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  To Canat Cheryiasdaa, guide, soldier, ever-cheerful

  companion, friend;

  and for Libby, who once again made it easy


  “Life has not stopped and the world is not really a museum, yet.”

  Ted Hughes

  “The beginnings of my own journey did not lie in scientific study, nor was I sent on a “mission” or “expedition” of any kind. I came to it more in the way of an old man dreaming a dream or a young man seeing a vision.”

  Owen Lattimore, The Desert Road to Turkestan


  
AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Recently I read an item in Atlantic Monthly where it was alleged that those who went on difficult trips and wrote about them were now called “explornographers”–derivation self-evident. Honni soit qui mal y pense, but I hope this book offers a bit more than titillation.

  My “flying visit” begins in libraries and photographs, rambles around in memories, goes to Brooklyn and Wyoming, to New Mexico, and to the New England of my youth before it ever leaves the States for an exotic place. It is a little bit about moving around in time, but, though it contains facts about faraway places and strange animals, it is not just about moving through space. If you want straight narrative, I’d suggest you skip forward to Part II.

  On orthography: there is none, yet. My friend Canat, who speaks five languages, spells his wife’s name two ways and the name of the town where he lives in three. Our friend spells his name “Aralbai,” but another book spells it “Orolobai.” A biologist of my acquaintance spells his name Munkhtsog, but still another book spells it “Montsukh.” I even know a businesswoman who spells her own name two ways. And that’s without getting into historical (i.e. nineteenth century) spellings. Mongolia has several languages, and has had three scripts. I merely attempt to split the difference.

  In order to make the narrative more comprehensible and less repetitive, I have altered and shortened the time line and the order of the “in-country” section a bit. Nothing significant has been omitted.

  —Stephen J. Bodio


  
INTRODUCTION


  It’s a faded image that flickers in your mental background for eternity, at times rising to the surface, causing your nostrils to flare as a primal memory brings forth the aroma of mutton cooking over a fire fueled by sweet-smelling dung. You are transported to that place, hearing the gentle murmur of air pushed by powerful wings as the shadow passes overhead, and you reflect in the amber light of the Central Asian steppe.

  Steve Bodio captures the essence of those whose eagle dreams are answered on the wild steppes half a world away. Eagle Dreams takes us to the place where falconry cultures have their origin—“the ones that seem to descend unbroken from the time when horses were tamed”—where mankind came “riding out of the steppes of Central Asia with an eagle perched before him in the saddle.”

  Most of my winter days are spent under the always-watchful gaze of golden eagles that migrate to western Wyoming rangelands from more northern climes. “Golden eagles contain power and intelligence in a body that weighs only twelve pounds,” Steve writes in Eagle Dreams. “They can appear and disappear like magic in seconds, fall out of the sky to kill a hundred-pound antelope or a five-pound flying goose with no tools, only the muscles of a hollow-boned body smaller than a child’s.”

  Long intrigued by these aerial wolves, I imagine the journeys that draw them to Wyoming’s winter landscape—a harsh place in its own right. That captivation eventually pulled me from our Wyoming ranch, following the trail blazed by Steve years prior, leading me to Mongolia’s western Bayaan Olgii region.

  I liked Olgii as soon as I saw it from the air, arriving in one of the twice-weekly flights of a crackling and groaning 50-seat turboprop Fokker 50. Situated along braided river corridor in a mountain valley, Olgii’s nearly 30,000 inhabitants are scattered among adobe houses and surrounded by gers, the felt-covered portable structures known to most Americans as yurts. Driving to town from the airport, we swerved around yaks walking untended down the road or being driven in small herds by men on horseback, saw large red ferocious guard dogs on chains in ger yards, and cattle eating from piles of burning garbage alongside apartment complexes.

  When I stepped into Steve’s friend Canat’s office in Olgii, there was Eagle Dreams—the book that had served as my compass on this journey—displayed prominently on the table, a visual acknowledgement that Steve’s eagle dream had come full circle. Canat’s fledgling guide service handled the logistics for my own eagle journey, providing a charming young interpreter, a shy but good-natured cook, and a jolly Mongol driver to serve as support for friend Janell and I as we joined a group of Kazakh eagle hunters on horseback for an excursion across the steppe and a glimpse into the region’s rich culture.

