
	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



About This Book

[image: image]





Ged Gillmore likes to think of himself as James Bond. Or Indiana Jones. Or a suave and daring hybrid of both. As he flicks through his world atlas, he pictures himself infiltrating enemy lines, uncovering ancient artefacts, and strapping himself in for white-knuckle flights over dusty arid landscapes. So the very thought of joining an organised bus tour is enough to make our intrepid traveller dry retch and shudder.

But join one he must if he's to survive multiple border crossings on his mission to discover the mysteries of Central Asia in only three weeks. Follow our rugged Indiana Bond as he clambers aboard a bus with an unlikely group of characters thrown together by exotic circumstances for a whirlwind tour through the five ‘Stans – Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.


In the following pages...

•	prepare to come face to face with mesmerising landscapes and striking citadels that look like sets from Star Wars and Game of Thrones.

•	learn about ancient rituals such as goat-pulling and bride-stealing that are still practised today.

•	visit floating mountains, singing dunes, sunken forests and bejewelled cities so beautiful they are almost impossible to describe.

Along the way you’ll encounter yurt erections, bullet trains and enemy travel agents. You’ll learn how a baby’s first steps are celebrated in Kyrgyzstan. You’ll become acquainted with the life-and-death importance of etiquette in a Khan’s palace. And you’ll be gently reminded that people – even those on a seemingly boring bus tour – are rarely what they seem...

Ready for the trip of a lifetime? Buckle up and let’s go!
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1. The Name's Bond. Indiana Bond.



Travel is all about luck. The luck of being born in a country that lets you leave. The luck of having a passport accepted at borders you want to cross. And the luck of discovering, when travelling, places and people you never imagined. This is why I never buy lottery tickets. I suspect all my luck has been used up.

I have two passports–one from the United Kingdom and another from New Zealand–which, between them, get me pretty much everywhere. I am also lucky enough to live in Sydney, Australia, and to travel between that city and Europe every year. Which is, in a roundabout way, how I came to visit the five Stans of Central Asia in the first place.

The flights between Down Under and Back Home invoke the same emotions as any modern air travel: a frisson of excitement at take-off, followed by the immediate boredom of ‘Are we there yet?’ The difference is, of course, when you’re travelling between Sydney and, let’s say, Dublin, the ‘Are we there yet?’ lasts twenty-four hours. I don’t normally mind though, because like everyone else, as soon as I’m allowed to, I turn on the plane’s entertainment system. The only difference is, I turn it on for the Flight Path function and for that function alone.

First of all, I devour the irresistible back pages of the in-flight magazine. You know, the one with the maps showing all the exotic locations the airline flies to: Bombay, Manila, Maroochydore (this is normally Qantas, after all). I then gaze into space, imagining all the wonderful places my passports could take me. I consider, yet again, writing to the British and/or New Zealand Secret Services offering my unique combination of yet-to-be-determined skills. In my ideal scenario, it’s the infamous New Zealand Apple Board who gives me the job.

‘Yis Gid,’ I imagine the recruiter–the mysterious Muster Ix–telling me. ‘We thunk you’re the virry bist men for the job. We’re sinding you ivirywhere to enfeltrate and protict our biosecurity.’

Maybe I won’t do the Kiwi accent in the interview. I’ll be James Bond instead: well-spoken but not so posh that my mouth gets ugly around the vowels. More Sean Connery than Prince Charles, if you know what I mean. Oh yesh, Mish Moneypenny.

As soon as we have taken off, and the tiny plane icon on the seatback monitor in front of me is inching its way around the world, I start comparing its progress to the view outside the window. What mountain range could that be? What desert is this? Is that water or just low cloud? We think we fly around the world these days but, in reality, we bypass it, as if driving past a local town we feel no need to visit. As we race by, we dull ourselves with movies about our own cultures while somewhere down there, someone with a life we can’t even imagine looks back up at us, a tiny white dot in a broad blue sky or a flashing spark in the stars.

Inevitably, somewhere over Asia, I give in and tear myself away from the Flight Path screen, to watch instead what the person in front of me has been looking at for the previous hour or so. There is, it seems, no widely-agreed name for this phenomenon so I hereby trademark the term ‘DistrAction Movie’. Definition: a movie someone else is watching on a plane and which looks so bad you are unable to stop watching it yourself.

But last year on my flight over Asia something changed.

