of the 
bacteria which cause the most dangerous diseases and threaten 
all of humanity were invented by scientists commissioned by 
political and military departments for the purpose of the mass 
destruction of the enemy nations. With his conscience awoken, 
the professor now resides in an insane asylum.

Everyone knows that chemical waste, gases and the harmful 
detritus produced by factories poison the air, water and land, that 
carbon dioxide is a dense, suffocating ring that has enveloped 
the entire planet; that there are gaps in the ozone holes gape. We 
do not stop to think about the consequences of our unbridled, 
criminal actions and, it seems, are not ashamed that we are 
destroying nature and poisoning the world. Well, I poison the 
poisoners of the world with healing particles of shame. One such 
character shut down their most harmful plant and donated its 
profits to an environmental group.

Of course, such a mass epiphany among magnates, oligarchs, 
politicians and military figures could not go unnoticed. Society 
was shocked. Like an epidemic, one by one important people 
began to repent publically and call upon their companions and 
comrades to do likewise. An investigation began at the highest 
level, and you, General Yang Lee Mzhanba took up the case. 
You began interrogating people, asking them where, when and 
from whom they had contracted the disease. Yes, it was dubbed 
a psychic infection, the awakening of the conscience.



239

A Cheater’s Revelation

Politicians always lie. Even now they continue to lie, and 
society willingly believes their lies. If anything, society thirsts 
for deceit. Sweet lies adorn the harsh reality of being. Lies and 
flattery are like twin brothers. Aggressive flattery is identical to 
magic. The attacker’s desire always lies on the surface of their 
character. Most of the attacked are clearly susceptible to absurd 
flattery. Looking for praise, they trust the words of the aggressor 
without giving the matter a second thought. In moderation, flattery 
is a pleasant thing, but when it goes beyond the boundaries of 
the rational and becomes a way of life, it melds together with 
political activity and becomes a truly dangerous tragi-comedy.

Lies are contagious, and humanity always gives in to the 
sweet temptation of believing in them. Given this immutable 
fact, sometimes you have to ask yourself the question: why 
bother to fight lies and flattery if it’s pleasant and useful for 
people to lie to themselves? What is the point in revealing the 
bitter truth when lies and flattery taste so sweet? Well, firstly 
these untruths should be contrary to human nature, and secondly, 
when lies are brought into the political arena it is a danger to the 
nation. Therefore, every patriot, every figure who loves freedom 
and justice, every decent person simply must always expose lies.

One day, I managed to influence the president of a big, 
strong state. Oh, I can imagine your face right now, Mr Yang Lee 
Mzhanba! You’re probably grinning and suspected me of lying 
myself. Where has this flight of fancy taken this poor man, that’s 
what you’re probably thinking? In order to get to the president 
of any country, you’d need to overcome so many guards. What 
you’re saying is absurd!

No, that’s where you’re wrong, General. He, the President 
himself, came to me. I almost cried out I was so shocked. During 
the festivities held in honour of the Day of Freedom, the President 
walked down the capital’s main street surrounded by his retinue 
and guards. People waved their hands and threw flowers, and 
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he, at his discretion approached the crowd and shook hands with 
some loyal subjects from time to time. Suddenly, he looked at 
me, sitting in my Yangalibus. Our eyes met, we smiled at each 
other and he approached me. He shook my hand and began to 
talk about improving welfare for the poor and his concern for 
their fate as citizens. He smelt of expensive cologne and wine. 
Perhaps he was being sincere at that moment, but, of course, it 
was his favourite PR move masterfully disguised.

Such things always enrage me, but at that moment I almost 
lost my temper. I wanted to blurt out insults, but instead, I smiled 
and nodded my head. Of course, I had something of my own 
on my own mind, so I asked him to take a picture with me. The 
president slightly in front of me - as befitted his inflated sense of 
self - and placed his right hand on the handle of my wheelchair. 
I calculated everything precisely. Such an experienced politician 
who is madly in love with his popularity would never pass up the 
opportunity to show off his credentials by posing with a cripple. 
It’s ironic that a man whose decree has thrown thousands of men 
into the very mouth of a fiery volcano now stood there presenting 
himself as a friend and guardian of all the disabled people broken 
by the war. But he was mistaken, probably for the first time in 
his political career. He had been deceiving others all his life, but 
here, unexpectedly, he was doomed to fail. The “Borgia Ring” 
mercilessly did its job. As he was saying goodbye, his expression 
changed, and he suddenly burst into tears.

‘Forgive me, soldier,’ he said in a trembling voice; ‘forgive 
us politicians, devourers of nations.’

I realised I had hit the target. He shook my hand tightly with 
both hands for a long time, and there was so much warmth in his 
grip that it seemed to me that he could warm the hardened hearts 
of every person on this planet. His retinue quietly led him away, 
and I looked forward to the completion of this story.

Soon the president addressed the people on the air with 
truth and sincerity for the first time. He repented, saying he was 
ashamed of his cruel deeds and asking for forgiveness.
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‘In protecting and pursuing the national interest of my 
country, I constantly suppressed and infringed upon the interests 
of other nation,’ he said. ‘That was both unfair and shameless. 
Of course, you need to think about your national interests, but 
not to the detriment of others, for in this world we all call home 
everything is interconnected. All states and nations should come 
together, link arms and think about the future of the globe and 
the fate of life on this planet.

Some people build for all of their lives, and then someone 
comes along and instantly erases it all from the face of the Earth. 
No, this is monstrous. How can we allow this?’ he lamented 
mournfully.

The whole audience was in shock. What could have made 
the president say these things and why now? The people 
were exulted - our leader had finally seen the light and grown 
spiritually.

The president was hastily dismissed. Taking the cause upon 
himself, he began to zigzag around the world calling on other 
powerful people to find their compassion and take up the path 
of justice. Everyone agreed, nodded their heads and hastily 
expressed their support, but behind his back, they laughed at 
him and continued to commit their unscrupulous acts.

A Conspiracy

Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba, you must have smirked to yourself 
at the word ‘conspiracy,’ but you were wrong to do so. The fact 
is that, by and large, the whole world has been living according 
to the laws of conspiracy for a considerable amount of time. 
To some extent, all people wear disguises, are secretive, wary 
of each other and live in their own mental palaces. They either 
do not or choose not to notice what’s happening around them. 
At first, I stuck out like a sore finger, but I soon realised that it 
was easier to hide amongst people in a huge metropolis than in a 
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gaping cave in the mountains. I studied the art of disguise, taking 
inspiration from wherever I could find it. I studied the struggle 
between the East and West from code-cracking to espionage. I 
studied the strategies of the special forces of leading military 
powers. Heaven has gifted me with a sparkling imagination, and 
I myself came up with several methods so ingenious that my own 
mother wouldn’t recognise. I used all the effective techniques of 
stage makeup and didn’t shun capes, masks and wigs. My most 
important discoveries, however, were related to secrets from 
antiquity aimed at influencing people, a wealth of knowledge 
which I will not divulge.

So, having armed myself with scientific and practical 
knowledge, charged with the energies of the cosmos I easily 
passed unnoticed among police officers, detectives of all stripes 
and millions of others doing everything I considered necessary 
for the triumph of justice. Your hair would stand on end if I 
wrote in detail about the process of implementing my acts of 
retribution, but this is not necessary. After all, then they could 
become a kind of textbook for the true enemies of humanity, and 
that would be really scary.

Many Agents

One day, I was travelling on a train with a very strange 
person. He chatted incessantly for the entire day although no 
one asked him a thing. Immediately upon laying his eyes on me, 
he began to speak openly. It seemed he had accumulated a lot of 
secrets, and I noted how often people share intimate secrets with 
complete strangers on a train.

‘Humanity has created so many dangerous things that 
it’s no longer necessary to manufacture new weapons of 
mass destruction,’ he said. ‘Any beneficial discovery can be 
manipulated to cause harm. An overdose of the drug becomes 
a poison.
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‘There are impostors everywhere, especially when they 
strive for autocracy and become lost in their sense of self- 
worth. This is our immense field of action. In one exorbitantly 
ambitious country, they were going to build a district of soaring 
skyscrapers. Despite the true state of affairs, their leadership 
suffered from delusions of grandeur and wanted to rise above the 
rest of the world. We could not allow this, so we infiltrated our 
own builders into the team. During the construction, there were 
frequent accidents, so in the end, these idiot’s edifices crumbled 
into the sand and they got ruins instead of their gleaming 
megalopolis.

‘In another country, at the preparation stage for the 
construction of very important state facilities, we permeated the 
building materials with chemicals hidden under a thin layer of 
paint which slowly but surely would have a negative impact on 
the health and psyche of the inhabitants of these buildings. As 
a result, without knowing it they became our obedient slaves. 
Radioactive substances are often added to the foundation of new 
homes, and these cranks, losing their minds in pursuit of profit, 
don’t even bother to check the safety of the building materials.

‘There are still many ingenious methods of sabotage. 
They’re particularly effective in countries which have forgotten 
one wise saying: «You can trust, but always double-check.» 
Often, we flood such countries with unhealthy goods and 
industrial waste. The multilayer paints of our toys, dishes and 
household utensils also perform strategic tasks: systematically 
the effects of these chemical elements on the health of the people 
send those countries to hell. We also supply genetically modified 
products at very low prices. Our fruit and vegetables are grown 
on nitrates, stuffed with bio-additives and treated with all sorts 
of toxic chemicals which undermine health and bring illness 
and early death to our competitors. Falling over themselves 
to make a quick buck, the businessmen of these countries lap 
up all this cheap, smelly trash, buying them in bulk to sell to 
their compatriots, never for a moment thinking of the harmful 
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consequences. They leap at the sight of these brilliant trinkets, 
forgetting the ancient wisdom: «Free cheese can only lead to a 
mousetrap.» So, we conquer their homelands with our strategic 
warrior-goods.’

Listening to him, I realised that fate had delivered unto 
me the most dangerous type of person. I carried out my attack 
quickly and imperceptibly. He fell silent, buried his face in 
his pillow and wept plaintively. Disembarking at my station, I 
headed home; but what I had heard left me anxious at heart. 
How should I deal with this evil? What should I do?

Morality - The Fate of a Loser

At first glance, many successful careers are built on 
injustice. Despite the fact that losers speak the most frequently 
about conscience and morality, I’m certainly not a moralist, 
whimpering in envy at the successes of others. Still, if you look 
around, you’ll see that the most moral accusers in society are 
simply embittered people who haven’t achieved significant 
successes in their lives.

He who is dizzy from the heights of power, wealth and 
glory, though, will in most cases simply stop caring about others. 
They can even believe that conscience is the biggest obstacle 
to success. There is a deal of truth in it; in order to move up 
the steep, slippery steps of governance and business, one often 
has to step over conscience and justice. Once they slip, though, 
such figures begin to blow hard about their moral indignity and 
how shamelessly they were treated. I’m not a supporter of such 
a hypocritical moralism, but there are things that cannot stay 
silent, and the bloodshed you’ve cost, Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba, is 
one such example.
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Almighty Weapons

Several years into my struggle, I finally realised that I couldn’t 
overcome all the villains utilising such a straightforward, simple 
method. Thus, I decided to create a weapon of mass destruction, 
my ‘Bomb of Conscience Awakening.’ So, after a long and 
intense period of research, I finally discovered a combination of 
X + Y + H substances. The essence of this extremely powerful 
weapon is that it is airborne. Once one-hundred grams of the 
Y-Substance is added to the X -tablets, an immediate reaction 
occurs and the new compound dissolves imperceptibly into the 
air. To deliver the H-particle from the transmitter is a mere trifle, 
and it has the power to hit the population of a whole metropolis, 
but it is not entirely safe. Imagine what would happen if all at 
once every inhabitant of a city of millions began to see clearly and 
feel ashamed. They would stop everything and give themselves 
over to remorse day and night. Truthfully, no one knows what 
the consequences would be. So, I decided to first conduct an 
experiment on those, how to put it delicately, who most deserve 
it, that is to say, on politicians.

After several attempts, I managed to get into the parliament 
building. I was helped by one of the guards, whom I implored 
to help poor little me access the toilet. He pushed Yangalibus 
through the control passage until we reached the lavatory at 
which juncture I thanked him and said that I could handle the 
rest myself. By this time, quite a few members of the government 
were gathered together with the senators.

Taking protective steps, I quickly prepared the secret 
mixture, and it seeped its way into the ventilation ducts. Then 
I sent in the H-particles and calmly headed for the exit. What 
happened next was something quite unimaginable. Without 
exception, everyone in attendance began to publicly repent for 
their dark deeds, crimes and misconduct until finally, they all 
resigned.

A few weeks later, acting upon information leaked by some 
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of those to whom I’d returned their conscience, I figured out 
who the dealers of the most dangerous weapons were. Posing 
as a representative of rich clients fighting on another continent, 
I came to them. Masterfully playing this role, I passed all the 
checks without a hitch. Blindfolding me, they snaked from left 
to right down long corridors before eventually delivering me to 
a secret underground warehouse, where, removing the blindfold 
from my eyes, they began to show me their wares. There wasn’t 
a weapon in the world you couldn’t find here. These ranged from 
the usual small arms and grenades, all neatly laid out, to nuclear 
devices.

I began to make my choice, selecting a cache worth 
hundreds of millions of dollars. For the sake of curiosity, I 
asked as to the capabilities of these shiny creations of human 
hands. The merchants - and there were many of them - burst out 
laughing in unison, shaking the warehouse. Still chortling, the 
bald, bespectacled leader, replied that the arsenal I had chosen 
was enough to turn half of a city to ashes, and only the ruins 
of an archaeological site would remain in the other. Internally 
shuddering in horror, I feigned laugher and asked about the 
safety of this storage facility.

‘Are you not afraid that an accidental explosion or chemical 
leak could occur? How dangerous would that be for our country?’

Amused by my naivety, the leader smiled condescendingly. 
Eager to show off his vast knowledge, he lectured me on the 
reliability of the reinforced concrete armoured storage located 
deep underground in a mountain range far from any metropolis.

‘In this place, even a massive explosion would be like a 
buffalo trying to headbutt down a baobab tree,’ he exclaimed. 
‘And even if for some reason or other a catastrophe did occur 
inside, everything would remain forever in the arms of the earth. 
In addition, some crucial components have not been assembled 
yet; but don’t worry they’ll be connected before your shipment 
leaves. We have a reliable channel under the patronage...’

The leader abruptly stopped talking, closed his eyes and 
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respectfully pointed his finger towards the Heavens. Everyone 
bowed their heads meaningfully, and I did likewise. I had to act 
now because there would be no other such opportunity. Taking 
the components from my crutches and artificial limbs, I released 
a dose of substance X + Y and then sent the H-particles into 
them. Thus, I transformed everyone. They drove me back to the 
city, but before leaving the warehouse was blown up, leaving the 
weapons in a cold black grave forever.

Luck

It was following this event that I decided to transform you, 
Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba, along with your battalion and the city 
you occupied. I drove to the top of a forested hill on the outskirts 
of your city from there the majestic metropolis was in full view. 
For a moment, I even admired its beauty. Returning to the task 
at hand, I pulled a jar wrapped in a newspaper from my bag 
and prepared to attack. It was then that a miracle happened. 
Unravelling the newspaper in which the jar was wrapped, I saw 
a familiar name typed in bold print: Zhanmila Tokanato. It was 
an incredible moment. I scanned through the lines of her article 
about peace and war, intelligence and conscience, and there at 
the bottom was her email address.

My head was spinning. She had written it for me. How much 
time I had wasted searching in vain for her, and she, it transpired, 
was living and working on the other side of the world.

I did not hesitate in abandoning my plan to attack the city 
and instantly went to look for her. On that same day, we met.

Sincere Feelings

We sat in the booth of a restaurant and talked in hushed 
tones. We were immensely glad to see each other. We loved each 
other and were happy, our wounded souls nurtured by the peace 
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and tranquillity we found when together. We ate delicious dishes 
with great delight and talked about what we’d experienced since 
the moment we’d parted. It turned out that she’d accidentally 
dropped her cell-phone in a river, losing my contact details. 
Obviously, her search through the annuls of the Union of Persons 
with Disabilities proved unsuccessful. Burning with shame but 
counting on her understanding, I admitted that in the luxury 
cabin of the fast train I had introduced myself using a fictitious 
name. She pouted playfully, shook her head and made a small 
fist, threatening me so merrily that I had an irresistible urge to 
hug her and kiss her pretty face.

‘Don’t blame yourself for the fictitious name,’ she said, 
assuaging my guilt. ‘The fact is that Zhanmila Tokanato is also a 
pen-name of such. I’ll tell you my real name later, at home. I’ll 
whisper it in your ear if you promise to forget it immediately and 
never call me by it.’

I nodded dumbly as happy as if I was in seventh heaven.
‘You will always remain Zhanmila Tokanato to me,’ I 

replied.
She laughed cheerfully, and we embraced.

Fair Fight

Suddenly, the door of our booth swung open and four 
men burst in. We were alarmed and looked enquiringly at the 
intruders. The men were obviously quite tipsy, with terrible 
faces that expressed nothing but arrogance.

‘Scram; this is our favourite booth,’ a ruffian bellowed.
I recognised him immediately. It was the so-called «Muscle 

Monster,» the former Olympic champion and world record holder 
in weightlifting. When he lost his title at the next Olympics, he had 
left weightlifting behind and retrained as a professional mixed 
martial arts fighter. With his physical prowess, it hadn’t taken 
long for him to become a champion in that sport. Spoiled by an 
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excess of honours and the adulation of a subservient society, he 
had become incredibly proud and arrogant. Imagining himself a 
celebrity of the highest order, he looked down on everyone.

‘Who are you compared to me, you insignificant worm?’ he 
spat.

‘I respect you,’ I replied as respectfully as possible, ‘but 
unfortunately, I can’t give you this booth because I invited a girl 
and we really like it here.’

‘Well, okay, if the girl likes it here so much, she can stay with 
us,’ laughed the Muscle Monster, the others giggling obediently 
at his joke. ‘But you’d better wheel yourself out of here, and 
your chair best not even squeak.’

‘You may be a champion and a celebrity, but that doesn’t 
give you the right to humiliate others,’ I objected, trying to 
reason with the drunkards.

‘How dare you speak like that to a champion, the pride of 
the whole country?’ his entourage shouted indignantly.

‘He may be a champion, but I’m not so sure he’s the pride 
of the country,’ I said sarcastically, feeling a surge of anger 
and contempt for these boors. ‘What are you really so proud of 
anyway?’

‘For a person who says they respect me, you clearly don’t 
know much, you worm. I lifted two-hundred-and fifty-kilograms, 
and the whole world applauded me.’

As the door of the booth was open, our quarrels had attracted 
the attention of passers-by, and hearing the words of the Muscle 
Monster many began to applaud him.

‘The world made a mistake,’ I said calmly, ‘because you are 
no use to anyone.’

‘But they’re proud of me. My strength is unique, and it’s 
the property of mankind!’ he yelled, almost lacerating his vocal 
cords. ‘No one can lift weights like I can.’

‘Any camel can lift several times more than you without 
any training and it doesn’t ask for rewards or require applause. 
The strength of a camel is far more useful to people.’
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I still don’t know why I said this, or, in general, where such 
thoughts came from. Probably, in the heat of the quarrel, this 
truth dawned on me, or perhaps the accumulated resentment 
from my ruined youth or envy of these minions of fate escaped 
from me.

Of course, my hasty words didn’t go down well with the 
champion who turned blue with rage and challenged me to a 
duel, a fight to the death one on one. This healthy athlete publicly 
mocked me by challenging me to a ‘fair fight’ whilst smiling 
sardonically, and the audience applauded. We have a strange 
concept of honesty. If we look at it purely and humanly then 
what kind of honest fight can there be between a professionally 
trained fighter and a simple man? If an athlete, or worse, a 
special agent, an assassin trained for years who has turned his 
body into a weapon faces off with a regular person and snaps his 
neck or punctures his chest with one blow, is that a ‘fair fight’? 
Why must the regular person who has honesty and dignity be 
doomed to inevitable death? Going against this kind of monster 
would be tantamount to suicide, but to refuse under any pretext, 
even my disability would be shameful. Here was the terrible 
choice which lay before me, and realising this the boor flaunted 
his prowess, triumphantly pumping his muscles in front of these 
idolising idiots whose brains have been snapped by the modern 
world.

I was indignant at such a brazen intrusion into my life, but I 
remembered the teachings of Miyamoto Musashi, that the rising 
spirit is weak, but the falling spirit is also weak and, therefore, 
the middle is the heart of all positions. Pulling myself together, I 
calmly said to the thug:

‘I offer you a worthy draw and a fair world.’
He laughed wildly and everyone laughed with him. They 

scoffed at me. Sensing easy prey, the predator decided to play 
up for his audience, like Charysh the Noyon (a warrior-prince 
among the Dzungars) had before a fight with young Khan Ablai.

Well, how could there be a tie between you and me, huh?’ he 
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shouted at the top of his lungs. ‘You might as well curl up into a 
ball and crawl out of here before I break all of your bones.’

I barely held my tongue. The girls in the gathering crowd 
squealed in delight and the guys cheered. Indignant but calm, 
my sweet partner looked at me expressively.

‘Honey, let’s go home,’ she said, pronouncing each word 
slowly and clearly. ‘Don’t mess with this monster. I need you 
alive.’

I was touched. There is a stereotype, especially in literature 
and cinema which has pervaded the public consciousness, that 
women provoke men to perform incredible, sometimes crazy 
actions which are then assessed as a manifestation of love. 
Yet my beloved wanted only one thing, to protect me from my 
inexorable death.

