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Translators’ Note


Li Juan’s experiences in the winter pasture have her traveling, living, and working with a family of Kazakh herders, who along with their new neighbors are carrying on a way of life their people have practiced in the region for centuries. With the coming of each season, they migrate with their families, yurts, and livestock to the pastureland that will offer the most favorable climate and the most grass for the coming months, moving north to higher altitudes from winter to spring to summer, and south, back to lower altitudes, from summer to fall to winter. But the year that Li Juan has chosen to accompany these nomadic pastoralists, she is told on more than one occasion, will be the last. After millennia of grazing vast swathes of land, moving from one spot to the next to allow for the grasses’ recovery and regrowth, overgrazing has now officially been deemed a problem. The reason for this—and the herders’ feelings about it—remains unclear. Regardless, the herders must settle. They will henceforth live along the Ulungur River, around what have long been the spring and fall pastures, where the government has called for land to be reclaimed for cultivation and for aid to be given to the newly relocated herders to help them adjust to their new lives.

Another age-old Kazakh tradition, besides transhumance, is handicraft and textiles. Specifically, felt-based textiles. Living with a hundreds-strong flock of sheep means ready access to plenty of wool, which the herders use to make thread and felt. They use these materials to make carpets, wall hangings, mats, bags, and bands (bau, бау) for securing parts of the yurt frame together or to the ground. Various examples of these felt products feature in Li Juan’s daily life on the winter pasture, spread, hung, and piled throughout the earthen burrow. In Chinese, Li Juan simply refers to them as “wall hangings” and “patterned rugs” or “patterned mats,” depending on which surface they decorate or cover. In this English translation, we have opted to include the romanized versions of their Kazakh names. Syrmak (сырмак), which are used as both carpets and wall hangings, are made by quilting ornamental patterns of multicolored felt onto a plain white, brown, or gray felt—a kiiz (кииз). Tekemet (текемет) are carpets made by pressing and rolling dyed-wool patterns. Ayak-kap (аяк-кап) are small embroidered felt bags, and tus-kiiz (тускииз) are cotton wall hangings that bear intricate patterns embroidered using tambour stitch. Of the process for making these, Li Juan provides only glimpses—Sister-in-law’s questionable dyeing process or Sayna sketching a ram’s horn pattern with soap to teach her young daughter how to stitch—so we encourage readers to look up how the finished products look. The same goes for the foods and the central tablecloth and main seating area (dastarkhān, дастарқан), for which Li Juan simply gives Chinese equivalents, but for which we have added the Kazakh. On the map that follows, the place-names used are, on the whole, Kazakh renderings, for examples: Dopa in Kazkh, Dure in pinyin, 杜热镇; Akehara in Kazakh, Akehala in pinyin, 阿克哈拉村. Note also that this map is an illustration of the area, rather than a precise representation, and not to scale.

Many thanks to Altinbek Guler for providing translations into English and transliterations into the Latin alphabet of all the Chinese renderings of Kazakh found in the original text.

Lastly, it might help with navigating the narrative to know that since the regions where Li Juan lives, in her everyday life and during her stay with the Cumas, are a confluence of Chinese and Kazakh culture, some of the placenames in this translation are in romanized Kazakh and others in Mandarin pinyin. Also, the characters might be one year younger than stated in the book. We are unsure if their age is based on the Gregorian calendar or the East Asian reckoning, which puts a person at the age of one at birth.

—Jack Hargreaves and Yan Yan

August 2020
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PART

ONE

Winter Burrow









1.

In the Beginning


FROM THE MOMENT I released my second book, my mother started bragging to the whole village that I was an “author.” But our neighbors only ever saw me, day after day, muck-faced and mussy-haired, chasing after ducks from one end of the village to the other. They all expressed their incredulity. Even as my mother kept going on and on about it, when they turned to look, they’d catch sight of me scurrying along a ditch as fast as my slippers could carry me, hollering and brandishing a stick. Not at all as advertised, quite undignified really.

Eventually, some of them came around to believing her. Eighteen miles from the lower reaches of the Ulungur River, the government was establishing a new herder village named “Humuzhila.” One of the villagers approached my mother to ask me to become the “assistant village head,” with a salary of two hundred yuan per month. To emphasize that it was a good deal, he said the village head himself only earned four hundred yuan.

Deeply offended, my mother proudly declared, “My daughter would never agree to that!”

The visitor looked perplexed and asked, “Didn’t you say she’s a writer?”

In short, I am something of an enigma in Akehara village, where I live with my mother. I am suspicious for four main reasons: one, I’m unmarried; two, I don’t have a job; three, I don’t visit our neighbors much; and four, I’m not what they would consider “proper.”

But this winter, I decided to embark on an adventure truly worthy of an author—I would follow the migrating herds deep into the desert south of the Ulungur while observing and noting every last detail of nomadic life in the dark and silent winter. My mother didn’t waste a minute before spreading this news to anyone who would listen—to further emphasize how extraordinary I was. But how were we even to begin to explain my work to the herders? This was the best she could come up with: “She will write. Take all your comings and goings, your work ’n’ stuff, and write it all down!”

The herders let out a collective “ooooh” of understanding before lowering their heads to mutter, “What’s there to write about?”

In any case, word of a Han girl bound for the winter pasture quickly reached the herding teams across Kiwutu township. My mother began to select a family that would agree to take me along.

At first, my ambitions were grand. I wanted to spend the winter in a destination that was at least two hundred and fifty miles away, which would mean over a dozen days by horseback, so that I could get a taste of the hardest, most unforgiving aspects of nomadic life. But all the families who were planning to journey more than ten days refused to take me along for fear that I’d be nothing but trouble. More importantly, as the day of the great migration approached, my ambition dwindled. Think about it: to sleep on the frozen ground only to wake a mere four hours later for two whole weeks. Before daybreak, every day, I would have to grope my way through the darkness to start the journey ahead. Herding sheep, keeping up with the horses, keeping the camels in check and grooming calves … for my petite eighty-eight-pound frame, two weeks would have been pushing it. So the trip was truncated to a week’s journey … and finally, a week before we were supposed to leave, I cut the trip down to three days.



AMONG THE HERDER FAMILIES that passed through Akehara village, those who intended to travel only for three or four days belonged to Kiwutu’s herder team number three. Mama Jakybay and her family were no exception. I had spent a summer with them, and ideally I would join them again for the winter. But after a few months, a rumor circulated among the herders that I was Jakybay’s son Symagul’s “Han girlfriend,” which made me angry, and Symagul’s wife, Shalat, even angrier. For a while, whenever she saw me, her face stretched so long it nearly hit the ground.