After a really bad DistrAction Movie, which–thank you, Tom Cruise–proved no more enjoyable when viewed on my own screen with the sound turned up, I dejectedly flicked back to Flight Path, only to discover that we were still flying over the same part of the world as before the dreadful film. This seemed unlikely, so I zoomed in and out of the map a few times, struggling to believe there was such a huge part of the planet I knew nothing about. And yet there it was. Central Asia: a region larger than Western Europe. Kazakhstan alone was massive (it is, in fact, the ninth largest country in the world) and, zooming in again, I found it surrounded by a cluster of other countries: Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan. A family of not-so-little Stans of which I–the boy who won the Geography prize at school for his colour-coded map of all the public toilets in town–was totally ignorant.

I was thinking I should at least learn these countries’ capital cities, when the lady in front of me turned and scowled at me from between the seats. Could I please stop jabbing her in the back of the head, she demanded, so she could watch the rest of her movie in peace? I considered telling her she should watch better movies–for my sake, if not her own. Instead, I apologised in a way that was meant to be charming. Because by now I wasn’t only James Bond. I was Indiana Jones too. And I knew the next time I took a plane out of Australia, I was going to Central Asia.


KAZAKHSTAN
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All facts and figures in these section summaries come from the CIA World Factbook (free online and highly recommended). They were accurately reported at the time of writing but, by the time you read them, will already be out of date–such is the nature of data. If you’d like to compare the information in these tables to the same information for a country you probably know better, I have included a comparison table at the end of the book.




	Land size
	2,699,700km²


	Which is about the same size as...

	Argentina or the combined US states of Alaska, Texas and New Mexico


	Population
	18.74m


	Which is about the same as...

	Chile or the US state of New York



	Capital city
	Astana


	Median age
	31 years



	Ethnic distribution
	Kazakh

Russian

Uzbek

Ukrainian

Other

	63.1%

23.7%

2.9%

2.1%

8.2%



	Religion

	Muslim 

Christian 

Atheist 

Other

	70.2%

26.2%

2.8%

0.8%



	Population in urban areas

	57.4%



	Population below the poverty line

	2.6%



	Literacy

	99.8%



	GDP (USD)

	$159.4bn



	GDP per capita

	$26,300



	GDP from agriculture

	4.7%



	Mother’s mean age at first birth

	25 years



	Life expectancy at birth

	71 years
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2.Off to an Almaty fine start
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The flight into Almaty, the largest city and former capital of Kazakhstan, is majestic. Approaching from the east, the plane flies low over the Tian Shan mountains. These form the upper horizontal of the great C of mountain ranges that curve around China’s northwestern borders, and it is difficult to imagine a more suitable introduction to a land of exotic adventure. The Tian Shan ranges have altitudes between 7,439 metres above and 154 metres below sea level, but all I see from the plane are steep, white slopes, topped by jagged peaks. To the west, I know, this range continues into Kyrgyzstan but, when the plane banks sharply to the north on its descent into Almaty, the mountains come to a sudden halt, as if even the mighty Tian Shan are daunted by the extent of the grasslands to north. These grasslands are the steppe, of course: that great ribbon of green that runs–whenever you are far enough from the ocean–right around the northern hemisphere. Here in Eurasia, they stretch from Romania to eastern Siberia and northeastern China. In North America they are more commonly called prairie and cover the interior of the continent from Canada down to Mexico.

Staring down at the giant white wall of mountains in whose shadow sits the city of Almaty, it is impossible not to think of the TV show Game of Thrones. In fact, time and again on this journey, I will find myself wondering whether George R. R. Martin, the author of the series of books on which that show is based, ever visited this part of the world. As far as I know, he didn’t, but if you’re one of those people who likes to dress up in costumes and pretend you live in a fantasy world, you might want to save your cash and come to Central Asia instead. Trust me, on top of the wall that looms over Almaty is one of the few places in the world you’ll not feel foolish dressed like a brother of the Night’s Watch. And, more importantly, even if you do, no one will see you.

