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


area back into a melting pot of History.


Almost anything could happen there now, and only a brave


or foolish man would predict its future.”


Peter Hopkirk


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







[image: image]




Names


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


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




List of Illustrations


TURKMENISTAN


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


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


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


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


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


KAZAKHSTAN


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


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


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


TAJIKISTAN


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


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


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


KYRGYZSTAN


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


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


UZBEKISTAN


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


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


16.Samarkand: final destination.




The Door to Hell


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




Turkmenistan
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The Underground People


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


The attendant laughed.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“This is my seat,” I said again.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Never had I felt so far from home.




The Marble City


The marble blinded me. Apartment blocks rose up like a forest blanketed in snow, tall and elegant but devoid of character. No matter where I turned, there was more of the same: shining, white marble. I snapped photographs wildly through the window of the car, like a Japanese tourist on speed, at speed. Most of the pictures were useless.


The road between the lines of apartment blocks was worthy of an oil-rich state: eight lanes wide, and illuminated by white, specially designed lights. And the cars, which could actually be counted on the fingers of one hand, were spotlessly clean. Mercedes was the preferred manufacturer. There was not a pedestrian to be seen on the broad pavements, only the occasional policeman equipped with a red flashing baton, which they used to flag down every second car, presumably out of sheer boredom.


It was as though everything in the city belonged to the future, even the bus stops, which were air-conditioned. But the future people were missing. The contrast to the chaos on the airplane was striking: the expensive marble buildings were nothing more than empty shells, the streets were deserted. The only sign of life was by the side of the road. An army of bent women in orange vests, their faces covered to protect them from the sun, was working furiously to keep the city clean. They looked like guerrilla soldiers as they cut, raked, swept and dug.


“Ashgabat has become a very beautiful city, thanks-to-our-president,” my driver, Aslan, commented. He was in his thirties, wan, and the father of young children. The last four words were spoken quickly, an automatic response, in the way that Muslims follow any mention of the Prophet with “peace be with him”, or we trot out politenesses such as “you’re welcome” and “lovely to see you again”. I was to discover that there were many variations of this presidential homage, invariably spoken with the same gravity.


Ashgabat was built to stun visitors. “Look what we have achieved!” the marble buildings seemed to shout. “Look at us, look at us!” The world media may not always have followed closely what goes on in this small desert nation in Central Asia, but the Guinness Book of Records has been familiar with its eccentricities for some time. In 2013, the capital’s inhabitants celebrated yet another record: Ashgabat is now officially the city with the most marble-clad buildings per square kilometre in the world. It is said that the marble quarries in Carrara in Italy are being emptied by the Turkmens’ insatiable appetite for the white stuff. Ashgabat’s inhabitants could already boast that they lived in the city with the greatest number of fountain pools in the world, and that despite the fact that more than eighty per cent of Turkmenistan is desert. Beyond the eight-lane boulevards, barren sand dunes stretch away in every direction, but within the white marble walls, water flows and cascades in abundance. Everywhere you go, there is the sound of burbling, running water. Ashgabat is also home to the world’s biggest enclosed Ferris wheel, an astonishing 47.6-metre high glass construction with closed cabins that slowly revolve. The Turkmenistan Broadcasting Centre’s tower is 211 metres high and incorporates the world’s largest architectural star. For a while, the world’s highest flag pole also stood in Ashgabat, but this record has since been overtaken by other ex-Soviet republics.


The luxury apartment blocks are clad in somewhat inferior marble, though marble all the same, while only the best and most expensive Italian marble is used for prestige buildings such as the presidential palaces, the various ministries and the most important mosques. These were all designed and constructed by foreign companies, primarily French and Turkish, and engineers have gone to some lengths to give each ministry a unique feature. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is topped by a blue globe, the Ministry of Education is shaped like a half-open book. The faculty of dentistry looks like a tooth (with input from the current president, no doubt, who is a dentist by profession). The Ministry of Communications is also shaped like a book, but this time a wholly open book. At the top of the right-hand page a gold profile of the First President shines like an illuminated letter.


The two presidents are ever-present in Turkmenistan. Every town still has a statue of Saparmurat Niyazov, known as Turkmenbashi, the country’s first president from the dissolution of the Soviet Union until his death in 2006. The capital is full of them, and they are identical: an upright bureaucrat in a suit and tie, with resolute, visionary features. His successor, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, best known as the New President, has chosen a more modern approach: a portrait photograph. His enormous, fatherly face hangs everywhere in the city. He is smiling in all the pictures, a thin, mysterious, Mona Lisa smile. I first saw his portrait at passport control in the airport, and then again at the city gates, and then again in the hotel reception, where an entire wall was dedicated to him. You are never alone in Turkmenistan. No matter how deserted the streets may be, the presidents see you.