  Quickly leaving paved roads behind us, we traveled in a Russian Land Rover-type four-wheel drive for most of the afternoon, bouncing across the countryside, following barely discernable trails along river bottoms and over rocky passes before finally arriving at the creekside ger of Aralbai and his family. In keeping with both local tradition and common sense, our driver rolled down the window and called out the English equivalent of “Hold your dog.” Within seconds we were whisked into the warm and roomy family ger and I was engulfed in a bearhug by Aralbai and introduced to his family members. Steve’s portrayal of his old friend was spot-on: this “backcountry Kazakh cowboy” was “as tough as the rocks” of his Altai Mountains.

  In Eagle Dreams, Steve describes Kazakhs as the people who “once had conquered the area from the Altai to the Black Sea, then washed back and forth through Central Asia, riding with their cousins the Mongols under Chingiz, splitting from their oasis-dwelling kin, the Uzbeks, in the fifteenth century, then more recently from their fellow nomads, the Kirghiz. Disregarding boundaries, fleeing city-states ancient and modern, they had fetched up again in their ancestral mountains, where their legends tell that they were born of a mating of a man with a she-wolf.”

  In the ger, a low table was pulled out of its cove and huge platters of steaming goat meat, rich yellow potatoes, onions, and cabbage were piled on, along with bottles of vodka, cups of hot tea, and the fermented mare’s milk drink called airag. The ger was crowded and noisy with festive conversations in English, Kazakh, and Mongol.

  As I listened, I looked around to see the stove served as the ger’s centerpiece, and that meat was hung and stored on wooden slats in the ger wall just inside the door. Nearby were other kitchen items and food storage. Then came the beds and living room area, which then flows around to extra space near the other side of the ger door, appropriate for hosting additional guests, an eagle on her perch, or a small pen for newborn livestock to get out of the weather when needed.

  The colorful and rich tapestries adorning each wall and surface of the ger were a reflection of Aralbai’s wealth and status. Nomads and semi-nomadic people simply don’t have many material possessions since all they own must be moved as they migrate with the seasons. Precious photographs and papers are posted in prominent places inside the ger. Important items such as needles and tools are gently slid between the slats in the roof of the ger. Leather parts and other tack used on the horses are tucked under the thick wool felt mats on the floor. Their horses—such an important part of Kazakh life—would not start their days by clamping their teeth around cold bridle bits.

  After an exhaustive day of travel, the warmth of the room and a full stomach took its toll and I crawled into a sleeping bag near Aralbai’s sleeping younger children, drifting off to the sounds of old friends partaking in the age-old tradition of story telling. Their stories were of horses and eagles, of winter storms, and livestock births, successful hunts, and hardships. Eventually the boisterous atmosphere faded to the quiet sounds of children tossing in their sleep, and Aralbai’s snoring as he slept next to his wife.

  I awoke when the top of the ger was pulled back, letting in the first rays of morning light. Aralbai’s beautiful wife Kazna was the early riser, getting the fire started to prepare breakfast while the other occupants continued to sleep. I quickly learned that people in this mountainous region aren’t early risers, preferring for the sun to take the chill off the landscape before doing much stirring around.

  I stepped outside to watch the changing colors of the sunrise, and listened to a man’s voice singing to the animals as he moved livestock through the brush along the creek, directing the herd out for its day of grazing. When he appeared astride a bay-colored horse in the clearing near the ger, I realized it was Armanbek, Kazna and Aralbai’s 23-year old son who I had met briefly the night before.

  Outside the ger, the family eagle sat on a wooden perch, unhooded, feathers fluffed in the chill of the morning. She sat quietly, ignoring the sheep and goats that walked past, and the red ger guardian dog curled up to sleep nearby.

