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PART I—THE HEIGHTS OF THE PAMIRS

THIRD VOYAGE

(Summer–Autumn 2001)


I

LEAVING

Leaving, they say, is the hardest thing to do. But leaving yet again is harder still.

After starting out from Samarkand, Uzbekistan, two days ago, here I am back on the Great Silk Road, which has obsessed, delighted, and terrified me for two years now. My body protests: aching muscles, legs that refuse to go the distance, a feeling of unquenchable thirst brought on by the sudden heat, and nights filled with erotic dreams as my sex drive tries to hold out against the imposed fast. Despite what they say, the first step is not always the toughest. In the beginning, every single mile is torture. But most agonizing of all is tearing myself away from those I love. Yes—dollar-hungry cops and robbers, the frozen heights of the Pamir Mountains I’ll have to cross, and the Taklamakan Desert (meaning in Uyghur, “the place from which one never returns”)—all that will be my lot over the course of the 120 days of my 2001 walk. But no nightmare will be worse than the terrible isolation I’ll have to endure all the way to Turfan,* that burning oasis, which the Chinese have nicknamed the “Land of Fire.” I never get used to being alone. Still, today, more than ever before, I find myself craving the adventures, encounters, and joys that this intoxicating road has lavished upon me so far.

It’s been two days since I took leave ofthe Chukurovs, my friends in Samarkand. Sabira, attentive soul that she is, did nothing to make my departure any easier, quite the contrary. Preoccupied with all the hardships I would soon face, she pampered me in her cozy home on the outskirts of town, gorging me with food: a large bowl full of fruit from their garden, copious servings of green tea, and revitalizing plov—Uzbekistan’s national dish, consisting of rice, vegetables, and meat. Though I had eaten my fill, she insisted on extra helpings. “It’s good for the heart!” she repeated with each additional spoonful, her kind, grandmotherly eyes smiling out from behind thick-lensed glasses obscuring much of her face. To help get me ready for the hell I’m heading into, she had transformed her patio into a little piece of paradise. As darkness fell, her granddaughters, Yulduz and Malika, and her son, Faroukh, kept me company around a basket of melt-in-your-mouth cherries. I had brought with me a copy of my book telling of my walk in the year 2000, and of the warm welcome their family had given me.* Mounikha Vakhidova, who assisted me during my stay in Samarkand last year, translated my account of it for them. Sabira was moved to tears: “While my husband was alive (he had been a literary critic celebrated throughout the Soviet Union), fifty authors from around the world stopped by our house each year. But none of them ever put my name in a book!”

Winter had been ruthless this year with temperatures dropping to -13°F. Pipes burst in the walls. A spring drought caused wells to dry up. People living outside the city limits have no more water and the apricots have ripened a month earlier than usual. The day before yesterday, things got even worse. The chilla, a period of scorching heat lasting forty days, suddenly hit. In two or three days, the sarafon will follow: lasting a full month, it’s the hottest wave of summer heat, and, with its flaming arrows, it could very well prevent me from walking.

I’ve chosen the worst possible time to get underway. But did I really have a choice? I had to decide whether to bake at the outset of my journey and head into the Fergana Valley at the hottest time of the year, or to leave much earlier and arrive in the Taklamakan Desert at the worst possible moment. Turfan, my final destination, is the hottest place in all China—though the entire country experiences blistering summer heat. I’ve made up my mind to sweat it out at the beginning so as to have cooler weather at the end. It’s that childhood dilemma we have to deal with all of our lives: which should we eat first, the bread or the chocolate? To top it all off, I have to time my journey so that I reach the Pamir Mountains no later than August or early September, to avoid the possibility of snowstorms as winter draws near and reach my destination before mountain passes close down in this region known as the “roof of the world.”

I added my last few pounds on the eve of my departure in Mounikha Vakhidova’s small apartment. She speaks excellent French, delightfully rolling her R’s. In this convivial Tower of Babel, each of her friends—some Tajik, some Uzbek—speaks in his or her native tongue since everyone understands both. The children, meanwhile, play and call to one another in Russian, and Mounikha and I speak French. When Central Asians sit down to a meal, the order in which the dishes are served matters little. Guests happily move from meats to vegetables, from sweet to savory without the slightest transition. It’s a meal in which everyone nibbles at will: meat dumplings, grilled cauliflower, carrots, strained fromage blanc with basil and dill (known as chaka), green beans, onions, chicken, potatoes, dolmas, stuffed peppers, kabobs, and on and on.

It’s truly a miracle I found it in me to get going again. Sabira set up a karavot for me out in her lush, cool garden. A karavot is a kind of platform on which you can eat, chat with friends, and sleep. I lie down and contemplate all the trees now heavy with fruit: a peach tree, a cherry, a plum, a mulberry, an apricot, a fig, a quince, a grapevine, and more. A vision of nirvana that I etch into my memory so that I’ll be able to feast on it later on when I face rocky mountain slopes and desert sands. The next morning, even before I’m completely awake, I’m gorging on onion-filled tikva flatbreads, pirozhki, cheese, honey, and the delicious apricot jam that Sabira prepared the night before, and which I slather on lepyoshka (Uzbek bread). In a country that probably produces the best apricots in the entire world—o’rik—none of the fruit is lost: the kernels—donak shorak—are dried in the oven where they burst open, yielding superior almonds. Sabira slips a few into my backpack. It’s a waste of time trying to tell her that I already bought some at the bazaar, along with a few handfuls of raisins: she knows hers are better.

As I make ready to face the road, I help myself to seconds from each dish since “it’s good for the heart.” Will I meet interesting people again this year? A pathway of cultures and friendships, of history and violence, of conquest, trade, fortunes, and plunder, the Silk Road has revealed itself slowly to me, step by step over the 3,730 miles (6,000 kilometers) I’ve traveled since starting out from Istanbul. I’m halfway through the journey. For the third year in a row, I’m off to set my bootprints in the sand and sun-softened asphalt. In four months, after crossing the fertile Fergana Valley, the highlands of Kyrgyzstan, and the Taklamakan Desert, I’ll reach Turfan. But will I make it to the end? I’m sixty-three: maybe I’ll run out of steam? Today, June 28, in the soothing warmth of the morning out on the Chukurovs’ terrace, my head reeling, I have my doubts.

While the sun seems to linger just below the horizon, I prepare my belongings in silence, having already said my goodbyes last night. But that was assuming my kind hosts would let me leave without a word. . . . One by one, their eyes still full of sleep, they surround me. We all remain silent then, turning our palms up toward the sky, Sabira recites a short prayer, at the end of which we all perform the fatiha, the “amen” of Central Asian Muslims, which is also done when getting up from a meal, and which is performed by running one’s hands down over the face, from forehead to chin.