She took my hand and tried to lead me out of there, but the 
big man abruptly grabbed her so that she cried out in pain.

‘Will you fight or leave her for me?’ he muttered through his 
teeth, his eyes wild and bloodshot.

‘All right,’ I replied, looking up at his beastly face distorted 
with anger, and we left the booth.

As we made our exit I managed to land a couple of blows on 
his hands, the like of which would cause an incredible amount 
of pain and shock for any normal person and render them unable 
to fight. This athlete’s body was like stone, though, and realising 
the extent of his wild power I was horrified. My arms are strong 
and the force of my punches could have split thick boards in 
half, yet to him they were nothing.

Deciding to change my tactics, I attempted to overwhelm 
him with my ‘cobra strike,’ but he easily evaded it. I immediately 
unleashed a lightning fast ‘cobra back strike,’ but even this he 
managed to deflect like an iron wall, as grabbing my hand he 
began to confidently topple me to the ground. After fiercely 
resisting for as long as I could, I succumbed and fell. The crowd 
was buzzing with excitement as the monster leant over me, 
grabbing my neck with his powerful hands and squeezing as if 
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trying to break it. Enjoying himself, the thug cried out to the 
audience:

‘Look at what I am! Look how easily I can break this man!’
The situation was becoming dangerous for me, but this 

stupid strongman could not defeat the cunning cripple he held 
in his grasp for nature has endowed me with the perfect weapon: 
intelligence. Feigning defeat under his onslaught, I simply 
waited for the moment to perform my ‘tiger strike.’ In the heat of 
battle, he didn’t even see my counterattack, and after a moment 
he dropped unconscious. Throwing off the huge sack of meat, I 
punched him in the face a couple of times and jabbed him with 
the particles of conscience.

The crowd fell silent. In tears, Zhanmila rushed to me, and 
holding hands we swiftly made our exit. Waking up, the bully 
began to rise, but falling backwards he covered his head with his 
hands and sobbed. His awakened conscience had crushed him, 
and he burned with shame for his filthy words and disgusting 
deeds. Well, what happened was supposed to happen, I thought, 
and from now on this thug will suffer from his remorse forever. 
This was a purer form of justice than life imprisonment or the 
death penalty for he would live quieter than water and lower 
than the grass under the cloud of humiliation for the rest of his 
days.

We left unmolested and meandered in silence, our hands 
clasped tightly together. I have not left Zhanmila’s side since. 
These years have been the happiest of my life. We had a son, 
and then a daughter. By the way, Zhanmila told me the secret 
of her real name and the story of her life, which, of course, will 
not be disseminated here. Take your time, Mr General Yang 
Lee Mzhanba, soon everything will become clear. After all, 
you believe that secrets cannot be kept from you. But I know 
something you don’t because believe it or not, we’ve actually 
met before.
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Agony

To this day I still shudder at the memory of our first battle. 
Sometimes I even dream of my dead comrades. At the very 
beginning of the war, we were ambushed. Tons of explosives 
fell on us, and amidst the fire and smoke, the roar of explosions 
was deafening. Everything became mixed up in this bloody 
kaleidoscope, and as we lay submerged beneath debris in this 
strange land, our only desire was to survive by any means 
necessary.

Suddenly, a terrible cry drowned out the sound of the machine 
guns. This cry was one I will never forget. The wounded soldier 
was staggering in our direction. His left hand was covered in 
blood and hanging by a tendon, his whole arm having been 
smashed to smithereens and almost ripped from his shoulder 
by an explosion. Two orderlies rushed to help him, but they 
immediately fell dead from the bullets of snipers. With them, the 
soldier’s last hope for salvation also perished. We watched him 
and prayed helplessly as he stumbled towards a stone block our 
commanders were defending, before falling to ground from loss 
of blood. Led by a general, the commanders went to aid him. 
The young soldier barely got to his feet, and, in desperation, cut 
off his dangling hand with a knife and flung it at the general with 
a loud cry. Somersaulting several meters up in the air, the bloody 
hand struck the general’s clean-shaven face.

We were dumbfounded and looked on with wide eyes, but 
the general didn’t even blink. It seemed to me that he took this 
slap in the face for granted. A spray of blood covered his face 
and uniform, but he didn’t show the slightest sign of disgust. It 
was evident that this general had a heart of stone and iron nerves 
and had waded across many bloody rivers. Muttering something 
to his officers, he saluted the dying soldier before quickly flying 
away in his armoured helicopter.

Soon, reinforcements arrived, and we ousted our fierce 
enemy from the gorge. Then we learned the name of this strange 
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general: Yang Lee Mzhanba. Yes, it was you, General. A legend 
among seasoned warriors, we had heard you praised for your 
courage and ruthlessness. We had heard you spoken of as the 
stronghold of our hopes and the master strategist of our victories. 
We young educated people also understood, though, that it was 
you, with your recklessness and shameless cunning, who had led 
us into this meaningless massacre.

When that young soldier died, your image as a hero was 
shaken. We had believed in our commanders, but when for the 
first time before our eyes in the presence of Yang Lee Mzhanba 
himself, those savages managed to murder that soldier and the 
medical personnel, we realised that we too could be defeated 
and no one could save us from death. With this understanding, 
all the cruelty and madness of the war were felt more acutely. If 
I were conscious when my legs were torn off, then I would have 
thrown them in your face. Well, now I don’t have bleeding legs, 
but there’s another more sophisticated weapon which I’ll plunge 
into your heart.

Either Or

For centuries, saints and sages have tried to teach humanity 
about the power of the mind, to guide them to the true path. 
Literature and art have worked to cleanse the souls of people and 
awaken the good in them. Still, people have failed to grasp the 
most simple of truths - one should not kill any living thing, let 
alone their own species.

Great thinkers and poets have always laboured under the 
yoke of a sense of guilt. They have suffered in their spiritual 
quests, reflecting on mortality and the eternal meaning of life. 
It seems to me, though, that the main cause of their anguish lies 
elsewhere.

It has always been the case that powerful nations or states 
have conquered smaller ones and unscrupulously oppressed and 
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humiliated them, sometimes even mercilessly exterminating 
their people. There are plenty of examples. This bloodshed also 
torments the conquering nation, and poets and philosophers, 
indeed all highly conscious and sensitive people are the collective 
mind of their nations. Herein lies an intricate truth: politicians 
cause trouble, and the poets suffer.

But the blood and tears of innocents murdered do not 
disappear without a trace; they return to the guilty, demanding 
retribution. Can you really blame the oppressed, humiliated or 
enslaved for cursing at their torturers? Perhaps that is why there 
is no peace in this world.

I think and hurt, but I can’t understand why a handful 
of people, sometimes even a single person makes political 
decisions that bring misery to the world. Why do nations allow 
the reins of power to fall into the hands of dictators? I tried to 
comprehend the history of mankind in a slightly different way, 
from the standpoint of morality, conscience and justice, but it 
left me shuddering at the acts of vaunted historical figures.

Even today, a strange pursuit of leadership is in fashion. I 
think that it should be simple: all people should be their own 
leaders, and if no one was suppressed there would be peace and 
harmony on Earth. Yet in advertising and campaigns, everyone 
is led to the attitude that to be a person with power over others 
is the pinnacle and is to be aspired to. What will happen if all 
the multibillionaires decide to strive headlong only towards this 
goal? When you decide to become a leader, do you bother to 
ask if the people assent, and if they do not will you subjugate 
them? And then if you meet other leaders whose sociopathic 
personalities are the same as yours, trouble cannot be avoided.

Many times I spoke at ease with influential politicians of all 
stripes, and as a result of these conversations, I came to some 
general conclusions which were are far from encouraging. Some 
of these politicians were decent people, and the guiding thread 
of their politics was the greater good for the benefit of their 
societies. It sounds reasonable, right? But if one ‘looks into the 
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root,’ as Kozma Prutkov said, then it becomes a terrifying thing 
indeed because this greater good can trample upon the concepts 
of humanity and justice. What if what is useful to your country 
is inhumane in relation to another? A politician once frankly told 
me, ‘If what is useful to us is inhumane, and that which is humane 
is useless, we choose the benefits.’ This attitude is monstrous, 
and as far as I can I have attacked such people with H-particles. 
Unfortunately, though, you can’t re-educate everyone.

It’s no less frightening when the many seek the benefits of 
servility. One day, I found out that one such dictator had built 
a bacteriological plant in the centre of a peaceful metropolis. 
On another whim, he’d decided to bury the nation’s radioactive 
waste at the bottom of a clear deep lake. The worst thing was 
that no one had opposed these decisions. That I could not get to 
this leader was such a disappointment.

The further humanity develops, the more terrible its deadly 
arsenal becomes. Now, as these weapons are scattered between 
nations, there is no question of whom to defeat or how. The 
question is will humanity, in the pursuit of profit and world 
domination destroy the globe, or together, in peace and harmony, 
save it? There is no third way, General Yang Lee Mzhanba.

Quite Exceptional

Of course, like every nation, every person considers 
themselves exceptional, and this is natural. It’s pointless to 
dispute this, as it’s impossible to prove otherwise, and indeed, 
every person, every nation is unique and beautiful in its own 
way. In considering yourself exceptional, though, grant this right 
to others as well, that is, agree you should treat others as the 
chosen, most beloved creatures of the Almighty just like you. 
There is no need to prove your exceptionality to others, and 
certainly not by force.

Everyone lived in peace and harmony until the goddess 
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of discord, Eris, threw a golden apple to the three goddesses, 
Hera, Aphrodite and Athena, which bore the inscription: ‘For 
the most beautiful one.’ Then everything went to hell. A war 
ensued, many soldiers died and Troy was destroyed. People may 
have forgotten this instructive and tragic story, but this apple 
of discord from ancient times haunts humanity to this day, 
changing only its shape. The people of Earth continue to fight 
over transient material wealth, their exorbitant ambitions and 
stupid pride, brutally destroying each other.

The pursuit of greatness is not so bad if you follow a path of 
honesty and justice, but when you exalt yourself, building your 
greatness upon the destruction of others, that is criminal. If you 
rise up by trampling upon others, you end up standing on the 
bones of those who you destroyed.

What about a person who has honour and dignity when other 
countries colonise his, dictate its conditions, destroy its national 
cultural values, language, literature and traditions, and oppress 
and insult the religious freedoms of its people? Even worse, when 
political, spiritual and psychological pressure turns into violence 
and whole families within small nations are subject to the fire 
and sword of the strong? Naturally, a person who has undergone 
such trials and persecution since childhood objectively becomes 
a conscientious terrorist and indiscriminately sets about reaping 
vengeance on the representatives of the nation which tortured his. 
Evil begets evil - this is well known - but why should peaceful 
people suffer because of the exorbitant ambitions of a handful 
of aggressors?

Once, I tried to ask this question of two figures I’d found 
online. I met them according to the agreed schedule, asked 
them to push my stroller, and they reluctantly complied with my 
request. The first one I attacked accurately and efficiently, but 
the second one was crafty. Noticing something suspicious, he 
jerked back before moving menacingly towards me. The handles 
of Yangalibus were located on both sides of the back of the chair, 
like half-arcs in the upper corners deliberately placed so that 
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only one person could hold them. This was designed as such so 
that if necessary I could stop the stroller abruptly and trigger my 
device from the rear. On this occasion, though, the first hooligan 
took one handle with his left hand and the second with his right. 
I had made a small mistake, and it almost cost me my life, but the 
elusive and unsinkable, brisk and dexterous Yangalibus helped 
me out. Just as the bastard was just about to strike me, I hit the 
afterburners and my faithful chair rushed away into the alley, my 
would-be assailant falling hopelessly behind.

Having driven quite far, I crossed to the other side of 
the avenue and took a breath, but this spot wasn’t great. The 
notorious thug began to catch up with me in his car. That was 
fun! Imagine, Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba, an inveterate big- time 
thug in broad daylight in a jeep in a modern city chasing a war 
veteran in a wheelchair. Of course, the car was faster at times, but 
my stroller was ahead overall. It dived briskly into the narrow 
alleys, turning deftly turned around the corners and passing 
where a larger vehicle could not.

Plea

At first, I prayed to the Almighty that he would punish all the 
guilty parties. I wanted so badly for those who had these crimes 
to pay with their lives so much. There was no other measure of 
justice for me. After an epiphany, though, I began to pray that He 
would make them pay by awakening their conscience.

I really want to ask you in front of the whole world: ‘Shame 
on you, General, how do you feel about having destroyed 
people’s lives? Do you feel ashamed; or maybe you not ashamed 
at all and will continue to bring misfortune, death and ruin? Then 
you are a monster who will be forever damned.’

Justice and conscience? They are the main enemies of 
civilisation. They are a brake on progress which does not allow 
people to grow. They interfere with life. Conscience, reason, 
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justice and politics are incompatible things, is what you’re 
probably thinking to yourself considering the naive idiot who 
wrote this. Do not rush to conclusions, though, for the time will 
come when you will have to answer for everything. Sometimes 
it is useful, General Yang Lee Mzhanba, to see yourself through 
the eyes of the people that you subjugated even though you 
thought you had built a paradise for them on Earth for them until 
the hour of their freedom arrives.

Do I Have Permission to Live?

The truth is beautiful as long as it does not concern us. We 
all love the truth about others.

As soon as our truth begins to be revealed, however, we try 
with all our strength to drown it out, to furiously rebel against it 
and drive it back. It is an unsinkable thing, though.

As with all previous generations of the human race, you and 
I will have to admit to the truth, no matter how bitter it is. Our 
struggle which you took upon yourself for the destruction and 
enslavement of our own kind seems senseless, cruel, and wild. 
Why then does enlightenment not come to all people at the same 
time? Why can they not declare peace and allow all to live as 
they please? Indeed, no material or military interests - including 
oil - have any meaning when placed next to human blood and 
tears. Live people Live happily, gleefully With faith and hope 
Towards love we lope. The tormented people By bloody hate,

Desperate soldiers left crippled,
Firing straight;
Send them home
So their souls don’t roam.
What’s found
Is left crowned;
A lone pilgrim
Buries the axe of war,
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Follows the path of the world,
Otherwise, we swore
For the times and peoples,
The thread that links them schisms.
Oh, the people,
We brothers of conscience
Ask as one steeple
Let others live with their spirits.
Mr General, Sir!
Let me live!
I grant you permission!

Alogism

How do people solve these problems amidst the bustling 
rhythms of their everyday lives?

Once, in the market, I saw a blind man. He stood at the side 
of a busy aisle with a crumpled cap outstretched. Most passers-
by didn’t pay any attention to him, but some compassionate folk 
casually threw coins into his hat. Suddenly, a middle-aged fellow 
who was clearly inebriated came up to the blind man and led him 
away into a dark corner. I was passing by in my Yangalibus and 
unwittingly witnessed the incident. The man rustled a piece of 
paper in front of the blind man’s nose.

‘Here, I’ll give you this banknote and take your change,’ he 
said in a hoarse voice.

With these words, he poured the entire contents of the cap 
into his pocket, replacing it with a discoloured, worthless piece 
of paper. I immediately realised that the blind man was being 
deceived and boiling with rage I rushed to his aid.

‘Stop, you bastard; give him back the money!’ I cried.
The man looked down on me, grinned mockingly and made 

to leave. Quickly catching up with the crook in my carriage, 
I speared him in the ass with my miraculous serum with all 
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my strength. The man froze, then slowly turned around with a 
detached look etched on his face and hit himself on the forehead 
with all his might. Making some strange growling sound, he 
went up to the blind man and placed the contents of his pocket 
in the cap. Hugging the blind man, he wept uncontrollably. The 
blind man was confused at first, but after a moment he began to 
gently pat his assailant on the shoulder.

I, of course, understood all too well what was happening, 
and sighing, I quietly left.

Ours and Theirs

How easy it is to divide the world into ours and theirs, and, 
as long as ‘our’ people don’t end up devastated we are happy. 
This is a falsehood, though, Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba. It has never 
been the case throughout history and is impossible in the modern 
world. There is no ours or theirs, there is one ship, the planet 
Earth in the ocean of space, and our common task is to save it. It 
is surprising, in my opinion, that I, an unhappy cripple scorched 
by the flames of war, worry about the fate of Mother Earth, and 
you, a highly educated, so to speak, politician and general, do 
not pay any mind to this at all.

You may think: Now I’ll launch a rocket to distant lands, 
smash its people to pieces and establish a new world order, 
but Mr Yang Lee Mzhanba, you are mistaken. These volleys 
will return to you like boomerangs. You may be taking aim at 
someone else, Mr General, but you’ll end up destroying ‘ours.’ 
Such is the supreme justice of the Almighty, God’s punishment, 
karma.

If we impartially study the history of humanity from this 
standpoint, then we begin to understand that the violence 
committed by one country or people against another is always 
returned with an even greater force.
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The Hunt

I began to hunt for people who wanted to awaken their 
conscience and sense of justice. It was thus that many scientists 
abandoned their research into fantastical new weapons of mass 
destruction and went to live in monasteries. Some even lost 
their minds, ending up in psychiatric hospitals. Pleased with my 
progress, I began to search for a mysterious force which could 
affect the minds of all these brilliant scientists, but it proved to be 
elusive. My thinking was far beyond the reach of your powerful 
agency, Mr General.

Your Excellency

I want to ask you a direct question, Mr Yang Lee Mzhan- ba. 
Of course, I will not be able to hear the answer but you can at least 
answer it yourself, honestly and directly. Is your «greatness,» 
your «power» built upon the humiliation of others? Have you 
exalted yourself by belittling others? Is it that the lower the 
insects beneath your feet, the higher you seem to be? And by 
humiliating others, are you humiliating yourself? Is your power 
trained upon the destruction of others? Because by destroying 
others, you destroy yourself.

It would be very interesting to hear your response, but 
I believe the answers are in the questions themselves and 
everything will become clear even without a public revelation. 
Now, I will help you understand why I ask these questions.

Once, I hunted down a terrorist who was part of one of the 
many radical international organisations. For over a decade 
the Special Services had been tracking them across the two 
hemispheres but had been unable to calculate their whereabouts 
and eliminate them. I managed to sniff out their trail thanks to 
my intuition and indefatigable imagination.

Sometimes during my perambulations, I thought about how 
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to find them, and one day it suddenly dawned on me: they’re 
looking for this character in the wrong places; they’ve looked 
for them all over the globe but not in their own home. Could 
they really be living here as an absolutely law-abiding, normal 
citizen, and even working at a responsible government post? 
Looking closely at all the likely suspects in the government and 
analysing the path and scale of atrocities committed by Mr X, 
I reached some logical conclusions. Like a chess grandmaster 
who was always ten steps ahead, Mr X considered everything, 
calculating both their own and their opponent’s moves. They 
knew their enemies well and felt invincible, but could not know 
that a cunning war cripple had begun to hunt them down in his 
wheelchair-fortress, Yangalibus.

So, I began to wait for my suspects near the exit of the 
government building every evening when they finished work. 
I wasn’t certain who it was, but I knew that they were here and 
were one of seven officials I’d singled out. In any case, as they 
all had plenty to be ashamed of, I’d decided to target all seven. 
Most importantly, if I could ‘eliminate’ Mr X then all my actions 
would be justified.

All warfare is based on deception,’ wrote Sun Tzu. ‘Hence, 
when we are able to attack, we must seem unable; when using 
our forces, we must appear inactive; when we are near, we must 
make the enemy believe we are far away; when far away, we 
must make him believe we are near. If you know the enemy and 
know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.’

I have mastered this programme of the great commander and 
sage to perfection. It has almost always brought me the desired 
victory. When the first suspect exited the building, I calmly 
waited for him in my amazing Yangalibus. No one could pass by 
my miracle stroller without paying due attention. So, when the 
high-ranking statesman passed me, his eyes were involuntarily 
drawn to Yangalibus. As he reached the closest point in his 
trajectory, I dropped the previously prepared crutch, which, as 
I said, was a multi-purpose weapon. When bent down, picked 
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up the crutch and politely handed it to me, the «Borgia Ring» 
struck. Silently, with a nod of the head, I thanked him and dealt 
an inconspicuous blow with the H-particles. Everything went 
fine. My work was done, and I calmly waited for the result.

The official took several steps forward then stopped abruptly, 
firmly grabbing his large, well-groomed head in both hands. He 
cried out and stumbled back to the place where the blow had 
been struck. Seeing me, he was very happy and began to pour 
out his soul, vehemently reproaching himself. From his story, it 
became clear that he had been recruited by foreign intelligence 
during his studies abroad. It transpired that he was not a spy and 
did not pass on national and military secrets. His mission was 
to lobby for the economic interests of the country that recruited 
him in our state. Now, with his awakened conscience gnawing at 
him, he decided to go to the prime minister and confess.

In this way, six of my seven targets looked at my Yan- 
galibus, lifted my multifunctional crutch and were dosed. 
Each confessed to such crimes and sins that I could never have 
imagined in my wildest fantasies.