Approached by plane on a clear spring morning, Almaty appears unkempt and dirty, puffing solidly at the edge of the steppe like a smoker huddling against a wall to keep out of the wind. Having read that the Tian Shan are the easiest way to get your bearings on Almaty’s boulevards, I make a note to remember they lie due south of the city. I picture myself–Indiana Bond of the New Zealand Apple Board–dodging potholes and dangerous shadows as I use the giant wall to navigate towards my contact. (Actually, the idea of an apple agent visiting Almaty is not that far-fetched. In the Soviet era, the city’s name was Alma-Ata, which means ‘father of apples’ in Kazakh, and a recent sequencing of the fruit’s genome traced ninety per cent of all cultivated apples back to the Malus sieversii, a wild apple that grows in the forests of the Tian Shan.) 

As for the city itself, I prepare myself for the worst, imagining brutalist Soviet starkitechture amidst belching smokestacks. Seeing Almaty will, no doubt, be like the first sighting of the Mongolian capital, Ulaanbaatar: the shocking extent of man-made ugliness amongst vast natural beauty.

With my suitcase safely delivered and my passport barely looked at, it is time for me to find my driver. You could argue that, as a rugged and independent explorer, I, Indiana Bond, should have no fear of negotiating a taxi in a language I don’t speak. But not on the first day of my holiday. So I have organised for a man named Boris to pick me up and take me to my hotel. The man holding the sign with my name on it is swarthy, unshaven and anything but friendly. When I walk up to him, he doesn’t return my smile.

‘Ged Gillmore,’ I say.

He shrugs. I point at the sign and say my name again. Boris shrugs again, but this time he turns and starts walking towards the sliding doors to the car park. I roll my huge suitcase after him. Outside, the early spring air is warmer than I’d been expecting, the damp breeze clearly from the steppe rather than the snow-capped mountains. There is a sooty quality to it, though, and I get the sense I can taste the grey clouds overhead. Ahead of me, Boris struggles in his pockets until he finds a scrap of paper. He turns and holds it out to me, waiting for me and my suitcase to catch up (whoever laid the tarmac for Almaty airport did not consider the wheels on suitcases). I take the piece of paper. Hello is written there in red capitals.

‘Oh,’ I say, not yet used to not smiling. ‘Hello. I mean, sälemetsiz be.’

Boris shrugs again and continues on through the car park.

No city looks its best on a level approach, not unless you get there by water. Train tracks inevitably pass through industrial wastelands and roads to airports run between buildings designed for function alone. Almaty is no exception. As Boris and I drive in silence, I remember reading of the hundred thousand cars that drive into the city every day for work. I steel myself again, promising to make the best of this post-industrial, post-Soviet conurbation and its inhabitants. But when unsmiling Boris drops me off with another piece of paper–15 US dollars, please–I am tempted not to bother after all.

Using the same first-day-of-my-holidays reasoning, I’ve booked a proper grown-up hotel close to the city centre. The very reasonable price of this establishment has in no way prepared me for the doorman in a top hat standing outside, nor the not-so-subtle security men loitering around the lobby. Nor for the charming English-speaking staff and not at all for the huge and very comfortable room with a picture window showing views across the grey city. I could, I realise, just stay here for the next few days, reading, writing and playing with the television channels. The idea is so horribly tempting, that, as soon as I have dumped my luggage, I hurry back downstairs, determined to find some glimpses of beauty in Kazakhstan’s biggest city.

This turns out to be remarkably easy. Maybe I should have picked up a clue in the word ‘boulevards’. This early in April, the trees lining Almaty’s wide and elegant thoroughfares might still be bare–thin branches scratching at the clouds–but they are also full of birdsong, a constant chirruping that accompanies you wherever you walk. And, sure, Almaty has its fair share of grey Soviet blocks, curves in the concrete their only decoration, but it also has plenty of Russian Empire buildings. In Central Asia, the term ‘Russian Empire’, refers to the period between the Russians invading this part of the world in the mid-nineteenth century and the formation of the Soviet Union in the early twentieth century. As a result, Russian Empire architecture is what we think of as Victorian and Edwardian, full of decorative plasterwork, impressive doorways and multi-paned windows. Here in Almaty it frequently includes broad facades of pastel blue or green or faded yellows and pink. This being an earthquake zone, none of the older buildings reach higher than two storeys but they are no less grand for that. Today, they hold cafés and furniture stores and well-lit restaurants and the whole scene looks comfortably familiar. In fact, if you were dropped here and didn’t know where you were, I reckon you might guess at Holland or Germany or, come to that, anywhere in northern Europe.