Another important reason why I couldn’t stay with Mama Jakybay was because no one in her family spoke Mandarin. Communication between us was difficult and led to misunderstandings.

Herding families that did speak a little Mandarin were mainly young married couples, to whom my presence would have been a nuisance. Newlyweds are invariably deeply in love. If at night they were to express that love, then … well, how would I get any sleep?

The winter pasture isn’t a particular place. It’s the name of all the land used by the nomads during the winter, stretching south uninterrupted from the vast rocky desert south of the Ulungur River all the way to the northern desert boundary of the Heavenly Mountains (also known as Tian Shan Mountains). It is a place of open terrain and strong winds. Compared to the region to its north, the climate is warmer and more constant. The snow mantle is light enough that the sheep can use their hooves to reach the withered grass beneath. At the same time, there is enough snowfall to provide the herders with all the water they and the livestock need to survive.

The winter pasture is considerably drier and less fertile than the lands the livestock graze in summer. Each family herd grazes an enormous area. The sheer distance this puts between the families means that contact with one another is a rare occurrence. You could almost call it “solitary confinement.”

Herders entering the winter pasture search for a depression sheltered from the wind among the undulating dunes. There they dig out a pit up to six feet deep, lay several logs across the opening, and cover it with dry grass as a roof. A passage is then dug sloping down into the hole and a crude wooden door is fitted to complete this winter home: they call it a burrow. Here, a family can return for protection from the cold and wind during the endless winter months. A burrow is never very big, at most a hundred or so square feet comprising one big sleeping platform and a stove, as well a tiny kitchen corner, a tight squeeze. Life inside is spent shoulder to shoulder without any privacy to speak of.

In brief, living in a winter burrow is no vacation, but what other choice did I have?

And so, I eventually settled on Cuma’s family.

Cuma could get along in Mandarin and three days was all it took to get to their land. The Cumas were pushing fifty, and their nineteen-year-old daughter, Kama, would accompany me and the migrating herd while her parents would drive to the burrow in a truck—it wasn’t going to get any better than that!

Frankly, the real reason they took me on was that Cuma had owed my family a good deal of money for several years. His family was poor and it didn’t look like they would ever pay us back, so we gave up expecting it. Why not stay with them for a few months and cancel the debt? That was my mother’s idea.

Later, when I found myself hoisting thirty pounds of snow, tottering across the desert huffing and puffing like an ox, I couldn’t help but sigh: bad idea.



WITH A HOST FAMILY confirmed, I started preparations.

The image of a pack camel trudging under a heavy load led me to begrudgingly reduce my packing to the essentials—yet another bad idea. Only right before I left did I learn that Cuma had rented a truck to haul the luggage—a truck wasn’t going to tire no matter how much there was to carry. So Cuma and Sister-in-law brought all kinds of junk with them to the desert.

As a result, for the coming days, I only had two sets of underwear to swap and wash and a single shirt (which became so dirty by the end of the winter that during the final group photo, no one wanted to stand next to me). For warmth, I packed a simple down jacket, a pair of camel-wool long johns, a scarf, a hat, and gloves. I packed two pairs of shoes, but it turned out that one would have been enough. The winter pasture isn’t covered in snow, as I had expected, but in sand, which doesn’t wear out shoes.

As for the clothes I would wear during the trip, I was better prepared: a sheep-leather army coat with fleece lining and a pair of woolly sheepskin pants. After all, on the coldest of days, spending hours on horseback was never going to be comfortable. Picking out boots was a major undertaking. A herder typically chooses a pair two sizes larger than usual to allow room for two extra pairs of socks. After some deliberation, I went with a pair of boots eight sizes too big.… As a result, I had to wear more socks than anyone had ever worn. My small frame in such huge boots was a sight to behold—like I was skating on two canoes.

To make sure my outfit was as reasonable and comfortable as possible, I tried it all on several times at home, adjusting as I went along. A scarf or a neck gaiter? Which hat? Which set of gloves might prove most appropriate? Two days before our departure, I trekked, wind in my face, to the barren parts of the village south of Akehara Road to test each of my potential outfits, using empirical evidence to make my final decision:

My lower half from inside out: cotton long johns, down long johns, camel-wool long johns, airtight cotton padded pants, woolly sheepskin pants.

My top half from the inside out: long-sleeve shirt, thin sweater, thicker sweater, cotton vest, down jacket, sheep-leather army coat.

On top of that, a leather hat, neck gaiter, scarf, mask, and gloves—in terms of resisting the cold, I had faith I had achieved total victory!

The only problem was that, fully clad, I was so bundled up I could hardly breathe. I couldn’t raise my arms, turn my neck, or even swallow my saliva. My neck and shoulders were constricted, sore, and heavy. After walking only a couple of times around the house, I was out of breath. The thought of riding a horse for seven or eight hours with over twenty pounds of clothing on my back was a point of serious concern: Would I be crushed to death? But out in the frigid air of the desert, these would be the least of my troubles! Stuck neck, immovable arms, soreness, and fatigue … that was overthinking it. Even if I was encased in a suit of concrete, I wouldn’t have noticed.



ONE FINAL PIECE of equipment I felt was necessary for the journey was a thermometer. I searched all over Altai City and Koktokay County but couldn’t find a portable, low-temperature thermometer anywhere. In the end, I had to settle for a twenty-inch-long unwieldy thing. I told myself, big is good, I won’t lose it. Testing it over the next several days back home, I was surprised at how accurate it was. But sadly, the lowest temperature it could measure was negative thirty-one degrees Fahrenheit. When the temperature dropped below thirty, I’d just have to guess.

One last thing to do was get a haircut. My plan was to get a buzz cut because I had a feeling I wouldn’t be washing my hair at all for the next few months (actually I did end up washing it a couple of times). Unfortunately, the only hairdresser in the village, Mayra, was off somewhere falling in love. She hardly tended to her business—she was always appearing and disappearing like a ghost. I went to her shop ten times a day, and eight out of ten the door was locked. The other two times, either someone else was midchop or there was no hot water and I was told to come back in an hour. Naturally, when I did return, she was nowhere to be found. I was so annoyed that I chopped off my hair myself before I left. In the following days, whenever we visited other herders, or received visitors, the state of my hair put a big dent in my self-esteem.