The second official to approach was a well-known figure 
with a slightly drawn physiognomy. I often saw him on 
television, always smiling and smug. This most respectable 
gentleman whom our people exalted and called one of the 
country’s outstanding patriots, it turned out, had been pursuing 
a shadowy goal throughout his career. He freely admitted that 
he’d shamelessly lied to the public, sowing the dubious seeds 
of discord and distrust between different regions of the country. 
Aside from undermining the integrity of the nation, he was a 
secret patron of the propagation of violence and sex in the cinema 
and on television. It was with his support that extravagant young 
directors had stripped cute young girls on screen, seducing them 
with money and promises of fame into revealing their bodies 
in sex scenes. Such acts were aimed at undermining the moral 
foundations of the nation and corrupting the youth. All of this 
was done at the instructions of his powerful foreign patrons. 
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Now, with his conscience awakened, there was nothing left 
of the usual mask of the nobleman as he left, hunched over 
and staggering strangely. A day later, he appeared on national 
television, spoke frankly about his atrocities, publically repented 
and urged filmmakers to be conscientious.

The third figure had embezzled vast sums of money from 
the state. He was not a very prominent figure, tried not to 
speak publicly, avoided reporters at all costs and did not give 
interviews. To the extent that he was known, it was as a master 
of evasion. It was this that led me to the idea that not everything 
was clean with this fellow. Once again, my innate rare intuition 
did not fail me. After my attack, he voluntarily confessed to the 
prosecutor.

The fourth suspect left a lasting impression on me. Seeing me, 
he slowed his pace and looked guilty at my glorious Yangalibus. 
When I dropped the crutch, he was genuinely saddened and with 
a particular sensitivity rushed to pick it up. What good company 
this government is, I thought, grinning to myself; they make 
a person disabled and then pity them. Holding my crutch, the 
official’s eyes slowly began to fill with tears. It turned out that 
under the guise of privatisation he’d appropriated for himself just 
about everything that could be appropriated and it had all been 
completely legal. What a paradox - you can rob your country 
under the cover of the law. He’d quietly smuggled his massive 
wealth abroad, had several mansions, villas and cottages in 
different places and was preparing to leave his homeland. Now, 
admitting that for his entire time spent in a public office he’d 
been swindling the country, he left, swearing to return all of his 
ill-gotten gains to the state.

The fifth character I’d noted as being suspicious passed me 
proudly with his head held high. Not even out of the corner of 
his eye did he look at me. Arrogance and pride spilt from his 
every pore. I’d heard that he was a narcissist and that nothing 
but himself interested him, but when I saw him with my own 
eyes, his smug, contemptuous expression, all the mixed blood of 
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the East and West boiled up in me and I almost threw my spear-
crutch straight into his broad back. Instead, I threw a crutch 
on the sidewalk with a roar, but still, he didn’t even look back 
towards the sound. Choking with anger, I breathed quickly.

‘Hey, Mr self-admirer, come here!’ I called after him sharply.
Such rough words hit him like a hammer on the crown of 

his head. He shuddered, turned nervously and looked at me in 
bewilderment.

‘Well, pick up the crutch and hand it to me,’ I said, ‘otherwise 
you will become like me.’

My calculation was accurate. Having been showered with 
an excess of attention and false praise, the mannequin shell 
crumbled from his face at such an impudent intrusion into 
his cardboard world. Obediently, he raised the crutch, and the 
H-particles did their job. Seconds later there was no longer any 
trace of his arrogance; he sobbed in a boyish way and began to 
pour out his soul. What he had done was the harmless game of 
a spoiled child rather than that of a real shark, but it was a very 
funny, crazy and incomprehensible game. This nouveau riche 
Narcissus made money on everything he had ever done. He 
performed no tasks for free. He took bribes in the form of gifts; 
each of his services carrying its own distinct fee. Deciding that 
since he loves himself, it must mean that everyone loves him, 
our Narcissus concluded that this love should be expressed in 
the form of brand new greenback bills.

Concluding that the presence of such a popular high-
ranking official at any celebration would raise the prestige of 
the celebration, Narcissus made himself available for hire for 
birthdays, weddings, etc. He would attend as the guest of honour 
if he was presented with an envelope stuffed with cash. Speeches 
and toasts cost more, of course, and if the beautiful Narcissus 
was to speak from the heart, then the price would be exorbitant. 
Essentially, he had been selling his soul, but my device put a 
stop to that.

The sixth was a golden lady, a businesswoman. The 
hammered knock of her high heels echoed with clear confidence 
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in the silence of the evening among the tall buildings, like the 
clattering hoofs of a mountain gazelle in a deep canyon. She cast 
a quick glance in my direction, this sweet, inaccessible stranger 
passing so majestically that for a moment I forgot why I was 
waiting for her. I was almost a little ashamed that I suspected her 
of some dark affairs, but all my research had led to her and so I 
acted according to my scheme.

The sound of the crutch falling caused her to turn, and with 
feminine responsiveness, she tenderly handed it back to me. 
After the H-attack, unlike the men she didn’t hastily unload her 
sins, but lingered near me pensively, eventually speaking in a 
hushed, bewitching voice. Utilising sophisticated methods of 
slander, trickery and lies, she’d skilfully pitted male politicians 
and businessmen against each other. As a result, they hated, 
framed and imprisoned each other, which had ultimately led 
to a weakening of the country’s potential elite. Now, repenting 
earnestly, she announced her intention to right the situation.

That’s it, Mr General: honoured figures that held senior 
government positions were not who they claimed to be. Now, 
all at once they had admitted their guilt, and for the rest of their 
lives, they’d experience remorse necessary for the cleansing of 
the soul. I am grateful to fate and heaven that they instructed 
me not to destroy people, but to shame them. Yes, indeed, how 
much blood and sin would have been on me if I had killed all the 
perpetrators.

Finally, late in the evening, I got to the seventh candidate. 
He was somehow unprepossessing, and I, tiring and indulging 
my thoughts about the universal essence of being, like a Sufi 
sitting alone in a trance, missed his presence. Yes, he would have 
passed me by if not for a chance event. As the Chinese sages say, 
though, ‘randomness is not accidental.’

Slender, with glasses, looking like a music teacher, he 
swiftly turned on his heels. My phone had started ringing, and 
my special ringtone had caught the attention of the suspect. 
My beloved Zhanmila was calling, but I couldn’t answer as the 
«musician» had already approached me.
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‘Excuse me, please,’ he said, very politely. ‘What sort of 
music is that? Where did you get it? I’ve never heard anything 
like it before.’

‘It’s a dombra piece,’ I replied, ‘a symphony; a song of the 
ancient nomads of the feather grass steppes.’

‘Can I listen closer?’ he asked.
I could not have foreseen that this incredible opportunity 

would fall right into my lap.
‘Please do,’ I replied, but, of course, I was in no hurry to 

hand him my phone and politely asked him to move Yan- galibus 
a little to the side.

When he took the handles of the stroller, the «Borgia Ring» 
sent a portion of H-particles into him. He swayed slightly, shook 
his head, his face cringing before softening. Literally a moment 
later he started to make several phone calls frantically cancelling 
some serious business. Then he took hold of the handles of 
Yangalibus and rolled me to the riverbank. Seeing how carefully, 
even gently, he treated an unhappy disabled person, no one would 
have believed this was one of the most dangerous terrorists on 
the planet. Taking me to a deserted place, he began to unburden 
his criminal soul. Goosebumps ran down my back as I listened.

The «musician» had planned to simultaneously blow up 
several train stations around the country. With his conscience 
awakened, he experienced an incredible shock and came to 
the conclusion that his bloody struggle was meaningless. With 
ardour, he spoke excitedly and abruptly. It was getting late. I’d 
begun to fret and was looking for an excuse to get rid of this man 
when my beloved Zhanmila came running.

Worried that I hadn’t answered her call, she and our children 
came by taxi to the very place where I often hunted my clients. 
Of course, she didn’t know about this and thought I just came 
here to take in the scenery. Now, the children made a merry noise 
and rushed to hug me as Zhan- mila looked upon me with joy.

It was here by the riverbank that something incredible 
happened. Whilst we were busy enjoying ourselves, I hadn’t even 
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noticed that the terrorist had disappeared somewhere. Suddenly, 
he returned in a beautiful red limousine. Shedding tears, he gave 
me the keys to his limo. I tried to refuse, but he just left the car 
and went off on foot. I didn’t need it for obvious reasons, but 
what can you do? So it happened that Zhanmila fell in love with 
the car of a former-terrorist. She decided that this was a gift from 
a kind gentleman to a disabled war veteran, a sign of respect for 
his service in the name of the fatherland.

The happy Zhanmila approached the limousine, gracefully 
opened the door, turned to me and shook her head so that her 
long hair floated in the air like waves. She did this for me, and 
I was pleased to look at her, my head spinning with tenderness. 
She felt my happiness as she got into the glorious car. Planting 
our daughter next to her, she smiled at me and my son, waved 
her hand and slowly drove off along the riverbank for several 
hundred meters.

It was then that the explosion thundered. My son and I 
froze in terror. The car shattered into pieces. Zhanmila and my 
daughter were dead. This was not like an explosion in an action 
movie; this was your bomb, General Yang Lee Mzhanba! They 
died together, Mother and Daughter. They were your...-

At this point, the corner of the page was bent over, and since 
these words were written at the very bottom of the page, the tiny 
bend covered a few letters. General Yang Lee Mzhanba eagerly 
began to unfurl the paper with the tip of a pen and, having read 
it, gasped for air.

... - daughter and granddaughter!
Not believing his eyes, he stared at these words and read 

them again.
They were your daughter and granddaughter!
These words coldly and cruelly reported the terrible news, 

turning the life of a successful warrior and politician into a 
tragedy in the blink of an eye.

General Yang Lee Mzhanba was shocked. Everything swam 
before my eyes. He noticed a faint, barely perceptible strange 



270

smell, but did not pay any attention to it. Putting the letter aside, 
he sat silently for a long time. So that’s why his beloved daughter 
was missing.

He began to cry. Wiping his tears away, he stared at his 
watch. There was a quarter of an hour left before the attack. 
General Yang Lee Mzhanba stood resolutely and gave the 
command: ‘Cancel the operation!’

Standing there, he felt terribly ashamed.
31.07.2013 - 30.07.2015
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Great Legends of the Steppe 

Khan Ablai and His Horsemen

A Tale for Children and Youths

A Note from the Author

A historical figure, Wali-ullah Abul-Mansur, known as Khan 
Ablai, was a great Khan of the Kazakhs during the 18th century. 
This story is based on the traditions and legends of the Kazakh 
people recorded by Chokan Valikhanov, Mashkhur-Zhusup 
Kopeev, Shakarim Khudayberdiev and other prominent Kazakh 
ethnographers. It is also a work of art in itself, which allowed the 
author some liberties in the interpretation and understanding of 
events in that distant era.

Carelessness

It was the first half of the eighteenth century. These were 
turbulent times. For over a hundredyears a war had been raging 
between the Kazakh Khanate and the Dzungar- ian Horde. This 
ancient city in the depths of the southern outskirts of the Great 
Steppe, however, did not know of the war and lived its own 
isolated life...

The gentle rays of the rising sun awakened Ablai the Hanzad 
(Kazakh prince). Joyfully stretching, the happy boy basked in the 
warmth of his soft bed for a long time. He was twelveyearsold. 
His growing body radiated strength and health, and a clear mind 
and spiritual purity shone in his large black eyes.

The city had awoken long ago and its streets were in the full 
swing. The Hanzad loved this ancient city which was governed 
by his father, Vali the Beautiful - as the residents called him due 
to his good character and noble appearance.
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Ablai’s mother entered the room. Like all mothers, she loved 
her children very much, and like all children, Ablai believed that 
she loved him more than anyone. For him, she was extraordinary, 
the most wonderful mother in the world. When she pressed him 
to her chest, gently stroking his head, the Hanzad forgot about 
everything in the world and felt like a very small child as he 
purred with happiness.

‘May Allah watch over you,’ she whispered softly.
The Hanzad quickly packed up and set out for the city. A 

day of studying at a madrasah with bearded sages, reading in a 
library and exercises in martial arts led by Oraz Atalyk flew by 
in an instant.

Tired from the hustle and bustle of the day, the Hanzad drank 
a cup of kumis and went to bed. He could not sleep, though, so 
by the light of a copper lamp he began to read an old manuscript 
on government and military affairs in the Chagatai language, 
penned on the parchment in beautiful Arabic script. The thoughts 
of ancient political figures and military strategists took hold of 
the boy, so that the Han- zad imagined himself an outstanding 
ruler and commander, vividly picturing how he would have acted 
wisely in various historical circumstances. To these imaginings 
he fell asleep, floating on the waves of his unbridled childhood 
fantasies.

Attack

The predawn sweet dreams of the city were broken by the 
booming clatter of hooves, wild cries and the clang of weapons. 
Thousands and thousands of horsemen roared around the city 
like a fierce tornado, turning their deadly gaze on every single 
street and alley. It was a hurricane of death; the Dzungarian 
invaders struck suddenly and treacherously.

The residents of the city offered fierce resistance. Half- 
asleep, Ablai pulled on his clothes and grabbed a dagger, but 
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he did not dare run out into the street where the massacre 
was occurring. Having cut down a handful of brave men, the 
Dzungarians were already breaking into houses. An unbearable, 
heart-breaking noise filled the air, crying, moans and the curses 
of the dying civilians mixed with the wild battle cries of jubilant 
Dzungars.

Suddenly, the confused boy saw a huge shadow in the 
doorway moving straight towards him. This is the end, the boy 
thought, dumbfounded and instantly covered with cold sweat.

As the silhouette approached him, the Hanzad jumped up 
and tore the dagger from its scabbard.

‘Ablajan! Aynalayin!’ the shadow said as the sunlight 
revealed his face. ‘Glory to Allah, you are alive!’

It was the good, faithful servant of Khan Vali, Oraz Atalyk 
who addressed the boy in a kindred way, not as it should be 
according to the etiquette, ‘Taxir (your majesty). Ablai grabbed 
his strong hand.

‘What happened? What should we do?’ the boy exclaimed 
in fear.

‘It’s awful, my Hanzad. We were taken by surprise. Probably 
there were Dzungar scouts already in the city and they opened 
the gates for them. Many of our people have perished.’

‘Where are Mother and Father? My brothers, are they alive?’
‘I don’t know,’ Oraz said in a low, mournful voice. ‘It’s 

impossible to escape from this slaughter. You have to hide well, 
but not here. They will come here soon. Quickly, come with me!’

With these words, he ushered Ablai to the exit. At that very 
moment, an enemy arrow whistled past and pierced the wall 
where the boy had just been standing.

‘The Almighty saved you,’ Oraz exclaimed. ‘Inshallah, you 
shall be saved.’

The Hanzad was moved by Oraz’ emotions, but he didn’t 
show it, only muttering the word, ‘Amen.’

Bumping into corpses in the dark, they made their way by 
touch through a secret passage, exiting in a gloomy backstreet. It 
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was light, but the dawn was heavy. The boy’s heart was beating 
furiously, and he wanted to dive back into the safety of his warm 
downy bed. Blood was being spilt all around, though, arrows 
whistling and sabres sparkling. Clutching Oraz’ hand, the 
Hanzad clenched his teeth and walked firmly behind him.

Crossing the street, they were creeping through the backyard 
of a teahouse when two horsemen emerged from the twilight 
and rushed towards them. Big and brave, Oraz thrust out his 
right hand at lightning speed, and his short sharp knife pierced 
the throat of the first rider. The boy saw clearly how the enemy 
spasmed, choking on his own blood after falling from his horse. 
This was the first death Ablai had ever seen, and it shocked him 
to his core.

At full gallop, the second horseman knocked Oraz’ blade 
from his hand. Jumping deftly, Oraz’ pulled another from the 
horseman’s saddle and threw the dagger into his opponent’s 
throat. A spray of scarlet blood gushed from the deep wound and 
sprayed over Oraz.

With the sound of voices and hooves rising, Ablai realised 
that more enemies were approaching. For a moment, he and 
Oraz froze in anticipation of the end.

Fury

Suddenly, Oraz saw an inverted black cauldron, and a plan 
dawned on him.

‘Listen, my Hanzad,’ he whispered, ‘I’ll hide you under this 
black cauldron. Perhaps the enemies will not notice.’

Ablai grinned.
‘Me? Under the cauldron?’
‘Since ancient times cauldrons such as these have been 

considered sacred among the Kazakhs. The Almighty has 
brought us here in our hour of trial.’

With these words, Oraz raised the edge of cauldron and hid 
Ablai underneath it.
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‘I’ll be right here,’ he whispered goodbye. ‘The most 
important thing is peace.’

‘Oh, how small the world is,’ Ablai sighed bitterly, crouching 
under the cauldron; ‘and how cruel fate can be.’

Last night, he had gazed up the heavens for a long time. 
His thoughts soared to the distant stars, and he felt himself the 
sovereign of the world. Now, the bottom of an inverted cauldron 
had become his heavenly vault. Last night, he had laid in a lush, 
soft bed, yet this morning he was lying on the bare, cold earth, 
hiding in an old black cauldron. He didn’t even own this cramped 
area; at any moment the powerful Dzungars could overturn the 
cauldron, and then the end would come.

Gradually, his unhappy thoughts began to dissipate. It was 
quite spacious under the cauldron. He could turn from side to 
side or lie on his back bending his legs. Somewhere between the 
uneven ground and the edges of the cauldron there were cracks, 
and light and the sounds of a fierce battle were breaking through.

‘Damned dogs; you’ll never win!’
‘They will avenge us!’
Judging by the voices, several Kazakh soldiers were still 

fighting desperately on the street.
‘Ha, ha! Who will avenge you?’ the cries of Dzungars rang 

out. ‘Who are you hoping for?No one is left alive. We slaughtered 
the Khan’s whole family and all the sultans too. The great Noyon 
Charysh ordered us to exterminate everyone; so goodbye!’

Soon, the noise of the battle died down. It was all over. 
Several arrows clanged across the cauldron. Ablai’s heart 
pounded wildly with fear and rage. He wanted to jump out and 
scream: ‘Me! I will avenge everyone!’ He wanted to rush at the 
enemy and cut them limb from limb. He wanted so badly to grab 
this leader, Charysh, and tear off his head. He clearly realised, 
though, that he was powerless to do anything and that it would 
be pointless to thrust his small dagger in the faces in the horde of 
Dzungars. His young soul was torn asunder; his father, mother, 
brothers and sisters, all of his relatives were dead. He was alone 
and he must survive.
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Sensing that the Dzungars were nearby and could detect 
him at any moment, he became frightened. He pressed himself 
low to the ground, afraid to even breathe freely. These moments 
of torment dragged on seemingly interminably until silence 
eventually reigned.

Exhausted, the boy fell asleep. He woke to the light touch of 
someone’s hand. It was dark already, but Ablai recognised that it 
was Oraz who had lifted the cauldron.

‘I have been with you the whole time, my Hanzad,’ Oraz 
whispered softly. ‘I lay like a dead man between the corpses. 
Now, we must get out of here; we must go to the steppe.’

They didn’t even think about horses, firstly, as it would 
be impossible to procure them without getting into a fight, 
and secondly, because their enemies would notice the riders 
immediately. Therefore, on foot they dissolved into the darkness, 
picking their way through the ruined city.

No matter how cunning Oraz was, however, he couldn’t 
avoid the enemy. On the outskirts of the city where the steppe 
began, three horsemen appeared out of nowhere.

‘You must flee. Farewell, my Hanzad,’ Oraz whispered with 
fervour and hurried to confront them.

Not even noticing the child slipping away around a corner, 
the Dzungars chased after the bigger man.

Stumbling and falling, the Hanzad finally found himself on 
the open steppe. The unimpeded wind invigorated the fugitive, 
and he breathed freely. The mystery of the endless dark distance 
both powerfully attracted him and at the same time sent a shiver 
down his spine.

No One

As he wandered, the fact that he was all alone on the Great 
Steppe struck the boy. He was all alone, without a mother or a 
father, with no one and nothing, poor and hungry in the dark night. 
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He felt uneasy. The moon looked down at him impassively from 
its heavenly height before bashfully hiding behind thick clouds. 
Distant stars sparkled bright and cold, not warming his soul as 
they had before. He had lost everything, absolutely everything, 
his relatives, loved ones, peace and comfort, wealth and honour. 
He had lost his future.

Before it had seemed that everything was clear: the Khan’s 
son would grow up to sit on the throne of his father and rule 
the country fairly and justly. If only he was grown up now, then 
all of this would have come to pass. People cannot foresee the 
vicissitudes of fate, though. Now, deprived of everything in an 
instant, he had become a nameless vagrant. He would have to 
wander through this vast ocean of life as a man without a clan or 
a tribe. Revealing your name and origin would be very dangerous 
in these parts, and who would believe him anyway?

Falling face down, the Hanzad clutched at the grey steppe 
and wept bitterly, all the while trying to quieten himself so that 
no enemies would hear him. At any moment a red-hot arrow 
could fly out of the darkness and cut the thin thread of the boy’s 
life, a life which for him had lost all meaning. His wounded 
soul wanted to fly like a bird and dissolve into the air. This was 
neither a dream nor a fairy tale, however. This was a cruel life 
from which there was no escape.

Maybe I should kill myself, he reflected, clutching the silver 
handle of his dagger, his heavy thoughts nailing him to the feather 
grass. What would that achieve, though, inglorious, shameful 
death in these bushes? What kind of nonsense am I thinking? 
No, I’ll never take my own life. I am a man, a Hanzad, and I will 
fight until my very last breath for my inheritance, for freedom, 
for glory and for the throne. But how should I fight? What should 
I do? These cruel questions burned little Ablai’s soul, but first of 
all, he reasoned, I must just concentrate on surviving.