And then, so as to tear myself away from the warmth of their friendship, I make a quick getaway, leaving Samarkand by way of the road heading north. I leave a little sand from my boots on their living room floor. But Sabira won’t bother with the broom today, for then her friend might never return.

The route I’m taking is not the most direct, far from it. I’m going to kick off my walk this year by making a detour of at least ninety miles. The original route zigzags back and forth between the borders of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. But if I want to dodge both the bullets of the Kalashnikov-wielding mujahideen and the Uzbek Army’s big guns, I’ll have to steer clear. Officially, nothing’s going on. But travel agencies have been ordered not to send tourists into the Fergana Valley, especially in the Bekabad region where fundamentalist bullets are flying these days for the greater glory of Allah. Whatever’s going on, I’ve been warned: all the borders are closed, there’s no getting into Tajikistan. So, traveling north, I’ll first reach the city of Angren, then turn east heading over the Kamchik Pass, which tops out at an altitude of 2,300 meters (7,550 feet). With the sarafon—the heat wave—it will be no walk in the park. And I’m not even sure, in this thin strip of land linking Uzbekistan’s two regions bisected by Tajikistan, that I’ll be able to steer clear of small bands of fundamentalists that train in Afghanistan and make incursions into the country every summer.

I’ve learned to cope with hot weather: I’ve brought three plastic water bladders, for a total of twelve liters, and I wrap my head in my kaffiyeh to avoid losing too much water. “Ulysses” follows on my heels. My friend Marcel Lemaître—a man with no need to go running the world over in search of wisdom since he already has an abundance of it within—gave me a hand transforming an old golf push cart that had been gathering dust in my attic, and which is now going to take over from EVNI,* my old two-wheeled traveling companion that I gave away to some kids in Samarkand last year. Wielding his magic blowtorch, Marcel reworked the compact, foldable contraption. Ulysses, with whom I hope to complete this “odyssey,” will carry my twelve liters of water, my backpack stuffed with only the clothing I need, my more substantial first-aid kit this year, and some food. I’ve packed my camping gear in a duffel bag and hope to use it as little as possible, as I always prefer meeting people at a hotel or, better yet, staying with locals. Marcel and I had the good idea—or so we thought—of keeping Ulysses’s original rubber-disk wheels, since that way, I’d never have a flat tire.

Quite the miscalculation. Only four days into my walk, as I’m nearing my layover city of Jizzakh under a sun burning the “Steppe of Hunger” as the Russians called it to a crisp, a suspicious noise makes me turn around. One of Ulysses’s tires has literally melted on the scorching ground and is breaking apart. I fasten the pieces back together with some string, but just two hundred yards farther on, my cart’s rolling on a rim. This doesn’t bode well. If this is what happens on a good road, what will happen on mountain footpaths and desert trails? I fold Ulysses up for the two or three miles left between here and the city. The two of us hop into a crowded bus, under the unblinking gaze of fifty pairs of eyes.

From April 1931 to February 1932, an expedition of French explorers known as the caravan of the Croisière Jaune—the “Yellow Journey”—made its way across Asia. Two convoys, one starting at each end of the route, planned to meet up in the middle: one group headed east out of Beirut, and the other west from the Chinese coastline. The latter group, which included the famous paleontologist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, was forced to interrupt its advance: its vehicles’ rubber treads had begun to melt. Before the caravan could push on again, the old ones had to be replaced with new ones from Europe. The incident occurred after only ninety-three miles: Ulysses broke down after seventy-five! The thought of emulating such illustrious predecessors lifts my spirits. See, Bernard? You’re not so pathetic after all! And neither is your friend Marcel!

The hotel (gostinitsa) where I find a room is part guesthouse, part den of thieves. A state-owned hotel during the communist regime, it was “privatized”; that is to say, the manager took it over for himself. His large family, a dozen idlers, lives at his expense. One of his sons, a scruffy, lank thirty-year-old with the bulging eyes of a toad, abruptly comes up to me an hour after my arrival:

“What’s your room number?”

“Ask your sister, she’s the one who checked me in.”

“She doesn’t want to tell me.”

Now that he so naively informed me that he intends to poke around my little room, the following morning, I put padlocks on all my backpack pockets. In the evening, upon my return, I find them broken. The thief climbed up onto the balcony. All he took were a few of my notes, which I immediately piece back together. Everything that might have been of interest to him—my cash, camera, and GPS—I had on my person, as I always do. The following night, I get back into the habit of sleeping within easy reach of my open knife.

There’s no running water above the third floor, but they’ve devised a solution: a poor old platinum-blond slave woman smelling of cheap perfume delivers bottles of water up to us so that we can void the toilets. The water is so muddy looking that I forgo washing up.

Another son has given himself an exotic name for this country: Juan. He looks less like a pirate than his brother, but drinks more heavily. All things considered, I prefer this one to the other, and we hit it off. He barely touches the plov I invite him to share with me, but he downs bottles of beer at the speed of light, caressing the waitress’s bum each time she brings him another. He promises to drive me to the city’s bazaar at 8:00 tomorrow morning where, he tells me, I’ll find everything I need to get Ulysses back into working order. Before leaving, he introduces me to Grisha and Misha, two Russians who maintain the hotel’s hot water heater, an enormous block of rust with plenty of leaks that might easily date from the days of Tamerlane.

At 10:00 a.m. the next day, after spending two hours waking Juan—who had kept right on drinking after bidding me farewell—we all hop into Juan’s car: Micha, Grisha, Juan, and I. It’s a stolen vehicle. We have to enter through the back doors, given that the front ones are jammed shut. The rascal starts the engine by touching two wires together in the steering column, and Juan, who fears that one day he’ll run into the former owner, has slipped an enormous knife, practically a machete, alongside the shift lever so that he can defend “his property.”

The two Russians are silent and business-like. Grisha has a very Slavic face. So much vodka has made him look older than his real age of fifty. He has white hair, raven-black eyebrows, and a pleasant smile. Micha is younger; he has a mop of black hair gone prematurely white at the temples, a svelte if not skinny body, and he puffs nonstop on a cigarette rolled in newspaper that goes out almost as soon as it’s lit. They quickly find a pair of wheels about the same size as the ones currently on Ulysses, and which also have solid tires. But we spend all afternoon getting them to fit. Sitting on his haunches, Juan watches with great interest as we work. It’s a banner day in the life of a man with too much time on his hands, and who drinks out of boredom. Grisha takes the original wheel that survived the drama back to his house and returns it to me in the evening, all patched up so I can use it as a spare. Now I can get going again, although none of this has me very reassured, for Ulysses is clearly not suited to the roads I’ll be traveling in Kyrgyzstan and China.