Meanwhile, I was determined to learn Kazakh. I was ambitious about it too, wanting not only to speak it, but write it as well. I borrowed a set of Kazakh exercise books and braced myself for battle. But to actually learn it was something else! Even though the Arabic alphabet only has two more letters than the Latin alphabet, it felt like a mighty army of ten thousand horses. One tongue wasn’t nearly enough and the letters were full of twists and turns with a thousand appendages, like an unspooled thread that is tangled beyond untangling … sigh—au-to-di-dact, four syllables that are not nearly as simple as they seem.



REGARDLESS, IT DIDN’T matter how thoroughly I prepared; actually leaving was a whole other issue. If it wasn’t Cuma’s sheep wandering off one day, it was his camels disappearing the next. The big day continued to be pushed further and further back. On top of that, it was almost the end of November, but it still hadn’t snowed. Snow is the only source of water in the desert in winter. Without it, humans and animals can’t survive. As a result, the departure date seemed impossibly far away, which made everyone tense and anxious.

To make matters worse, whenever Cuma, the drunk, thought about having to stay sober for the whole winter, he felt sad. So each day, he tried to drown his sorrows in booze and inevitably ended up getting into trouble all over town. This was not a good omen.

Finally, the day of departure was upon us. The previous evening, I moved into Cuma’s family’s permanent spring and fall encampment five miles down the Ulungur River. As usual, Cuma had drunk himself into a stupor, so my mother had to drive me there on a motorcycle.

The final step before leaving, as per the herders’ custom, was to turn my watch back two hours. Until that moment, I had been on Beijing time.
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I fell in love with the morning light on the winter pasture.








2.

A Three-Day Journey


ON THE DAY OF DEPARTURE, we rose before dawn and started the final preparations in the wan sunlight, packing, binding the heavy pack to the lead camel’s hump, seeing to the horses, and ushering the sheep into a single flock. Cuma’s neighbor-to-be on the winter pasture, Shinshybek, along with his brother, Kulynbek, came to lend a hand. At 7:00 a.m., the team was ready to set out. Kulynbek led my horse over to me. He and Shinshybek would be accompanying Kama and me and the migrating herd. With one hand gripping the saddle and the other clutching a fistful of the horse’s mane, I strained to pull myself up. After much wiggling around, I found what felt like a stable seat (despite my clothes). Apa (Cuma’s mother, who was to stay in the nearby permanent encampment through the winter) came over and tugged on the bottom of my sheepskin pants to cover my ankles. It was exactly the kind of tender gesture that I needed to ease my nerves. The sky chose this moment to come to light. The air was crisp and cold. The sheep were already on the main road a ways off. Riding between them and myself, Kama hollered for me to catch up. After waving goodbye to those who had come to see us off, I sent the horse into a canter with a light kick to its belly and quickly gained on the rest.

For the three-day journey, nineteen-year-old Kama and I would be in charge of the camel team (thirty-some camels), while Shinshybek and Kulynbek would be in charge of the sheep flock (the three families had nearly five hundred sheep combined) and large livestock (over a hundred cattle and horses) for the duration of the trip. Cuma and Sister-in-law (which is what I called his wife), along with the rest of Shinshybek’s family, would join us three days later by truck, bringing food, fodder, and ice by the ton. Kulynbek and his family would then head to a different pasture for the winter.

Compared to the sheep flock, our camels could walk quickly, so Kama and I would be arriving at the evening’s camp before the two brothers with the rest of the team. After setting up a simple triangular tent, we were to ready hot tea to await their arrival. Meanwhile, the main team would follow our tracks, taking as long as necessary for the sheep, cattle, and horses to nibble on dried grass and snow as they walked. Such a long journey was hard work for everyone; it was only fair to let them satisfy their bellies.

That morning, the camels, sheep, and large livestock all set off at the same pace. After our clamoring team crossed the suspension bridge over the Ulungur River, we continued south, past the road running along its southern bank then up and down a series of rugged hills. From on top of one, we took in the vast undulating landscape surrounding us. An hour later, we had left the villages along the Ulungur River far behind and were venturing deep into the scrublands.

The barren hills before me rolled like waves. There was only the vestige of a thin trail meandering through them. The sun was still rising, the sky was cloudless and blue. Having walked for so long with no break, the herd was growing anxious. The sheep snuggled up to the goats, the lambs followed close to the ewes. The horses refused to walk with the cattle but the cattle insisted on staying close to the horses—it was a game of tag that inevitably led to chaos. The camels without nose pegs were the most unruly. Whenever they found a tuft of grass as thin as a thumb, they stopped to eat, refusing to budge, constantly falling behind as if they hadn’t the slightest clue we were on the road far from home. The two men shouted angrily at the animals as they ran to and fro, disciplining the ones that deviated from the path.

The sheep were the most orderly. Heads bowed, they huddled tightly together, afraid to stray from the group by even one step.

The ten or so camels fitted with nose pegs were also obedient. They formed a long line and calmly followed the rope that bound them together. The lead camel, packed with a heavy load, set the pace.

It was my job to steer the camels. Generally, they were friendly, but sometimes they liked to chew on my hat. It was a straightforward task; I just had to hold tightly on to the rope. Even so, I managed to lose them twice. The first time, we had walked barely half a mile when I heard Kama shouting from a distance. That’s when I realized that I was holding a rope attached to nothing at all. The second time, I had walked for who knows how long with only a single camel attached to the rope, plodding along at my back. The others were left standing far behind us, wondering why nobody was paying them any attention.

Ah, what could I do. All these layers of clothing had my neck locked in place. I couldn’t nod or look up, let alone turn my head to see what was happening behind me (though it must have done wonders for my arthritic neck)—I had to turn my whole horse around.

Speaking of horseback riding, even though the horse was doing all the walking, I still felt tired beyond belief. The main reason was that my hands were too full. I carried a whip, my horse’s reins, the camels’ rope, the thermometer (for more accurate readings, I kept it in my hand rather than stuffed in my warm pocket), cheese (for a quick snack), a camera, and a camcorder. In addition to losing the camels, I nearly dropped the whip a few times as well. Losing it would have been a real pain. Bundled up as I was, what were the chances that I could reach it? To be safe, I strapped the horse’s reins to my wrist, fastened the thermometer to my glove, tied the camel’s rope to the horse’s reins, wedged the cheese between my teeth, and hung both cameras from my neck. And so it was that I jingled all the way, like a fully decorated Christmas tree.