Except then, you might notice the street signs written in rune-like Cyrillics, and that the faces around you are cosmopolitan mix of European and Asian. Which means, I suppose, ethnic Russian or ethnic Kazakh. The proportion of Russians here is about half of what is was in Soviet times (down from forty per cent to twenty per cent of the population) and, over the days I spend in Almaty, I can’t help wondering if many of those who left are regretting the decision. This is clearly a calm and prosperous city, and I suspect many Russians must have feared it would turn into something far worse when they left. The ethnic shift isn’t only a result of Russians leaving, however. National programmes have also encouraged ethnic Kazakhs from other nations to move to Kazakhstan. I once spent time with a family in western Mongolia who watched nervously as the number of fellow ethnic Kazakhs around them dwindled fast, tempted across the border by the promise of a free house and car. The ethnic Russians who remain in Kazakhstan are easy to spot; at least, they are when I spot them. Pale skin, blond hair and blue eyes stand out easily in a sea of darker heads.

As for the Kazakhs, they are big and strong and handsome–and I don’t just mean the women. In reality, of course, it’s as difficult to generalise about their looks as for any group of twelve million people. Sure, everyone has very dark hair and the men seem to have only two haircuts to choose from–parting on the left and parting on the right–but otherwise the Kazakhs are as tall or short, as fat or thin, as round-faced or chiselled as any other Central Asian people of Turkic and Mongol heritage.

Travel, of course, narrows the mind: your tiny experience of a city tricking you into thinking you know what it is like. Be that as it may, I can think of many worse places to live than Almaty. It’s a classy place, those boulevards and side streets strolled by stylish women and men in sharp business suits, the numerous cafés full of young people demanding Wi-Fi passwords before being hypnotised by their devices. Admittedly, I’m not here during the winter when the average temperature can be as low as sixteen degrees Fahrenheit / minus nine degrees Celsius.

The fact that everything is written in Cyrillic keeps things interesting. Street signs are clues waiting to be solved. Billboards are complex charades. Red warning posters, full of exclamation marks, might explain what to do in the event of nuclear attack or remind you to eat your vegetables. I wander the streets happily, the early spring air hazing my breath.

I have read online that Almaty’s Central Mosque is open to visitors and, when I come across the building, I can’t see anything in the signs around it that might contradict that. Quite what I am looking for, I’m not sure. A picture of an infidel with a big red line through it? The mosque is big and white and, from the outside, not that remarkable. Not surprising, I suppose, when you realise it dates from the nineties. But the drawcard here is the tilework inside, apparently. So I stroll inside the first door I find and, after taking off my shoes in an anteroom, enter a small chamber with benches around the walls. In the centre of the room, at a wooden desk, sits a man in a skullcap, four or five people squeezed onto a bench opposite him. It is no warmer in here than outside and everyone is well-wrapped in scarves and coats and hats, only their stockinged feet acknowledging where we are. The man at the desk is chanting, from the Qur’an I presume, and intermittently being handed pieces of paper from the people on the bench. I get the impression he is taking requests, but I think it best not to ask if he knows any Nirvana. Instead, I listen as he sings from memory, choosing the right verses–I presume–according to the prayers required. Whoever says the devil has the best tunes hasn’t listened to enough sacred music. Christian, Islam, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu. You name it, for me, religious chants have a timeless beauty that surpass the meaning of the words they convey. I sit there for a long time, mumbling beneath my breath and copying the hand movements of the people around me whenever anyone new arrives and looks at me curiously.

The success of this gives me perhaps too much confidence that I can pass as something other than a tourist. Remembering I still have the main prayer hall to visit, I walk out and around to the mosque’s front door. Shoes off again and there it is. A high-domed hall of intricate tilework and clean white lines above a beautifully vacuumed carpet. It’s not the most stunning mosque in the world–not even one of the best I’ll see on this journey–but it does remind me that, for the most part, modern mosques are at least as impressive as ancient ones. Apart from La Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, I can’t think of many cathedrals or churches you can say that about. Travel the Islamic world, and you’ll see many awe-inspiring mosques built in the last twenty years (the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque in Abu Dhabi, for example; or, my personal favourite, the Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque in Muscat). In Almaty, to avoiding straining my neck as I study the patterns in the walls and ceiling, I sit in a quiet corner of carpet. Immediately, from the corner of my eye, I see someone approach me. He is a thin middle-aged man with a sharply eager face. Not feeling like talking, I cup my hands in front of my mouth and think appropriately pious thoughts. This seems to work, the man changing course suddenly and heading for the exit instead.