At four in the morning, the thermometer reads 90°F. At noon, dazed from the heat, I have a hard time finishing the lavish dish the restaurant owner sets down in front of me as he proclaims the price: three hundred so‘m. When I leave some meat around a bone, he hands me fifty so‘m back: he’ll sell the leftovers to another customer. I try to get him to keep the money, but he’s an even more stubborn soul than I. While waiting for the heat to subside, I exchange a few words with him about the weather and local customs.

“How do you recognize the most beautiful bride in our country?” he asks, playing the smart aleck.

When I draw a blank, he explains:

“The one who cannot walk because she’s weighed down with jewels!”

Prior to the days of the Soviets, a woman could be repudiated for any reason. Her jewels, inherited from her mother, were therefore her only worldly possessions and her sole safety net and source of independence, should she need it. So she always kept them on her person. Although repudiation is now a thing of the past, brides continue the tradition by donning all their jewelry for the wedding. It’s most often made of silver.

I stop to chat with some little old men preparing plov in the cool shade of a mulberry tree. With goatees and traditional square do’ppi caps on their heads, chiseled faces and shiny boots, they make me think of characters from Joseph Kessel’s “The Horsemen,” minus their steeds and brawn.*

In the village of Pakhtakor, Komal quite literally bumps right into me. He’s a strapping lad some thirty years old and has no doubt whatsoever that his English is very good. The arrival of a foreigner is quite an event for him. It’s the chance he’s been waiting for to prove that his people are the most hospitable anywhere in the world. It just so happens that today, the only thing I want welcoming me is a bed to sleep in. Clobbered by the heat, my body is still not used to the demands I’m making of it. I’m worn out and, too tired to be hungry, all I want to do is sleep.

But Komal has other plans for me. He’s the nicest but most intrusive man I’ve ever met. He first invites half the village to come parading through the inn I checked into, so everyone can see him conversing in English with the foreigner. In the meantime, he had someone cook up a Pantagruelian plate of plov for me. I swallow a few grains of rice, one or two chunks of meat, then make as though I’m ready to head back to my room. But he bars the way: “Come on! Let’s go check out the evening market!”

The evening market is held in a small square and consists of a fellow grilling shashlik—those thin, greasy kebabs—and three women selling flatbreads that they’re carting around in baby carriages. Seeing how disappointed I am, Komal wants to make up for it. He drags me over to a concert hall where a rock band from Tashkent has hit the stage. The “musicians” are blasting their guitars for ten lifeless boys and fifteen teenage girls, all chaperoned by their mothers. Upon seeing my rather limited interest, he leads me to the town’s nightclub, which, he makes a point of telling me, is run by a former prostitute. It’s actually an odd sort of bistro fitted out with several curtained alcoves. From behind the curtains I hear laughter and whispering: but fear not, the former lady of the night keeps a careful watch over the young ladies’ virtue.

Figuring that all the cultural excitement must have aroused my appetite, Komal orders a shish kebab—skewers of meat cooked in an aromatic sauce and served with broth and carrots. It’s nearly midnight. I beg him to let me go to bed. We head back through narrow dirt streets plunged in total darkness, blithely stepping in all the rubbish everyone impulsively tosses out their front door. Komal’s afraid that I might fall, and grabs me by the arm. He also finds that that way he can lead me every now and then to another door and introduce me to more of his friends. There’s no way we can refuse when they invite us in for tea, for that would be an inexcusable faux pas. I’m ready to collapse. Suddenly, my friend exclaims:

“Come to think of it, I never gave you time to wash up! Let’s head over to the bathhouse. It’s run by a friend of mine.”

He drags me to a sauna where the heat is so intense I can hardly breath. Scoured clean but even more wiped out, if that’s even possible, I get ready to make a mad dash for the hotel. Once again, Komal bars the way: “You have to meet a friend of mine who’s an engineer!”

As we drink what I hope is our last tea, our host tells me that he works nights for the railroad, pulling twelve-hour watches.

“Twelve hours straight, making sure trains are on the right track?! But isn’t that practically asking for an accident?”

“Not at all. There hasn’t been a single night train for five years. I while away the hours studying English. By the way, what do you think?”

I think that the day he stops pronouncing English as if it were Uzbek, it might be comprehensible. But since I’m a nice guy, I offer an encouraging smile.

We finally get back to the hotel and I head straight to my room. I haven’t completely taken off all my clothes when Komal bursts in without knocking, as is the custom here.

“There are some people in the dining room who have never seen a foreigner! They really want to meet you. I’d be so happy if you’d come by, just for a minute.” Asleep on my feet, I follow him. The dozen or so revelers I meet downstairs have already had far too much vodka. But to celebrate the event, they order a bottle of Uzbek shampan and, hollering, ask my opinion of it. It’s awful. But since my politeness knows no bounds, I tell them that it’s just as good as French champagne. Delighted, they order another bottle and force me to down a second glass. Serves me right: we pay for every lie we tell.

It’s nearly 1:00 in the morning when I finally fall into a deep sleep . . . only to be woken by someone shaking me and from music blasting from loudspeakers. A rather drunk woman is standing there, insisting that she wants to dance with me. I brush her off, but ten times over the course of an hour, Komal’s friends come into the room, inspect Ulysses, and say a few words. It’s impossible to close the door, for there’s no key and no inside latch. I’m borderline comatose. Around 2:00, the loud voices stop but the music continues to blare. At my wit’s end, I get up and poke around the deserted house. I finally discover the sound system in an empty room with a jazz tape spinning away in it, the volume at its highest setting. Komal’s in the courtyard, seated on a chair.

“You told me you have to get up early. So I’m trying not to fall asleep so that I can wake you at dawn. But if I don’t have the music, I won’t be able to stay awake!”

Hell, as we all know, is paved with good intentions.

I unplug the stereo and take a two-hour nap, which hardly even counts. When I head off, Komal is sound asleep on his chair. I’m careful not to wake him. But around 9:00, he catches up with me on his bicycle, telling me that he’s going to introduce me to some friends in the city where I’m planning to spend the night. I tell him to go back to Pakhtakor. Gently, but firmly. With him along, I’d die from exhaustion in no time at all.

The landscape is uniformly flat. What was once the “Steppe of Hunger” is more fertile today thanks to an intricate network of irrigation canals. The apricot trees are groaning under the weight of the fruit. Much of it has fallen to the ground, creating what looks like a yellow carpet around the trunks.

After dark, I find safe haven in a mosque. It’s actually an abandoned factory onto which has been grafted a zinc, dome-shaped structure, surmounted by a crescent, also made of zinc. The imam who takes me in asks me not to mention his name to anyone. In Uzbekistan, Muslims keep the lowest possible profile. The communist regime has converted to democracy in words only, having kept the same police force and the same brutal tactics. But he most fears religious authorities, since they’re the only ones who could do him harm or foster the emergence of a fundamentalist movement like the one now plaguing neighboring Afghanistan, solidly held by the Taliban, the “students of religion.”