I hung out of the car window and clicked until my index finger was tender and numb, caught half a globe, gold domes, deserted eight-lane boulevards. Aslan was kind enough to slow down, but not to stop. Whenever there were a lot of police around, he asked me to hide the camera. For some obscure security reason, it is forbidden to take photographs of strategic buildings, such as the presidential palace and lavish government buildings. It is also illegal to photograph administrative buildings, of which there were many. I could, on the other hand, take as many pictures as I liked of the memorials and monuments. Every milestone of the independent nation was honoured with grand statues and fountains: the fifth anniversary, the tenth anniversary, the fifteenth anniversary and twentieth anniversary had all left their mark on the cityscape. The Independence Monument symbolised secession in 1991, whereas the Monument to the Constitution celebrates Turkmenistan’s young constitution. The nation clearly had a lot to prove and a huge city to fill. The Soviet authorities in Moscow never saw Ashgabat as a priority. The Russians established a garrison town here as early as 1881, and gradually a modern city emerged in the desert. In 1948, the entire town was flattened by a powerful earthquake. Hundreds of thousands of people lost their lives. The Soviet authorities rebuilt the city, but without much enthusiasm. They built the usual grey concrete apartment blocks, brought in parts for the obligatory amusement park with dodgem cars and a Ferris wheel, tidied the way for a couple of green parks and reopened the regional museum with the inevitable displays of stuffed animals and pottery fragments. The Soviet town planner would not recognise his own town today.


“And this is the Olympic village,” Aslan explained, as we drove past yet another row of marble mastodons. Enormous posters of skaters and medal ceremonies had been put up on the white walls. “The swimming pool is finished already, thanks-to-our-president’s-foresight. And so is the ice rink, and the accommodation where all the athletes will stay.”


“I didn’t know that Turkmenistan was going to host the Olympics,” I said.


Aslan gave me a wounded look.


“We’re hosting the Asian Indoor and Martial Arts Games in 2017,”3 he informed me.


I had no idea that Asia had its own Olympics, but chose not to say anything. It was not even lunchtime, and already my head was spinning. I would normally plan my own travel, but here I was slave to the travel agency’s Itinerary. With the exception of those who pass through the country on a short transit visa, tourists who want to visit Turkmenistan have to leave all travel arrangements to a state-authorised travel agency. The agency is then responsible for these foreigners for every second they are in the country, and they are seldom left alone. Since the First President’s death, the rules have relaxed a little and it is now possible for tourists to walk around Ashgabat on their own. But the police force is so big that they are under surveillance all the same. For the next three weeks, at least one representative from the agency was to accompany me at all times, except for at night. Three weeks is the maximum any tourist can stay in the country.


*


Aslan turned onto a huge, empty square. One end was dominated by a palace, with an elaborate entrance, adorned with Greek pillars and a blue onion dome that reached into the sky. Visitors were greeted by two gold winged horses atop the pillars.


“Is this the presidential palace?” I was suitably impressed.


“No, are you crazy? Our-Good-President lives outside town, in a gated community. This is the National Museum of History, which was opened by the First President in 1998.” Aslan sorted out my entrance ticket and sent me in through the sliding doors. An attendant switched on the light as I stepped into the hall. The interior was brown and Soviet-style, in sharp contrast to the baroque exterior. Women in long dresses were standing along the walls, talking quietly to each other. My guide, Aina, was in her early twenties and dressed in the student uniform: a red, ankle-length dress with an embroidered collar and front, with her smooth, black hair in two plaits, as was the tradition for young Turkmen women. She shook my hand firmly and ordered me into the lift.


“Does the museum get many visitors?” I said, for the sake of conversation more than anything.


“Yes,” Aina replied, without a hint of irony.


“But not today?”


“No,” she said, just as earnestly.


Aina was a machine. Equipped with a pointer, she guided me efficiently through Turkmenistan’s 5,000-year history. She rattled off the dates and foreign-sounding names in a monotonous voice. Several times, I had to ask her to repeat when such-and-such a town was established and when this-or-that empire existed. Aina started all her answers with an exasperated “As I said . . .”


As she marched me past pottery fragments, gold jewellery and decorated drinking horns, it dawned on me just how little I knew about this part of the world. There were flourishing cultures and cities here long before the Romans became the Romans. Great dynasties like the Medes, the Achaemenids, the Parthians, the Sasanians and the Seljuks, and mighty provinces such as Margiana and Khwarazm . . . As the country is so exposed, caught between East and West, with nothing more than inhospitable desert to protect it, there have been very many invasions and power shifts over the centuries, which further complicates the picture.


“Were they not Buddhists in the east then?” I said, confused, when Aina started to tell me about Islamic pottery in eastern Turkmenistan.


“As I said, that was before the Islamic invasion in the eighth century.”