  Aralbai’s family raises six livestock species: sheep, goats, camels, yaks, horses, and cattle. Like most of his neighbors on the steppe, livestock are not raised for commerce, but are almost exclusively used for subsistence, providing milk, meat, transportation, and materials for the family. The family moves its ger several times during the year as livestock herds are moved with the changing seasons, ensuring new grazing and growth for their animals. The family’s winter house is adobe and is located along a stream near a village where the children can attend school. It’s during the cold days of winter that the men like Aralbai take the eagles out to hunt, going after hares, and marmot, fox, and wolf furs that can be sold in the villages. Aralbai is a berkutchi, an eagle hunter.

  A drying stand stood outside the ger, with wool rugs, cheese curds, and other items hanging to dry, alongside a tethered horse. Nearby a rock corral served as a night pen for livestock. A second corral was erected of tall brush, and along one long outside wall, dung had been stacked to dry—much as cord wood is stacked for winter fuel in the United States. In these remote regions of the steppe, all the cooking is done with cattle or yak dung as fuel, just as American settlers used bison dung on the Great Plains. The dung is collected in small stacks on grazing lands and meadows before it is gathered for drying in a stockade, and then stored along the outside stockade walls for use in winter. The smell of burning yak dung is a sweet, pleasant smell, and the fire burns hot and fast.

  In celebration of our presence, and in anticipation of an upcoming eagle festival, Armanbek brings a goat to the ger door for a blessing before quietly killing the animal. There was neither noise nor struggle, and all parts of the animal were saved and used. I saw the same prayers performed each time an animal was killed, with cupped hands held before the body, and a washing motion of the face.

  The family was soon busy cooking, cleaning up the pelt, and preparing for our departure. This family ger was a busy place, with visitors in and out all morning. One of the women worked outside, burning the goat head, scraping the hair off, taking off the outer horn shell, and then boiling the head in a pot. It eventually became the center of the huge lunch feast, with relatives and friends from nearby stopping in to share.

  Aralbai and Kazna worked together to make leather strings from a cow skin. One of the strings was then sewn to a piece of flat leather for a decorative horsewhip for Aralbai to carry during the eagle festival. Kazakh finery was stuffed into saddlebags to be worn upon the eagle hunter’s arrival at the festival. Aralbai worked on his eagle’s hood, adding decorative silver pieces to the leather. As the family continued preparations, Janell and I entertained the children who had gathered, sharing our American children’s books as gifts. Before we departed on horseback, Kazna and the other women grabbed me in embrace, kissing my cheeks in affection. The language barrier hadn’t eliminated our ability to communicate our feelings.

  I’d been warned how the Mongolian horse trot would jar my kidneys, and I hesitated before swinging up onto an old Kazakh military saddle, astounded at how high off the horse’s back it seemed with its thick pads. But I soon adjusted, realizing that the high pommel kept my butt firmed wedged in the saddle, and a loose riding style made for a fluid movement with the horse. The horses are small and narrow, which makes riding easy on the knees. These Kazakh horses had straight, strong legs and their trot was pleasant, and we covered miles and miles with ease each day.

  As we wove the horses through the brush along the river and started out of the river bottom, I turned to look back and saw a most striking sight: A Kazakh man trotting a paint horse gelding out of the brush, golden eagle on his arm. The physical similarity to some Native American horsemen was astounding. But this was Mongolia, and the rider was Armanbek, who quickly caught up with us to lead our small group out across the steppe. He rode straight up in the saddle, broad shoulders squared, eagle perched on his right arm. He looped the horse’s lead rope through the belt on his coat, and draped the reins over the front of his saddle. With a wood-and-leather whip looped on his left wrist, neither hand held the reins, as he communicated with his gelding by squeezing with his legs, or gently touching the horse’s neck with the wooden stock of the whip to provide direction.

  We rode up away from the river and across a field of sand, stopping at a stone statue called a balbal, a figure believed to mark gravesites and battlefields. The men treated the balbal as if it were an old friend, running their hands over the smooth rock, casually leaning on it, and setting the eagle on top the ancient Turkic perch.