Up to this point, I’ve been traveling north, but I’m about to run into the Kazakh border. The region’s national boundaries were drawn up by Stalin, who was good at governing by dividing. He made the “republics” interlock so closely that their populations are constantly border hopping. As long as the Central Asian republics remained de facto provinces of Moscow, that was of little consequence. But since emerging as independent states, things have gotten complicated. Some parts of Uzbek territory exist as enclaves within Kyrgyzstan, twelve, even twenty miles beyond the Uzbek border. The only way to get from Samarkand to Tashkent is to cross thirty miles of Kazakh territory. Motorists don’t even slow down at the border and customs officials, who are Russian soldiers, make no attempt stop them.

In the village of Gagarin, I ask what my status would be as a pedestrian. Since I’d have to spend one night in Kazakhstan, I’d need a visa, and that, it turns out, can only be obtained in Tashkent. Under the best of circumstances, I’d have it in three weeks! That’s clearly not an option. I’m therefore going to have to make yet another detour, skirting the border before heading back up toward Angren. Just thinking about all this exhausts me, so I settle into a shady patio and order a lukewarm beer to take a closer look at my maps. A burly fellow plumps himself down in front of me. His tank top shows off his arms, which are like those of a wrestler and covered in blue tattoos, while a thick, sooty mustache makes up for his bald, shiny head. He jingles a set of keys under my nose and points to his taxi, then cuts me off as though he were speaking to a child or some simple-minded fool:

“I’m Ashur Mouhamadief. They told me what you’re doing and that you plan to get going again and walk forty kilometers. No, come on, just look at yourself! You seem tired, you’re dirty. You need a bath and a bed. Come to my house. Svetlana will wash your things and make you something to eat.”

My first inclination is to send him packing, but he has a warm smile and a twinkle in his eye. I grab a glass, set it in front of him, and pour him half my beer. A few minutes later, with Ulysses safe in the trunk of his car, Ashur stops in front of a large, drive-in gate and honks the horn authoritatively. A girl in her late teens, with long legs dangling from an ultra-short skirt, opens the gate for us and flashes me a radiant smile.

“That’s Zarina, my daughter,” Ashur says soberly—but I sense the pride in his voice. Another charming teen approaches, and he introduces her as well: Simona.

A little later, Svetlana arrives from the train station where she works. The three blond-haired women have stunning eyes, a mixture of cerulean blue and jade green. Eyes that are downright heavenly. The girls are thrilled to have a guest from abroad. Ashur tries to play the unsentimental parent, but you can see that he’s more than just a little proud. In Central Asia, Russian men never marry local women, but the reverse is quite common, so I’m not surprised that Ashur—who is Tajik—has married a woman of Slavic origins. In no time at all, sweet Svetlana has handed me some of her husband’s clothes and sent me into a steam room where I give myself a good scrubbing; meanwhile, she and her daughters busy themselves with the meal. Floating in Ashur’s clothes while mine dry out on a line, I sit down for lunch. The fare is delicious, but most satisfying of all is the vision of these divine faces. When we’ve finished eating, my host invites me to get into his taxi along with Zarina and youthful, angelic Simona. Their mother has to stay home to can large pickles, feed the eight pigs in the backyard, and harvest the eggs laid by the chickens now scratching about in the alleyways of their vegetable garden. We traverse the sunbaked city and pull up in front of a house surrounded by high walls. An Uzbek woman comes out to greet us under the courtyard trees.

“My wife.”

“But . . . Svetlana?”

“I have two wives!”

This is his legal wife. Although Ashur’s religion is perfectly fine with him having several spouses, it’s forbidden under Uzbek law. But no one seems to be bothered by the situation. In his second family, Ashur not only has three more daughters, but a little boy as well who has clearly understood that it was for him that all these women and his father were waiting. He already has the look and mannerisms of a little tyrant.

On the way back, Ashur tells me how happy he is to have me stay with him. A number of years ago, he says, he was a bulldozer driver in Kazakhstan, living in a shack in abject conditions along with a half dozen other workers. One day, when he was suffering from a particularly bad case of the blues, a Kazakh invited him home to wash up, rest, and launder his clothes. He was endlessly grateful and swore that, were the opportunity to ever arise, he would return the favor, in payment of what he considered to be a debt. I myself am that opportunity and he’s grateful to Allah for it! His own experience understandably allows him to grasp just how much his warm welcome is joy to my soul.

Out on the patio, as night begins to fall, I chat with kind Zarina, endowed with a captivating smile and eyes like the sea and sky. I ask her how old she is.

“Seventeen. In two years, I’ll be married.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

“No, my father won’t let me date boys.”

I pity the lads.

“Will your father choose your husband for you?”

“That’s our tradition.”

She tells me that she has a crush on one of her university classmates. Meanwhile, she attends law school and helps her mother with the housework. They can’t look to Ashur for that, for he’s a man and, as such, doesn’t have to lift a finger around the house.

“And if your husband were to take a second wife, what would you say to that?”

She shrugs her lovely bronzed shoulders: “Nothing. That’s our tradition.”

We stop talking, the both of us lost in thought. I look at this very pretty young woman and think to myself how nature so often smiles favorably when two ethnicities are involved.

I leave before sunup, clean as a whistle and reenergized by Ashur and Svetlana’s warm welcome, which remains in my thoughts for a time as I make my way down the road. I walk joyfully. Pleasant encounters like this boost my morale. I’ve been rebuilding strength for a week now. My leg muscles are increasing in size from all the exercise, and my body’s adjusting to the heat. A few strong bursts of endorphins—that natural drug all walkers love—and I’m singing as I walk along the Kazakh border, flagged here by metal fences like the ones used for chicken coops back home.

The conversation I had with Zarina confirms my understanding that, although the Muslim faith lost ground when communist or Christian Russians took over, Islamic culture is still strongly present between the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya rivers, especially in terms of social structure.

Beginning in 712 CE, the year the Arabs captured Samarkand, Islam progressively grew to become the region’s only religion, all the way up to the early twentieth century. Prior to their arrival, however, both Zoroastrianism (which was a state religion in Persia) and Nestorianism were well established.

The conquerors, realizing just how important trade and money were between the two rivers, decreed that anyone who converted to Islam would be exempt from taxation. A brilliant idea—too brilliant, in fact! So many people renounced their former religion that, in just a few short years, the treasury ran dry. So they decided to levy a new tax, resulting in public outcry and unrest that finally settled down around the year 750.

 

* Known also as Turpan.