As time passes, I become aware of a service starting up at the far end of the hall and, not wishing to intrude, think it best to leave. Before I have made it to my shoes, the eager-faced man reappears.

‘Are you a Muslim?’ he asks.

Now, admittedly, I am not a Muslim. But I’m not a Muslim in the same way that I’m not a Christian or a Jew or a Hindu or a Buddhist. But I am a Something and, whatever that thing is, I believe it has a place in all the spiritual buildings in the world (as long as I keep to myself and the guidebook says the place is open to visitors). I decide to express this with a big smile and fast words that are, I suspect, beyond the extent of my interlocutor’s English-language capabilities. In return, the man frowns, searches in his pockets and pulls out a phone. After typing into it, he frowns again and holds the screen up to me.

Somebody forgot to tell Boris that this is how we communicate in the modern world. On my stopover from Sydney, in Beijing, I was constantly interacting with locals via their smartphones. Every time someone wanted to communicate with me, they would whisper discretely into their device and hold up the results for me to read. 

We’re due to leave at five o’clock, but we can go now if you’re in a hurry. 

Or, No worries, darling, but it’ll cost extra. 

Or, admittedly, at times: You will hit taxi at difficulty moon until destination is your cushion goal. 

But most of the time it worked.

Here in Almaty, where, by now, I am surrounded by a small and curious crowd of male worshippers, there is only one word for me to read. Muslim? is written on the eager man’s phone screen.

‘New Zealand,’ I say with a helpful smile. It’s my go-to nationality when thinking I might be in trouble. And then, one of my few Russian phases. ‘Ya iz Nova Zeelandii.’

The man frowns again, taps at his phone again. This time the screen says Internet?

‘Internet?’

‘Internet?’ The man nods firmly, the question clearly important to him. Around me, all others are equally keen to hear my answer. I think about it for a while and eventually say slowly, ‘No?’

It seems to be the right answer. The man gives me a knowing wink, shakes my hand, turns and walks away. I too turn and walk, significantly more quickly than him. When I turn at last and look over my shoulder, the small crowd of men is still staring at me.
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3. A Kiwi walks into a Horse Restaurant…
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That night I receive an email from my contact– a man I have never spoken to named Sergei Vasilov. When he suggests we meet early the following morning, I readily accept. Not only because it means I will miss breakfast in the hotel restaurant, but also because I’ve entered that grey area between enchantment at a new city and running out of things to do. Because my plan is to return to Almaty and visit its main attractions at a later stage, until now I’ve been focusing on lesser-known places of interest. If I stay any longer, I’ll have no choice but to visit the Museum of Folk Music and its sixty different types of Kazakh instrument. It has to be time to leave.

Tonight, though, on my last night in the city, there is something I want to try. My guidebook says it’s easy and the hotel receptionist, when I ask her, is equally nonchalant.

‘Just stick out your hand and a car will stop,’ she says. ‘It is normal.’

Half an hour later, I am in the dark beside a busy main road clutching a piece of paper with the address of a recommended horse restaurant, my visible breath catching the scant lamp light. Trying to look like I know what I’m doing, I hold out my free hand towards the traffic. Immediately, a shabby old Lada veers across three lanes and screeches to a stop in front of me. The passenger-side window winds down and a young woman, well-wrapped against the cold, asks me a question in Kazakh. Then, again, in Russian, I think.

‘Er...’ I try. ‘Gzia...era...’

When a deeper voice barks from behind the young woman, I lean down and say my version of the restaurant’s name, handing over the piece of paper at the same time. A hand reaches past the well-wrapped woman–who is staring at me like she’s never seen a man in a pom-pom hat before–and the paper is snatched back into the darkness of the car. I hear the deep voice again, then other voices raised in either conversation or an argument. Then the back door of the Lada creaks open and the young woman in the passenger seat gestures uncertainly that I should climb inside.