  While we rode, the weather changes were as swift as Wyoming’s—the wind blew, there was a dust storm, and it rained, sleeted, and snowed, all in one afternoon. We traversed one mountain that was so steep I got off my horse to walk it gingerly through the rocks and scree.

  Armanbek stopped every now and then to drop his father’s eagle on a high rock before riding down below and calling her to his fist for a meat treat as he sat astride his horse. Once the eagle was too impatient to wait for Armanbek’s call, so she swooped down to him, but he laughed and ducked so she couldn’t land on his arm. He put the meat treat away and took the naughty bird back to the high perch, running back down the mountain, calling her to come in properly. The eagle complied and was given a generous morsel.

  We rode by herders out with their flocks, sometimes stopping to visit, but mostly continuing on the move. We encountered herds of horses as they trotted down country for water, our horses exchanging whinnies with their free-roaming counterparts. Mongolia has about 13 horses for every person inhabiting the nation.

  We rode late into the day, stopping to spend the night at a herder’s ger. Having guests in the sparse bachelor ger meant another celebration was in order, which meant killing another goat. The herders and people out in the countryside use motorcycles as a major mode of travel, but otherwise seem to spend all day with the animals, on foot. Several of the men went out into the night, and by the light of the motorcycle headlight, selected a goat, brought it into the ger for a toast and blessing, then took it back out and quietly dispatched it. Fortunately, the party soon moved to a neighboring ger, and our guide tucked me into a sleeping bag right after dinner. There were at least eight visitors to our ger that evening, people appearing from out of nowhere across the vast countryside.

  We rode to a valley outside the small village of Sagsai to a local golden eagle festival where about 40 eagle hunters converged to test their eagle’s speed and skill in coming to a lure. There was much celebrating, games, and camaraderie, and when we set out on horseback again, we were joined by two other berkutchis, Abutalb and Bakht, each with their own eagle. We headed over steep, rock-strewn mountains in search of hares, and to exercise the birds in preparation for the coming cold weather and prime fur season. Abutalb’s eagle was a delight to watch as she flew to the fist. She was all business, attentively watching him as he rode away, then quickly taking flight as soon as he called.

  In the following days, we continued our travels on horseback, stopping to hunt with the three eagles as they pursued hares and foxes with limited success. It was the start of the hunting season, and the birds were just getting into hunting condition. Serious hunting would come later, when the cold winter had set in and furs would be in their prime. Aralbai told me that in his eagle’s best hunting season, she had taken three wolves and 25 foxes. Three wolves.

  We were destined for a large gathering of Altai eagle hunters—the annual festival that serves to welcome the coming winter and the start of the hunting season. Determined to try each man’s horse, each morning I managed to negotiate a new horse for riding that day, much to the amusement of the eagle hunters who willingly switched mounts for my pleasure. Although we were offered the comfort of riding in the support vehicle that met us for meals each day, Janell and I stayed horseback, preferring the company of the berkutchis and their eagles.

  One frightening moment occurred when two of the eagles tangled and hit the ground in a clenched heap. It took Armanbek and Abutalb several tense minutes to gently unclench each talon to get the eagles to release their grasps. Thankfully, neither eagle was hurt.

  I was awestruck each and every time I saw a golden eagle land on the arm of a man on horseback—a reminder of what fine horsemen we accompanied. Under his father’s tutelage, Armanbek was well on the way to earning the title of berkutchi. Soon he would have his own eagle.

  I took pleasure in watching the Kazakh men interact with their animals. When we stopped to rest, they slid the bits out of the horses’ mouths so the animals could graze without being encumbered. They also slipped the felt pads out from beneath the saddles so the horses could cool their backs. I watched Armanbek pick mud and materials from the broomtails as well, using a stick as a brush. The men all talk, coo, and sing to their animals—whether it is a single eagle, the horse being ridden, or a herd of goats. Every hand I saw raised to an animal, even in the process of death, was raised gently.