* Longue marche: à pied de la Méditerranée jusqu’en Chine par la route de la Soie. II. Vers Samarcande (Paris: Phébus, 2001). The English translation is available as Walking to Samarkand: The Great Silk Road from Persia to Central Asia (New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2020).

* Translator’s Note (TN): EVNI stands for the French words Étrange véhicule non-identifié (Strange, Unidentified Vehicle), the French equivalent of UFO (Unidentified Flying Object). Like Ulysses, Ollivier built EVNI so that he could pull his gear and water through the desert, rather than carry it on his back.

* Joseph Kessel, The Horsemen, translated by Patrick O’Brien (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1968). Originally published as Les Cavaliers (Paris: Gallimard, 1967). TN: An adventure film based on the novel also entitled The Horsemen was released in the United States in 1971. Directed by John Frankenheimer, the film stars Omar Sharif and Jack Palance.


II

UMAR

At noon, I stop in a small choyxona—a teahouse—and order a cup of tea. The manager, a woman, comes over to sit down at my table and says, in French: “Je m’appelle Sadinsa.” That’s all she remembers from the courses she once took in Andijan, the town she grew up in. She then brings me a dozen dishes I didn’t order and encourages me to do them justice while pointing out, this time in Russian, that “it’s free.”

In the evening, in the village of Mirzachol, I observe that pleasure is an excellent fuel: for the first time since Samarkand, I’ve traveled thirty pain-free miles! The choyxona that I settle on is run by four women: a mother and her three daughters. They laugh, sing, babble on, and speak to me at length in Uzbek, without my grasping a single word. Madina, the youngest, introduces me to her daughter Malakhad, a little baby spoiled rotten by her aunts and grandmother. Pointing to the child, Madina runs her index finger across her eyebrow. When I show that I don’t understand, she then places her finger under her nose and says “Papa, nyet.” A single mother! That’s a crime here, one made all the more serious since the young woman refuses to reveal the name of the “culprit.”

I catch a glimpse of the father a little before I fall asleep out on the terrace where they’ve set up a bed for me. He tiptoes up to the house, scratches at the door, then heads back out before dawn. Madina, who noticed that I was awake, sends me a knowing wink. What a strange country this is, where Ashur can show off his two wives, but, just one village over, a man has to hide in order to sleep with the mother of his child! Just before leaving, as I’m getting ready to take my hostesses’ picture, five or six men and teenage boys sipping tea come over and plant themselves front and center. I chase the men away and, believe me, the women are delighted! My word, it’s nice to be honored this way, and by a foreigner to boot!

I’m approaching the Syr Darya, one of Central Asia’s largest rivers. Like the Amu Darya, which I crossed last year, it flows into the Aral Sea. The two rivers bracket a vast and rich territory that the Romans named Transoxiana and the Arabs Mā War[image: image] an-Nahr. A hundred yards or so before the bridge spanning the river, I come to a police roadblock. Until now, I haven’t had my papers checked. But I’ve learned from past experience: Uzbek cops are eager for dollars and those of the Fergana Valley, or so say all the guidebooks, are downright thugs. They once went so far as to remove one unfortunate tourist’s clothes just to get at his greenbacks. Consequently, when they motion me to stand in line along with all the drivers waiting their turn in front of the canvas shelter, I’m already on my guard. Last year, I had to stand my ground against policemen who tried to force me into the station, behind closed doors. They clearly hoped to rob me. But this year has been a surprise, for those I’ve run into thus far have seemed almost indifferent. They’re no doubt going to make up for that now!

The unhappy drivers all know they’ll have to pay. So they hold their vehicles’ papers in one hand, and the banknotes to give to the cops in the other. The cops’ boss, an expressionless roly-poly, is comfortably ensconced in an armchair beneath a canvas tarp for protection from the sun, but which does nothing to prevent him from sweating profusely as he collects the bills and places them in stacks on a table in front of him. He entrusts non-cash donations to a subordinate, who wanders off now and again to stash them away in a small building out back. The boss must have felt that the people he was robbing were being disrespectful by simply standing there and looking him up and down; so he had a piece of fabric hung in front of him at eye-level such that, in order to speak with him, the drivers have to peek underneath it, crouching down, perhaps even kneeling. All forms of the abuse of power disgust me, and this one more than most. I’m furious.

By the time my turn comes around I’ve made up my mind: the swine won’t get me to bend a knee! I’m tense, nervous, and outraged by this touch of sophistication that humiliates those being fleeced. I bypass the hanging cloth, approach the roly-poly from the side, and toss him my passport. He looks at me, picks up the document without going through it, hands it back to me, and motions to one of his minions to let me go. The police have clearly been instructed to leave foreigners alone. The podgy cop knows perfectly well that I alone have more money than all the others he’s making bow down before his highness. If he doesn’t try to wrest a banknote from me, it must be that he’s been given strict orders not to. Have Uzbek policemen stopped going after tourists’ dollars as they once did? Have the country’s leaders finally understood that, if they let that happen, they’re killing the goose that lays the golden eggs?

The Syr Darya is nothing at all like its alter ego, the Amu Darya. That was a furious sea; this is a pond. A trickle of clear water lies idly between two high banks lined with poplar trees. Kingfishers are searching for minnows. The water diversion projects must, for the most part, take place upstream. The drought that Faroukh mentioned may also explain why the water is so low.

On the opposite bank, I worry for a moment that my papers are about to be checked yet again. A dozen uniformed police officers are seated at tables under the trees. But it’s a choyxona! The house specialty is fried fish and given the time of day, I can’t resist. At a table near mine, an inquisitive couple asks me about my journey. We chat, then the man gets up, goes over to the police officers, and says a few words to their boss, another roly-poly. I’m beginning to think that there’s either something about their rank that quickly fattens them up or that bosses are chosen on the basis of weight. They return together, followed shortly thereafter by the other cops. The top dog asks me a thousand questions and I finish my meal having to obstinately refuse the many offers to buy me yet another round of fish! Their money probably comes from plundering, too. But though I try to give them the cold shoulder, nothing can dampen their enthusiasm. Two of them take out cameras and insist that I pose with their comrades for a souvenir photo. The boss does a double-take when, after he asks, I tell him my age. To put his mind at rest, he wants to see my passport. He thinks he’s reading my last name, but goes to the wrong line: “Bernard, André, Michel . . .” Then, in the same breath, he asks me for my autograph, which—so as not to confuse him—I sign: “Bernard, André, Michel.” When I ask to pay, the tavern keeper tells me that the bill has already been settled. Robber-cops on the left bank, generous cops on the right: there’s definitely no lack of contrasts in this country!

Yet this string of kind acts is still not over, for, two days later, in the little village of Almalyk, three police officers, tipped off by the local grapevine, come to my hotel that evening . . . to wish me a good night. You see what I mean?