Ablai had learnt a lot in the court of Khan Vali in the glorious 
city filled with scientists and craftsmen. Under the guidance 
of Oraz Atalyk and other experienced tutors, he had studied 
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religion, philosophy and languages. He knew how to play the 
dombra and the kobyz. He knew how to handle weapons and had 
learnt how to communicate with and manage people. The irony 
was that he had not been taught simple survival skills. For all 
his knowledge, he couldn’t procure food or navigate the terrain 
in the dark. Even in the daylight, he couldn’t make a fire, find 
water or build a shelter. He couldn’t live in the steppe as a simple 
nomad for these lessons were not taught to a boy meant to live 
the life of a royal.

‘Oh, how hard it is for me,’ Ablai sighed to himself, ‘and no 
one will help me.’

Fortunately, he had been born with a brave heart.
‘Why should anyone help you?’ he argued with himself. 

‘No, don’t rely on others; you must learn to help yourself. Was 
it easy for my great ancestor Genghis Khan when he lived as 
an orphan among his persecutors? Genghis Khan withstood the 
trials of fate and rose to power, and I too will rise.’

Getting to his feet, the Hanzad headed north in the direction 
of Temirkazyk. Under the stars, he walked all night, farther and 
farther from the smouldering city of his birth.

Death

During the hours of daylight, it was too dangerous to walk 
in the open steppe. Therefore, the exhausted and hungry boy 
hid in a deep ravine overgrown with jusan and feather grass. 
Although his hunger and thirst tormented him, he was so tired 
that he soon fell asleep.

Some hours later, the Hanzad woke in alarm. The evening 
was falling and a distant, obscure hum was being carried on the 
air across the steppe. The buzzing grew louder and soon Ablai 
could hear the clatter of hoofs and the cries of people. Shortly 
a band of horsemen appeared from behind a hill and swiftly 
swept through the ravine. At first, with a childish naivety, Ablai 
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thought that it was a baiga (a long-distance horse race) or kokpar 
(an equestrian game), and his heart was filled with excitement. 
Upon closer inspection, however, he realised that it was not a 
baiga but a massacre.

Chasing a lone horseman, a large group of warriors were 
gaining ground on him. The quickest of his pursuers almost 
nailed him with a long spear, but the fugitive, deftly dodging 
its point, swiftly slashed at his assailant with his sabre and the 
wounded spearman fell from his horse. An instant later, the 
fugitive approached the place where the Hanzad was hiding. The 
white tulpar (a noble breed of horse) was wounded, stained with 
blood and, it seems, was completely exhausted. Overtaking him, 
his attackers surrounded him, and the fugitive sharply implored 
his horse to meet his enemies head-on.

The Dzungar pursuers stopped dead in their tracks. Flashing 
with his huge aldaspan (sabre), the voice of the lone warrior 
thundered, shaking the steppe with his war cry: Zhekpezhek! 
Zhekpezhek!Aware of the power and fury of the driven Kazakh 
warrior, the Dzungarian warriors backed away and looked at 
each other. Ablai clearly saw and heard everything, for they 
were no more than the throwing distance of a lasso from him. 
Lying motionless, he was thankful that the grasses of his native 
steppe sheltered him in this ancient ravine.

‘Well, Dzungarian devils,’ the lone horseman cried, ‘are 
there no worthy warriors among you? Are you not the brave 
wolves of the Khong Tayijii (crown prince) Galdan Tseren, but 
a pack of pathetic dogs?’

A fully armed Dzungarian warrior with a large shield seated 
on a bay stallion came forth. The Dzungars shouted, cheering on 
the Sherik (high-ranking warrior). His quiver empty and with no 
other weapon besides his aldaspan and shield, the lone Kazakh 
faced him. The Sherik threw his spear, but the white horse of 
the Kazakh darted forward. The whistle of the aldaspan was 
heard, and the Dzungar softly sank into the feather grass. Seeing 
his demise, his comrades in arms visibly drooped before, as if 
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conspiring, they rushed in unison at the lone brave man. The 
Kazakh was strong and fought well, and a few more enemies fell 
at his hands, but the devils flew upon him delivering lightning-
quick blows. Soon, the Kazakh’s chain-mail was torn to shreds 
like old rags, blood seeping through where it had been ripped 
asunder. Like a flock of hungry hyenas, the Dzungar warriors 
rushed at the wounded lion, and it seemed that he was about to 
collapse along with his pure white horse, but the warrior stood 
firm, slaughtering several more of his enemies.

Suddenly, a loud cry rose above the noise, and everyone 
froze. No one had noticed the appearance of a huge warrior 
on a jet black horse. His black cloak fluttered, giving him a 
mysterious, eerie air, and his horse seemed to be made of cast 
black iron. A thick, long tuft like a boa constrictor encircled the 
warrior’s powerful neck, his impudent eyes expressing a sharp 
temper and courage. Approaching the warring men, he spoke in 
a thunderous voice.

‘Well, moon-like Oirot (an ancient tribe, the root of the 
Mongols and Kalmyks^, messing around with this Kazakh dog 
are you? I can’t wait for you to bring me his head.’

The newcomer surveyed the bodies strewn across the 
battlefield and whistled.

‘Pah!’ he spat. ‘Looks like I’ve come upon a real warrior. 
Oh, how lucky I am. I love to snap the necks of these stupid 
firebrands and cut off their heads. Ha, ha.’

Throwing up their spears, the Dzungars honoured their 
leader.

‘You’d better think about your own filthy head,’ the defiant 
Kazakh shouted. ‘You’ll never be able to wash away the blood 
of innocent victims from it. The curses of the people

will drive you into the ground.’
Filled with anger and hatred, the Dzungar leader unleashed 

a bloodcurdling laugh.
‘We’ll see whose head rolls in the feather grass,’ he roared, 

circling the Kazakh.
His face tanned by the steppe winds and the fierce sun; 
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his slanting eyes were bloodshot. His horse began to rear up, 
pounding the ground with its huge hooves, biting its lip and 
trying to tear off its bridle.

‘Hai! Hai! Let’s duel!’ the Dzungar yelled, his words 
reverberating across the steppe. ‘I, Charysh the Noyon, the great 
warrior of the proud Oirot and nephew of the sun-like Galdan 
Tseren challenge you, Kazakh, to an honest fight to the death. If 
you defeat me, I swear my warriors will allow you to live.’

Ablai almost gasped as the Dzungars parted to make space 
for impending battle; so this was Charysh the Noyon himself!

‘Honour is the law of the steppe to which every nobleman 
must adhere,’ thought the Hanzad, ‘but this honesty is relative 
when one is full of strength and the other is a wounded warrior 
on an exhausted tulpar; how is this a fair fight?

But the Kazakh batyr accepted the challenge with dignity.
‘Aruah, spirit of the ancestors; Aruah!’ he exclaimed, 

spurring his horse.
As if by some miracle, sensing a decisive battle the 

exhausted white tulpar changed before Ablai’s eyes. It was a 
true warhorse. With fierce screams of wild unbridled passion, 
the two complete strangers pounced upon each other. Their first 
meeting in this mortal world where all people should be brothers 
brought grief. They did not have a personal history and hailed 
from different nations. They could have been sitting around a 
fire, peacefully sharing food and kind words, decorating the 
world with kindness. What great friends they could have been. 
But no, they thirsted for blood, and all because of the desire 
of some to dominate others. The Kazakh was a thousand times 
more righteous because he was defending his homeland, his 
freedom, honour and independence. And the Dzungar was a 
thousand times more wrong, for he wanted to conquer a foreign 
land, to enslave another people.

Without pausing for thought the warriors delivered furious 
blows with their steely blades. It seemed to Ablai that they were 
surely about to kill each other. He closed his eyes. His young 
soul was indignant, opposed to this violence, but the real world 
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dictated its cruel conditions. He wanted to jump out and help the 
lone warrior, but some force preventing him from moving. He 
was aware that his time had not yet come. He could only silently 
observe and commit the event to memory.

The sun was already setting over the horizon. Matching the 
blood of the battle, like an inexplicable horror the red sky seemed 
ominous. Realising he could not defeat the enemy with his sabre, 
Charysh the Noyon took a long spear and, at full gallop, thrust 
it into the chest of the white tulpar. The noble animal staggered, 
quietly neighed and collapsed to the ground dead. The Kazakh 
managed to jump from his falling steed, but as he did so Charysh 
ran him through the chest with his spear.

To the cheers of his soldiers, Charysh the Noyon dismounted 
from his horse and raised the bloody warrior on his spear high 
above his head.

‘Hai, hai, Kazakh; how are you feeling now, huh?’ taunted 
the monster, his sarcastic question greeted with roaring laughter 
by his men. Slowly, the warrior opened his eyes.

‘Damned Dzungarian dog,’ he said hoarsely but distinctly 
with his final breath; ‘I’m still taller than you.’

Stupefied, Charysh the Noyon lowered the body of the 
deceased to the ground.

‘Bury him,’ he commanded with a hollow voice. ‘He is 
worthy of respect.’

The Dzungars buried their own warriors and the Kazakh 
warrior separately, with Charysh the Noyon claiming the brave 
man’s aldaspan as his prize. Ablai cried quietly in his hiding 
place. Only when the Dzungars hid disappeared over the horizon 
and night had fallen did he come out of his hiding place and go 
to the grave. After reciting a prayer, the Hanzad sat for a long 
time at the grave of the unknown warrior. The shocked child 
experienced deep, previously unknown feelings. Something 
inexplicable was happening inside him.

The light of the clear moon was spreading generously over 
the steppe. A rare white cloud slowly floated away into the 
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distance, and it seemed to Ablai that this was the soul of the 
warrior.

He felt a kinship with the stranger. His heart was filled with 
sadness as he lifted his hands to heaven and spoke an oath.

‘I, Ablai, son of Khan Vali swear never to be afraid of anyone 
or anything,’ he vowed. ‘I will make sacrifices to fight for the 
freedom and happiness of my people. Amen! Allah Akbar.’

Running his hands over his face, he resolutely stood up and 
strode firmly towards dangers and adventures, towards his fate.

Atalyk

By the evening of his second day in the steppe, the Hanzad 
began to feel that someone was sneaking around, relentlessly 
following him. Not even the slightest rustle was heard, but the 
Hanzad knew he was in the grip of someone’s piercing gaze.

‘It is not enough to be brave,’ he whispered the instructions 
of Oraz Atalyk to himself, ‘you have to be cunning.’

Heeding this advice, therefore, outwardly he remained calm 
and walked as normal.

The sun had set. At dusk, the silhouettes on the steppe were 
transformed into ambiguous forms. Caught in the grass, even 
last year’s tumbleweeds could seem like predatory beasts.

Suddenly, growling and jumping out in front of the boy, one 
of them came to life. It was a huge, furry shaggy creature, like a 
Zheztyrnak or a Zhalmauyz (variations of a monster in Kazakh 
folktales which eats people). Ablai immediately pulled out a 
dagger from his scabbard and prepared for battle. Clutching 
the hilt of the dagger tightly, he vigilantly watched his enemy. 
Roaring menacingly, the creature circled him.

Though unfamiliar with each other, when two divine 
creatures meet on the vast steppe it seems they cannot disperse 
peacefully and must immediately decide the question of life or 
death. The creature circled the Hanzad for a long time in the 
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darkness, but not daring to face the damask dagger, slowly it 
began to retreat. Finally, it disappeared from sight and dissolved 
into the night.

Ablai sighed in relief and sheathed the dagger. He could not 
relax, though, because this was only the beginning. The monster 
was unlikely to leave him alone and probably wanted to take him 
by surprise. Aware of every bush, every rustle, Ablai decided to 
push on.

Shortly, he built his camp on a low hill which afforded him 
an unobstructed view. It would be impossible to sneak up on 
him here; he just had to stay alert. Exhausted by hunger and the 
shock of recent events, though, Ablai soon fell asleep. When he 
started and woke up, above him stood a huge monster. Ablai 
jumped up and pulled out a dagger.

‘Hey Aynalayin, before you act look who you’re trying to 
strike,’ the mysterious creature said in a familiar voice.

It was Oraz Atalyk.
The Hanzad’s joy knew no bounds, and they hugged each 

other tightly.
‘I already mourned for you,’ Ablai finally said as he came 

to his senses.
‘That means I will live long,’ laughed Oraz.
‘So, the monster, the Zheztyrnak or Zhalmauyz, was it you?’
‘Yes, I wanted to look at you and to test you; to see if these 

events had hardened you or not.’
‘How did I do?’ Ablai asked with a trace of irony.
‘Not bad, not bad. For starters, your sight and reactions 

are great,’ Oraz replied before beginning to tell his story 
enthusiastically. ‘Oh, you should see how I blew away those 
marauders. Our land is dear, and it helps us. I know every corner 
and every yard, so I can hide anywhere. They don’t know the 
way, though, so they ended up bumbling around blindly until at 
midnight I chased them through the back- streets and the ruins. 
They were completely exhausted, and I picked them off one by 
one.’
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In turn, the Hanzad excitedly talked of his adventures, 
withholding only his oath. The words he had spoken unto the 
heavens were the purpose and meaning of his life, and because 
of this, except for the Almighty, no one should know them. Oraz 
eagerly hung onto every word uttered by his master and was 
pleasantly surprised at the change in his intonation. Chatting 
animatedly, they ate the last handful of kurut (a dried fermented 
milk product), which Oraz had produced from his pocket, and 
set off. Like a lonely sailboat in a raging ocean, they still had a 
long way to travel across the boundless steppe in these troubled 
times.

Shaggy

Several years passed. Ablai the Hanzad and Oraz Atalyk 
roamed the steppe, hiding from the Dzungars, who had conquered 
a considerable swathe of the Kazakh lands. The fugitives found 
temporary shelter in scattered villages. The law of the steppe - 
the hospitality of nomads - saved them from starvation. Having 
thus lived through long painful days, they finally arrived to the 
supreme Bey (political ruler under the Khan) of the Big Zhuz 
Tribe, where they were accepted. As this region was under the 
yoke of the Dzungar- ian invaders, Ablai hid his name and origin, 
calling himself Sabalak, which literally means ‘Shaggy.’

Hardening, the duo strove to become invisible to all around 
them, but one shrewd man noticed at first glance that ‘Shaggy’ 
didn’t look like an ordinary shepherd. After observing the youth 
for some time, the man came to the Hanzad’s camp.

‘You, Sabalak, are no ordinary person; that’s what my heart 
tells me. Both in appearance and in demeanour it’s clear that you 
belong to a noble clan. If the Dzungars notice you, and here it 
is quite likely, they will not leave you alone. I fear for your life. 
It would be better for you to go to Sar- yarka (literally ‘Golden 
Ridge’ - a place on the central-north border of Kazakhstan) 
where you would be free of the Dzungars.’
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Presenting him with two horses, he sent him along with 
Oraz to Saryarka.

In Saryarka, Ablai became a herder for Dauletkeldy Bey 
from the Argyn family of the Atigay guard. He and Oraz lived 
quietly, looked after the horses and rode freely across the wide 
expanses, learning and improving their martial arts skills. From 
the very first day, however, Dauletkeldy Bey noticed something 
special about his young herder and decided to monitor him 
closely.

‘This boy is no an ordinary person,’ he noted to his wife. 
‘He is always calm; he does not laugh frivolously, does not 
get annoyed and does not pay any attention to petty household 
squabbles. He is always thoughtful and asks for nothing. If he 
doesn’t find anything suitable to sit on, he will take off his outer 
clothing, spread it on the ground and sit on it. Most importantly, 
when he sleeps, light spreads over him. Be polite to him, my 
wife. Even if he should inadvertently anger us, the spirits are 
supporting him.’

So, they respected Sabalak-Ablai and Oraz, fed and clothed 
them well. The years passed, and soon Ablai grew up to be 
nineteenyearsold.

Truth

On one occasion, a free singer ofthe great steppe, Bukhar 
the Zhyrau (poet, philosopher and storyteller) stopped when he 
met the lonely young herder. He was alone, his clothes and horse 
harness modest but solid.

The young herdsmen met the Zhyrau with great joy. Seating 
him in a place of honour, they treated the bearer of the ancient 
nomadic traditions to boiled meat and kumis.

Ablai spoke to the Zhyrau , who had a pleasant, melodious 
voice and often quoted verse. Even his simple speech flowed 
like a song, and his voice changed tone depending on what was 
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being said. He put a piece of his essence into his tales, and each 
word fascinated the audience. His words carried his audience 
high into the sky, and his listeners involuntarily turned their eyes 
to the cosmic sacraments of the heavens.

‘Oh, how many Khans I’ve seen; how many sultans I’ve 
met,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen the Dzungars, the Urusuts (Russians) 
and the Shurshuts (Chinese). So many different people, many 
worthy of respect, and a lot of scum. Almost all, though, share 
one thirst, one indefatigable desire: power, glory and wealth. 
They need to cover the Earth, seize all the wealth and conquer 
the whole world. Why is this and in the name of what? Is this 
really the meaning of human life? Would it not be better for 
everyone to live on their land and improve their own lives? I 
cannot comprehend the reasons why people destroy each other. 
No matter how learned men explain it, my soul will never grasp 
it. If people mercilessly destroy each other and tear apart the 
poor land, will it not be ravished? Won’t the sun fade and the 
bloody moon sink into oblivion? And then what will happen to 
my people, what will happen to this world?’

The Zhyrau fell into silent reflection. He went into himself or 
maybe flew away with his thoughts. Inspired and wearied by the 
soulful words of the great poet, the herdsmen slowly dispersed. 
Only Ablai did not move from his place. The wise words of the 
Zhyrau struck the young Hanzad’s heart and sunk deep into his 
soul.

‘What do you need, young one?’ Bukhar the Zhyrau asked 
him.

‘I want to hear the rest of your speech,’ Ablai calmly replied.
‘Oh, curious herdsman,’ the Zhyrau started warmly, ‘you 

will be a great man, for not everyone is able to listen, much 
less listen to such words let alone yearn for more. Sometimes, 
I want to climb to the top of the highest mountain and shout to 
the whole world: «Oh people, do not come to foreign lands with 
murder in your hearts! Do not shed a single drop of blood in 
search of power, wealth and glory. Do not enslave other nations, 
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but live peacefully and happily in your native lands. There is 
enough sun and earth for everyone.’

Bukhar the Zhyrau lowered his voice.
‘Am I just amusing myself with the hope that if people hear 

these words they’ll understand, stop their warring and peace and 
happiness will reign?’ he asked. ‘Am I just pathetic... naive?’

‘You are wise!’ exclaimed young Ablai.
‘Yes, Aynalayin, there is no truth better than this. The 

trouble is that since ancient times everyone has known it and yet 
done the opposite. The Almighty gave all nations his lands and 
indicated that they should live freely and do only good deeds.’

After saying goodbye to the Zhyrau , for a long time the 
pleasant voice of the sage still sounded in the ears of the young 
man: ‘A real man should always be ready to fight and die for his 
people, but this must also be done wisely. True freedom begins 
with respect for the freedom of others... The slave is not free, 
that much is clear; but the master is also not free from his slave. 
They are tethered to each other with a single chain. Man is free, 
but he is not free to insult, humiliate and destroy others. When a 
person lives for the good of his people, he becomes great.’

Ablai remembered these and many other words spoken by 
Bukhar the Zhyrau for the rest of his life.

Name

The following year, word reached Saryarka that Khan 
Abilmambet was launching a war of liberation against the 
Dzungars, and warriors from all over the Kazakh steppe were 
gathering under his banner. Ablai-Sabalak went to Dauletkeldy 
Bey and asked for his permission to join the campaign.

‘Son, you are only twenty-years-old. Is it not better to quietly 
graze horses, eat meat and drink kumis in a cosy yurt than head 
out to a bloody slaughter?’ the wise Bey asked searchingly.

‘It is better to die a jigit (brave equestrian) than to stay away 
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from the fluttering banner of battle and a cavalry shaking the 
ground,’ Ablai replied.

Hearing these words, the Dauletkeldy Bey gave his blessing.

Avalanche

Like black clouds spewing thunder and lightning, two 
armies approached each other. Their helmets, chain-mail, spears 
and sabres sparkling, the best sons of two fraternal peoples had 
come to kill each other. People were screaming, the neighing 
of their horses sounding like twisted laughter. The dust from 
hundreds of thousands of hooves soared up, blotting out the sky.

For each of these armies, the war had a different meaning. 
The Dzungarian Noyons, Zaysans (nobility) and Sher- iks had 
come to conquer the Kazakh lands and plunder its riches. They 
were invaders, bringing death and ruin. The Kazakh Khans, 
Beys, sardars (commanders) and warriors had come to defend 
their freedom and their native land, and as their purpose was 
nobler, they were stronger in spirit and ready to fight to the death. 
The sky was their advocate, and the Earth supported them.

Two armies of seasoned warriors were ready to clash and 
mingle into a bloody ball.

‘Wait!’ the sharp cry of the Bogembai warrior, the chief 
commander of the Kazakhs thundered to the horizon, momentarily 
stopping the avalanche of angry lions.

The battle banners of the clans waved with renewed vigour 
and the fierce cry of the Kazakh and Dzungarian armies shook 
the steppe.

‘Zhekpezhek! Fight!’
‘Zhekpezhek! Duel!’
The first Dzungar stampeded forward on a tall black horse. 

Together, they seemed like an impermeable rock. The warrior’s 
huge, powerful muscles were bursting with steel chain-mail, his 
large head concealed in a helmet which resembled an inverted 
black cauldron. Burning like fire, only his slanting eyes were 
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visible. A long, thick aidar (male braid) like a lasso hung over 
his broad shoulders, emphasising his power and confidence. 
Looking at this giant effortlessly twirl his deadly spear, the 
Kazakhs collectively held their breath.