  The next morning, the men were out early to catch the horses and prepare for another day of travel. We rode for hours in an exhausting wind, and stopped at the crest of a mountain to rest our horses and let our vehicle catch up to us for lunch. We dropped tiredly off our horses, set the eagles on rocks to perch, and lay down on the sloping ground. I closed my eyes, turned my face toward the sun, and was utterly content. Little else could be more perfect than that moment.

  I felt at home in this high elevation province of Mongolia, and I suppose it’s because there are so many similarities to western Wyoming. Mongolia’s highest peak is the Altai’s Tavan Bogd Uul (Five Saints Mountain), which is just over 14,350 feet. Wyoming’s highest peak—Gannett—is only about 500 feet lower, and I wake up to see Gannett every day on the ranch. Livestock graze the steppes below the high mountains and timbered slopes in Bayaan Olgii. Predators such as lynx, wolves, and bears inhabit the high country, along with prey species that include elk, moose and wild sheep—both in the Mongolian Altai and my Rocky Mountains. The people living in the countryside in Mongolia are livestock producers, as are my family and my neighbors. Mongolia has the least human population density of any country in the world, and Wyoming is the least populated state in America.

  We ran the horses across the steppe. Armanbek had another rider bring me his horsewhip as a challenge to a horserace. I laughed and turned my horse to the challenge, but watched as Armanbek leaned off one side of his horse, at a full gallop, with the eagle on the other arm, and I pulled up. A look of pure joy on his face, Armanbek thundered across the steppe on his beautiful paint gelding, with the eagle on his right fist, leaning so far his left fingertips could touch the ground if he wished. It was the finest act of horsemanship I’ve ever witnessed.

  One evening as we traveled, the men began singing a song that seemed familiar. The words were in Kazakh, but from the tone and lilt I recognized the ballad. I listened in fascination, and later asked about the words to the song. It was about a lonely cowboy, riding the range, under a starry sky. A song I had grown up with, but in English.

  Aralbai likes to growl a lot as if grumpy, which I found endearing rather than intimidating. He is gregarious and well respected by other Kazakhs, who gathered around him as soon as we entered the valley where the eagle hunters had gathered for the festival. Gatherings of Kazakh men are full of laughter, teasing, and story telling. The men are very social, and very physical with their affection, with Aralbai often grabbing me across the shoulders to introduce me to someone, lead me to something he thought I would enjoy, or guide my hand in feeling the full crop of his beloved eagle.

  The Altai eagle festival took place in a broad valley against a dark mountain backdrop. More than 80 berkutchis had gathered, riding in on horseback or motorcycle, and were joined by about 200 tourists traveling from near and far to watch as traditional games and competitions were held. The formal parade of 80 horseback berkutchis with their golden eagles perched on their arms was nothing short of magnificent. While I enjoyed the festive atmosphere of the gathering, I quickly longed for the quiet days astride a hardy horse in the rugged countryside of the Altai.

  The inhabitants of the Altai are some of the warmest and most generous people on the planet. It didn’t matter that I didn’t speak Kazakh and they didn’t speak English because we communicated well regardless. They eat communally and live communally. What is for one is shared with all.

  When the day finally came to say our goodbyes, Bakht poured a healthy dose of vodka into a cup, handing it to me. I took a sip and went to pass it on, but Aralbai said I rode like a Kazakh, so I should drink like one too—drink it all. I complied, and the talk and toasts continued in a circle until the bottle was gone.

  When I expressed regret that I couldn’t stay in Mongolia for a while longer, Aralbai seized the opportunity to point out that since he’s Kazakh, he could legally have three wives. I countered, “I’ve met your wife and you cannot have more wives.” Everyone laughed and hooted when it was translated and another bottle of vodka appeared and was quickly conquered before we departed.

  While I am the type of person who would be uncomfortable in a group at a social event in a city, I found these Kazakhs living a lifestyle that I understand and appreciate. It’s all very basic living, with core values like cherishing life, loving each other, sharing, and not fearing death because it is part of the cycle of life.