*


According to the Itinerary, I was free to do as I wished in the afternoon. I used the time to wander around the broad, empty streets wearing light summer shoes. It was early April and gentle as a summer’s day in Norway. Turkmen summers are anything but gentle: the temperature frequently pushes fifty degrees. No wonder, then, that they have invested in air-conditioned bus shelters.


Poker-faced policemen followed me with their eyes. Every now and then a flock of students ran by, girls in red dresses, boys in suits and ties, and then I was alone again. The New President gazed down at me with gentle, inscrutable eyes from the walls of buildings. I briefly felt I had been transported back fifty or sixty years to the heyday of the Soviet Union, when it was Stalin who had watched his good comrades on the street. The artists of the time had a particular knack for capturing whatever good qualities the dictator had: despite Stalin’s harsh nature, paranoid personality and absolute hold on power, they always managed to make him look kind and sensitive, almost paternal. The photographer behind the portraits of the New President clearly shared this talent. The man in the enormous, framed photographs had round, generous cheeks, but did not look fat or overweight. On the contrary, he exuded good health as he looked out over the streets with his caring eyes and mysterious smile.


The shopping centres, with their luxurious facades covered in gold, marble and neon lights, would not have been out of place on the fashionable shopping streets of Dubai, but appearances can deceive. Inside, they were like any other poorly equipped bazaar, with dimly lit halls and shelves of cheap Turkish clothes and cosmetics. There were only three A.T.M.s in the entire country that accepted foreign cards, and one of them had been given prime position in the lavish lobby of the Sofitel Oguzkent Hotel. As an experiment, I put my card in and tried to withdraw fifty dollars. Connection failed, the message flashed at me.


*


Once darkness fell, the city became a festival of light. Every single marble slab was carefully illuminated, and the fountains and water channels continually changed colour. No corner was left in the dark.


“Ashgabat is even more beautiful at night,” Aslan said. He had come to take me to one of the best restaurants, where, from the top floor, you could see the whole city. To begin with, I had the entire outdoor terrace to myself, but it soon started to fill up with very well-dressed guests. The men wore tailored Italian suits, the women body-hugging, glittering creations. There were no ankle-length dresses, long plaits or head scarves here. The waiters came out with drinks and juices that were as colourful as the illuminated waterways. The loudspeakers pumped out music. It was eight o’clock and the party was in full swing.


But as I finished my last spoonful of dessert, the party was over and people were getting ready to leave. The Turkmen capital closes at 11 p.m. on weekdays and weekends. Bars or restaurants that stay open beyond that risk being closed down and receiving a hefty fine.


Back at the hotel, I went into the bathroom to get ready for bed. There was an ashtray by the basin. It had not been possible to get a no-smoking room, and the sour smell of stale smoke was pervasive. When the first president, Turkmenbashi, had to stop smoking after a heart operation in 1997, he introduced a ban on smoking in public places. Smoking is now only allowed indoors in Ashgabat.


I undressed quickly, suddenly feeling insecure. The guidebook had warned that all rooms for foreigners were bugged. Perhaps they had installed cameras as well? I looked behind the two paintings of flowers, checked the drawers and inspected the telephone, T.V. and fridge, but found nothing. Yet I could not shake the feeling that someone was watching me. I lay under the thin top sheet and felt the springs in the mattress pressing into my back. As I closed my eyes, a forest of marble towers swayed around me, all decorated with the president’s boyish smile and inscrutable brown eyes.




Dictatorstan




An unjust ruler is like a farmer
who plants corn and expects wheat.


RUHNAMA





A few farmers are digging in the fields. They are wearing simple, dirty cotton clothes and behind them an enormous dome glitters gold like a rising sun. There are no cars on the wide, newly asphalted road. A tall marble arch welcomes us to Gypjak, the First President’s birthplace.


Saparmurat Niyazov, better known as Turkmenbashi, a man who is recognised the world over as one of the most bizarre dictators ever, was born on February 19, 1949 in Gypjak, then a modest village on the outskirts of Ashgabat. His father died during the Second World War, purportedly fighting valiantly against the Germans. His mother died in the powerful earthquake that levelled Ashgabat in 1948, leaving the eight-year-old Saparmurat an orphan, a fate he shared with many others at the time. Victory over the Nazis had come at a cost for the Soviet Union: between twenty and thirty million people had lost their lives in the fighting and thousands of towns and villages lay in ruins. Any joy at the return of peace was overshadowed by food shortages and disease. People were dying in droves, and hundreds of thousands of children grew up on the streets.


As an adult, Saparmurat milked these sorrowful circumstances for all they were worth, but he was one of the lucky ones. He never had to live on the streets. The authorities placed him in a children’s home and took care of him. He was there only for a short while before one of his uncles took him in. He was sent to the best schools in Ashgabat, then went on to study at the prestigious Polytechnic Institute in Leningrad and graduated in electrical engineering. While the years in Leningrad did not in any way make him a serious scholar, there were few Turkmens at the time who could boast a similar background, so the door to politics was wide open for the orphan Saparmurat.