‘Hai, hai, Kazakhs; do you think you’re equal to us?’ he 
bellowed. ‘That is the mistake that will seal your fate. You will 
kneel under our banner or we will destroy you, Ha, ha!’ he 
goaded, his furious laughter shaking the steppe.

Circling in front of the Kazakh army, he pranced on his black 
horse. Shuddering at his laughter, the Kazakh soldiers seethed 
with rage. In their ranks were many experienced warriors, but no 
one had stepped forth to face with this monster as it seemed to 
be a one-way trip to hell.

Ablai recognised the horseman immediately: it was Charysh. 
His name had been terrorising the steppe for years. Legends 
had circulated that Charysh was invincible and had killed many 
powerful heroes.

An elderly Bogembai of the Kanzhigaly was about to accept 
the challenge, but Khan Abilmambet restrained him.

‘Sardar, you are not allowed to accept the duel. You are our 
chief commander and must manage the army through to the end 
of the battle.’

A young man stepped forward. Full of horror and reverence, 
a whisper spread through the ranks of the troops:

«Look! An algadai (kamikaze warrior); look!»
He had to hold out as long as possible so others could learn 

the best techniques with which to take on the beast that stood 
before them.

Prepared to face his fate, dressed in light chain-mail and 
riding a nimble horse, the young warrior slowly approached 
the huge Dzungar. Instantly, Charysh unleashed a flurry of 
sophisticated spear attacks, but the young warrior was cunning 
and deftly dodged and avoided blows. Matching its master, the 
skilfully manoeuvred horse kept the young warrior safe from the 
sharp Kalmyk spear. Warming to his task, Charysh finally planted 
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his long sabre hit straight into his opponent’s head. He fell dead 
from his horse, but the Kazakhs who had keenly observed the 
fight had now learnt how Charysh wielded his spear and sabre.

Metamorphosis

Upon seeing his comrade fall, Ablai could no longer restrain 
himself and rushed forward to ask the Bogembai for his blessing.

‘Son, you are still quite young, are you sure?’ exclaimed the 
Bogembai.

‘Bata, bata! Bless me!’ Ablai implored, raising his hands to 
the heavens.

Seeing his determination, the Bogembai felt the strength of 
the young man’s spirit and gave his blessing.

‘Oh, Allah, in the name ofjustice and for the sake of the 
salvation of our native land and the liberation of our people, 
we entreat you,’ the Bogembai said. ‘Help our horseman, give 
him strength and victory. Son,’ he concluded, turning to Ablai, 
‘may Allah and the almighty spirits of our ancestors be with 
you. Amen.’

‘Amen!’ Ablai and the entire army echoed.
The legendary Bogembai handed Ablai his sharpest sabre, 

helped him onto his battle tulpar, Narkyzyl, and Ablai galloped 
off to the most decisive battle of his life.

Charysh the Noyon abruptly turned his black horse and met 
Ablai ready for combat. He looked upon Ablai with his deadly, 
piercing gaze, wanting to melt him with the fire in his bloodshot 
eyes. Ablai remained calm, however, reflecting this monstrous 
gaze with a steely determination to secure vengeance. Charysh 
flinched, but his words remained firm.

‘Pah!’ he spat ‘Have the Kazakhs already reached the point 
of sending a little boy to his death? Do they really think that I, the 
victorious Charysh the Noyon, will stoop to the point of fighting 
this young lad? Go back to your parents and learn from your 
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mullah, child. Maybe you can return when you’re a grownup.’
Unable to speak he was so enraged, Ablai prepared for battle.
‘Very well,’ Charysh said, shaking his head. ‘If you so wish 

I will snap your neck like a partridge.’
Collecting his thoughts, Ablai rushed at the formidable 

Dzungarian.
‘Ablai! Ablai!,’ he cried involuntarily, some unknown force 

filling his chest as a wave-like feeling of indescribably
hot power lifted him.
Repelling Charysh’ first terrible blow with his spear, he 

pushed Narkyzyl forward, and, still shouting his cry, unleashed a 
sharp swing of the sabre belonging to the glorious Bogembai to 
the Noyon’s head. The two warhorses whistled past each other, 
and, as Ablai turned Narkyzyl, he heard the victorious cry of 
thousands of Kazakh troops: ‘Ablai! Ablai!’ It was only then that 
he saw the body of the Charysh sliding from his horse and his 
decapitated head rolling away into the feather grass of the long-
suffering steppe.

Without stopping, at full gallop he turned his horse towards 
the Dzungarian army.

‘Ablai!’ he cried so loudly that heaven and earth rattled; ‘the 
Kazakhs will be victorious!’

‘Ablai! Ablai! Ablai!’ his army chanted so that it seemed 
as if the spirits of the great ancestors of all Kazakhs had been 
revived and embodied in a single name.

Like peals of thunder, his name rang out, becoming in 
an instant a sacred word for the Kazakh people. The mighty 
Dzungars tried to scream their battle cries in response, but they 
could not utter a word. As if on wings, Ablai and his army flew 
at the petrified hordes before them.

After the victory, Ablai was called before the Khan, the 
Beys and the commanders.

‘Young one, who are you?’ asked Khan Abilmambet. ‘Why 
did you fight with the name «Ablai» on your lips?’

‘I am the son of Khan Vali the Beautiful. I was named Ablai 
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after the moniker of my grandfather who was called this by the 
people for his invincibility in battle and prowess in military 
affairs. I screamed his name today, calling on his spirit for help,’ 
the Hanzad answered.

The well-worn aksakals (revered elders) were touched by 
his story.

‘I had heard that the youngest son of Khan Vali was alive 
but missing,’ Khan Abilmambet said after giving the matter 
some thought. ‘But, as the saying goes, «a steel dagger will not 
lie at the bottom of the bag.» And now the time has come when 
the name of a worthy descendant of noble Khan Vali will light 
up the steppe with his glories. Bless him, aksakals, and we will 
elect him Khan!’

The gathered nobles blessed Ablai unanimously, raising the 
newly made Khan on the ceremonial white felt. Thus, at the age 
of twenty, the heroic and legendary reign of Khan Ablai began. 
His horde was founded in the north, in beautiful Kokshetau, the 
pearl of the Kazakh steppe.

Zhelbe

Khong Tayijii Galdan Tseren silently sat on a hill, turning 
his heavy gaze to the boundless steppe. A continuous wind blew, 
and the waves of sand led to gloomy thoughts about what lay 
beyond the horizon. For years now, he had been suffering greatly 
from the death of his beloved nephew, the son of his elder sister, 
the great warrior Charysh.

‘I still cannot believe that he was killed in a duel, the Khong 
Tayijii said with pain. ‘No one should have been able to defeat 
Charysh in a fair fight. He learnt all the battle techniques of 
the Mongols and Kalmyks and mastered all the weapons of the 
ancient Oirot and Chinese.’

Bowing his head in reverence to the crown prince, Zhelbe 
the Noyon recounted the events once more. Each time he did so, 
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he experienced the acute bitterness of loss and a renewed surge 
of anger.

‘Charysh the Noyon cut down a Kazakh warrior in a duel... 
And then this Ablai appeared. We didn’t really understand what 
was happening. The battle cry, ‘Ablai’ rumbled through the 
earth and sky. Our horses trembled and wanted to run. We could 
barely stay in formation. No one had ever so charged so boldly 
and directly at Charysh. He hit like a tornado, and the sun of the 
Dzungars went out. Oh, my friend Charysh.’

Frowning, Galdan Tseren listened silently.
‘Though tall, this Ablai was a well-built warrior. In 

comparison to the great Charysh, however, he seemed like 
a child. Yes, and in terms of physical power and technique of 
handling weapons, he couldn’t compete with Charysh.’

‘Then why did he win? How did he win?’
‘It’s hard to believe, oh great Khong Tayijii, but he’s 

no ordinary person. He’s a spirit walker. It was as if he was 
supported by the spirits of ancient ancestors and was exalted 
above all others. Following that victory, the Kazakhs raised him 
on the white felt as a Khan. He was at the head of the charge, 
and, despite his youth, since then he has led many victorious 
campaigns, liberating many Kazakh lands from our grasp and 
garnering respect across the entire steppe. There are legends 
about his exploits.’

‘Yes, I heard,’ Galdan Tseren said dryly.’ I also know that 
he’s negotiating with both the Urusuts and the Shur- shuts. 
He is cunning and a danger to us. He must not be allowed to 
achieve his goals. How long ago did I tell you to deliver him to 
our horde? For years now, we’ve been hunting him, and to what 
avail? Even when it seems he is about to fall into our trap, he 
somehow manages to miraculously escape at the last moment. 
The spirits protect him.’

Galdan Tseren brooded for a moment before casting a sharp 
glance at Zhelbe the Noyon.

‘If you can’t trap him, then we must capture him by force,’ 
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he snapped. ‘Take thirty thousand men and trawl the entire 
steppe. If this Khan Ablai walks this Earth, then you must bring 
him to me. Bring him to me alive as a captive!’

Slave

Khan Ablai was hunting in the Ulytau Mountains with his 
friends Zhabek, a warrior from the Argyn Clan, and Ute- gen, a 
warrior from the Uak Clan. The hunt had tired them and, having 
eaten some meat they soon fell asleep, dreaming heroic dreams. 
It was thus that the Khong Tayijii’s warriors found them. Zhelbe 
the Noyon thrust the point of his spear delicately into the chest 
of the sleeping Khan Ablai. Opening his eyes, the Khan silently 
looked up at the Dzungarian and understood everything.

Reminiscence

When news of Ablai’s captivity arrived, the Dzungars were 
in shock. Everyone looked upon the legendary Khan of the 
Kazakhs as their sworn enemy. Speculation was rife as to how 
the Khong Tayijii would deal with him: would they cut off his 
head immediately, hold him captive and humiliate and torture 
him, or would they bind him to the tail of his obstinate horse and 
let it wander across the steppe so that later accusations of killing 
the Khan could be rebuffed?

Khan Ablai and his loyal friends, Zhabek and Utegen were 
being stared at with great interest. The captives held on with 
dignity, though. Even on the long painful road, whilst imagining 
what humiliating destiny awaited them, the noble appearance 
and magnificent posture of the Khan did not falter. Despite their 
hostility, the Dzungars, especially the women, among who was 
the young beauty Topysh, the beloved, freedom-loving daughter 
of the Khong Tayijii, noted the air of greatness which this man 
exuded.
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Galdan Tseren and several of his particularly close Noy- ons 
were the only ones who did not show respect to the captives. The 
Khong Tayijii ordered that Ablai’s companions be shackled and 
sent deep into the valley to herd sheep under the supervision of 
the Sheriks. As for the Khan, a special fate awaited him.

‘Throw him in prison and hold him there for seven days and 
nights with neither food nor drink. After this time has elapsed, 
give him a bowl of water. Then, throw a piece of lamb fat into the 
water. Watch him carefully,’ Galdan Tseren ordered his Sheriks, 
‘and report to me everything you see.’

So, the Dzungars took Ablai to the dungeon, threw in an 
armful of hay, untied his hands and left him there. The long days 
and nights stretched interminably as Ablai lay motionless and 
waited with his eyes closed. He was tormented by the fact that 
he, the Khan, had been captured in his own kingdom and taken 
to a foreign land.

‘Such carelessness,’ Ablai muttered to himself. ‘If I get out 
of here, I’ll remember this bitter lesson for the rest of my life.’

At times, Ablai dissolved into a world of memories and 
visions, the brightest moments of his glorious, adventurous 
life passing before his eyes. He recalled events in which he 
had participated and the stories told to him by the endearing 
Zhyrshy. He remembered the wise words of Beys and the 
adventures of the great warriors, and this gave him strength. His 
body became weak from exhaustion, but the inner fire of his 
soul was unquenchable and the eyes of the Khan sparkled with 
unshakable determination and courage.

Once, in a battle with the Dzungars, Ablai had become 
separated from his army. Whilst at full gallop at the height of the 
skirmish his warhorse had been struck with a spear, and, without 
making a sound the noble animal collapsed dead in the grass. 
Springing to his feet, the Khan saw that he was surrounded by 
a large detachment of Torghuts and Durbuts (Kalmyk tribes). 
As they approached their sabres sparkled and a gale-force wind 
whistled above their heads. Resolving to meet his death with 
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dignity, Ablai prepared for battle, but regret about all the great 
feats he had not yet achieved for his people gnawed at him, and 
he gritted his teeth in frustration and rage.

Suddenly, like a whirlwind, a rider on a blue horse flew to 
his side.

‘Aldiyar (good friend),’ he cried, ‘get on the horse!’
Jumping to the ground, the young sweat-soaked warrior 

handed Ablai the bridle.
‘Get on, quickly!» they implored.
‘But what about you?’ asked Ablai.
‘The Kazakhs need a Khan like you,’ the young man replied. 

‘If I die, another warrior will be born to replace me.’
‘No; I will not leave you,’ said the Khan decisively.
‘Listen, what’s the point in us both dying? Leave or I’ll cut 

myself down so the Dzungars don’t get you.’
His eyes flashing, the warrior abruptly bundled Ablai onto 

his horse and struck it with his whip. The blue horse swept 
through the howling wind and the ranks of Dzungars, delivering 
hope for the Kazakh people.

After the battle, Ablai ordered his entourage to locate the 
brave warrior and find out about him. It turned out that his name 
was Zhanibek of the Kerey Tribe. Having killed many enemies, 
miraculously he had managed to survive the bloody massacre. 
Ablai thanked the hero who had been ready to sacrifice his own 
life for that of his Khan, that is, for his native country.

It was said that one day in his youth, Zhanibek fell asleep 
on a hill, and from afar his uncle saw two blue-headed wolves 
fussing about him. The uncle rushed to help him, but when he 
arrived there weren’t any wolves to be found.

The uncle concluded that it must have been the spirits of 
totem wolves who had chosen Zhanibek as their host. Indeed, 
Zhanibek was fearless and menacing like a wolf.

Once, a brave Dzungar Noyon had challenged Zhanibek to a 
duel. The Noyon was strong and fuelled by rage, but at the sight 
of Zhanibek, the Dzungarian hero wilted, became depressed and 
fled.
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‘What happened?’ the Dzungars asked the Noyon.
‘I don’t know,’ the Noyon replied, ‘but when I looked at 

him, there were two ferocious bluewolves with fiery eyes on his 
shoulders gnashing their sharp fangs. Their eyes literally drilled 
through me, filling my soul with horror, and in that instant, I was 
defeated.’

Plagued by nightmares, Ablai lay in the Dzungar prison, 
his thoughts running through the world of heroes, legends and 
monsters. Vividly, he imagined the feats of Kastek, the hero of a 
folk legend. A fourteenyearold horse grazer, Kastek sat high on 
a hill peering out over the steppe. During wartime, he performed 
the role of lookout at the same time as his primary task.

One day, from behind an oval , Kastek saw a large army 
stretched out like a cloud appear. The detachment of Dzu- ngars 
was marching directly on the shepherds. Kastek dispatched 
his younger brother to the village to warn the elders about the 
impending danger. Then, he got on his horse and went to meet 
the whole army. The fact was that if he tried to flee the Dzungars 
would catch him anyway and then cut down the rest of the clan. 
So Kastek decided to detain them in order to give his relatives 
time to escape and disappear into the steppe.

As he approached the Khong Tayijii’s Sheriks, he began 
waving a small crooked sabre.

‘Zhekpezhek! Noyons! Zaysans! I challenge you to a duel!’ 
he cried.

The Dzungars stopped in their tracks. They were very 
surprised that a little boy in rags with a small sabre and no chain-
mail or spear, stood there defying these seasoned descendants of 
the great Oirots. They hesitated and then begun chuckling at the 
little boy, inquiringly of each other what they should do. Waving 
his sabre at them, the boy did not care.

‘Zhekpezhek!’ he yelled.
Finally, the Noyon commander honoured the boy with a 

question.
‘Who are you, boy, and what do you need?’
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‘I am Kastek the warrior from the Shapyrashty Clan,’ the 
boy answered unwaveringly. ‘I need you to leave our steppe in 
peace and return to your ulus (native land).’

The Noyon laughed out loud and his men followed suit.
‘Listen, kid,’ he said, ‘you definitely grabbed my attention, 

but if we disobey you, then what?’
‘Then I will challenge you to a death match.’
The Noyon sighed and shook his head.
‘Listen, boy,’ he said, ‘I do not want your blood. Get out of 

our way and go home. You still have your entire life to live, to 
get married.’

‘What home are you talking about, Noyon? Didn’t you 
come here to destroy it, to burn down my yurt? But I won’t let 
you. Now leave or fight me like a man.’

The Dzungars began to get angry and were ready to tear 
apart the arrogant brat, but raising his hands, the Noyon stopped 
them.

‘You are a brave warrior, boy, and I will honour you; I will 
fight with all my might as with a worthy hero.’

So, they came together in a deadly battle, the fourteen- 
year-old Kastek with his small sabre and his horse against the 
fully armed Noyon, decked in chain-mail and upon a powerful 
stallion. With a loud battle cry, the Noyon pierced the little boy 
through his chest with a single blow from his long spear and 
lifted him above his head. Appreciating the combat skills of their 
leader, the Dzungars rejoiced. Drenched in blood, Kastek hung 
lifelessly on the Kalmyk spear which protruded from his back.

‘Hey boy, how are you there?’ the Noyon asked.
Barely opening his eyes, Kastek spat out a mouthful of 

blood.
‘Damn, you really showed your power,’ the boy choked 

hoarsely. ‘Now show me your strength and let me down in one 
fell swoop.’

The Noyon was growing uncomfortable, but laughing 
hysterically to hide his discomfort he smashed the blunt end 
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of the spear upon the ground. The spear broke in two, freeing 
Kastek from its gory grasp and leaving him face to face with the 
Noyon.

‘Well, how are you now?’ the Noyon asked, staring at the 
boy.

‘This is how,’ Kastek the warrior muttered softly as he thrust 
his little sabre deep into the throat of the Noyon.

Slaughtered with a single blow, in front of his men the 
Noyon crashed to the ground. The stunned Dzungars buried 
both heroes with honours on that hill and returned to their horde 
without advancing further.

Once, whilst on a campaign, Khan Ablai had met a lone 
rider. He was huge. Even when dismounted, he remained the 
same height as the horse he rode on. His name was Tursunbai 
of the Kerey Tribe. After talking with him at length, the Khan 
invited him to join his army.

‘I have heard tales of you, great Khan,’ Tursunbai said. ‘You 
know, when I’m alone in the steppe, I feel huge as if I were 
filling the entire steppe to the horizon. Yet when I join a crowd of 
people, I feel very small. Therefore, I always go camping alone. 
With such a hero as you, though, I will go wherever you want 
me to.’

They rode across the steppe together for many days. Passing 
an old, dilapidated mazar (tomb or shrine) they recited prayers 
together but decided to leave as soon as possible for fear of 
disturbing the departed. As they prayed, out of the corner of his 
eye the Khan noticed half-decayed wooden beams protruding 
from one dilapidated ancient grave.

Following a long, fierce battle, they returned victorious. On 
the way back, the warriors were tired and hungry, so the Khan 
decided to make camp for the night near the ancient mazar. He 
ordered that a horse be killed, but in the barren steppe, firewood 
to cook it was nowhere to be found. Whilst his horsemen were 
carving the carcass, the Khan turned to

Tursunbai the warrior.
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‘You know where the old cemetery is?’ he asked. ‘Go down 
there and bring back all the beams. It will be dark soon and no 
one will be able to find that place except for you.’

Delighted that he had the confidence of the Khan, Tur- 
sunbai set off forthwith.

The warrior rode up to the cemetery, dismounted and, after 
reciting a short prayer, began to labour in the pitch darkness in 
order to pull out the wooden partitions. When, having completely 
opened the grave, he began to pull out the wood, a dead man in a 
white shroud shouted in a terrible voice: ‘Hey, do not touch my 
grave! Do not disturb my eternal rest!’ The dark, moonless night 
seemed to shudder at the harrowing cry of the spirit.

Tursunbai the warrior grabbed the dead man’s throat, quickly 
twisting his hands and pinning him down.

‘So, are you dead or only half-dead?’ he asked. ‘If you’re 
dead and enjoy endless slumber, instead of complaining, ask 
yourself, why must the living starve to death? And if you’re half 
dead, then I will make sure you die for real this time.’

With these words, he pulled out a damask dagger and as was 
about to wield it purposefully when the white-robed fiend cried 
out in horror.

‘Wait, fellow warrior, do not kill me! Khan Ablai sent me to 
test your courage.’

Tursunbai laughed and released him.
It turned out that Khan Ablai, having witnessed Tur- 

sunbai’s fearlessness and courage in battle had wanted to test his 
mettle once more. Therefore, before darkness had fallen, he had 
sent two soldiers to the ancient mazar ordering one to wear the 
white shroud and hide in the grave and the other to watch what 
transpired from afar.

‘Let’s see if our new recruit will be startled or not before 
this spirit?’ the Khan had said.

Back at the encampment, they made a fire, cooked meat, ate 
for glory and laughed about the «half-dead.»

‘Tell me, warrior,’ the Khan asked Tursunbai, ‘have you 
ever been scared in your life?’
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‘There was one time,’ he answered. ‘Once, I fell sound 
asleep in the steppe. Suddenly, I felt something cold slithering 
over me. I looked out of the corner of my eye and saw that a 
huge black snake had wrapped itself around my neck. I opened 
my mouth and bit it in half with all my strength. Its head fell in 
one direction, its tail in the other, and I swallowed the middle 
section. I guess I acted out of fear. Yes, if I hadn’t been scared 
would I have swallowed the disgusting snake?’