They’re not the only ones who show me a little kindness. A man I chat with briefly offers me a large watermelon. His village used to be called “Socialism.” It was renamed “Pakhtakor.” I ask him why they didn’t choose “Kapitalizm,” which gets him laughing. He explains that these days, people are wary of politics here. Miss Nafissa, a young woman with a deep dimple in her chin, comes over carrying two teakettles. There’s warm water in one so that I can wash my clothes, and cold water in the other, so that I can rinse them. Water is scarce. Only because I’m a foreigner am I allowed to waste it. Thank you, sweet Nafissa!

Irrigated cotton fields and freshly harvested wheat cut high on the stem. Rising from the horizon of this flat, featureless landscape are the treeless mountains I’ll soon have to climb. I stop to watch a family busy at work in a field. A young man is perched atop a horse harnessed to an ard. His father has the horse firmly by the hand so that the furrow will be straight. Two children—a boy and a girl—are throwing seeds into the gaping wound. Behind them, a woman armed with a rake, which she moves in precise sweeps, covers them back up. Beneath a tree, a woman and her daughter, busily preparing food, invite me for tea and enthuse over my “achievement.” I lack the words to tell them that my walk is easy as compared to the work that they have to do, out in the fields where the blazing sun burns their bare skin.

As the miles go by, I abandon along my route all the questioning and regrets of those first few days. Very gently, I’ve entered into the rhythm of a journey that, step by step, will lead me to the highest peaks of the Pamirs.

My collection of memorable encounters continues to grow. I’d like you to meet fifteen-year-old Ulugbek, who works from dawn till dusk in a choyxona. He used to dream of going to college and traveling. But he’s the oldest of five siblings, and they all have to be fed and sent to school. So seven days a week, never surrendering his boyish smile, he runs from table to table serving meals and hundreds of liters of tea. Every now and again, his boss gives him a day off. A dream.

And then there’s Khusniddin Renkulov, who grabs hold of me the moment he spots me on the road. He snatches Ulysses from my grasp and guides us to his restaurant. The last foreigner he saw was a Danish cyclist in 1999. But that story is now old hat, so he’s delighted to have new one he can share—mine. Meanwhile, he recounts his.

He once traveled to France—to Bordeaux—where he spent three or four days as part of a Communist Party delegation. On the return trip, he had a three-hour layover between flights. He headed out of Orly Airport and walked like a madman without stopping. He wanted to see the French capital. “Paris is beautiful, but I never saw the Eiffel Tower,” he tells me, lifting his eyes to the heavens. I don’t have the heart to inform him that he probably never got any farther than the suburbs of Antony or Kremlin-Bicêtre! During the Soviet-Afghan War, Khusniddin was on board a Russian tank when it was struck and incinerated by a Stinger missile. He was the only survivor, waking up after being in a coma for twenty-one days, but he was badly injured. He was granted a three-penny pension, not enough to live on. So he opened the restaurant we’re in, where he works eighteen-hour days. He takes no pride in that, but nor does he have any regrets: he has nothing else to do and he’s an insomniac. And he has to be able to afford school tuition for two sons and a daughter, as well as the three packs of cigarettes he smokes every day. He tells me not to camp near Kamtchik Pass: they’ve laid mines in the area to trap mujahideen soldiers who train with the Taliban in Afghanistan. While he was busy telling me of his misfortunes, he prepared a plate of gouyash for me: buckwheat flour, carrots, and eggplant puree, topped with two fried eggs.

Lovely Diliara waits tables in a restaurant named Buyuk Ipak Yo’li (The Great Silk Road), where I feel obligated to stop. Her smiles and charms are somewhat self-serving: since there’s always some chance that a knight in shining armor might carry her off to the paradise of the West, no efforts should be spared. Yes, he’s sixty-three years old, but no one’s perfect! She has serious competition, however, in the person of Fatima, who works here, too. She tries her luck by slipping me a little piece of paper with her address on it. If I drop by her place, she promises to wash my shirt. So I check into a hotel.

Delba Abdulayeva is deputy mayor of Angren, a city of 170,000 inhabitants that sprang up on the “Steppe of Hunger” fifty years ago after the discovery of a large deposit of coal. I was taken to see her since she’s the only person at city hall who speaks a foreign language. Before entering politics some twenty years ago, she taught English. I’d like to find a computer so I can check my email. She promises to do what she can, but, in the meantime, she calls over two journalists from the Angrenskaya Pravda who put me through a long, drawn-out interview. Delba tells me that, just ten years ago, brainwashed by propaganda like everyone else, she thought that all Westerners were egotistical, idiotic monsters. “We believed that only we could have good intentions,” she confesses, while marveling at the fact that the two or three Europeans she actually has met don’t fit the stereotype that had been instilled in her.

“Uzbek democracy is special. The mayor was ousted.”

“By whom?”

“The Hakim.”

The Hakim she’s referring to is at once the chief executive and a kind of all-powerful prefect in the province where Angren is located.*

“Are you going to elect a new mayor?”

“Yes.”

“Are there candidates?”

“Not yet, the Hakim will nominate one soon.”

“Just one?”

“Yes.”

“And what if he doesn’t receive a majority of votes?”

“That has never happened. But if it did, the Hakim would simply nominate another.”

I get lost in Angren’s bazaar. The women farmers, perched atop stone tables surrounded by their carefully scrubbed vegetables, laugh in a show of gold teeth. Making his way past Russian women in tailored outfits, and Uzbeks, Tajiks, and Kazakhs in baggy, colorful robes, is an old, hunch-backed aksakal in a long, gray frock coat, cinched at the waist by a garish scarf.†

Delba comes by to pick me up at the gostinitsa where I checked into the most expensive suite, the one costing a dollar and a half a night. For that price, I have at my disposal plenty of plastic bottles filled with water, which do the job of the toilet’s broken flusher. The shower has only one tap: no one bothered to install a pretend faucet for hot water. The deputy mayor informs me that she has located a computer with an Internet connection in one of the city offices. So off we go, trying as best as we can not to walk in the sun. The place sits across from a church abuzz with Uzbek children eager to enjoy what’s being handed out to them—cheap candy and video-cassettes—the rather obvious goal of which is to convince them all to convert to Christianity. I discover that the institution is financed by Korean-Americans. Which just goes to show that diplomacy, like God, works in mysterious ways.

As I leave Angren, I know that I’ll be leaving behind the immense plain I’ve been traveling since leaving Samarkand and will face the first real challenge of my journey: the Kamchik Pass, which rises at its peak to 2,300 meters (7,550 feet). Uzbekistan is shaped a bit like an opera lorgnette: two larger areas of land connected in the north by a narrow pass. Uzbek authorities realized that the current route linking the two parts of its national territory by way of Tajikistan was a vulnerability. So, at great expense, it has decided to open a new route through the land bridge; it climbs into the mountains between the Kazakh border to the north and the Tajik border in the south. Enormous construction vehicles are currently blasting through the rock.