  It was with great sadness that Steve and I learned that Aralbai had passed away in February 2012 at the age of 54, not long after releasing his eagle back into the wild. A few months later, falconry was officially designated an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

  * * *

  When I arrived back home on the ranch in Wyoming, winter was beginning to set in. The sheep were round and woolly, the cattle fat and rambunctious. With the changing of the seasons come the seasonal migrations of wildlife. The bears were going into their winter dens and the pronghorn antelope headed for the windblown desert and its lowland sagebrush.

  I finished filling the stock tank for the rams being held in the corral in ready for the upcoming breeding season, and drove away, seeing a dark spot on a wooden fencepost in the distance. As I approached, the magnificent, nearly black-colored bird spread its massive wings, pushing off from the post with its strong talons, rising into the air with a few powerful flaps of wing. The female golden eagle arched through the air to cross directly above me, tucking beak to chest as she peered down, inspecting me. In that moment, as our eyes connected, I was transported back to Mongolia, looking into the eyes of her kin.

  Western Mongolia is a place that lingers in my mind, and the spirit of the Kazakh people has crept into my heart and remains there. When I crave a return to the wild steppe, I pick up my dog-eared copy of Eagle Dreams and am transported.

  Steve Bodio’s eloquent prose is reason itself to read this book. His work is that of a master wordsmith, evoking powerful imagery in describing Kazakh life, and offering insights to the struggles involved in a time and a place that straddles the expectations of the modern world and the ancient traditions that are still alive and evolving on the Asian steppe. Eagle Dreams ultimately leaves readers with an understanding why a visit to this wild region remains part of the traveler’s eternal soul.

  —Cat Urbigkit, 2014
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Prologue

  In morning light, the riders make three black silhouettes above a blacker crest of volcanic rock. Their fur hats, crested with feathery plumes, are not of our time. At each horseman’s right side sits another figure, not human, head as high as the rider’s, giving them an oddly unbalanced look.

  Widen the focus and the country instantly reduces the humans and their companions to insignificance. To the east, our right, the ridge rises in sharp steps into walls and blocks and masses of white until it is lost in clouds of snow, though the sun shines brilliantly in a pale sky. The ridge falls steeply away from the riders’ feet to where we stand on a stony plain, golden in the low-angled sunlight, lightly frosted with snow in the hollows where the wind hasn’t blown it away. To our left, the ridge juts into a broad pass, braided for two miles with tracks and ruts leading north to the little city of Bayaan Olgii thirty miles away, south into the Altai mountain range. Across the pass rise hills, ridges, finally more mountains on the far western horizon. There isn’t a tree, green twig, nor human habitation in sight.

  Beyond the western mountains are Siberia, Kazakhstan, China. Behind us is a boxy green Russian van standing high on a four-wheeler chassis. I raise my binoculars to the riders above us and they blur, then snap into focus. I am perched at nine thousand feet, and the air is still and absolutely clear.

  The first rider, the oldest, is Manai, whom I have known for three years: a Kazakh, a Mongolian citizen, a master of eagles. He is fifty, a year younger than I am, but his long face with its high cheekbones is etched by the long winters and desert climate of his home. Winds and exposure and forty-below temperatures, endured on horseback and motorcycles, have chipped and loosened his teeth; he is missing an incisor. But his green eyes, as piercing as his eagle’s, have never needed glasses to see their quarry.

  I had hoped to ride the ridge this morning, but if I did, Kadan, Manai’s oldest son, would have had to lend me his horse. Instead we—my guide and friend Canat, who is also Manai’s cousin, my wife Libby, and I—decided to drive over a saddle in the ridge. I would get out and scramble along below the horsemen to block any quarry’s escape downhill, while Canat and Libby continued to the plain below, from which they would attempt to photograph the action.

  I am fairly fit and live at 6,500 feet when I’m home in the mountains of New Mexico. Still, after a few minutes, I am panting in the chilly air. Although it is October, the temperature is about fifteen degrees F in the shade, and only a bit warmer in the sun. The horses are moving slowly, though, and I manage to keep parallel to them.