He rose swiftly through the ranks, and in 1985, after very many career politicians in Turkmenistan lost their positions following a corruption scandal, Niyazov was appointed First Secretary of the Communist Party of Turkmenistan. He made a name for himself as one of the least reform-friendly leaders in the Soviet Union, and was a strong opponent of Gorbachev’s perestroika movement. Niyazov wanted to maintain a powerful union, a desire that was evidently shared by the Turkmen people: in a referendum in March 1991, 99.8 per cent of the population voted to remain a part of the Soviet Union, if the figures are to be believed.


Life in the Soviet Republic of Turkmenistan, one of the poorest in the empire, was not a bed of roses, but the lives of the majority did slowly improve under Soviet rule. Children went to school, and both young and old had access to healthcare. Roads, railways and domestic flights linked the country with the rest of the Union. Given this background, it is not hard to understand why Niyazov was a quiet supporter of the attempted coup against Gorbachev in August 1991 by those who opposed his reforms. When the coup failed, it became clear to most that the days of the Soviet Union were numbered. Niyazov was forced to change tack, and, on October 27, Turkmenistan declared itself an independent, sovereign state following a second referendum. According to the Turkmen authorities, 94 per cent were now in favour of Turkmenistan leaving the Soviet Union.


At the same time that Turkmenistan declared its independence, the Supreme Soviet in Ashgabat voted on who should be appointed president. Niyazov was elected with a 98.3 per cent majority. In the first few months of his presidency, he made some cosmetic changes. The Communist Party of Turkmenistan changed its name to the Democratic Party of Turkmenistan. Other parties were not as yet permitted, so Turkmenistan continued to be a one-party state. Most politicians who had held important posts during the Soviet era were given similar positions in the new, independent Turkmenistan.


The first worrying signs started to appear in December of the same year. A new law regarding “the President’s honour and dignity” allowed the dismissal of anyone who expressed views that did not accord with those of the President. A long-term “stability programme” was also launched: ten years of stability would lead Turkmenistan safely into the twenty-first century, which was heralded as a future utopia: Altyn Asyr, the Golden Age.


The propaganda machine, which was already well oiled when it came to personality cults after seventy years of Soviet rule, was set in motion to reinforce the image of Niyazov as the country’s uniting father. And in 1992, the state publishing house published several books that praised him extravagantly. Just as Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili became Stalin, the Steel Man, in 1993 Saparmurat Niyazov officially became Turkmenbashi, Leader of the Turkmen. Schools, streets, villages, mosques, factories, airports, vodka brands, perfume and even the old Russian garrison town of Krasnovodsk on the Caspian Sea were now renamed Turkmenbashi. When a meteorite landed in the Turkmen desert, there was no doubt who the celestial body should be named after. An official slogan, which is strikingly similar to that of the Nazis, was adopted to great excitement: “One people, one mother country, one Turkmenbashi.”


The statues of Lenin and Marx were removed from villages and towns and replaced with gold statues of Turkmenbashi dressed in a suit and tie. The few tourists who visited the country were only allowed to photograph these bizarre, mass-produced statues on the condition that they took a full-figure picture – as only full-figure photographs of Turkmenbashi were permitted. When Turkmenistan got its own currency, the manat, in 1993, there was a portrait of Turkmenbashi on all the notes. All the three state television channels had a profile of the president in gold in the top right-hand corner of the screen. Turkmenbashi’s face was everywhere, even on vodka bottles, and that, apparently, was how things would be for ever more: in 1999, he was declared President for Life. Two years later, he added beyik, “the great”, to his title. The orphaned eight year old had grown up to become President Saparmurat Turkmenbashi the Great.


In terms of foreign policy, Turkmenbashi, who initially had not been in favour of independence, made a point of distancing the country from former Soviet states. As early as 1993, he decided to get rid of the Cyrillic alphabet, which had been in use for more than fifty years, and to replace it with a specially adapted version of the Latin alphabet. It took time to roll out the school curriculum in the new alphabet, so for some years Turkmen schoolchildren were without textbooks. Teachers and bureaucrats were given no instruction in the new alphabet, with the result that many adults still have problems reading and writing their own language. Turkmenistan was also the only former Soviet republic to introduce visas for nationals from Russia and other post-Soviet states. The current entry requirements are some of the most stringent in the world, and no foreign nationals can visit the country without a visa.