GIVEN THAT IT WAS only a three-day trek, one camel was all it took to carry the necessary provisions. There were several pieces of bedding, two large wooden tent frames, some felt covers, a kettle, a big sack of food, an iron oshak stove, two chimney funnels, sets of bowls and chopsticks, bark from a birch tree (to start fires), and a generous bundle of kindling. In the gravelly scrublands, there is nothing that can be used for firewood, only sparse scrubgrass.

Just before noon, as the temperature rose, the team emerged from the hills into the flat expanse of the rocky desert where withered scrubs shyly dot the earth. The sheep and livestock slowed—it was lunchtime! Kama and I picked up the pace, leading the camels toward the southwestern horizon.

Clouds metamorphosed before our eyes, drifting from east to west. The endless sky, the boundless earth, left us speechless. Compared to the sense of loneliness the moment conjured, our weariness seemed trivial. The wind picked up—heaven and earth were hollering at each other. I had already been wearing my face mask. My scarf was wrapped tightly around my neck gaiter. The earflaps on my big hat were buttoned tightly beneath my chin. The only part of my face that showed through a narrow slit, half a finger wide, were my eyes. The world that appeared before me was shallow and oppressive, but I felt safe. Soon, the lenses on my glasses were misted over by my own breath. The steam thickened until all I could see was Kama’s blurry silhouette before me. But there was no need to see—the world offered no obstacles and the horses knew their own way. At first, every so often, I plucked my glasses off to wipe them. But soon, I simply sat on top of my horse and waited for time to pass.

Having passed through the empty and monotonous plain, the landscape began to gradually change. Before us was an expansive salt flat that was slightly lower in elevation. Half an hour later, the camels descended into the western margin of the salt flat, a place that was sheltered from the wind. When I saw Kama slide down from her horse and approach the camels, my heart leaped. We’re here! The first day’s journey had come to an end.

The moment my feet touched the ground, Kama assigned me my first task: to act like a hitching post. On that flat, empty land, there was nothing else to secure the reins to. With the reins of all the horses and camels in my hands, I plodded to and fro, untethering the camels from one another, unpacking supplies, and erecting the stove. I did what little I could to help until Kama’s hands were free. Then the saddles came off, the lead camel was relieved of its pack, and only then were the reins released and the animals allowed to wander free. At first they lingered nearby. Then, gradually, they began to drift out into the desert.



AFTER ONLY A DAY of riding, my face and the backs of my hands were chapped so bad it hurt. I wanted to wash them, but we had no water. The flask that we had brought along contained only a block of ice—not a drop of water would come out. I found the wet wipes that I remembered packing, but they were frozen too, like iron sheets, rock-hard and impossible to pull apart.

Kama went to collect snow as I lit the stove. But the iron chimney funnel had been squashed flat. I scoured the ground nearby for a rock to smash it back into shape, but I couldn’t find anything bigger than a walnut. All I could do was stomp on the chimney and squeeze it with my hands until there was an opening wide enough to be wedged onto the stove.

I lit the fire easily enough and Kama returned with half a bag of snow over her shoulder. We had a big tin pot to melt the snow in, except that after a day of being jostled about, a coating of dust and dry twigs had accumulated on the bottom (it sat directly below the kindling in the pack). I wondered how Kama planned to wash it, but she didn’t; she simply poured the snow right in.

After the snow melted into water, I carefully washed my hands and face. My hardened skin felt softer, more comfortable. Then I pulled a tube of hand cream out of my pack, but once again, nothing came out—it too had turned into a tube of ice.

While the tea was boiling, the two of us quickly set up the temporary tent. Building the tent was simple; all you had to do was stretch out the two wooden frames, bring the tips together, tie up the top, and throw on the cover. At first, I couldn’t see how two flimsy wood lattices could hold themselves upright. But under the weight of the heavy felt cover, what was once loose and flimsy became firm and unwavering.

Underneath us was a thick layer of animal manure. Apparently, people had been stopping there to rest for many, many years.

Next, Kama asked me to fetch a horse. They’d arrived before the sheep. She pointed to the east, which was her way of telling me to bring back a particular large black steed. After accepting the mission, I immediately set off running toward the horses. But after ten yards, I turned back. I needed to remove my sheepskin pants, which were so thick and stiff that I couldn’t bend my knees.

With my pants off, I felt as light as a swallow, but my feet were still encumbered by my many socks and colossal boots. Once again, I ran back to change out of my black rubber boots that were eight sizes too big.

Having finally disposed of the restraints that had burdened me all day, my strength was unleashed and I quickly covered a large distance. When I saw the horses, I was stupefied. They were all black, and all very large. I couldn’t possibly bring them all back at the same time, so I chose the two blackest and went after them.

Catching horses is easier said than done. Even if I had six more legs, I couldn’t have outrun them. Instead, I circled them, trying to block their path … but that didn’t work either. How exhausting. After a while, panting, I climbed to a higher ground. That’s when I saw that the flock of sheep had already crossed into the scrub plain to our north. I gave up on the horse chase and returned to camp, bringing Kama the news. She was still furnishing the tent. As soon as she saw me, she shouted for my help, never bothering to ask about the horses. I still don’t know why she had asked me to fetch the horse in the first place.…

The sheep appeared on the highland to the north. They were only a half mile away from camp. Kulynbek had left the flock behind, charging toward the rising smoke of our camp. He sang at the top of his lungs as he cracked his whip. He must have been thinking excitedly about the end of the first arduous day of travel. His excitement infected Kama, whose work around the camp grew into a frenzy as her voice quietly accompanied his song.

Though both are the music of nomadic peoples that ring out across the steppes, Kazakh music is different from the music of the Mongols, who we are more familiar with. The latter is soulful and austere, while the former is exuberant, bright, and rhythmic.

Kulynbek rode up to the camp, but he never dismounted. He circled the camp, signaling his satisfaction, and then charged back toward the herd without even stopping for a sip of water.

Once the sheep were accounted for, the men lay down on a slope by the camp to catch their breath. They kicked off their felt overboots (chunky, round things that were impossible to walk in) and gulped down a few bowls of tea to soothe their weariness before jumping straight back on the horses to gather up the scattered herd. Having brought the livestock back to camp, they tied up what needed to be tied up and fettered the hind legs of those that needed fettering. They beat the ones that demanded a beating and scolded the ones that deserved a scolding. It wasn’t until the sky was dark that the animals began to quiet down. But even then, they appeared anxious. This was unfamiliar territory after all. At this point, the horses that had been ridden all day were relieved of their saddles. With their hind legs fettered, they wandered off to eat grass for the night. Only then did the men crouch down in the tent where, at last, we sat to enjoy tea without worry.