Around noon, without warning, Ulysses’s tow bar snaps clean in two. I try to repair it with my walking stick, but to no avail. Seeing what time of day it is, I make for a choyxona a thousand feet down the road and order a meal: I want to eat first, to keep my spirits up despite the mishap. I have no idea how I’m going to resolve the matter. But Kamal, who’s having lunch at the next table over, knows exactly what to do. Before I’m even done eating, he has Ulysses in the bed of his truck. He then drives us six miles back the way I’ve already come, to where a welder interrupts his work on an ailing bulldozer and sets about reinforcing my cart with a steel rod big enough to jack up the Great Pyramid of Giza. All done in the blink of an eye: he’s a true “para-mechanic”! While our blacksmith is busy at work, I notice that cracks are already starting to form in what were supposed to be indestructible tires. The night before, I redid my calculations: if I stick to my current walking schedule, I’ll arrive at the Kyrgyz border two days after my visa expires. Cursed visa! I’m going to have to leapfrog a few stages, especially seeing that I now need to plan on taking an extra day in order to weld some honest-to-goodness wheels onto Ulysses’s frame. What an awful idea it was to throw myself into such a perilous adventure!

That’s precisely what I’m thinking as I nostalgically start dreaming of my rosebushes back in Normandy. Why do I have to deal with these bureaucrats who get to decide, on a piece of paper, whether or not I’m allowed to visit their countries’ wonders for thirty full days, but not a single day more? It’s as if they were forcing me to visit their country the way Khusniddin had to visit Paris: in three hours, with an eye to his watch!

Pleased that Ulysses’s operation went smoothly, Kamal and I dive into the lake that supplies Angren with water. “Dive into” is a bit of an exaggeration. The water level is rather low—which suits my savior just fine since he doesn’t know how to swim and so just splashes around in a large puddle. The dual challenge now facing me has me increasingly worried: cutting two stages out of my itinerary and fixing Ulysses. I have no choice but to switch to larger wheels with inflatable tires, which will better withstand the heat and the bumps.

At the base of the slope leading to the mountain pass, the owner of an inn refuses to serve me dinner. “Everything I have is for the military,” he tells me, in a tone that admits no exceptions. The army is all around, jittery and inquisitorial. Every mile or so, soldiers watch me with sharp, suspicious eyes and want to see my papers; they circle around Ulysses but refrain nevertheless from searching my bags despite how much they would obviously like to. They fear an infiltration of “terrorists,” and this strip of land is indeed an ideal location for them, with Tajikistan to the south and Kazakhstan to the north, each less than a day’s hike away. There will be no blessing for the innkeeper. Since he holds a monopoly here, I start uphill on an empty stomach. Fortunately for me I filled my water bags earlier that day, since, although it’s late, I’m already dripping in sweat.

With darkness beginning to fall, I decide to pitch my tent beside Hilola’s cabin.

Hilola is forty years old and must have once been quite beautiful. Today, she’s worn out, aged before her time. She sells juice and cigarettes to passing trucks and cars from her shack, but the road is so steep at her location that few stop. Hilola has her twenty-three-year-old son with her to lend her a helping hand (doing what, for heaven’s sake?), and her twelve- or thirteen-year-old daughter who does the cooking. Slouched in a chair, she speaks in a monotone, plaintive voice. When it’s time to eat, some kids come running like devils out of nowhere, a few as naked as the day they were born, but covered in dirt from head to toe!

“Are they all yours?”

“I have twenty.”

“Twenty children??!!”

“I have two others in my belly. That’s enough!”

She tells me with a sarcastic smile that Karimov, the country’s president, decorated her because she has the largest family in all Uzbekistan! With twins on the way, she’ll be shoring up her “record.”

“Zharko! Zharko!” (Hot! Hot!). In the early hours of the morning, the father of Hilola’s children returns home, sponging his forehead. He stopped by for a quick visit during the night, then drove away again with his eldest son in a car that, by some miracle, is holding together, although not without emitting loud squeals of protest. The vehicle is packed to the roof with old oil and tar drums. When he’s not busy making babies with his wife, the fellow occupies himself by making things out of scrap metal. He pretty much repeats the same words over and over: “Zharko! Zharko!” But what about his pregnant wife, doesn’t the heat bother her, too? It doesn’t seem to have even crossed his mind. It depresses me beyond all reason to have stopped here. Misery—when it is forced on people like this, though everyone knows that nothing can be done about it—always breaks my spirit. As compared with such embryonic existences, the life of a mayfly seems almost enviable.

I’ve resumed the climb to the top of Kamchik Pass, stopping only for police checks. I climb slowly, taking small steps, towing Ulysses with both hands, leaning over the asphalt, which has already begun to soften even though the sun is only just over the horizon. The salt tablets I suck on seem to have no effect; my clothes, once stiff from all the dirt, are now soft from all the sweat, but the salt in them stings my skin wherever it’s raw from friction, especially at my hips, and between my thighs and buttocks. With each minute like an eternity, it takes me five hours to finally reach the top. A tunnel has been dug about 150 feet below the pass’s natural summit. Two soldiers ask to see my papers but don’t bother to study them too hard. They won’t let me through; they have to consult with their boss first. Sitting on a stone, I pass the time looking out over the broiling plain, which stretches as far as the eye can see. The eye plunges into the deep, barren valley and catches on the snow-capped peaks flanking it, both on the Kazakh and Tajik sides. I’m chomping at the bit. I’d like to head back down the other slope as quickly as possible, but the soldiers don’t seem to be joking around. They finally return accompanied by a junior officer with three gold teeth; he thumbs through my passport once again, then looks me over at such close range that I could probably tell you the brand of vodka he has been drinking since breakfast. He finally gives the two soldiers their orders, and they lead me away, one to my right and one to my left, their assault rifles tightly in their hands. I try to make small talk but get no reply. When we reach the middle of the tunnel, two other soldiers come to meet us and take charge of me. At the other end, they show my passport to another boss who pages through it for such a long time that he’ll soon have memorized the entire thing! Finally, they hand it back and I rush off. Other soldiers are standing around, most of whom have only a knife for a weapon. A fort overlooks the road; two men in a mirador are keeping watch. I figured I’d seen my last police checkpoint. Unfortunately, twenty yards farther on, a police officer stops me.

“Passport.”

“But I just . . .”

“Passport!”

It’s best not to argue, these are panicky men. Patience, Bernard! And that’s the right decision, for everything goes smoothly.