In 1995, Turkmenistan was recognised as a neutral country by the U.N., and Turkmenbashi saw this as one of his greatest political feats. Any documents referring to Turkmenistan now had to say “the independent, neutral Turkmenistan”. In order to mark the occasion, Turkmenbashi built a 75-metre tower in the heart of the capital. On top of the tower, which he named the Arch of Neutrality, there was a twelve-metre gold statue of himself in a suit and something akin to a Superman cape. The statue was illuminated at night and rotated by day, so he was always facing the sun. The Arch of Neutrality was the tallest structure in Ashgabat and became the symbol of the city. In the evening, people thronged there to admire the panorama from the top of the tower. But for Turkmenbashi, the country’s neutral status was primarily a practical, political manoeuvre: he could now decline to take part in any agreements, or simply take a passive stance, and did not need to cooperate with the other Soviet states. At the same time, he could continue to trade with questionable neighbours such as the clerical elite in Iran and the Taliban in Afghanistan.


It would appear that when the initial decade of stability was over and Turkmenistan moved into the Golden Age, Turkmenbashi started to see himself as a divine being. He claimed he was a prophet, descended from Alexander the Great and the Prophet Mohammed. Then one day at the start of the century, shortly after the Golden Age had begun, the country’s citizens awoke to a wonder: overnight the president’s youthful mane of hair had been miraculously restored. There was not a single grey hair to be seen in any of the framed portraits that hung at the front of every classroom throughout the land, or the gigantic posters that were plastered on every empty wall in the towns. Not long after this miracle, the president introduced a new law banning long hair and beards for men. Anyone travelling to the country who was unaware of the new ban risked having their hair cut and their beards shaved at the border.


Turkmenbashi also had marked views on the appearance of his countrywomen. He had already decided that schoolgirls and female students should wear ankle-length dresses and traditional skullcaps, based roughly on the traditional Turkmen dress, if not altogether historically correct. This now extended to what women should look like on television: he declared that anchorwomen should no longer wear make-up. Why would Turkmen women need make-up? They were naturally beautiful! He also banned the circus and opera, for not being sufficiently Turkmen.


The president became increasingly concerned with what was Turkmen and with Turkmen culture. In September 2001, Turkmenbashi’s long-awaited masterpiece, Ruhnama, The Book of the Soul, was published. It comprised a number of personal talks by the president, which all began with phrases such as “Dear Turkmens!” and “My dearly beloved Turkmen people!” It also included pages of the original manuscript in the president’s handwriting, with some words scored out and some added, to demonstrate that the president had indeed written the book himself.


The two volumes were an attempt to summarise Turkmenistan’s history and to provide a kind of manual of Turkmen customs and culture, interwoven with lyrical descriptions: “Since I was five years old, I have thanked God hundreds of thousands of times for the fact that I have inherited, in both body and soul, the honour, nobility, patience, reverential spirit and sense of purpose of my parents. My character has been strengthened rather than weakened by good times and bad. This source will never run dry for my Turkmen people, my holy country, my motherland, for the past and present, for future generations.” According to Turkmenbashi, the purpose of writing Ruhnama was “to reopen the dwindling spring of national pride by cleaning out all the grass and stone, so it can flow freely once more” and to create “the first, fundamental reference work for Turkmenistan. It is the essence of the Turkmen mind, Turkmen customs and traditions, intentions, actions and ideals.”


As dictators often do, Turkmenbashi included a rather curious rewriting of history in the Ruhnama. He traced the Turkmen people back five thousand years, to Noah no less. According to more reliable sources, Turkmen tribes have lived in the country for less than a thousand years, having come there from Eastern Siberia with other Turkic tribes. There is barely a mention of tribal feuds or external influences in either of the president’s two volumes, and the colonisation by Russia in the 1800s and seventy years of Soviet rule are described as “a yoke of slavery” that prevented the Turkmens from entering a new golden age – the previous golden age being under the leadership of the mythical Oguz Khan, during the Seljuk empire in the eleventh century. The truth is that a united Turkmen nation did not exist when the Russians arrived in the 1800s, only loosely connected tribes who were often in conflict with one other. Concepts such as the Turkmen culture and nationality, the country’s borders, even the Turkmen alphabet, stem from the Soviet era. Turkmenbashi, who was educated in Leningrad and rose to power under Gorbachev, was a product of the Soviet heritage he now denied.


The launch of Ruhnama would put the marketing departments of any publisher to shame. On the day, Turkmenbashi unveiled a new, spectacular monument in Ashgabat: an enormous copy of Ruhnama that opened at a given time each evening, to the accompaniment of solemn music. Over the loudspeakers, a sonorous male voice then declaimed several lines of verse from the masterpiece before the covers of the book slowly closed again. In order to ensure that Ruhnama was read, Turkmenbashi introduced the book into the curriculum for primary schools and universities. Children in class one had to learn to read with the help of Ruhnama, and it was the only reference book used in Turkmen history lessons. Thus, Turkmen schoolchildren learn that both the wheel and the robot were invented by Turkmens.