The bowls, wet from washing, were frozen into a single tower. It took great effort to pry them apart. The milk in a plastic bottle labeled “Nutrition Express” was frozen solid as well. Kama used a small spoon to dig into the frozen bottle and scraped bits of icy milk into everyone’s tea. The tea was neither dark nor aromatic, but out in the desert, it was enough to assuage our pitiful bellies. The trick to drinking tea in the cold is to drink quickly, before the tea has a chance to cool. Once cooled, solidified chunks of butter would float in the tea bowl, which made it hard to swallow. I drank as quickly as I could, and before I knew it, I had gulped down five bowls, which meant countless trips to the toilet.

As soon as night fell, I began to feel sleepy, exhausted beyond words. When I thought about the fact that I only had four hours to sleep, I was desperate to crawl under the covers and shut my eyes. But no one else seemed to share my sense of urgency, or perhaps after the arduous day, they still needed time to recuperate. By the dim light of a flashlight, they continued to drink one bowl after another, while the kettle kept at a boil. They spent two hours drinking tea and finished two kettles of water! When they saw that I couldn’t stay awake any longer, they told me to sleep. Meanwhile, they remained seated together, silently, around a shaft of light encompassed by the dark night. I slept a little, then suddenly woke up to find them still sitting there, unmoving. It wasn’t until later that I understood that only Kama and I could sleep that night—the men couldn’t shut their eyes for more than a second. Because we had no sheepdogs with us, it was their duty to keep watch, protecting the herd from wolves. They could do nothing but drink tea in order to make it through the cold, trying night.

When Kama had first put up the tent, I had poked my head in and found quilted felt syrmak rugs and wool blankets laid out in the thirty-square-foot space. Could four people really sleep here? Whoever had to sleep near the side of the tent would be the unfortunate one. Of course, that ended up being me.

Sleeping under the stars in the frozen wilderness, I couldn’t help but have the jitters. At first, I hadn’t planned on taking off my leather coat, but on second thought, I realized wearing thick, stiff clothes to bed might constrict my blood flow, which might actually increase my chances of freezing, so I crawled under the covers in my down jacket and long johns and laid my heavy coat on top of the equally heavy leather blanket. Snuggled under all that weight, I lay motionless. Soon, my feet warmed up.

Ordinarily, covering my head with a blanket would have made me feel like I was suffocating. But that night, I was like a baby bird tucked beneath her mother’s wing—safe and sound. This little nest, dark and warm, separated me completely from the cold. It was a universe within a universe, a seed inside an apple.

But going to the toilet in the middle of the night was a tragedy. I was loath to even poke a toe out into the frozen air. It took real determination to pull myself upright. In the dark, I clawed blindly at the tent’s felt cover (sleeping at the edge of the tent had its perks after all) before finally finding a flap through which to crawl out. It took a lot of fumbling about to find my shoes, which I had left outside. One of the brothers on watch, I don’t know who, sat beside the tent with a flashlight. With the aid of his light, I put on my shoes, walked away from the tent, and when I squatted the light turned off (the moment it became dark, the Milky Way lit up the sky), and when he heard the sound of my footsteps again, the light came back on to guide my way back to the tent.

What a fiasco—the cold air had sapped my body of all its warmth. Nestled under the covers, tucked in on all sides, a sweet, soothing warmness enveloped me once more. But the thought of someone standing watch outside left me with a heavy heart.



AT 3:00 A.M., I was nudged awake. The temperature was at its lowest point of the day. Kama used the hot tea she had stored in a thermos before going to sleep to pour everyone a bowl. She then brought out the bag of mutton on the bone that Apa had prepared for us before we left. Even though the frozen meat crunched in our mouths as we washed it down with our tepid tea, it was still delicious.

Oh yes, for the trip, Kama had made the extravagant decision of bringing packs of instant noodles. Sadly, the tea bowls were too small to soak them in. So she tore open one side of the packaging and poured hot water directly into it. Everyone sat, tightly pinching the tops of their bags in anticipation. It was so cold that the water quickly cooled. Pieces of solid grease floated on top of the noodles, which were still dry. Even so, everyone slurped them down with relish.

Though the noodles were likely terrible, they were nonetheless appealing in the frozen wilderness. I was looking forward to a bag of my own, but, somehow, I had given them the impression that I didn’t eat instant noodles. All I could do was drool at the aroma. At least my sacrifice allowed the two men to eat a little extra, which was good. They had been working the hardest.

I didn’t understand why we had to wake up so early. It wasn’t as if we did anything but drink tea for an hour and a half! And there wasn’t much to talk about. Most of the time, we just sat there nursing our bowls in silence. I couldn’t tell if it was because they found it enjoyable or because they were too tired to move. Indeed, even though I had slept, comfortable and warm, the night watchmen had had a much rougher time and needed some hot tea to recover.

After our teatime in the dark came to a close, we got to disassembling the tent, packing the supplies, and loading the camel (a few hours was all the pack camel had had to wander before it was trussed up again). I was responsible for using the flashlight to light up everyone’s tasks and occasionally lent a hand propping open a sack. Everyone worked patiently and methodically.

At 6:00 a.m., as the sky began to glow, we were ready to go. After a final head count of the cattle and sheep, everyone mounted their horses and we set off. When I glanced back, the ground was as clean as when we had arrived; we had left no trace of our passage.

By the light of dawn, the team advanced southwest in silence. Little by little, the sky turned red. Its color deepened as it spread, swelling into a cascade, setting the eastern sky ablaze from south to north. At 6:30, the sun ascended steadily up a sea of red clouds. Sunbeams swept the land, stretching our shadows out toward the horizon.

With the slow passage of time, our shadows gradually returned to us. They inched behind us, then crossed over to our northeast. Like that, another day passed.

It was a day not unlike the one before, about eight hours of riding. But the land we passed was even emptier and more monotonous. Cuma had once taught me that if no one was around to help me down from my horse, I should look for a depression in the ground and park the horse in the ditch. That way I could step onto the rim where the distance to the ground was not so great. But finding a ditch on land that is flat enough to gallop across was as unlikely as finding a mountain.

When the surroundings started to look like the salt flat of the day before, I couldn’t help but feel like I was hallucinating: Did we just make a big circle in the desert? But of course, we had only been going southwest.