Khan Ablai and his warriors laughed.
‘At this point, I don’t know what’s scarier, the snake or how 

you bit into the thing and swallowed it,’ the Khan said.
Now, lying on his bed of hay in the damp Dzungar dungeon, 

Khan Ablai smiled at his memories. At the same time, though, 
bitterness burned his soul. Those same nearby unreachable 
Dzungar warriors appeared one after another in his imagination.

Satay, the warrior of the Suan Clan, was distinguished by 
his good disposition. On one occasion, he came across a

Kalmyk Noyon sleeping in the steppe. For any normal man 
there wouldn’t be much to decide, you’d either tie him up or cut 
him up, it was that simple. But Satay woke him like a friend, 
quietly, even gently. After waking up, he thought to himself, who 
is he, why has he come? Well, he doesn’t need to be an enemy; 
he can be a guest.

‘Why did you come here bearing weapons?’ he asked. 
‘Come as a friend, a neighbour.’

Touched by such an incredible offer when he had expected 
to meet his downfall, the Kalmyk Noyon abandoned his hostile 
intentions and left in peace.

When others refused his overtures, however, Satay would 
lose his patience. Once events began to take a serious turn, he 
would become angry, the force of Satay the warrior doubling 
before his enemy’s eyes.

The events of the glorious days he had spent as the Khan 
swept in a continuous succession before Ablai’s eyes as he lay 
starving. He was amazed at the vividness and clarity of these 
visions; it seemed as if he was reliving his past.
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Once, the Kazakh Sarbas and the Dzungarian Sheriks had 
come together in an open field. A great number of glorious 
heroes had gathered on both sides, and lost in wild fury, although 
completely unfamiliar with one another they were there for the 
sole purpose of carving each other apart. Well, that is the law of 
war, they consoled themselves.

The Noyons sent an ambassador to the Khan.
‘We are not looking for bloodshed,’ he said. ‘We are not 

looking to needlessly kill honourable warriors. Let us come to 
an agreement and swear to it. Let your strongest warrior come 
and duel with ours. The side that is victorious will receive all, 
and the vanquished will leave with nothing.’

Together they swore to that and scheduled a decisive duel 
for the next day.

After consulting with the elders and commanders for some 
time, Ablai and Bogembai decided to have Zhanibek fight 
Shakshakuly, from the genus Argyn. The Kalmyks, meanwhile, 
had chosen a man said to have once defeated a ferocious tiger, 
grabbing it by the tail and swinging in the air like a kitten before 
smashing its head on the ground. They say the skin of this tiger 
still adorns the Khong Tayijii’s dwelling.

When Zhanibek learnt who he was to face, he became uneasy. 
He didn’t sleep well, and in the early hours of the morning, he 
had a dream about meeting the Dzungar in a battle in which the 
warrior knocked him from his saddle with a spear, stood on his 
chest and brought a sabre to his throat. Zhanibek woke in a cold 
sweat and decided to flee.

Before making his exit he went to the Khan’s tent to forewarn 
him of his departure. To the surprise of Zhanibek, the Khan was 
waiting for him. Zhanibek told the Khan his dream.

‘Allow me to leave, oh mighty Khan,’ he implored. ‘I have 
not married yet, and if I die, there will be no one to carry on my 
family name.’

With a click of his fingers, Ablai summoned his groom. 
When the groom came in, Ablai ordered him to bring his horse, 
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Narkyzyl, which had been gifted him by Bogembai before the 
battle with Charysh.

‘Allah, I pray to you to accept mighty Narkyzyl as a 
sacrifice,’ the Khan said when the horse was brought before him. 
‘Accept my sacrifice and let the dream of Zhanibek the warrior 
be true as I interpret it.’

The Khan ordered his groom to slaughter the horse and 
distribute its meat to the soldiers. When left alone with Zhanibek, 
he began to explain:

‘From ancient times, the Kazakhs have said that whoever 
is frightened in a dream rejoices in reality. Popular wisdom 
dictates that a dream does not come true as you see it, but as you 
interpret it. So, if the Dzungar defeated you in a dream, you will 
defeat him in reality. Drive this fear away; go to the Dzungar and 
victory will be yours.’

Hearing Ablai’s words, Zhanibek visibly perked up. 
Moreover, he was shocked by the fact that the Khan had sacrificed 
his beloved horse for the correct interpretation of his dream. 
Inspired, Zhanibek went to the duel and steamed at the enemy. 
Surprisingly, the Dzungarian strongman looked depressed and 
was at a loss, falling from his steed at the first strike of the 
spear. Zhanibek dismounted, placed his foot on the chest of the 
Dzungar and was about to smite him when the Dzungar stopped 
him with a wave of his hands.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘I’m not afraid to die, but listen to me first. 
The dream that you saw; I had a dream too in which I killed you. 
It is my misfortune that my soothsayer couldn’t interpret my 
dream correctly, but yours turned out to be strong in spirit and 
high in intelligence.’

It was a pity that Zhanibek had to kill such a man, but such 
are the ways of war. Following the agreement, the Noyons 
handed over their property to Khan Ablai, and he returned to his 
horde with bags full of riches and great fame.

Yes, these warriors are no ordinary people. Ablai had 
thought this before, but now, tormented in the Kalmyk dungeon, 
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he keenly felt their patriotism. They were all connected by some 
invisible, mysterious, otherworldly thread, and where this energy 
came from was known only to the Almighty.

The great warrior of the Karakerej Clan’s name was Era- 
syl, but his people called him «Kabanbai» for his courage and 
assertiveness. Despite being a commander, in bloody battles 
Kabanbai would ride far ahead of his army like an angry lion, 
bursting into the ranks of the Dzungars and scything them down 
mercilessly. His appearance and the clattering hooves of his 
warhorse, Kubas, threw the Khong Tayijii’s men into a blind 
panic and oftentimes they fled.

During one campaign, a wide, deep river blocked the way 
for Kazakh militia. Seemingly, there was no way to ford it. The 
commander became saddened.

Will I, Kabanbai the warrior who never retreats from his 
enemies be defeated by this pathetic excuse for an obstacle? he 
mused. Irritated as he reflected on his strategy for the upcoming 
war, he fell into a fitful sleep during which he experienced a 
prophetic dream. In his dream, he saw two noble aksakals who 
advised him that he was the hero chosen by the Almighty. They 
educated him on how to live a righteous life and showed him 
a way to ford the river which had been lost to the ages. In the 
morning, he found this ford, his soldiers safely crossing the river 
and continuing their campaign. A rumour started amongst the 
people that even a stormy river would give way to Kabanbai the 
warrior.

Reflecting on the visible and the invisible, on that which is 
known and that which remains an inexplicable mystery, Khan 
Ablai thought of Malaysary and Olzhabay. A warrior from the 
Argyn family, Malaysary was an unusually large, strong and 
courageous man. When he was still a boy and rode a pony, a tiger 
attacked him and his friends. Not at all afraid, he was the first to 
engage the formidable predator. The tiger ripped its claws into 
the pony so that it toppled over, but leaping from it, Malaysary 
landed on the tiger’s back. Grabbing the predator by the neck, 
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he prevented it from tearing at him with its claws and fangs. 
As the fierce tiger growled and tried to throw off the tenacious 
little boy, Malaysary’s father, Toktaul arrived, ripping open the 
beast’s belly with a sharp dagger and rescuing his son. From this 
day forth, despite his tender age, Malaysary began to participate 
in skirmishes with the Dzungars. He achieved many great feats 
and his name became known throughout the steppe.

Once, during a ferocious battle, Malaysary was captured 
by the Dzungars. Greeting him with honour, the Khong Tayijii 
came to the conclusion that it was better not to quarrel with 
such a military leader, but to make peace and live in friendship. 
Malaysary accepted his peace proposal and promised he would 
send his son to the Dzungars in the Amanats. They kissed the 
barrel of a rifle and vowed not to fight each other anymore, 
saying that if either should break this oath he would be shredded 
by thousands of bullets.

When Malaysary returned to his village, Khan Ablai came 
to him and called on him to campaign against the Dzungars.

‘I will not go,’ Malaysary told the Khan. ‘I made an oath to 
the Kalmyks not to fight them and kissed the barrel of a rifle.’

‘Why is your oath to the Khong Tayijii? Will you just sit 
here whilst your people go to war to avenge their loved ones 
and return kidnapped prisoners? No, you will come with us and 
that’s final.’ the Khan ordered.

Learning in advance of the Kazakh campaign, the Dzungars 
embedded themselves in an impenetrable fortress. Commanders 
from the Sary, Ulak and Malaysary Clan led the assault upon the 
fortress. The Dzungars met them with gunfire, and the Kazakhs 
were forced to retreat. Three bullets had hit the slit in Malaysary’s 
chain-mail, but all the rest had returned without a single scratch.

After examining the serious wound in Malaysary’s lower 
back, Ablai ordered that he be given no smoked meat and only 
fed lightly.

‘Given where the bullets have struck him, smoked meat will 
break his guts,’ the Khan warned.
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Lying quietly in the tent, Malaysary reproached himself, 
thinking he had been struck by his oath which he could not keep. 
Still, the army of the Khan continued the besiege the fortress.

In those days, Olzhabay of the Argyn clan was an unknown 
young soldier in the army reserves. On one spring morning when 
he was tending to his horse, he heard something and turned 
around to see someone scuttling past.

‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’ asked Olzhabay.
‘Haven’t you heard, Olzhabay? The hero of the Middle 

Zhuz is laying siege to the Dzungar fortress and will distribute 
riches to us soldiers. I don’t want to be left without anything,’ his 
interlocutor replied and rode on.

Is it my destiny to take down this impregnable fortress? 
wondered Olzhabay. Putting on his armour, he mounted his 
horse and galloped off. Remembering the tale of Ablai, shouting 
his name, he grabbed the battle flag from the Khan’s hands and 
charged at the fortress.

‘Olzhabay! Olzhabay!’ the warriors chanted, and in a flash, 
his name became the war cry of the whole of Middle Zhuz.

Only after the battle was over did Olzhabay notice that a 
bullet had penetrated his hand.

On his sickbed, Malaysary bitterly regretted that he had not 
been able to take part in the victorious battle. One day during his 
recuperation, he decided that he wanted to eat meat and ordered 
his groom to prepare some. Remembering the orders of Khan 
Ablai, the groom shook his head.

‘I’m sorry, mighty warrior, but I cannot fulfil your wish,’ he 
said, bowing his head.

Malaysary threatened him, saying that if he didn’t obey, he 
would surely kill him. The groom was frightened and rummaging 
through the supply boxes he found some smoked kazy (sausage). 
Cutting off a large piece, he cooked and gave it to the stricken 
warrior. Malaysary died the very same day.

‘I kept wondering where Azrael, the angel of death lives,’ 
he said with his final breath. ‘It turns out that he was lying at the 
bottom of my supply boxes. He crept up on me.’
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The hero’s body was delivered to his homeland and buried 
with honours.

Legends about Olzhabay began to circulate. According to 
one story, after a difficult hike, the exhausted Olzhabay lay down 
in the steppe and fell soundly asleep. Awaking with a start, his 
heart began to pound wildly, his body went cold, goosebumps 
ran down his spine and he began to choke. In agony, he looked 
around and saw that a large yellow and white mottled snake had 
settled on his chest. Resolving to bite off its head, Olzhabay 
lay still with his mouth wide open. The snake slithered onto the 
ground, however, so Olzhabay got up and began to look for it. 
The snake was nowhere to be seen, but when he turned around 
a spectral figure decked in a white turban was sitting on the 
ground.

‘Do you need something from me, ghost?’ Olzhabay asked 
indignantly.

‘First, I’m not a ghost,’ the figure replied, ‘I’m your destiny, 
your guardian spirit. I’ll always be with you. I wanted to test you 
and crawled over your body as a snake to make sure you are a 
courageous warrior. Do not ever worship anyone else’s spirit; 
call upon your own spirit: «Olzhabay, Olzhabay!» and boldly go 
towards the enemy. The yellow and white snake will fly ahead 
of you at the speed of a flying bullet. Others will also cry your 
name, and your enemies will flee.’

Having said this, the spirit disappeared.
Yes, all of these amazing people, the Khan thought to himself. 

What a blessing that I have met so many incredible heroes and 
accomplished many glorious feats in the name of my people. It 
is a pity that the road was short-lived. One consolation is that 
in these ten years I’ve managed to accomplish things that others 
have not been able to given a lifetime.

Thinking on his pride, he laughed at himself self-criti- cally. 
Yes, there was a time when an unexpected success had turned the 
head of the young Khan and left him thirsting for even greater 
glories. The bravest and most skilled warriors had flocked to his 
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horde from all over the boundless steppe, leaving him feeling 
invincible.

He thought about his decisive campaign in the footsteps 
of his great ancestor, Genghis Khan, on the borderlands of the 
tortuous snows of Russia. Ablai wondered how his own fiery 
speeches had excited the minds of thousands of young men to 
prepare for war.

Then, one day, Bukhar the Zhyrau arrived at the horde. 
Ablai met him with great respect. The Zhyrau was a preoccupied 
individual, but he told Ablai the truth honestly, impartially, 
sometimes even sharply. The essence of his words boiled down 
to the fact that no one needed a war; that we must try to live in 
peace and harmony with all people.

In the beginning, Ablai was angered by his words, but 
remembering the conversation with Bukhar the Zhy- rau when 
he was a herder, he calmed down and considered many things. 
He was struck by the openness and sincerity of the Zhyrau . 
His words were strong because they were truthful and full of 
concern for the fate of not only his native people but the whole 
world. Ablai honoured Bukhar the

Zhyrau’s words with a long and intense period of thought 
which led him to conclude that the world was better than any 
war, and from now on, wherever possible, the path of peace 
should be the way.

Despite the suffering and deprivation of my youth and 
despite this ridiculous and shameful captivity, I am a happy 
Khan, thought Ablai. Yes, how many rulers are therefor whose 
sake great heroes were ready to give their lives? So, I’m worth 
something to them, my people.

Like a balm to his soul, a memory of Baygozy from Argyn 
Clan of Tarakty surfaced in the Khan’s mind. Once, during a 
battle, Ablai had found himself surrounded by four warriors 
from the Dzungarian Khoid Clan. Shortly, many Sheriks began 
to arrive and encircle him. Just when all seemed lost, a strong 
warrior on a black horse broke through this iron ring, fearlessly 
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fighting off the Khoids and killing several with a spear. It was 
Baygozy, and recognising him, the inspired Ablai began to fight 
with renewed vigour. The pair had held off the enemy until 
reinforcements arrived. Subsequently, the Khan retold this story 
to himself many times, reflecting on how that warrior’s passion 
and his selflessness had torn him from the jaws of death.

Ambivalence

Indulging in his memories and reflections, Ablai occasionally 
spaced out, dozed, or fell into a deep sleep. On one such occasion, 
a rustling woke him from his sweet slumber.

Opening his eyes, the Khan saw a woman entering his cell. 
She was an old but pretty Kalmyk dressed in a rich outfit which 
betrayed her noble birth. Ablai was extremely surprised, but met 
her approach silently, looking directly into her stern, sad eyes.

‘I am Galdan Tserena, the sister of the Khong Tayijii and 
mother of the great Charysh,’ she said.

‘Charysh’s mother?’ Ablai said in surprise.
The noble lady tried to maintain an external calmness, but 

anger and hatred burst through with her every word.
‘How dare you kill my beloved Charysh, my boy? He was 

very kind; but how can you savages understand?’ she continued.
‘He was a killer!’ the Khan retorted. ‘He ruthlessly destroyed 

whole villages of Kazakhs. He deserved to die.’
‘A ruthless killer, you say? You’re talking about Charysh... 

about a sweet, kind Noyon. He passionately loved his country and 
was a pillar of the horde. Only during the war was he merciless 
to enemies. Apart from that, he wouldn’t even hurt a fly. Once, a 
lamb sprained its leg, so he made it a splint.

‘Yes, he healed a lamb, and what does that change exactly? 
He cut down a whole nation; does that mean nothing to you?’

‘It’s war! It’s inevitable,’ the old woman blurted out with 
fervour.
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You are a mother and you have a maternal heart beating in 
your chest, right?’ continued Ablai. ‘And it was probably filled 
with tender feelings when you sent your son off to war? To a 
predatory, unjust war! You prayed that he would return alive and 
healthy, victorious with riches and glory. And then what did your 
maternal heart tell you? You gave your son your blessing to kill 
the children of mothers like yourself. And not to kill one person, 
but to destroy an entire nation. Blood and suffering is the price 
of your hero son’s glory. What gave your son the right to go to 
a foreign country and murder people? Who invited him? How 
would you feel if strangers invaded your land?’

Charysh’s mother hesitated, and for a moment Ablai thought 
that she might be ashamed. The proud sister of the Khong Tayijii 
responded firmly, however.

‘No one could ever invade our land. The warriors of 
Dzungaria would never allow it and would slaughter anyone 
who tried.’

Ablai did not argue with her as he understood that it would 
be pointless.

‘I understand your beloved son died,’ he continued in a 
conciliatory tone, ‘but just for a moment spare a thought for 
the thousands whose lives your son destroyed. Think of all the 
heartbroken mothers who mourn for their children like you. 
Think about the grief that your son brought to our steppes.’

‘You dare to say that to me?’ the noble Kalmyk blurted out 
with deep-seated hatred. ‘God damn you! May your lands be 
barren. God damn you so that your seeds will never be scattered!’ 
the Kalmyk screeched with such passion that Ablai flinched and 
goosebumps ran down his spine.

‘You wish for me to have no children?’ Ablai calmly retorted. 
‘Yes, it is a terrible curse; but as long as my people grow, I will 
be happy. The children of my people are my children.’

Charysh’s mother thought for a moment.
‘Well then, Khan, I hope you find yourself at a loss for 

words in decisive situations and unable to follow the advice of 
those who speak wisely.’
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Ablai shook his head.
‘It turns out you are a smart woman,’ he answered slowly. 

‘Indeed, this would be the worst curse. Thank you for the lesson, 
though. I will always try to do the opposite and obey even a 
baby if there is a grain of sanity in its words. Most importantly, 
I return all your curses to you. I believe that no curses can harm 
the innocent as the Most High and Mighty will not allow it. The 
blessings of my people will protect me from the curses of foreign 
enemies.’

The old woman turned sharply and strode towards the exit. 
On the threshold, she turned and cast a hateful glare at Khan 
Ablai.

‘It does not matter; I will kill you myself,’ she hissed 
venomously.

Moribund

These seven hungry days and nights played a crucial role in 
Ablai’s life. Surviving this, he became a wiser ruler not only of 
the steppe but of himself as well.

Seven days and seven nights later they served the tormented, 
weakened Khan a cup of water with a piece of lamb fat floating 
in it. Ablai sipped the water hoping to attract the fat to his mouth, 
but mutton fat which has cooled always floats to the other side 
of the bowl. Three times he tried to swallow the fat, but it would 
not float into his mouth.

‘Previously, I could not blow the fat from the broth, and 
now I cannot pull it to me,’ the displeased Khan exclaimed. 
‘Happiness has turned away from me. Go to hell!’ he shouted 
and threw the bowl at the observant Sheriks.

Stunned by the actions of the hungry prisoner, they reported 
back to the Khong Tayijii.

‘It looks like this Ablai really is of noble birth,’ Galdan 
Tseren said thoughtfully. ‘If he were a commoner, he would 
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have put his hand in the bowl and eaten the fat. Therefore let’s 
try something different. Let four warriors come to him and, 
exposing their sabres, say fiercely: «Your time has come; the 
Khong Tayijii has ordered you to be executed.» Rush at him, and 
if he begs for mercy, cut him up, but if he doesn’t startle, don’t 
touch him and report back to me.’

Shortly, four warriors entered the dungeon and surrounded 
the captive Khan. Like shadows of death, they stood motionless 
and fixed their heavy gaze upon him. Ablai looked at them with 
cold disinterest as the warriors exposed their sabres and issued 
their heart-rending battle cry.

‘Hai, hai, hai, Ablai, Khan of the Kazakhs! The hour of your 
death has come. Khong Tayijii had ordered that you be executed.’

All four screamed at the Khan, their sabres flashing above 
his head, but without even blinking an eye, Ablai sat motionless 
as a rock. Seeing that he did not startle, the Sher- iks silently 
bowed to him and left.

Having felt the terrible breath of death once more, Ablai 
sighed and thought to himself that Almighty Allah must have a 
special destiny for him, and that the spirits of his ancestors were 
watching over him.

Throne

The Khong Tayijii ordered that Khan Ablai be brought in 
front of his horde. He gathered ninety of the most distinguished 
Kalmyks, seating them on either side of the throne.

‘Let it be so that no word or glance gives away the fact that 
I am the Khong Tayijii,’ he ordered. ‘Let’s see how he finds me! 
And do not give way to the captive Kazakh Khan. Leave only a 
spot at the threshold for him. If he is a commoner, then he will 
sit in his usual place at the threshold, but if he is truly of noble 
origin, then let’s see what he will do.’