  Manai has unhooded his eagle so that her eyes, even better than his, can search for prey. Yesterday she had missed a shot at a wolf on this same ridge; now, frustration has made her even more eager. She rides erect and bristling, turning her head from side to side. Manai had told us that the boulders of the mountain hid many foxes, and that, sooner or later, a flush was inevitable. I hoped so. I had been waiting a long time for this.

  Time ticks away. The only sounds are the click of the horses’ hooves, the creak of their saddles, an occasional low word from Manai, and the sound of my breathing. Then, with no warning at all, the eagle is off the glove, stroking, climbing forward.

  I cannot see the fox at first. The eagle hits the wind as she tops the ridge but, instead of falling back, she cuts into it and rises like a kite. Manai gallops forward at a speed that seems reckless on the loose rocks, shouting. Now the fox appears, fawn-colored and supple, cascading down the rocky steps like a furry waterfall. The eagle towers two hundred feet above, turns, and falls like a hammer. The fox dodges once, but somehow the eagle is now ahead of him, turning. The two arcs of movement converge in a cloud of dust, and all is still.
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  I AM A FALCONER, AMONG OTHER THINGS, AND MY LOVE FOR birds has brought me to many strange places and shown me many strange sights. This was not my first flight, nor my second, nor my two hundredth. I have hunted grouse with gyrfalcons on the high plains, and rabbits in industrial junkyards in the eastern cities, hawked on snowshoes in Maine and in sweltering heat in the Sono-ran desert. I once nearly drowned in a salt marsh creek on Cape Cod, trying to retrieve a duck my bird had knocked down. I have corresponded about falconry with an Afghan prince, and had an eighty-seven-year-old female “eagler” as a houseguest. But I had waited to see that eagle and that fox converge for a long time. I had envisioned the scene in dreams, waking and sleeping. You might say it took me three years to see it in real life. But it might be more accurate to say that it took me forty-five.
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  MONGOLIA IS A LAND OF HISTORY AND DREAMS. FEAR OF THE horsemen from the mountains beyond the steppes shaped European culture. The name of Chingiz Khan is still a synonym for the conqueror, for the leader of hordes beyond civilization. America lived through a brief fascination with its plains and deserts in the twenties when Roy Chapman Andrews, the prototype for Indiana Jones, discovered the bones and the first eggs of dinosaurs in the Flaming Cliffs of the Gobi Desert, ushering in the first dinosaur craze.

  But most Americans seem to have forgotten Mongolia and its people, its Buddhist Mongols, Moslem Kazakhs, and shamanist reindeer herders. A well-educated man in his fifties, with a degree from Washington and Lee University, asked me whether it was in the northern or southern hemisphere. Even those who know it is in the northern will ask me “What country is it in?” or assume that it is part of Russia, or China. Not a few have assumed that its government is hostile, communist, anti-American. Sometimes, when I contest these beliefs, I get the feeling that my listeners don’t believe me.

  Mongolia is as far away from the United States as a country can be, on the other side of the globe, between Siberia and China. It is spindle-shaped, pointed at both ends like a football. Superimposed on North America, it would extend from the borders of British Columbia and Alberta in the north to nearly touch Oklahoma in the south. Its western tip, which makes an X-shaped four corners with Siberia to the north, China to the south, and Kazakhstan just touching it in the west, would reach to eastern Washington state; its eastern point, bordering China’s “Inner Mongolia,” would be just above western New York. Ulaan Bataar, the capitol, would be near Chicago.

  In the center of the largest continent, it would probably have a colder climate than the US even if it were lower, but its average height above sea level is 1,580 meters, more than five thousand feet—one of the highest average elevations in the world. Its highest peak, Tavanbogd Uul in the far west, stretches to 14,346 feet. Although most people who know it at all think of it as an endless grassy plain, the north is a landscape of well-watered hills and larch forest blending into spruce-fir taiga near Siberia. The far south is desert, and the far west dry mountains like New Mexico or Afghanistan.