There are three of us in the back. Before I climbed into the car and pulled the tinny door closed behind me, the two men beside me must have filled the back seat comfortably. Now we are all squashed so tight that I appear to be squeezing garlic and vodka from their pores. They are both ruddy-faced and wearing the same car jackets that half the men in Central Asia wear–the kind of jacket my step-dad always had on until the Yorkshire Ripper was arrested wearing one. The two men are barrel-chested, round-faced and dark-skinned and each has a huge smile on his face. The driver, when he turns to look at me, is less jolly. His Brezhnevian eyebrows try four different frowns before he speaks to me again. Whatever he says, it is so gruff and hurried, that I have no idea if it is even Russian or Kazakh. He still has my piece of paper in his hand, so I point at it, give my best smile, and try to pronounce the name of the restaurant again.

‘Da, da!’

The man beside me laughs, and repeats the name of the restaurant, before reaching forward to grab the paper from the driver, turning it upside down and gesturing through the windscreen. Then the man beside him laughs too so that soon the whole car is shaking. The driver says something monosyllabic, shrugs his shoulders and pulls out into the stream of headlights, the traffic screeching and braking and beeping around us before sweeping us along in its path. I ask, in my broken Russian, if anyone in the car speaks English. They do not.

‘Amerikai?’

The driver is looking at me again, which is a bit unnerving given the speed he’s driving at. Before I can answer, the young woman in the passenger seat gesticulates and speaks in soft Kazakh. The car veers again and we pull up at the roadside. The woman hands over a small note and opens the passenger door. Immediately, I open my door too–the night somehow far colder than five minutes before–and, as soon as the young woman has climbed out, I take her place in the front of the car. The men in the back seem to comment on this, both of them laughing loudly, but the driver–now that I can see him clearly, short, old and stocky, in a thick woollen jumper –nods at me in something like approval before throwing us all into the traffic again. We are in a dark underpass when he remembers his question of a few minutes earlier.

‘Amerikanski?’

The two men in the back lean forward to hear my answer, their pungent breath filling the space between me and the driver. I shake my head.

‘Nyet.’

‘Anglinski?’

‘Nyet. Ya iz Novaya Zelandii.’

My flag of convenience would be more convenient if more people had heard of New Zealand.

‘Novaya Zelandii?’

The driver looks at me carefully, as if I might be joking or, more likely, mistaken. Wishing he’d look at the road instead, I break eye contact and turn to the burly men behind me. It’s like turning around in an All Blacks scrum, nothing to see but cheeks and shoulders and friendly aggression.

‘Nova Zelandir,’ I try again.

The driver reaches past me and, after a tug or two, pulls off the door to the Lada’s glove compartment. This he hands to me, before rummaging around in the dark space left behind. We are veering towards a large truck in the opposite lane when he says something that sounds like ‘Mickey’ and sits up again, saving our four lives at the last minute and holding aloft the original Satnav. It looks steam-powered, but the driver manages to plug it in, click it into life and attach it to a plastic flange on the dashboard, all without feeling the need to slow the Lada. This done, he gestures at the tiny orange street map now glowing beside his steering wheel.

‘Novaya Zelandiya?’

‘Er...’

One of the men behind us–it happens so quickly I can’t see which flesh-filled sleeve blocks my view–reaches between the seats and uses his fat fingers to zoom out on the map. Next thing I know, I am looking at all of Greater Almaty in flickering orange, the little map the only light on the dashboard. Under the expectant stares of the other three men, I reach over and repeat the gesture so soon the screen shows all of Kazakhstan, all of Central Asia, then all of Asia and, lastly, all of the world. Well, most of the world. The bottom right-hand corner of the tiny screen is filled with Australia. The expectation of the three men weighs heavily on me and I’m tempted to pretend New Zealand is a small town in inland Australia, but I know there is a special place in Kiwi Hell (‘Hill’) for anyone who does that. So instead I lean forward again to the map–the driver and the two bouncers in the back watching my every move–and, hoping against hope, push Australia towards the steering wheel. It works and there, perched on the very edge of the planet, is tiny New Zealand. It even says Новая Зеландия on it.

‘Nova Zelandiya,’ I say.

‘Aw!’

The men in the back pollute the car further with garlic and vodka.

‘Oh-oh!’

The driver breathes his surprise onto the windscreen. Then, all three of them together, peer at the map and say, ‘Novaya Zelandiya’ many times. I have no idea what they think of me but, in my own mind, I leave the car a hero. An alien from a strange (side of the) planet; a being who has taught them there is something past Australia. 