All other subjects were steeped in Ruhnama. Even maths classes were based on studies of The Book of the Soul. Not even that was enough for the President for Life, however, and in 2004 he decided that all humanities and science subjects should be removed from secondary and higher education, as they were “obscure and out of touch with reality”. They were to be replaced by more suitable subjects, such as “Political independence under Saparmurat Turkmenbashi the Great”, “Saparmurat Turkmenbashi’s literary heritage” and “Ruhnama as a spiritual guide for the Turkmen people”.


It was not only pupils and students who were forced to read Ruhnama: exams on Ruhnama were introduced as an obligatory part of the driving test. Imams were ordered to preach the Ruhnama in mosques – those who refused were imprisoned. All foreign companies wanting to do business in Turkmenistan had to ensure that The Book of the Soul was translated into their respective language. In 2005, the first volume was fired into space in a Russian rocket. “The book has won millions of hearts here on earth, and now will conquer space,” one Turkmen newspaper said.


Despite the book’s global and potential universal reach, Ruhnama was still not enough to satisfy Turkmenbashi’s need to leave a mark. His ambition was to mould the country in his image, including the language. In 2002, he decided to change the names of the days and the months. He claimed that the old names, which were borrowed from Russian, were “un-Turkmen”. The first month of the year was named after him, Turkmenbashi. February was changed to Baydak, which means “flag”, as the Turkmen flag was celebrated on 19 February, Turkmenbashi’s birthday. April was renamed Gurbansoltan, the name of Turkmenbashi’s mother. He also changed the name for bread from chorek to the rather more unwieldy Gurbansoltan Edzhe, his mother’s full name. September, the month when Ruhnama was launched, naturally became Ruhnama, while December was changed to Bitaraplyk, which means “neutrality”. The names given to the days of the week were more prosaic. Monday was renamed “The First Day”, Thursday became “Day of Justice” and Sunday “Day of Rest”. All street names in Ashgabat, with the exception of some of the main boulevards (which were allowed to keep the name Turkmenbashi), were replaced by numbers.


In the years that followed, the dictator continued to tighten his grip. All Internet cafés in the country were closed, which in effect meant the Internet was no longer available to ordinary people. In 2003, a new law was introduced that declared anyone who questioned the president’s policies was a traitor, following on from the law of 1991 pertaining to “the President’s honour and dignity”. Ballet was also banned, in addition to circus and opera, and as the president could not stand the smell of dogs they too were banned from Ashgabat. It was also forbidden to play recorded music on TV or at major events – the music had to be live, without any lip synching.


Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely, the British historian Lord Acton told us. Few examples better illustrate this than Turkmenbashi’s life. How did the orphaned Saparmurat Niyazov become Turkmenbashi, the dictator who banned the circus and dogs, and put all opponents in jail? One explanation lies within the Soviet system, which was corrupt, authoritarian and had a well-tested tradition of cults of personality. Turkmenbashi grew up in this system, it was all he knew. When the Soviet Union dissolved, there was no Moscow to keep him in check. He could do as he wished. The other politicians were used to obeying the First Secretary, and continued to obey him when he changed his name to Turkmenbashi. They had no choice: whoever dared oppose the president soon found themselves under lock and key. For every year that passed, Turkmenbashi became more of a megalomaniac and his ideas grew ever wilder, yet, no matter where he turned, he was met with deep bows and subservience. He wanted no opposition, and he never encountered it. He had absolute power.


Even though, after independence, Turkmenistan could keep all profits from its gas and oil exports, there was not enough money to pay for all the marble in Ashgabat or Turkmenbashi’s other pharaonic whims. After 1991, little or nothing was done to maintain the educational institutions or the health service. The vaccine programme collapsed, and health centres were eventually left with no equipment and no medicine. The welfare system that the Soviet authorities had built up from scratch was now left to crumble at its foundations. In order to camouflage this disaster, doctors were banned from making diagnoses such as Aids or tuberculosis. Teachers, for their part, were not allowed to give poor grades, and obligatory education was reduced from ten years to nine. This was a tactic that Turkmenbashi had learned during the Soviet era. He honed it to perfection: if reality did not live up to expectations, all you had to do was fix the facade and cook the books, and the problem was solved!


To save money, ten thousand teachers were made redundant. After all, Turkmenbashi said, they were not particularly useful. In 2005, it was decided that all district hospitals would be closed down. Some hundred thousand health workers were made redundant and replaced by soldiers. If people needed medical help, they were advised to go to the hospitals in bigger towns and cities. But Turkmenistan is big and the infrastructure is poor, so many were left with no healthcare provision. The then minister of health, Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, who is now the president, was given the task of implementing the reform. Turkmenbashi decided at the same time that newly qualified doctors no longer needed to take the Hippocratic Oath but instead should swear allegiance to him, Turkmenbashi the Great. Then he decided to close any libraries outside Ashgabat, as he believed that the Qur’an and Ruhnama gave people more than enough to read. Why would they need any other books? People in rural areas were not able to read properly anyway, he argued, and in the same breath made a snap decision to cut obligatory education by a further two years. The Golden Age had begun.