  It has relatively few inhabitants, and, as in America’s rural west, everybody seems to know everybody else. It has more livestock than people. For every Mongolian it is estimated that there is one horse, 1.4 cows, four goats, and six sheep. There are enough camels in the south and west to equal the number of horses.

  Mongolians spent sixty years under communism, much of it under the brutal thumb of Stalin’s disciple Choibalsan who, among his other sins, tried to kill every Buddhist monk in the country. They now sometimes seem to resemble a nation of free-market anarchists, puzzled by America’s rules and regulations. This is in part a reaction, in part an illusion; their community ethics and almost mystical love for the land are forces just as strong. But nomads have always valued freedom, and Mongolia has always been a society of nomads. Choibalsan’s first attempt at collective agriculture failed when rural residents killed their livestock rather than submit. Even under the stifling bureaucracy that succeeded Choibalsan’s tyranny and lasted until what Mongolians call “The Change” in 1990, nomads were largely exempt. It is hard to govern people you can’t find.

  This strange land has become familiar to me over the past few years. Walking the city of Ulaan Bataar and the rocky hills of Bayaan Olgii sometimes feels like coming home. I feel as though I know the streets of Ulaan Bataar as well as those of the Boston of my youth, and maybe even better than those of Santa Fe; I can lead you to Chapman’s dinosaurs and the terrible claws of Deinocheirus, to the bookshop in the old State Department store, to a good Chinese restaurant, the best new bar, the cheapest cashmere store. I know which bank has the clock with the sculpture of the coelocanth on top (though I don’t have the slightest idea why a Mongolian bank should display a rediscovered fossil fish from Africa.)

  Returning to the scenes, smells, and tastes of Mongolia can give me a pang of recognition now, and encountering them elsewhere evokes a peculiar homesickness. The sweet toxic tang of coal smoke, smell of both my earliest youth and of winter in Ulaan Bataar, evokes the acid taste of hardened curd, that staple of every nomadic household, and the pleasant mix of smells that dung smoke and cooking a fat sheep make after a cold day’s hunting. I can see a golden hill backed by a thundering black sky, a snow squall streaming down the rocky side of a mountain toward me, or a distant line of grazing beasts; see them in New Mexico or Montana, and be transported back instantly to a valley under white crags near the Siberian border.

  Other things have no counterparts where I live, but still seem familiar whenever I see them again, whether over there or in a photo: white gers, the felt tents that Russians and Americans call yurts, clustered like mushrooms under a mountain’s wall; great dark Bactrian camels grazing in green pasture along a meandering river under white crags, creatures left over from the Pleistocene; black choughs, like little ravens with bright red bills, whistling and diving over a remote adobe homestead twelve miles from the nearest tree; a flock of hill pigeons swirling in perfect synchronized harmony, their white tails flashing against lava rock. Above all, those domestic eagles, sitting stolidly in the remote side yards of the Kazakhs’ “winter-spending places,” calmer by far than any shaggy guard dog until they fly.

  Even at home, in my flat-roofed house that would not seem out of place in Olgii, some rooms evoke the other side of the world. Walls are hung with vivid Islamic hangings, floors covered with felt rugs. Mongol snuff bottles battle for space with animal skulls and mementos from other journeys. A Mongolian bill, a tugrug, the paper currency of the country, is stuck to my bulletin board with a thumbtack; if I pick it up and sniff it, I can still smell mutton fat. Each time I return I see constant changes alongside the things that never change. I love its paradoxes, its space and hospitality, its freedom and ancient customs. It is a place of great roadless areas, all known and inhabited since prehistory. It is wild enough for great horned sheep; wolves, snow leopards, and the last undomesticated camels; with the lowest human population density on earth, but not a wilderness in the American sense. Nomads’ flocks graze in its national parks, one of which is the oldest on earth. It is the home of Buddhist hunters and Moslems who toast their guests with vodka. I can’t get enough of it, and probably never will.
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“Eagle Dreamsis quite possibly the best book ever
written about eagles . . . by all means, read him!”
—LAwRENCE MILLMAN, author of

Last Places and Lost in the Arctic