The horse restaurant, it turns out, has sold out of horse, so I order vodka and garlic soup instead. As I sip it slowly trying not to burn my lips, I think to myself that, although I may not have ever lived in the land of my forefathers, tonight perhaps I have earned my citizenship.
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4.A Steppe in the right direction 
(the Tian Shan mountains)
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Sergei Vasilov arrives at 7 a.m. on the dot. He is tall and painfully thin, clearly of Russian heritage. Pale eyes, pale hair, pale skin. His lips are dry and slightly chewed, and I wonder if he suffers from anxiety.

‘Is small problem,’ he tells me in the hotel lobby, once the niceties of handshakes and introductions are out of the way. ‘I break wheel of car. I need fix. You wait twenty minutes?’

I’m not sure there’s anywhere in the world you can fix a broken wheel in twenty minutes, but I lie through my teeth and say, ‘Sure, no problem. Take your time, man.’ Then, practising my breath work, I watch Sergei lope out of the hotel again, refusing to look at my watch or get angry or panic that I’ll never see him again despite having paid a fifty per cent deposit. This self-control is all part of Project Amigo: an initiative born fifteen years ago after a trip through the Atacama Desert from Chile into Bolivia. The Atacama is the driest desert in the world and, amongst other things, the gateway to Bolivia’s stunning acid lakes. Some friends and I had hired a guide to take us across the desert in his jeep, showing us the main attractions on the way. On day one, just as sand and rocks had replaced anything else in sight, the jeep broke down. Several hours later it was still broken and instead of enjoying the wonders of the Laguna Negra, we were all baking in a shadeless plain.

Now, I like to think of myself as an easy-going and laid-back kind of guy. Unfortunately, I am not. I’m an uptight anally-retentive Scorpio/Scorpio-rising with severe control issues. I might try to be a James Bond-kind of Englishman, an easily grinning Indiana Jones, but my natural state is closer to a pink-faced colonial general who barks at the natives as soon as anything goes wrong. I suspect this side of my character might have been somewhat apparent after two hours stuck in the Atacama Desert. When the Chilean guide, who’d forgotten to bring a phone or extra water with him, said, ‘Don’t worry, my friend,’ hands splayed in a gesture that was meant to be calming, I’m afraid I replied with, ‘I’m not your friend, I’m your customer, so fix the fucking jeep.’

I’m not proud of that. In fact, I’m mortally embarrassed by it, and, to this day, I wonder if some kind of calmer Atacama car karma is coming for me. I try on a daily basis to be more easy-going and relaxed, but even as I type those words, I can hear those who know me laughing. And so: Project Amigo. Here, in Central Asia, if things start to go wrong, Indiana Bond will laugh along with the locals, trusting them to get things back on track and, in the meantime, reading a book or staring at the landscape and trying not to pull his hair out or froth at the mouth or get sarcastic at friendly suggestions. It’s not supposed to be easy. But, in fact, it is only fifteen minutes before Sergei returns, profuse with apologies as he drags my suitcase towards his spotless Land Cruiser, keen to make up for lost time.

According to Wikipedia, the term ‘Third World’ was first used in 1952 by French anthropologist Alfred Sauvy. Other sources suggest this is debatable, but–whatever the source of the term–I reckon we in the West have a fairly clear understanding of what ‘Third World’ means – developing countries which are economically poor and non-industrialised. Most of us could probably agree on what ‘First World’ means too, as in ‘First World problem’. You and I could probably point at different countries on a map and agree which are First World and which are Third World. But what about the Second World?

The term, as described by Sauvy, originally denoted the Soviet Union and its allies. Today, though, I would argue a Second World country is one with First World cities and a Third World existence eked out in the countryside. Kazakhstan neatly fits this description, but you wouldn’t know it on first leaving Almaty. The initial stretch of highway north is smoothly modern, as are the cars zipping along it at 140 kph, and there is clearly work afoot to construct toll gates to charge people for choosing this route. (Actually, according to Sergei, there is no choice. You either take this road, or you don’t drive at all.) More noticeable still are the billboards either side of the road. Every one of them advertises a casino.

‘Kazakhs like to gamble,’ I say.

‘Yes.’

‘In casinos.’

‘Yes.’

There is a five-minute silence following this interchange, broken only when the billboards become even more frequent.

‘This is all for Kapchagay,’ says Sergei. For a second, I think he’s telling me it’s a glitzy ruse to entrap homosexuals, and I sit up straight in my seat, in case he finds me out. Then he continues. 