This seems not to have solved the financial problems, as just before he died Turkmenbashi introduced another great reform. This time it was pensioners who were affected. A new law was passed whereby only those who were able to show that they had worked for at least twenty years and did not have grown-up children qualified for a pension. In order to receive a full pension, it was necessary to prove that you had worked for at least thirty-eight years. More than one hundred thousand people, nearly a third of all pensioners, lost their pensions as a result of the new ruling. A further two hundred thousand had their pensions cut by at least a fifth. The law was introduced retroactively, so those who did not meet the new criteria had to pay back any excess they might have received in the two previous years.


But it was not only the country’s finances that were failing, so too was Turkmenbashi’s health. In 1997 he underwent heart surgery in Germany. The operation was kept secret. Only in 2006 did Turkmenbashi choose to tell the people about this. He could, however, assure his “dearly beloved Turkmen people” that the German doctors had confirmed that he was now completely healthy again, and he even claimed that they had promised he would live to at least eighty. A few months later, just before Christmas 2006, Turkmenbashi had a massive heart attack and died at the age of sixty-six. The official date of his death is 21 December, but his opponents living abroad believe the president died a few days earlier. The regime needed those days to reflect before sharing the news with the people.


Turkmenbashi had ruled the country for twenty-one years and as an autocrat for fifteen. Why had the Turkmen people tolerated his misrule and eccentricities for so long?


The simple answer is that they had no choice. The Turkmen legal system is one of the most impenetrable in the world; arbitrary imprisonment is common and torture is deemed to be a normal interrogation technique. The security police and the president’s personal security service are both extensive, and people are legally obliged to report any spoken or unspoken criticism of the authorities they encounter, as is the case in North Korea. Most people are therefore reluctant to talk about politics at all. In addition to receiving long prison sentences, critics also risk being incarcerated in psychiatric institutions, and drugged with pills, as happened in the Soviet era. The threshold for punishment is so low that nearly all the country’s top politicians and senior management have served a prison sentence at some point.


Another answer is the carrot. In 1992, as one of the pillars of his stability programme, Niyazov passed a motion that all essential goods and services such as electricity, gas, petrol and salt should be free. Bread would be heavily subsidised so that everyone could afford it. No-one needed to pay tax. Wages were low, it is true, and unemployment at close to 60 per cent, but at least people could drive their cars as much as they liked – if they still had one, that is.


*


We turn into an empty car park. Sunbeams dance on the golden dome. The already striking building has gilded minarets and gates, and Greek marble pillars on every side. It is remarkably similar to the presidential palace in Ashgabat, except that the dome is bigger. The paved square in front of the mosque is newly washed and sparkling clean. Once again, I am the only visitor.


“Turkmenbashi built the mosque in honour of his mother, who was killed by an earthquake here in 1948,” Aslan tells me. “It is the fourth largest mosque in the world and it took a French engineering company two years to build it.”


It is unusual for it to take so long to finish a building in Turkmenistan. Until recently, it was the biggest mosque in Central Asia, but it has now been surpassed by the new mosque in Astana, the capital of Kazakhstan. Our steps echo as we cross the empty square. There used to be a big gold statue of Turkmenbashi here before, but it was removed after his death.


“Isn’t it a bit excessive to build such a big mosque in such a small village?” I ask.


“Not at all, the mosque is for the surrounding villages as well,” Aslan says.


A serious young attendant follows us into the holy building. As we wander around on the star-shaped carpet, he reels off a number of facts:


The minarets are ninety-one metres high, in honour of the year that Turkmenistan gained its independence.


The carpet we are standing on is handmade and weighs more than a ton.


The mosque can hold ten thousand worshippers.


The complex includes an underground car park with room for a hundred buses and four hundred cars.


The golden dome has a diameter of fifty metres, and is said to be the largest in the world.


He neglects to mention that the dome turned green only a few years after the mosque was completed. But now it sparkles and shines once again. Nor does he mention that the inscriptions on the minarets are not quotes from the Qur’an, but rather slogans praising the president and Ruhnama. “Ruhnama is the holy book; the Qur’an is Allah’s book” it says on one of the pillars. On the inside of the dome there are carved phrases praising Turkmenbashi, leader of the Turkmen people.


I wonder if anyone ever comes here to pray.


*


The mausoleum next to the Turkmenbashi mosque seems modest by comparison, to the extent that a marble building crowned by a gold dome can be called modest. Two guards stand by the entrance. A soldier orders us to leave all our belongings outside before we are allowed to enter the dimly lit room.