YESTERDAY’S LI JUAN was only responsible for leading the camels. She sat comfortably on her horse’s back and followed the team. Seeing that I was still in good spirits, Kama decided to assign me a new task today: fetch the wandering camels. As a result, on the second day, I ended up miserably tired. By the time we reached camp, my legs were aching and stiff, my buttocks were too sore to sit on a saddle. As for the intractable camels—I dare not put my rage in words here.

Starting at midday, our camel team entered a stretch of hills where the road meandered. In theory, we were already in the desert, where yellow sand stretched as far as the eye could see. Except, given the extraordinary snowstorms last year, spring burgeoned from an abundance of water. The pasture grew so lush that the area before us was more like a furry desert. Never mind the cattle and sheep, even the mice lived lavishly. The sheer number of holes in the sand stood as testament to their long and prosperous lives. No matter how cautiously the horses walked, they couldn’t avoid occasionally stepping in the holes. With each stumble, the rider was met with a violent jolt.

At 2:30 in the afternoon, the camels stopped in a narrow valley between two hills. The ground was littered with broken twigs—evidence that it was an especially well-trodden camp spot. Nearby, saxaul shrubs grew on a ridge. Wonderful! Half the kindling brought by the camels had been used up the day before. I was almost worried that we might run out.

We had more than enough firewood, but there were only five matches left. In a panic, I asked Kama, “Are you sure there are no more?” Filled with skepticism, I watched her light the matches. When there were only three matches left, I snatched them from her to try for myself. Down to the last match, we exchanged looks of horror. Neither of us wanted to touch that final match. But, of course, it failed too. As fast as the flame licked into life, it fizzled out in a mighty gust of wind.

This was when Kama rummaged through a sack and fished out … a lighter. She could have mentioned it earlier! I nearly had a heart attack.

As with the day before, we started the oshak stove and put up the tent before the herd arrived. But here the snow was much thinner and I had to walk quite a ways before I managed to find a hilltop with enough snow to fill a bucket. But that Kama, after a small loop, she came back with a whole sack full of snow! It was like sorcery.

The melted snow was packed with sand and dirt, but after settling, the water was clear enough. When the young men came charging into the camp that evening, they were so thirsty that they leaped from their horses, scooped bowls full of cold water, and guzzled down. How could they swallow such icy water, I marveled. But by the time I had herded the cattle back to camp, I too was so thirsty that I gulped down the water even more fiercely than they had.

Herding cattle in the sand was full of challenges. As I ran, I stumbled over a mouse hole (poor little mouse, digging the hole can’t have been easy either …). What’s more, in the past I’d herded livestock by shouting and throwing stones at them. But in the desert, even stones the size of a thumbnail were hard to come across. The next best thing was tossing dry horse manure at them. But manure was too light and didn’t scare the cattle at all.



OTHERWISE, IT WAS JUST like the day before. The fading light provided a sense of urgency. It wasn’t until dark that we could finish the day’s work. Inside the tent, we huddled, drank lukewarm tea, and chomped on icy meat shards. Under the flashlight, we puffed thick white breaths in silence.

Suddenly, Shinshybek said, “This is ter-mos,” as he pointed to a thermos. He added, “This is chyny,” as he presented me the bowl in his hand.

It was a little unexpected. Even though I already knew both of those words in Kazakh, I still repeated them back to him as best I could. He smiled, triumphant. Then he proceeded to teach me the name of every last utensil in our little tent.

I was told that, at first, they didn’t think I could make it to the end of the journey, and even complained about Cuma’s decision to take me along. They thought that I would be a nuisance, nothing more—if I tried to quit halfway or cried about wanting to go home, or if I fell ill, or fell off a horse … it would have ruined their trip!

So, I wondered, were they assured yet?

Earlier that morning, when the cattle and camels were still walking together, the brothers had assigned me a few simple tasks. For example, to keep the flock on course by flanking them from one side, or to intercept a breakaway camel. I don’t know about them, but I thought I had done a good job. As they say, “Even the littlest toad has some kick in its legs,” so in spite of my size, I hoped I was good for something!

Like yesterday, it wasn’t until deep in the night that Kama laid out the bedding and went to sleep with me. The men wrapped themselves in their blankets and sat in the darkness to keep watch, exchanging a few words every now and then. During the sleepiest of hours, they took turns dozing off.

Despite the sunny weather, it still felt cold during the day, especially when the wind picked up in the afternoon. But when I checked the thermometer, twenty-six degrees was all it read! And at the very coldest point of the night, it wasn’t even as low as minus four. At first, I suspected there was something wrong with the thermometer. But then I thought about it some more: perhaps the temperature wasn’t so cold after all, but prolonged exposure distorted my perceptions.



THE THIRD DAY BEGAN at 3:00 a.m. as usual with an hour-long breakfast tea. In the murky dark, we pulled down the tent, packed up the sacks, and loaded the lead camel up with heavy gear. Under the starry sky, we set out toward Orion, half sunk beneath the horizon. A crescent moon hung on the eastern sky.

Again, our progress followed that of the slow, majestic sunrise. Before the sun emerges, the whole world is a dream, the only real thing is the moon. After the sun emerges, the whole world is real, only the moon fades into a dream.

The camel team and sheep flock advanced quietly side by side, apparently now accustomed to the pace, as if they’d accepted this as their fate, entirely unaware that this was their last day of travel. The two groups broke apart much earlier than before. The camels set foot onto the true desert at half past eight in the morning, while the sheep stayed back. They were intent on eating their fill.

It really was the “true desert.” Looking east, a sand dune. Looking west, a sand dune. As far as the eye could see were towering waves of immaculate golden sand dunes where not a single blade of grass grew. Unlike the white expanse of the previous days, the earth was only dotted with thin scatterings of snow. The air was warmer too.

For around an hour at midday, I led the camels by myself while Kama was off chasing after one of the team that had wandered far from the rest. Before she left, she said, “Follow the road! Just follow the road forward!” Scanning the vast world before me, I was intimidated. But to reassure her, I promised to do just that.

Compared to the roads on the scrubland, the desert trail was a blur. Worse, we had entered other people’s pastures so the trail was crisscrossed with all sorts of cattle tracks that made my head spin. At first, I tried to look for the most densely trodden trail and pulled the reins left and right to steer us along that course. Later, I gave up, slackened the reins, and let my horse find its own way. Of course, the horse knew better than me all along. After a long stretch of dry grass, we came upon a clearly defined road.