With Ulysses pushing me from behind, I’m off as if I had wheels, too. I know that I’ll pay dearly for this later on, since heading downhill is especially hard on the legs, but I don’t give a damn. I want to polish off as much road as I can. As I’m hurtling down the steep incline, I catch my first glimpse of the vast, flat Fergana Valley in the fading daylight. For Silk Road travelers, this valley was unavoidable: it was a little piece of paradise before they faced the brutal, ice-covered slopes of the Pamir Mountains, followed by the burning sands of the Taklamakan Desert. Above all, for a large number of merchants who would not cross over into China, it marked the end—or rather the halfway point—of their journey. Before long, near the Stone Tower described in the second century in Ptolemy’s Geography, they would be able to sell or trade their merchandise, then, as wealthy men, head back to the comforts of home. The Fergana’s opulence was legendary, and news of its superior horses had spread to the very ends of the known world. Which, moreover, would eventually wind up causing it a fair bit of trouble.

I camp in the middle of a field and at noon the following day I stop for lunch beneath a tree, in front of an inn where tables have been set out wherever there’s a little shade. On the back of a map, I sketch out the changes I’d like to make to my two-wheeler so that I’ll be able to explain them to a bicycle merchant in Kokand. After my meal, I’m slow getting started again. Yesterday’s descent, just as I feared, ruined my legs. Tremendous fatigue, made worse by the intensity of the sun that bakes everything it touches, starts gently nudging me into an irrepressible siesta, when a man next to me—a big, lanky devil with such disheveled hair that you’d think he had a handful of hay on his head—asks:

“What’s that drawing?”

Central Asian men are unabashedly curious and ask the darnedest questions. I’d rather sleep than discuss my mechanical troubles, but the man has an honest look about him that I like. So I explain. The devil of a man gives it some thought for a moment, takes a closer look at Ulysses, then jumps on his bicycle, blurting back in my direction:

“I live two kilometers from here, in Chinabad! I’m Umar. Stop by to see me, we’ll have melon!”

Yeah whatever. I have neither the time nor the inclination to eat melon, especially with this deadline hanging over my head and my visa’s expiration date seemingly flashing before my eyes like an endless daymare. I sleep for half an hour, then hurry back onto the burning road, having already completely forgotten the unwelcome meddler. But, as I’m making my way through Chinabad, there he is, sitting at the crossroads, with a melon in one hand and a large knife in the other.

“I was waiting for you! Come on, my house is just fifty meters further.”

“But I’m in a hurry and . . .”

“It won’t take long.”

His voice is calm, reassuring, warm. How can I refuse? I follow him, while promising myself all the while to leave as soon as I’ve had his slice of watermelon. Through a large door, we step into a kind of junk-filled hangar that’s almost as disorganized as my own attic back home, and it makes me really like the man. An old kid’s bike hangs on the wall. He points to it:

“Your cart’s wheels!”

Hand tools of all sizes lie about here and there in the dust; a bench grinder with bare electrical wires hanging out of it and a greasy electric welding device covered in leprous paint are the only pieces of machinery. With one sweeping blow of his knife, Umar splits the melon in half. He cuts a slice off and hands it to me; then, pointing to a bench taken from a dissembled truck in a corner of his workshop, says:

“Make yourself comfortable, I’ll fix it for you. It won’t take long.”

After all, whether here or in Kokand, what difference does it make? I take out my sketches, but Umar doesn’t seem interested. He appears to know exactly what he wants to do and how he’s going to do it. He goes out to the far end of the yard where he rummages noisily through a pile of old junk metal, then returns with a few iron rods covered in rust. A boy runs up to shake my hand. It’s Laziz, Umar’s son, a little fourteen-year-old fellow with a determined, sincere, and warm-hearted look in his eyes. The T-shirt he’s wearing probably hasn’t been washed since the start of the year, and he shuffles about in a pair of old rubber slippers held together with string. His father quickly gets him up to speed. He goes over and takes down the bike—his bike—then proceeds to remove the wheels. He checks the hubs and tightens up the spokes with the same mindful efficiency of his father who, in just a few short minutes, has chopped Ulysses’s old wheels off, making me shudder in fear: did he really understand what I wanted? His son seems to read the look on my face.

“My dad used to teach shop at a junior high school in Kokand.”

The former teacher cuts, welds, and bends the iron rods almost without taking measurements. He’s one of those tinkering geniuses who forms a mental picture of what he wants to do, then applies it with a cool head and steady hand. The electric arc throws dazzling light into the workshop’s darkest corners. For nearly two hours, father and son work nonstop; then, in a few short minutes, the different pieces of the puzzle come together, and then ta-dah! there’s my Ulysses, fitted with two wheels that measure about two feet in diameter. Perched atop its high legs, my cart looks as elegant—and as fragile—as a sulky. My doubts as to its sturdiness must be written on my face, for Umar, with a spring surprising for a man his age, suddenly leaps up and does a little dance on my traveling companion.

“With this little guy, you can head safely into the mountains!”

We celebrate by slicing into another melon and downing two pots of tea. As we’re doing that, Laziz builds a fire.

“You’re my guest for dinner. It’s too late for you to get going again, so you’ll spend the night here.”

And he points to a karavot beneath the arbor—one of those platforms for sitting and sleeping.

Within a half hour, he puts together a mutton dish smothered in a velvety brown sauce, which we wolf down in a blink. For dessert, Laziz climbs onto a chair and takes down three large clusters of powder-blue grapes dangling over our heads. Umar is gifted at creating whatever atmosphere he wants, whether for work or relaxation. After focusing all his attention on welding, he’s now at ease, mindful of his guest. He tells me that one of his greatest wishes would be to come to see me in Paris and visit the Louvre, and he asks me a thousand questions about it. As for me, I’m relieved. Ulysses is up and running and I shouldn’t have any trouble tackling the valley and, more importantly, the Kyrgyz Mountains.

Suddenly the garden door opens, and a policeman walks in. I tense up. Ten police checks in one day is more than enough, thank you very much! Please tell me they haven’t come looking for me even here! Umar reassures me. I have nothing to fear from this fellow. He’s here almost every evening to try to beat my host at chess. They set up their pieces while Laziz, in twenty moves, neatly eliminates me. His father emerges victorious, as he nearly always does, and the son and policeman play a final game just for fun, which ends in a loss for Laziz. The policeman laughs, revealing a mouthful of gold. At times I find myself wondering whether, in Central Asia, every baby’s first tooth is made of gold!

Lying on my mechanically-inclined host’s karavot, gazing up at the stars peeking through the grape leaves, I doze off with my mind at ease, and get a good night’s sleep. In the morning, Umar shows up with a big steaming teapot. He rose before dawn, loaded all my gear onto Ulysses, and ran a few tests. All I have left to do is pay him, but I expect it will be a struggle.
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