A marble balustrade stands between us and Turkmenbashi’s grave, which is in the crypt below. His resting place, a black marble sarcophagus on a white marble star, is surrounded by those of family members who died either during the Second World War or in the earthquake. On a table by the wall lies a copy of the Qur’an. To my surprise, there is not a copy of Ruhnama beside it, even though Turkmenbashi had proclaimed that the two books should sit side by side in every mosque in the country. In death, he clearly preferred the one book after all.


Aslan stands in silence beside me, looking down at the grave, gripped by the solemnity. Before we go out into the sun again, he quickly wipes away a tear.


*


For me, one of the best indicators of how a country is doing is its bookshops. The selection of books on the shelves often says more about the country’s inhabitants and politicians than all the exhibitions in all the national museums. Mira’s bookshop in Ashgabat was said to be the best in Turkmenistan. But it was more like a local council library with such obscure opening times that no-one ever went there. Tattered copies of Russian classics lay in big boxes lined up against the walls, all published by Soviet publishers. Gogol. Volume two of Dostoevsky’s The Idiot. A couple of Chekhov plays. A textbook on algorithms.


I was the only customer. A pattern seemed to be emerging.


The new books were kept in glass display cases in prime position behind the counter. Deluxe editions with glossy covers and four-colour printing. All the books had a picture of Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, the New President, on the front. Gurbanguly on a horse, Gurbanguly at his desk, Gurbanguly in the Turkmen desert, Gurbanguly in action on the tennis court. Most of the books were also written by him and were arranged according to topic, from sport and health to medicine and political vision.


“I would like to buy a book about Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov, but I don’t have much room in my suitcase,” I explained. “Do you have any normal-sized books?”


The rotund bookseller began to trawl the shelves, obviously unsure where books were kept. Eventually she found a book that was just a little larger than a normal hardback novel. It was even in English: The Grandchild Realising his Grandfather’s Dream. On the cover was a photograph of the New President surrounded by a flock of smiling children with Turkmen flags in their hands.


“I would also like a book about the First President,” I said.


The bookseller seemed surprised. “I’ll see what we’ve got,” she mumbled and disappeared in among the shelves again. I had time to study all the postcards while she looked. Eventually she came back and said apologetically that they had no books about him left.


“Not even Ruhnama?”


After another hunt, she appeared behind the counter with a pink book in her hand: “Unfortunately we only have the Russian edition, and only the second volume.”


Ruhnama was clearly no longer the ABC for a driving licence.


*


I had to see the miracle with my own eyes, so asked Aslan to drive to the Ruhnama monument. He said that it was no longer usual to take tourists there, but in the end agreed. It was in the centre, after all, only a short distance from Mira’s bookshop.


The pink book was almost as big as a house. It stood in the middle of a large, open square, surrounded by beautiful fountains, overlooked by marble apartment blocks. Powerful spotlights ensured that the book was never in the dark. There was a carefully arranged stage that did not appear to be used anymore. Again, I was the only visitor. The square around the enormous pink book was deserted and forlorn. And not a single light was to be seen in the marble apartments. They looked uninhabited.


“I don’t understand why you’re so interested in Ruhnama,” Aslan said, shaking his head. “It’s just a normal history book.”


“When does it open in the evening?”


“I think there’s a technical fault. It doesn’t open anymore.”


We drove on in silence. All the white marble did not seem as impressive now. There was something monotonous about it, colourless. A female weed fighter was attacking the beds by the side of the road.


“Is the New President popular?” I asked innocently, knowing full well that it was part of his job to offer words of praise for the president.


“He is most excellent!” The answer was heartfelt. “Electricity, gas and salt, all free. Do you know of any other country where gas and electricity are free?”


“No,” I said. “Who do you like best, the First President or the New President?”


Aslan appeared to reflect on my question.


“The first was perhaps even better, because petrol was free then as well. Now we have to pay a little. But before, we didn’t have the Internet, which we do now. You see, it’s hard to compare. Both have their good points.”


“A lot of the websites are blocked,” I said. “YouTube and Facebook, for example. And what about Twitter?”


“That’s to protect the young people. Lots of girls post naked pictures of themselves on Facebook. They’re young and don’t think about the consequences. Our Good President is only trying to prevent them from ruining their lives and the honour of their families.”


“It’s not possible to post naked photographs on Facebook.”


“Isn’t it?” Aslan looked at me, dumbfounded. “But then why has Our Good President blocked Facebook?”


In the period immediately after the inauguration of the New President, human rights campaigners and dissidents nurtured a hope that Turkmenistan was on the brink of a sorely needed democratisation process. One of the first things that Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedov did was to overturn some of Turkmenistan’s most unpopular laws. The months and days reverted to their old names, and pensioners were once more given their pensions. Obligatory schooling was increased again to ten years. The ban on ballet, opera and the circus was also lifted.
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