Alone with a team of camels, I moved timidly through the desert. The earth was bare, the sky was like the dome of a yurt. A single cloud hung at the center of the sky. It was shaped like a stairway. There wasn’t a soul in sight, emptiness in all four directions. It didn’t feel melancholy or exuberant; rather I experienced a tranquilizing ennui. Over the past thousand years, how many herders had walked this same land alone, feeling the same as I felt?

The six-month-long winter and the infertile land imposed a nomadic “lifestyle” onto the Kazakh people’s ancestors. Year after year, survival demanded obedience to nature’s rhythm. From the depth of the Altai Mountains to the open expanse north of the Heavenly Mountains, the herders covered nearly six hundred miles every year. Those that migrated the most frequently did so on average every four days. The Cuma family’s winter pasture wasn’t far from their summer pasture, so they traveled little by comparison. Still, I calculated that on average they had to pack up their home every twenty days—such is their unforgiving life; such are their lonely, implacable hearts.



DURING THOSE FIRST three days, as soon as afternoon rolled around, I would begin asking Kama over and over, “Have we arrived?” in Mandarin.

At first, she didn’t know what daole—“arrived”—meant, and I had no way of explaining it. Then, the more I asked, and because I announced, “Arrived!” whenever we got to the site where we would set up camp, she figured it out. From then on, whenever I asked, she replied with either “Not arrived” or “Arrived, we have.” The former meaning it was still early. The latter meaning soon.

It was half past noon when Kama took a sharp turn directly south off the straight southwesterly road—I knew at once that we had almost arrived! My heart leaped for joy. I asked her the same old question and she simply smiled. But this new road seemed to go on forever. Each time we followed it across an expanse of open desert and found ourselves on top of a dune, we were greeted by another expanse of interminable desert, in the middle of which the trail continued to stretch … promising more exhaustion ahead.

That day’s journey was the longest, the most tiring. Seeing how well I had handled myself the day before, Kama basically put me in charge of the whole camel team.

Horseback riding is a rough sport. If by “riding,” you mean sitting still on the back of a horse, then anyone can “ride.” But if you also have to chase down cattle and sheep, crack your whip, yank on the reins, spur the horse, and shout at the top of your lungs … well then. After a whole day of riding, your bones will be ready to shatter. You’ll feel like you have just taken a beating.

When at last, in anger and frustration, I had rounded up all the deviating camels back to the main pack, I ascended a sand dune and my jaw dropped. On the other side was a patch of black dirt! Kama was dismounting! She turned to shout, “Arrived, Li Juan! Today has arrived! Tomorrow, no walk! Tomorrow of tomorrow, no walk!”

Then, “Mother and father will drive here!”

I looked at my watch: it was 3:30 in the afternoon.

Then came the snow and a strong wind. After unloading the supplies from the lead camel, before we even had a chance to get organized, we sat on top of the packs and nibbled on dry nan in the wind and snow, basking in the joy of “stopping.” There was still a lot to do, managing the livestock, setting up shelter, preparing dinner … but we had arrived! It felt like an arrival that could have lasted forever.
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The flock and the camels waiting in the morning mist to set off








3.

The Importance of Sheep Manure


WHEN SOMETHING IS HARD, locals say it’s like chewing kurt. Kurt is a hard cheese made by straining boiled yogurt. Especially when it’s made from aged yogurt, the stuff is harder than a rock! Even with the strongest of teeth, you’ll struggle to even make a dent in it. To eat this kind of cheese, you have to roast it on the stove until it’s soft, or soak it in scalding tea until it becomes chewy. A single lump of Kama’s kurt can last three or four rounds of tea over the span of two days. When a round of tea is finished, you can store the cheese in your pocket to be soaked again with the next round. Kama had endless patience for this process, because it was fun.

At any rate, eating kurt is an ordeal. But whenever I got hungry while herding the team southward, I chewed on kurt. Once, as I waited for the camels to get back on track, I was so famished I managed to eat an entire big lump of the thing. It was like I was possessed by some supernatural force. The point I want to make here is: cleaning up a sheep pen is like chewing kurt.

We arrived on the third day. Yellow sand stretched across the vast, monotonous winter pasture, dotted with white patches of snow. But the dip in the sand dunes in which we lived was pitch-black. The sheep had lived in this spot for many winters, their manure accumulating year after year. The repetition of the manure being broken down and replenished was what had turned the depression black.

Inside the sheep pen, there was a layer of especially thick and hard manure. Cuma said that every month, it would rise by half a foot, and so it needed to be cleaned out several times over the course of the winter. The first cleaning, upon arrival, and the final cleaning, before departure, were the most important and most laborious. The first cleaning meant digging out a layer of mostly dry manure. The final cleaning happened during the warmth of spring, when a thick layer of soft, wet manure is dug up and spread around the sheep pen to dry for the following winter. Once dried, this manure is black and pure and just the right size. There is no better fuel for the winter.

The lowest layer of manure is close to the earth. Mixed with sand and soil, it becomes hard and clumpy. After a whole summer exposed to the sun and air, it can be dug up in slabs as straight as concrete. These manure slabs can’t be used as fuel, but they are the desert’s most important building material. The Chinese national anthem goes, “Use our flesh and blood to build a new Great Wall.” For the sheep, it’s “Use our poop to build a shelter from the wind and cold.” A sheep pen built from manure slabs is both neat and sturdy. What else could you use to build it with anyway? In the desert, there are no trees, soil, or rocks, only tufts of brittle grass jutting out of soft sand.

Even the place where we humans eat and live—our burrow—requires sheep manure. A burrow is a six-foot-deep pit. In the sandy desert, its four walls would easily collapse if not for the manure slabs. A few logs are laid on top of the manure-lined pit, some dry grass is spread on top, then smear some manure crumble on top of that and you have a “roof.” Finally, dig a sloping passage to enter the sealed cave. Of course, the passage walls must be tiled with manure slabs as well.

Even the wide platform on which we slept was built with manure slabs. Basically, we lived in sheep manure.

“Living in sheep manure” might sound unappealing, but in reality, it’s great. Not only is sheep manure the sole building material available in the desert, it is also incomparable—in the dead of winter, only animal feces can magically, continuously radiate heat. This was never more apparent to me than on the coldest nights when we herded the sheep into their pen. The northern winds howled. It was so cold, I could barely open my eyes and the pain was like I had just been punched in the face. But the very moment I came near the thick manure wall, the cold vanished and a feeling of warmth washed over me.