When Khan Ablai entered, the Kalmyk nobility dressed in 
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their finest robes met him with proud silence. Khan Ablai greeted 
them with dignity and the Dzungars answered him with a heavy 
look. Enduring their gaze, Ablai looked around but did not 
see a suitable place to sit, only a place at the threshold. Khong 
Tayijii Galdan-Tseren was not visible, and the throne was empty. 
Ablai stepped confidently forward and sat on the throne of the 
great Khong Tayijii. The unheard-of insolence of this captive 
in a foreign country outraged the Noyons and the Zaysans who 
exploded in a rage.

‘So who will sit on this throne if not the Dzungar Khong 
Tayijii Galdan Tseren?’ Khan Ablai answered with a smile ‘If 
not he then it is the place of the Kazakh Khan, Ablai.’

Everyone looked at each other in confusion. Khong Tayijii 
Galdan Tseren stood up and went to his throne, which Ablai 
respectfully vacated, taking a seat at his right side.

Khong Tayijii Galdan Tseren looked mournfully at Khan 
Ablai.

‘Where is Charysh?’ he asked.
‘There was a fateful battle, and it was destined that he should 

shed his blood before me.’
‘Where is Charysh?’
‘My people desired his death, and I simply fulfilled this 

wish. Why do you need this Charysh who has disappeared into 
oblivion? Surely it would be better to take care of yourself and 
those who are still alive.’

The Khong Tayijii pondered these words and shook his 
head.

‘Is there anything you are sorry about, Khan Ablai?’ he 
asked finally.

‘The first thing I regret is that I did not manage to build 
cities and protect my nomadic people.’

‘You’re right,’ replied the Khong Tayijii.
‘Secondly, I killed Charysh in a duel which was a fair fight. 

I am very sorry that I was captured whilst sleeping and will die 
ingloriously. If we came together in an open field and I died in 
battle, I would have no regrets.’
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‘Yes,’ said the Khong Tayijii.
‘My third regret is that I’m the only living descendant of my 

ancestors and no heirs to me have yet been born. If I die, then my 
family name will cease to exist.’

Upon hearing these words, the Khong Tayijii suddenly felt 
sad.

‘I am also the only one left alive of my bloodline,’ he said 
sadly. ‘I guess then you’re a lot like my Amursana.’

‘Ah!’ Khan Ablai exclaimed joyfully.
‘Why are you happy?’ the Khong Tayijii asked in surprise.
‘You compared me to your son, and this being the case 

you probably do not wish for my death,’ Khan Ablai exclaimed 
before continuing in a calm voice. ‘I think we have already shed 
a lot of Kazakh-Kalmyk blood. For nearly two centuries, we’ve 
been bringing each other death, suffering and ruin. And what 
have you achieved?! It’s high time to stop and think.’

Some of the Noyons grew indignant, but the Khong Tayijii 
imperiously raised his hand and everyone immediately fell silent.

‘The Kazakhs say that the human head is the ball of Allah. 
Wherever he pushes it, it will roll.’ continued Ablai. ‘But 
sometimes entire countries allow others to play with their own 
heads.’

Upon hearing these words, the Khong Tayijii’s broad face 
faltered slightly and there was concern in his eyes.

Most of the Dzungarian nobility also seemed to be eriously 
considering this statement.

‘Which of today’s rulers do you consider the most powerful?’ 
the Khong Tayijii finally asked.

‘The Turkish Sultans, the Russian Tsar, the Chinese Emperor, 
and then you, Khong Tayijii.’

‘And where do you stand?’ one of the Noyons piped up, 
unable to stand it any longer.

‘We are all in harmony and friendship with the others, so as 
equals we stand,’ Ablai smiled in response.

‘We know the legends about you which circulate on the 
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Kazakh steppe,’ the Noyon continued, ‘but some foreigners 
speak unflattering words about you. They say you are cunning, 
treacherous, two-faced and power-mad.’

‘It’s good when foreign ill-wishers blaspheme you,’ laughed 
Ablai. ‘If it were the other way around, that would be really 
bad. I think the first duty of a Khan should be to think about the 
interests of his people, not winning foreign flatterers.’

A murmur of approval rose from the Noyons; smirking 
thoughtfully, Galdan Tseren shook his head.

‘Yes, you and I think similarly about many things. So, take 
some time to rest and then we will continue our conversation,’ 
the Khong Tayijii said, bringing an end to the discussion.

Signalling to his men, the guard led away the great Kazakh 
Khan known as Ablai.

Dream

Ablai was transferred to a separate yurt, which after the 
dungeon seemed like paradise. Captivity, though, no matter how 
honourable is always painful, and his position left Ablai feeling 
more oppressed as the days went by.

One night, he dreamt that he was a boy on his horse and 
was playing alone in the steppe. A Kalmyk boy appeared from 
behind a hill also on a horse and they approached each other. 
The Kalmyk boy was very handsome and beautifully dressed. 
They smiled at each other.

‘I’m Ablai. What’s your name?’
‘My name is Charysh. I am a Dzungar. Are you a Kazakh?’
‘Yes; do you want to play?’
‘Sure; what shall we play?’
‘Asyk (a Kazakh game of skill played with bones) or baiga?’
‘No, let’s play war.’
‘No, war is bad, but we can duel.’
They dismounted and began to fight, but Ablai accidentally 

hit Charysh hard in the face with his elbow and the boy cried 
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loudly. Charysh’s mother appeared so suddenly it was as if she 
had risen out of the earth. She hugged her son and began to 
console him whilst shaking her fist. Ablai became scared, but 
as he started to cry his mother appeared in a long white dress, 
surveying the scene sadly. No sooner had she appeared, however, 
than she vanished like a mirage.

‘Where did your mother go?’ Charysh asked.
‘The Dzungars killed her,’ answered Ablai, and broke into 

tears once more. ‘Oh, mother; my dear mother.’
With these words on his lips, he awoke. Through bleary 

eyes, he saw a woman sitting next to him. Still half-asleep, 
for a moment he thought that it was his mother, but no, it was 
the Kalmyk, Charysh’s mother. Stunned by his words, she sat 
motionless at the side of the bed clutching the dagger she had 
brought to kill him. Ablai jumped up. His face darkened with 
rage and his eyes filled with blood. Screaming in fright, the old 
woman recoiled towards the exit. Guards came running upon 
hearing her cry, and Ablai looked upon them coldly.

‘Get her out of here and don’t let her in anymore,’ he said. 
‘Tell Galdan Tseren that if he has decided to kill me, then let him 
do it honourably; or are there no warriors left in the whole of 
Dzungaria? I will not die at the hands of a madwoman.’

Hearing what had happened from his men, Galdan Tseren 
forbade his sister from going anywhere near the prisoner’s yurt.

Envoys

Soon, envoys from the Kazakh horde arrived. Led by 
Kazybek the Bey, their foremost demand was the immediate 
release of Khan Ablai. Hailing from the Karakesek Tribe of the 
Argyn Clan, people called Kazybek the Bey «Kaz dauysts» - 
‘speaker like the birds’ - for his clear, melodious voice. The

Khong Tayijii accepted the envoys, and after an exchange of 
traditional courtesies, Kazybek got down to business.
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‘Great Khong Tayijii,’ he began, ‘the entire Kazakh steppe, 
the free sons of all three Zhuzes are deeply outraged by the 
capture of the Khan. And you understand perfectly well that 
the Kazakhs will not forgive you if anything happens to him. 
We hope for your discretion. In the name of peace between our 
people, you must immediately return our Khan, safe and sound.’

‘Are you asking me or demanding?’ Galdan Tseren replied 
with flashing eyes.

Kazybek the Bey looked directly at him and calmly spoke 
his poetic words in a firm, sonorous voice: Oh, great Khong 
Tayijii, We the Kazakhs are a peaceful people. We act only with 
friendship and kindness, We never start wars; nor do we enslave. 
But to those who come to us with enmity, We were ready to 
raise our sharp spears. You are iron and I am coal; I have simply 
come to meet thee. The Kazakhs and Kalmyks can be together 
as brothers; I have come to reconcile with thee. If you growl like 
a panther, Then I will roar like a lion, Because although we want 
peace, We are not afraid to fight.

The speech flowed from the wise and courageous nomad 
like a pure spring, his powers of recitation endowing them 
with a bewitching beauty. For a moment Galdan Tseren froze 
in admiration of the bird-voiced Kazybek the Bey, but pulling 
himself together he answered sternly and with dignity:

‘You will have my decision soon.’

Decision

The Khong Tayijii Galdan Tseren was sitting in his quarters 
talking with his beloved daughter, Topysh, when Charysh’s 
mother burst through the doors. She was older than Galdan 
Tseren and used to special privileges. Therefore, she didn’t abide 
by the etiquette for behaviour in the palace.

‘Oh, Khong Tayijii, dear brother,’ she blurted as she rushed 
towards him. ‘It’s about time we ended that bloodsucking 
Kazakh’s life!’
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Like a wounded tigress, she began to silently circle the 
room.

‘Burn him at the stake and scatter his ashes in the direction 
of the Kazakh steppes, or tie his limbs to four horses and loose 
them in four directions.’

Galdan Tseren and the beautiful Topysh listened silently 
to her fiery speeches. Having accomplished nothing other than 
letting off steam, she cooled down a little and sat on a tiger-skin 
rug.

‘The Kazakh horse requests in the strongest possible terms 
the immediate release of their Khan,’ said the Khong

Tayijii. ‘Their envoys have made it clear that in the case of 
our refusal and especially if any harm should come to the Khan, 
they will attack Dzungaria. Both the White King of Russia and 
the Chinese Emperor also wish to see Ablai set free, for he is 
loyal to them. This Ablai is a smart one if even great empires 
such as those would come to his aid.’

‘Besides being a mighty warrior and a worthy enemy, might 
the Khan not prove to be a future friend?’ Topysh said, entering 
the conversation with fervour.

‘Friend, you say?’ Charysh’s mother exploded. ‘How dare 
you even think that? He’s stained with the blood of my son, the 
great warrior of Dzungaria, and instead of taking revenge, you 
entertain such ludicrous thoughts. No one in Dzungaria thinks 
the way you do.’

‘You’re right sister,’ said Galdan Tseren. ‘By all the laws 
of war, he must perish. The Noyons and Zaysans want me to 
execute him as revenge for Charysh’s death, but I can’t do it. I 
don’t know why, but some unknown, incomprehensible force is 
holding me back and will not allow me to make this choice.’

‘Then let me choose,’ Galdan Tserena said in a calm, cold 
tone. ‘I’ll execute him myself with the blessing of a llama in front 
of the whole world as edification to our enemies. I’ll execute 
him cruelly and drink a cup of his blood. Maybe then my soul 
will find peace.’
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‘Alright, that’s enough!’ the Khong Tayijii sharply 
interrupted. ‘Although he is a mortal enemy, he is still a Khan. 
Yes, he is a prisoner, but his noble blood makes him of special 
value. He is my captive and I will decide how to deal with him. 
Once again, I remind you not to harm a single hair on his head, 
you understand?’

His sister’s face changed dramatically, and with surprising 
calmness, she accepted his words, bowed obediently and silently 
left the room. The beautiful Topysh looked at her father with 
undisguised admiration, her large black eyes sparkling with 
gratitude.

Ram

Charysh’s mother’s humility was not in vain, for she 
intended to arrange Ablai’s death to occur in such a way that 
no one could blame the Dzungars for it. Secretly, she conspired 
with the chief of security, persuading him to feed Ablai one 
single product every day: meat. She knew that if a person were 
to eat nothing but meat, within twenty to thirty days they would 
die, and should the Khan die of a monotonous diet no one would 
blame the Dzungarians.

The chief of the guards hated the captive Khan with a 
passion, so he undertook this insidious plan with zeal, cancelling 
all other products. On the third day, Ablai refused the food and 
asked the security chief about his new food regime.

‘From now on we will feed you only meat,’ the chief 
brazenly replied.

Mulling it over, Ablai understood the insidious plan, but he 
didn’t let on.

‘Well then, bring me a boiled ram’s head,’ he said in all 
seriousness.

‘The head of a ram such as we throw to the dogs every day? 
What kind of simpleton are you? Fine, we will feed you the head 
of a ram.’
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So, every day, the guards brought a boiled ram’s head to 
Ablai. The chief watched him for forty days eager to bring the 
joyful news of his death to Charysh’s mother. Instead of waning, 
though, the Khan began to gain in strength.

Finally, the conspirators could stand it no longer and turned 
to the wise llama, asking him to unravel the reason behind 
this phenomenon whilst concealing their true goal. The llama 
answered that in a ram’s head there are many substances that 
are useful to humans. He explained to them that in the eyes, 
brain, tongue, ears, that is, in each part of the head there are 
different nutrients and even their taste was different. Then the 
conspirators understood too late the wisdom the Khan.

Lords

The monotonous days and months in captivity dragged on 
depressingly slowly. Ablai recognised that he needed to hold 
on and survive in the hope that someday this torment would be 
over. At times it became unbearable, so he hummed the old, sad 
tunes of the steppe to himself to pacify his soul.

At the end of summer, Ablai was brought into the palace 
where the Khong Tayijii sat alone.

‘What leads us to keep pushing one another?’ Galdan Tseren 
asked in a low voice.

Ablai looked at him questioningly.
‘Great empires want you destroyed by my hand, and me by 

yours,’ Galdan Tseren continued thoughtfully. ‘I have not been 
at peace since I came to understand this cruel truth and have 
been thinking about how to untie this knot of fate.’

‘If we both understand this, then we should stop being tools 
in soiled hands,’ Ablai replied in surprise.

Galdan Tseren rose from his throne and began to pace 
around his spacious quarters.

‘In this world, there are many incomprehensible things that 
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are not subject to our will. I think that you and I understand 
each other. Our people have been fighting for about two hundred 
years. They hate each other ferociously and our warriors crave 
blood and glory. Can we stop them by making them understand 
that this fratricidal war will only lead to more death?’

‘I think if we combine our efforts, then.’
Raising a hand, the Khong Tayijii stopped Ablai and 

continued as if thinking aloud.
‘I am standing at the very top of the mountain of power and 

have nowhere left to rise to. Those below, the ones who lifted 
me and climbed behind me without a second thought now want 
my place. I can either fly to heaven or jump. That is the law of 
power and the same fate awaits you. You know, it’s strange; even 
though we knew this we still strove to climb the mountain,’ the 
Khong Tayijii sighed.

‘I am still young and there’s a lot more I want to do for my 
people,’ answered the Khan.

‘In the name of your own glory, no less,’ Galdan Tseren 
grinned. ‘Don’t be embarrassed by it, we are all ambitious. It’s 
this desire to perpetuate our good name in history and in the 
memory of the people which moves us to do great things. But 
what is the point of all this?’

Galdan Tseren took a deep breath and surveyed his palace.
‘I’m tired of blood and war,’ he continued. ‘I’m tired of 

the countless children we’ve massacred and families we’ve 
destroyed. I’m tired of human enmity, of all-consuming hatred, 
envy, betrayal and lies. If you want to, take my throne and be the 
lord of the Kalmyk horde.’

‘Thank you, great Khong Tayijii,’ Ablai replied courteously, 
‘but my people are Kazakhs. Only with them will I fly to great 
heights or fall into the abyss.’

‘The people... Kazakhs... Kalmyks...’ Galdan Tseren 
grinned. ‘Why does that even mean anything? Maybe it was just 
a random mistake made by nature. There is only one world and 
there must be one sovereign ruler. The people should be as one.’
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‘And how does that work?’
‘It’s quite simple, really. It’s not necessary to divide people 

into Dzungars, Kazakhs, Turks, Urusuts or Shurshuts. If we 
become a single people, then there will be peace on Earth. Do 
you agree?’

‘I agree,’ the Khan replied, his eyes sparkling mischievously, 
‘but then who will name this collective single human race?’

‘Well, anyone.’
‘Then let’s call them the United Nation of Kazakhs!’
‘And why do the Kazakhs get that honour?’
‘Well, it’s simple, because the Kazakhs are the kindest, most 

sincere, best people in the world.’
‘Did you hit your head in prison or something? And here 

I was thinking you were fair and intelligent. It turns out that 
you too suffer from selfishness and pride. Never will a free and 
proud Kalmyk obey a Kazakh.’

‘I jest,’ said the smirking Ablai. ‘I was just testing that 
cranky mind of yours. As for the united people, to be honest it’s 
great that a Kalmyk does not want to become a Kazakh; but then 
why should a Kazakh want to become a Dzungar, a Shurshut or 
an Urusut?’

Galdan Tseren grinned and shook his head.
‘It’s all a matter of pride,’ Ablai continued in a more serious 

tone. «Every nation considers itself the best in this world. This 
is a natural feeling and there is no need to be offended by it. Let 
everyone think how they please as long as they don’t try to prove 
to others by force that they’re superior. All human troubles, all 
wars begin when one people try to assert their superiority over 
another. Each nation must remain on its own land in peace and 
harmony with all of humanity. A Kazakh, whilst remaining a 
Kazakh can still respect others as equals.’

‘Oh, how cute and simple that sounds,’ the Khong Tayijii 
chortled.

‘The most simple things are usually the most truthful,’ the 
Khan countered.
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‘What is the truth in this? The truth is that we, great nations, 
must rule over smaller nations so that peace and order reign in 
the world,’ snapped Galdan Tseren, a note of arrogance returning 
to his voice.

‘No, such actions serve only to shatter peace and order, 
sowing enmity and leading to bloodshed,’ Ablai replied, angry 
inside but firmly in control of himself. ‘If yours is truly a great 
nation, then show this greatness by allowing others to live in 
peace. Why should you conquer other countries, destroy their 
way of life and dictate how they should live?’

‘Because this is the way in this mortal world; we are an 
exceptional people and a special task has been assigned to us by 
heaven itself,’ the Khong Tayijii pontificated proudly.

‘The Most High created us differently but as equals. 
True friendship can only exist between equals,’ Ablai argued 
vehemently. ‘I want to be friends with you, with the White King, 
the Emperor of the Celestial Empire, with everyone as an equal. 
To be equal and live in friendship - is it so hard? I am a Kazakh 
Khan; I do not need another country. I will be with my people. I 
do not recognise anyone’s dominion over myself or my people.’

‘Don’t start digging yourself an early grave yet, Khan Ablai. 
You are smart and shrewd. You know perfectly well that if I get 
angry, I can chop off your wise head in no time.’

With these words, the Khong Tayijii’s countenance darkened 
and his voice took on a grinding, metallic quality.

‘No one would blame me for this either, because according 
to the law of the steppes this is what should happen as revenge 
for the death of Charysh. If I am able to capture the Khan of the 
Kazakh’s from his horde and place him in captivity, then it’s 
clear that I have the right to execute him.’

Ablai said nothing, waiting patiently the other man to 
conclude his tirade. Like a prowling tiger, Galdan Tseren silently 
paced on the skins of the predatory animals which covered the 
floor. After a moment, he became pacified and spoke kindly.

‘For many reasons, though, I will not take this path. I respect 
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you more than I probably should, Ablai. Our peoples should no 
longer fight but live in peace. We must hold on to each other to 
ensure we’re not wiped from the face of the Earth. Recently, 
I have often found myself thinking that all these years of war, 
hatred, destruction and suffering between the Kalmyks and 
Kazakhs do not make any sense.’

‘Oh, if only you had understood this earlier, before you 
invaded us,’ blurted Ablai, unable to hold his tongue. ‘How 
many more people would there be now in both Kazakhstan and 
Kalmykia. What did the Dzungars achieve as a result of invading 
my country?’

The Khong Tayijii Galdan Tseren stopped him with a sharp 
movement of his right hand. Sitting on his throne, he finally 
said the words Ablai had been hoping to hear since he had been 
thrown in prison two years ago.

‘I have no answer to this question. But let’s not blame each 
other, Khan Ablai. What’s passed has passed. Now, you need to 
think about the future. I am returning you to the Kazakhs. I don’t 
know if this will be any consolation, a payment for the many 
years of hostility and bloodshed between our people, but I want 
one thing in order to stop this fratricidal, senseless war.’

‘Well?’ asked Ablai. ‘What is it?’
‘I want you to marry my beloved daughter, Topysh. Thus, I 

hope that if we become related we will be able to live in peace 
and harmony.’

Though surprised, Khan Ablai met with this fateful decision 
calmly. Suddenly, he felt thoroughly exhausted, but he did not 
show this. He thanked the Khong Tayijii Galdan Tseren with 
dignity and the two embraced.

Following the liberation of Khan Ablai and the rest of 
Kazakh prisoners, peace reigned between the Kazakhs and the 
Dzungars. The curses of Charysh’s mother did not come to pass. 
In all likelihood, the Almighty and the spirits of the ancestors did 
not allow them to because Ablai’s cause was just. Khan Ablai 
lived a long life. He had thirty sons and forty daughters from 
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many beautiful wives. He was rich and his people lived freely. 
His khanate was prosperous and independent. The folk legends 
of the Kazakhs have been extolling the heroic and happy era 
of Khan Ablai and the warriors of legend for several centuries. 
Having read this legend now, I hope you can understand why.
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Kind Askar

A fairy-tale

The Old Man on the Steppe

Once upon a time there was an old man named Askar, who 
lived in a small Kazakh village lost in the middle of the bound-
less steppe. As time went by, the old man’s children moved to 
the nearest town in search of a better life. But Askar didn’t want 
to move to a noisy city, so he stayed at home in the village. 
Sometimes he was sad, and sang old songs to himself.

Through the village flows the river Seleta. It was spring, 
and the waters of the usually quiet stream were flowing fast. The 
old man liked to sit by the river and daydream. In his childhood 
he used to love reading the fairytales of all the peoples of the 
world: his imagination would transport him into a world of ad-
ventures. Now, in his old age, he dreamed of seeing these places 
again. Askar wanted to be a boy once more, to sail far away, and 
meet his favourite characters. Just thinking about it made the 
old man’s heart start racing, just like in those happy days of his 
childhood.