‘Kapchagay is one of only two places in Kazakhstan where is legal casino.’

As he speaks, the casinos themselves come into view. Sad stand-alone mansions, they are clearly built to be looked at from the inside. Each has a scruffy car park overseen by armed guards, but otherwise there is nothing but arid ground around them. I count a dozen or so, none of them higher than eight storeys, and then they are mercifully behind us. So too is the highway, which makes you wonder who paid for it. Kazakhstan’s First World facade is crumbling at the edges.

Our first stop is at the eastern tip of the reservoir lake Kapchagay, 140 kilometres long and created by damming the Ili river which flows down from the Tian Shan. Knowing the lake is a fake makes it an eerie sight (as opposed to a Lake Erie site) and it’s easy to believe the Ili’s original destination, Lake Balkhash–for now one of the biggest lakes in all Asia–is shrinking fast. In fact, Lake Balkhash’s future, according to Sergei, is almost as bleak as that of the Aral Sea at the other end of the country (of which more later). Sergei also tells me that in summer the shores of Lake Kapchagay are filled with day trippers from Almaty.

‘A hundred and one Almatians?’ I suggest.

Sergei gives me a doubtful look that persuades me not to explain the joke. Instead, I nod appreciatively at the empty beaches. All morning the sky has been clearing and now there is as much blue as grey above us. But it is still chilly and the beaches around the lake are gravelly and uneven. The diving platforms and accommodation blocks around them are crumbling and forlorn.

After Lake Kapchagay, the road turns northwest and even further inland. This last point might seem irrelevant when you are already 2,000 kilometres from the nearest coast, but I am a creature of the beach and the views of Kapchagay’s out-of-season resorts have made me feel a long way from home. But, as we leave the city–and any memories of clouds–even further behind us, the steppe opens up either side of the car. I take a deep breath and remember this what I’ve come for. A journey into the void that is suddenly rolling green on every horizon.

There are about seventy-three million people in Central Asia, but it’s difficult to believe that when you enter the steppe. I have never sailed out of sight of land but driving into the Kazakh grasslands feels like I am doing just that. I struggle to describe how vast and empty it is. How much of your view is sky; how the horizon is the closest thing you can see. I know from studying maps that my four-day journey with Sergei will cover a tiny corner of Kazakhstan, but from the passenger seat of the Land Cruiser I feel I can see across the world. 

Years ago, in London, I had a friend from Siberia who told me how much he missed distance. Now, at last, I know what he meant. For here, there is nothing else. It is easy to understand why the ancients (not to mention the producers of The Truman Show) thought the sky was a dome. Why people felt that if you travelled far enough, you’d fall off the edge of the world. And why, for years, this region was dominated by nomadic horse peoples. This is a land of grass and sky and air so sharply fresh you can see it.

We drive for hours across the unchanging landscape. Beside me, Sergei is silent. From our email exchanges when planning this part of the trip, I had expected someone voluble about his country and all it has to offer. Instead, Sergei’s replies to my questions are, when not monosyllabic, at best, minimal.

‘Sergei, are those wild horses?’

‘No.’

‘But those are horses over there?’

‘No wild horses in this part of country.’

‘So, is this land farmed?’

‘Explain, please.’

‘Do people have animals that graze here? Do farmers use this land?’

‘Yes.’

I give up after a while and enjoy the silence. Frankly, if you have to choose between a guide who talks too much or one who doesn’t talk at all, you’d have to pick the latter. At least, that’s what Project Amigo tells me to think. Then, with horror, I realise why Sergei is so quiet.

Surely, it’s because I am not really Ged Gillmore, tourist, but, in fact, Indiana Bond of the New Zealand Apple Board, and the man next to me is not Sergei Vasilov, travel guide, at all. The real Sergei–the man I corresponded with via email–has been intercepted by the infamous Kazakhstan Gardening Board who are determined to foil my secret mission to improve the quality of New Zealand’s apples. The real Sergei is, no doubt, tied up in a broom cupboard wearing nothing but stripy boxer shorts. The agent beside me has stolen Sergei’s clothes, stolen Sergei’s car, stolen the real Sergei’s entire identity. But the KGB has reckoned without Indiana Bond. I decide to play with my adversary–like cat with mouse.

‘So, Sergei, just above the horizon there, is that cloud or what?’
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