ON THE EVENING of our first day at camp, a snowstorm raged. Cuma, who arrived by car, was drunk as usual. Amid the pandemonium, it was impossible to organize our things. Soon it was nighttime. Exhausted, everyone fell asleep in their clothes on the manure slab bed that hadn’t been made yet. Our heads rested against the manure wall. Every time one of us rolled over, bits of manure stuck to our faces and necks. If you had the habit of sleeping with your mouth open, then you were in big trouble! But even with your mouth closed, the next morning, well …

Fortunately, after a good night’s rest, everyone woke up in high spirits, ready to make up for lost time. A collapsed manure wall was rebuilt. Inside the burrow, the bare walls were covered with tus-kiiz and embroidered syrmak (patterned cotton wall hangings and patterned felt rugs or tapestries, respectively; it was a pain getting nails to stay in those “walls,” they just wouldn’t stay put). By the afternoon, the burrow was unrecognizable from the day before—it was as good as new, beautiful even. The manure slabs were all covered up like background actors on a stage, hidden well behind the curtain.

It wasn’t only us humans who had the sheep to thank for our manure homes—even the cattle were in their debt. Their burrow was built from sheep manure slabs as well. In the winter, cow dung doesn’t have much use. Because it’s so wet, cow manure becomes icy and hard in the winter; it wasn’t until we moved to the drier and warmer spring pasture that we replaced sheep manure with cow dung for fuel.

Our top priority when we arrived at the winter pasture was to set up the burrow, because people need sleep. The second priority was to clean out the sheep pen, because sheep need to sleep too. As for the cattle, well, they could wait. After all, there weren’t as many of them.

Previously, the sheep pen was only used by Cuma’s family. Now, with Shinshybek’s family sharing the pasture, there were suddenly two hundred extra sheep, so the pen needed expanding. On the first day, we tried to cut corners. We cut the pen’s three-foot-wide wall by half into a foot and a half. In other words, we scooped out a ring from the center. Next, we tore down some partition walls that had made a space reserved for the goats. But when the sheep returned in the evening, there were still a hundred-some-odd that couldn’t fit inside. The next day, we duly removed the entire west-facing wall, adding a hundred and thirty or so square feet to the pen.

Cuma used a pickax to break apart the solid manure floor, and while Shinshybek and his younger brother, Kurmash, used pointed shovels to dig up slabs of manure, Kama used a square shovel to toss the resulting debris over the wall. From there, Shinshybek’s wife, Sayna, and I used our hands to pass the larger slabs over to Sister-in-law, who in turn erected a new wall with them. With the new wall built, the leftover manure had to be removed from the pen, which the other women and I hoisted out in woven polyester sacks, one sack at a time. The job took a whole day. How tired we were! And not to mention the manure dust that filled the air, choking up our noses and mouths. Everyone coughed incessantly. Our necks were caked with manure. In this pit’s cleaning session, we removed at least a foot and a half of the manure floor.

There was no time to herd the sheep, so the flock was left to wander about nearby. We worked without rest until the afternoon, but the job was still far from complete. My lower back was hurting more and more. Once when I stooped to lift a heavy slab, I barely managed to stand back up. But I was too embarrassed to let it show, so I pushed myself, even as my movements grew ever more sluggish. Fortunately, I wasn’t the only one. By noon, we had all slowed down. When the wind picked up in the afternoon, Kurmash was the first to give in, slumping on his shovel in utter stillness. Not long after, Shinshybek joined in this slumping posture. Cuma worked for a bit longer in silence before suddenly shouting, “Allah!” as he dropped the heavy pickax and plopped bottom-first to the ground. First he took out a towel to wipe his face, then he pulled out his can of yellow Mohe tobacco and papers to roll a cigarette. I thought, it’s time, I can finally complain about my back now. But before I had time to open my mouth, Sister-in-law pulled out a long strip of something—painkillers wrapped in plastic. She offered each of us two of them as if she was passing out candy. Like jelly beans, we chewed and swallowed them. Another bout of silence. I was silent too. Thank goodness I hadn’t opened my mouth.…



THAT NIGHT, WITHOUT CONSULTING anyone, Kama boiled two pots of water to wash her hair, which was immediately met with her parents’ disapproval. Cuma said angrily, “There’s more work to do tomorrow, your hair will get dirty again. Don’t waste water!” Kama pouted, but there was nothing she could say. It was true; in the desert, water is precious.

After another full day of work, we were finally finished. As soon as we set our tools down, Kama and I changed into clean pants (they were so dirty they had hardened) and boiled a little extra water to wash our faces and arms.

But as soon as we had cleaned ourselves up, we received nightmarish news: the flock still couldn’t fit in the pen, so the following day we’d need to expand the pen by another hundred square feet.…

Just because you’ve washed your face and changed into clean clothes doesn’t mean you can avoid work—we had no choice but to change back into our dirty pants.

On the third day, everyone threw themselves into the work and we finished in time for afternoon tea. We were all exhausted. At noon, when we had sat down to eat boiled mutton on the bone, no one had said a word.

Though the work was hard, I took comfort in the fact that the meals had all been excellent. There was meat to eat every day! And wheat porridge stewed in a meat broth to slurp, with yogurt paste mixed in … and potato and cabbage stewed with dried meat, the meat having been first seared in sheep fat … and plov (pilaf) steamed with chunks of meat. More importantly, the tea those days was spiced with black pepper and cloves. Oh my—the aroma!

As for the sheep pen, this time the size was just right. The sheep were crammed in shoulder to shoulder, so close together that they couldn’t even turn around. I imagined that on those long, cold nights, it must have felt warm to be pressed close like that. But herding the flock into the pen became a challenge. To get the last dozen or so in, you had to shove their butts as hard as you could to squeeze them all in.

Still, work on the pen was not over. To prevent snowstorms from covering up the manure bricks surrounding the walls, which would have made them difficult to access, Sister-in-law and I spent another afternoon erecting a wide portico out of manure along the outer walls under which we could store a winter’s-worth supply of black bricks.

A problem arose from having removed the manure floor from the sheep pen, which was that their “mattress” had become too thin. The air close to the ground was so cold and wet that the frailest of the sheep would struggle to survive the winter. It was up to Kama, Kurmash, and me to spend the next two sunny, breezy days filling up dozens of sacks with wind-dried bits of manure from near the burrow to give the pen a bit of padding. But that still wasn’t the end. Every day thereafter, when the flock had gone out to pasture, the people who remained at home would dig up the wet manure from the part of the pen shaded by the wall, then break up the manure, spread it under the sun to dry, and at night flatten it back down. Every few days, a few more sacks of dried manure would be added to the floor of the pen.
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