The Baby Birds and the Snake

One day the old man made a boat out of paper and took it 
to the river. He imagined that he was a boy again, and began to 
play with the boat.

Suddenly he saw a bird’s nest floating down the river on a 
tuft of steppe grass. Askar looked in surprise, and then pulled the 
tuft towards him with a stick. In the nest were three baby birds. 
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The chicks chirped noisily, and waited with open beaks for their 
mother to feed them.

  While Askar watched, a huge snake swam up to the nest 
and tried to eat the chicks. But the old man deftly grabbed them 
and pulled them to safety. The snake hissed with fury and disap-
peared back into the water. The mother bird flew down, sat in the 
nest and joyfully thanked Askar:

– Thank you! May all your dreams come true!
  The chicks chirped happily and flapped their little wings.
  But then the angry snake sprung out of the water again and 

lashed its tail. The waves that it made covered the old man and 
the chicks. When the waves stopped, Askar, spluttering, found 
himself on his boat, along with the baby birds. Only the boat was 
no longer made of paper: it was big and made from the sturdiest 
wood! The mother bird was sitting on one oar.

– What a kind boy you are! You have bravely stepped into 
a fairytale! – the bird started to talk in a singsong voice. – You 
have crossed into our world! And now you have a long journey 
ahead of you – an entire year before you can return home! But 
don’t be upset: good friends will always be by your side...

  With this, the birds flew away. Askar wondered why the 
mother bird had called him ‘boy’. He looked into the river and 
froze...

  A young boy was staring back at him. It was him, Askar!
  He clutched his head. The reflection in the water did the 

same. There was no doubt – somehow, the old man had magi-
cally returned to his childhood!

  His dream had come true: he was a boy again! He was 
wearing a blue kaftan coat with a red and silver collar, a small 
white cap and loose grey trousers. A small leather purse - a dor-
ba - was hanging from his leather belt.

  The Seleta river flowed gently through the steppe, and took 
Askar further on his journey.
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The Magic Cap 

  Night-time came. Askar came ashore and fastened his boat 
to a small bush. He gathered some brushwood, and built a fire to 
cook a meal.

  Suddenly a stranger appeared from the darkness. He intro-
duced himself as the Kazakh fairy-tale character Aldar Kose – 
the ‘baby-faced trickster’. Askar shared his food with him. After 
their meal Aldar Kose was in high spirits, and said to Askar:

– I can see that you are a good fellow! I’m not going to 
deceive you - as much as I would like to. I want to repay your 
kindness. Here, take this cap.

Aldar Kose gave the boy an old, threadbare tyubeteika cap.
– But don’t think that this is just any old hat. It is a magic 

cap! Anyone who puts it on can become invisible. But only if he 
has good intentions, and only once. If he has something bad in 
mind, he won’t become invisible, and the cap will lose its magic. 
Remember this!

Aldar Kose disappeared into the darkness as fast as he had 
appeared.

– By the way Askar, I did deceive you after all! – he shouted 
cheerfully as he left, – The cap can make you invisible not once, 
but twice!

– Thank you! What a nice way to be tricked! – Askar shout-
ed back to him.

The Hag and the Golden Fish

When morning came, Askar travelled further. Suddenly he 
heard angry shouting. He sailed towards the commotion, and 
found an old man and woman standing on the bank of the river. 

– You idiot! Did you think you could deceive me? Take this! 
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– the old woman shouted, and made a very rude gesture to some-
thing inside a bucket. The old man silently walked around her 
in circles.

  Askar came ashore. The couple did not even notice him. 
He crouched down and hid behind a bush, watching them.

The furious old hag pulled a fish from the bucket. But it was 
no ordinary fish: this one was made of gold!

Then it dawned on Askar. The fish was from a fairy-tale by 
Alexander Pushkin! He was very excited, but a bit terrified as 
well.

  The old woman calmed down a little, and spoke to the 
Golden Fish in a cold voice:

– Did you really think that I would let go of you just like 
that? Why did you take back everything that you gave me? It is 
no way to behave... first you gave me a house and a palace, and 
then you took them away again! But I’ve got the measure of you 
now: I have finally caught you, and now you will do whatever I 
wish. Or I will fry you alive in an iron pan!

  The old woman built a fire. Smoke filled the air.
  Askar put on Aldar Kose’s magic cap. Once he became in-

visible he ran towards the fire. While the old hag turned around 
to yell at her poor husband again, he grabbed the Golden Fish 
and ran away with it back to his boat.

  They floated downstream. Askar was overjoyed: Pushkin’s 
‘Tale of the Fisherman and the Fish’ had been his favourite story 
the first time he was a child. And now he was part of it!

  The fish spoke first.
– Thank you for saving me, Askar!
– How did you know my name? – asked the boy.
– Have you forgotten? I am the Golden Fish!
  Askar laughed joyfully.
– Gone are the days of kind-hearted fairy-tales. People have 

used up and broken everything: now there is no magic, no mir-
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acles left on earth. Everything has been lost in the crazy pursuit 
of money! Everyone has been chasing me! They put nets in all 
the rivers, blow up and poison all the poor fish. And eventually 
that old hag managed to catch me.

Askar hung on the fish’s every word.
– People only want to catch me to ask me to make them rich! 

But I believe that they should earn their riches on their own!
– I don’t want anything from you! I just didn’t want that 

nasty old woman to fry and eat you, the Golden Fish who chil-
dren all over the world love so much...

– I know! – said the fish, – But I still have a gift for you!
  It was a special present: a single wish. Whatever Askar 

wished for, it would come true. But only if the wish was kind. If 
he wished for something unkind, it wouldn’t come true.

Askar thanked the Golden Fish and let it jump back into the 
river. Soon he saw a forest, and decided he wanted to stretch his 
legs. He left the boat by the side of the river, and walked towards 
the trees.

Masha and the Bear

  On the edge of the forest Askar saw a girl picking berries. 
It was Masha from another of his favourite Russian tales, ‘Ma-
sha and the Bear’! He called out and ran to meet her.

– I am so happy to meet you! You are just as clever and 
beautiful in real life! – he said.

This made Masha smile, but then she became sad.
– Since I deceived the bear and found my way home, my 

grandpa and grandma have been afraid that it will kidnap me 
again. I didn’t tell them that I was coming to the forest again 
today.

At that very moment they saw a huge bear, and hid behind a 
pine tree. The bear lazily walked towards them.
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– Oh Askar, I’m so afraid! – whispered Masha – If it sees 
me, it will take me and never let me go! I will never see my 
grandpa and grandma again...

Askar was scared for her. But then he remembered Aldar 
Kose’s magic cap.

– Put on this cap; it will make you invisible! You have noth-
ing to fear now! – Askar said.

  Masha took a deep breath, put on the threadbare tyubeteika 
cap, and as soon as she became invisible, she ran home. The bear 
roared. Askar’s heart was in his mouth, but the bear didn’t see 
the invisible Masha, and stomped away. Askar silently thanked 
Aldar Kose: the famous trickster had not deceived him!

Akka the Wise Mother Goose

Askar continued on his way. Soon he saw a small lake. It 
was hot, and he thought about going for a swim to cool down. 
But then he noticed two suspicious figures moving by the water, 
so he hid behind some bushes. They were hunters. The men were 
putting big nets under the water. After they finished their cruel 
business, they crept away.

When Askar got to the lake he was even more shocked. The 
hunters had cast the nets to catch birds!

  The next moment, a flock of geese flew down onto the lake. 
They dipped into the cool, clear water, took some big gulps to 
satisfy their thirst, then swam cackling straight towards the boy.

Askar shouted:
– No! No! Keep away, there are nets here!
The geese cackled ever louder, but they stopped in their 

tracks. Askar began to hoist up the nets from beneath the water 
and throw them to the side of the lake. Then the geese felt safe 
to swim up to him.

Askar recognized them. They were the geese from the fairy-
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tale ‘The Wonderful Adventures of Nils’ by Selma Lagerlöf! He 
was very happy to see his old friends - Askar considered himself 
a friend of all the kind fairy-tale characters. But the question 
was, would they consider him, an unknown Kazakh boy from a 
far-away village, their friend?

The geese honked and surrounded Askar, trying to intimi-
date him, while their leader hissed and spread its huge wings 
as wide as it could. But then a big white mother goose stopped 
them with a loud honk.

– You shouldn’t see every stranger as an enemy! Look at 
those awful nets: what would have happened to us if this kind 
boy wasn’t here to warn us?

She swam up to Askar and thanked him.
Askar smiled.
– Is your name Akka? – he asked the big mother goose.
– Yes! But how did you know that? – the mother goose re-

plied.
Askar told her how much he loved her fairy-tale:
– Your name, Akka, sounds like ‘Ak Kaz’, which in my lan-

guage means white mother goose!
   The rest of the geese warmed to Askar too, and rushed 

to talk to him. When Askar told them that he wanted to travel 
the world, the geese took him with them when they flew away. 
Askar rode on their backs over valleys and lakes, mountains and 
forests. He saw how beautiful the world is from a bird’s eye 
view.

Askar shouted excitedly, and spread his arms, as if to em-
brace the whole world! But then he slid off a goose’s back and 
plummeted down to earth.

The geese all screamed with fear, until Akka, the wise moth-
er goose, cried out to them:

– It’s ok! He is in the right place now. He will meet every-
one who he wants to meet.

And the geese flew onwards.
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The Honourable Baron Munchausen

Askar landed on a haystack in a field belonging to Baron 
Munchausen.

  The noble baron was delighted to have a guest from such a 
strange and mysterious country. He ordered his servants to make 
a banquet for the boy. Baron Munchausen told Askar many fas-
cinating stories, and in return Askar told him stories about Ka-
zakhstan and the Kazakh people. The baron suddenly had an 
idea:

– Let’s make a bet. Which of us is the best at lying?
– Oh no, I have read about you! I know all about your im-

pressive wit and imagination!
– I’m most flattered! – the baron said politely. – But if you 

refuse to take up my challenge, then I’m afraid I will never let 
you leave my castle!

  At this, the baron fired his shotgun into the air. The boy 
hurriedly nodded his agreement.

– Listen up, my dear Oscar...
– My name isn’t Oscar, it’s Askar! – Askar complained.
– Well, Oscar is easier for me to remember! – the bumbling 

baron replied. – Don’t be offended, Oscar. Anyway, one day I 
was bored, so I fired my trusty shotgun at some geese that were 
flying over my castle. You won’t believe what happened next...

The baron absent-mindedly twiddled his moustache and 
continued:

– Suddenly something fell down the chimney! When I 
looked I saw it was a roast goose! 

– Yes! We were together when this happened... – Askar said 
with a smile, continuing the game. – Don’t you remember? We 
met beside the Seleta river in Kazakhstan. You were flying on the 
top of a cannonball and fell from the sky! I took you to my boat, 
and that’s where I made a bet with you that I could lie better than 
you! We were so caught up in our argument that we didn’t even 
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notice when a giant angry goose flew down and swallowed the 
boat, with us inside! We kept on arguing in its stomach, while 
the goose took off again and kept flying...

– Hmmmmm, that does sound like something that would 
happen to me! – the baron admitted.

– We didn’t notice how far the goose had flown. But then 
suddenly someone shot it and it fell from the sky. As it turned 
out, it was you who shot it, from the inside - and that’s how we 
ended up on your dining table!

– Now that’s a story! The baron who shot a goose while he 
was sitting in its stomach!

– And when you carved the goose – Askar continued with 
a smile – we were still sitting inside it and arguing! Only when 
you called us for dinner did we jump out of the roast goose to-
gether.

Baron Munchausen nodded.
– So here’s what happened: the Munchausen that shot the 

goose wanted to eat the Munchausen who was roasted in the 
goose’s stomach And the two barons fought tooth and nail trying 
to eat each other alive!

– Certainly not, Oscar - this has to be a lie! I am not a can-
nibal, nor do I want to die – the baron said, upset.

– I know! But now you have to agree that I’m a better liar 
than you! – the boy said, beaming a huge smile.

 Baron Munchausen burst out laughing, and gave Askar a 
hearty pat on the back.

– Bravo, Oscar! – the noble baron said, – Now remember: 
you have a true friend forever in Jerome von Munchausen! Take 
my whistle as a memento: if you ever need me, whistle twice 
and I will appear. I am always at your service. And remember 
also: Baron Munchausen always tells the truth. Only my truth is 
a bit more fun!

  Askar hid the whistle in his dorba purse, thanked his new 
friend, and continued on his way.
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The Steadfast Tin Soldier

   Askar walked happily through his fantasy world. The boy 
from the steppe met many of the characters he knew from books 
by the great writers, and made friends with them all. He saw 
Winnie the Pooh sitting on a tree. He saw Puss in Boots... the 
Nutcracker in full dress... Little Longnose... Cinderella with her 
prince... Little Red Riding Hood with her grandma, and many 
others. Whenever they got into trouble, they rescued each other. 
These noble and unselfish friendships filled Askar’s heart with 
joy. He thanked all his new old friends for these happy moments, 
and each time said a reluctant goodbye.

  After a while, he arrived in a new town. Askar was walking 
down a narrow street when he noticed a tall pile of ash. He was 
about to walk past it, but then he saw something unusual in the 
pile. He poked it with a stick, and uncovered a piece of metal 
and a burned brooch.

  Askar cried out: “It’s the Steadfast Tin Soldier and his be-
loved Ballerina, from the story by Hans Christian Andersen!” 
He had always liked this fairy-tale couple, and always felt sad 
that the pair were thrown into a furnace. But now he was holding 
this tin soldier in his hands! In a nearby garden, Askar sat on a 
bench and pondered how to bring the soldier back to life, so he 
could marry his sweetheart. He wanted to bring back his second 
leg too. And that’s when he remembered Pushkin’s Golden Fish. 
He spoke to the fish and told it his wish. Straight away he heard 
a splash of water and the fish’s voice: “So be it!”

  A moment later, the piece of scrap tin metal and the burned 
brooch stirred and jumped upwards. When they landed, Askar 
saw that the Ballerina and the Steadfast Tin Soldier were in their 
finest dress, and had two legs each!

  The pair were deliriously happy. They embraced each other 
and danced in circles. But then they realised that they had to 
leave the town as soon as possible, so as not to come across their 
enemies again. Hand in hand, they walked with Askar into the 
distance.
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The Town Musicians of Bremen

  The friends soon found themselves in a forest, and spotted 
a lone cottage in a clearing. They decided to go inside to rest for 
a while. But it wasn’t to be... 

  First a dog barked inside the house, then a cockerel began 
to crow, and then a cat began to meow. And then there was a 
monstrous scream! The Ballerina hid behind her Steadfast Tin 
Soldier in fright, while the brave soldier clutched his gun, ready 
for a battle. But Askar recognized one of the strangers’ voices, 
that of a donkey. He told them that there was nothing to fear.

– These are the Town Musicians of Bremen, from a fairy-
tale by the Brothers Grimm! We are so lucky! The boy ran into 
the house with open arms. Seeing him, the musicians came to 
open the door.

  The boy, the soldier and the girl introduced themselves to 
the musicians, and they began to tell each other their stories.

The musicians asked the Steadfast Tin Soldier to stay in 
their house and live with them.

– You will be our friend and protect us! 
The Steadfast Tin Soldier and Ballerina discussed the musi-

cians’ offer.
– You have been a soldier all your life, but now it’s time to 

rest! Darling, let’s stay here. We can finally enjoy a peaceful life!
The Steadfast Tin Soldier smiled. He had wanted a happy 

family life for many years. He agreed that they would stay with 
the musicians. The Town Musicians of Bremen began to sing, 
and Askar joined them, while the Ballerina and Steadfast Tin 
Soldier danced together.

  But then there was another frightening loud noise. The 
friends looked out of the window and saw that bandits were at-
tacking the house. These were vandals who the musicians had 
fought off some time ago. They were angrily brandishing swords 
and daggers.
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The friends prepared to defend themselves. 
Then Askar remembered his friend the baron. He took the 

whistle from his purse and blew it twice. There immediate-
ly came an even more deafening whistle: the sound of Baron 
Munchausen’s cannonball as he flew in to save the day! The 
baron jumped off his cannonball and fell into the house’s garden. 
The angry bandits were terrified at the sight of Baron Munchau-
sen, resplendent in his magnificent uniform and with a gun in 
each hand. They ran away from the house at full speed, without 
looking back. Baron Munchausen shot at them a couple of times, 
before the vandals disappeared over the horizon, hopefully for-
ever.

The brave baron laughed.
– Well, what did you think of that, my dear Oscar?
All of Askar’s new friends gave Munchausen a big round of 

applause.
– Baron Munchausen is a true friend! He never lies and 

always keeps his word. Rakhmet! Danke! Thank you! – Askar 
cheered.

The baron politely raised his hat, and was about to say some-
thing. But seeing that his cannonball was coming back to collect 
him, he quickly vaulted onto it.

– Goodbye, Oscar! – the baron bellowed as he flew away.
– Goodbye, baron! – Askar cried back.
Askar’s friends were very grateful for his help, and all 

thanked him for saving them from the bandits.
Suddenly the wind howled, and it became very cold. A 

snowstorm began. The friends sheltered in their house.

The Warm Snow Queen

  The weather soon became warm again. And then it got hot. 
When Askar left the house he was amazed at the change. The 
snow had melted, and in the distance he saw a strange carriage 
in the forest, sparkling in the sunlight.
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The carriage belonged to the Snow Queen. Slim, majestic 
and imperious, she looked straight at Askar.

Askar’s face lit up.
– I know you! You’re the Snow Queen. I read about you in 

a fairy-tale by Hans Christian Andersen, and I used to dream of 
meeting you. You are incredibly beautiful!

The words brought a warm smile to the queen’s stoic face.
But then Askar realised that the weather was playing a cruel 

trick on her. Her beautiful shimmering dress, made of snow-
flakes and ice-cubes, was sparkling in the sunlight but would 
start to melt any second. Her ice carriage was filling up with 
steam. Askar could see that the Snow Queen needed help...

Askar cried out:
– You’re melting! I can’t let the fantasy world lose its beau-

tiful Snow Queen!
He decided to rescue her.
– How can I help you, mighty Queen? – he asked.
– Why do you want to rescue me? – the queen replied. – I 

am cold, a bad queen, and no-one needs me. I make people suf-
fer!

– That’s not true! We love you! If you were cold or unkind, 
you never would have released Gerda and Kai. You would have 
frozen them forever. You are our incomparable Snow Queen, 
and we children are your loyal subjects! We know that beneath 
your cold exterior is a warm heart.

Askar’s words moved her deeply.
– Oh, lovely child! You have already helped me with your 

kindness. Climb into my carriage and be my guest!
Askar couldn’t say no to his favourite queen. He waved 

goodbye to the Steadfast Tin Soldier, the Ballerina and the Mu-
sicians of Bremen as the Snow Queen’s carriage sped away 
towards the north. The warm air suddenly turned to ice again. 
Soon they arrived at her shimmering Snow Palace.

Askar stayed in the Snow Queen’s palace for six months. 
She showed him all the wonders of her frozen land. Everywhere 
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they went, polar bears, walruses, seals and Arctic foxes greeted 
the Snow Queen and her guest, a kind boy named Askar from the 
far-away steppes of Kazakhstan.

Askar was happy in the palace, but each day the end of his 
stay in the fantasy world grew closer and closer. He longed for 
his home, the endless expanse of the steppe, and his beloved 
Seleta river.

One day Askar asked the Snow Queen to let him go home.
– Aren’t you comfortable in a queen’s palace? – she asked, 

upset.
– Oh no, I love it here! But my home land is better than any 

palace!
The Snow Queen understood.
– You are unselfish and kind. Thank you, Askar!
She led him to one of her sledges and they hurried away 

from the palace. Soon they found themselves by the Seleta river, 
where Askar had begun his adventure.

The Snow Queen waved goodbye to him.
– Goodbye, Snow Queen! – Askar said, with tears in his 

eyes.
– Goodbye, Kind Askar! I will visit you every winter. I will 

come to your steppe from Lapland, bundled up in a white snow-
storm! – the Snow Queen smiled, and then disappeared over the 
horizon.

A Present from the Golden Fish

Askar sat beside the Seleta river. He was extremely happy 
and very sad at the same time: happy that he was home again, 
but sad to have said goodbye to his fantasy world.

Suddenly he noticed something shining in the water. Askar 
scooped it up in a bucket, and saw the Golden Fish!

– How are you, my friend? – asked the boy.
– Do you still call me a friend? – asked the fish, surprised.
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– Of course I am still your friend!
– But you know that I no longer have magic powers. I can’t 

give you anything...
– But I don’t need anything from you! – Askar replied, sin-

cerely. – I am just glad that you exist! Now go and swim!
Askar carefully dropped the Golden Fish back into the river. 

The fish dived into the water, but then came up again.
– Thank you, Askar! – she said. – Now I know that you are 

a true friend. This is the first time that a person has never asked 
me for anything. 

Askar was happy.
– Stay in this fantasy world, and become one of us! All you 

have to do is say yes!
– Yes! – Askar cried, overjoyed.
– So be it! – the Golden Fish said, as she waved her tail and 

disappeared.
  The boy’s greatest wish had come true. He stayed in this 

fantasy world forever as Kind Askar - a best friend to the won-
derful characters from fairy-tales from all over the world.
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