from UB03: A Season in Outer Mongolia (Ellis Press, 2003)

Trash

In Mongolia, there’s not much point to putting your trash in a trashcan; you toss it on the street, because that is where it will end up anyway.  And there’s not much point to saving it for the plastic shopping bag in your kitchen garbage pail, which, when full, will be tied shut and deposited on the trash heap by the wooden fence around the construction site back of your apartment.  Long before that bag reaches a city garbage truck it will be torn open by hungry dogs, or untied by scavengers, and its contents will be scattered across the alley, where you might as well have dropped it to begin with.  

Usually the dogs get first dibs—they’re quicker and there are more of them.  One in particular has been showing up regularly around 2:00 a.m.  Its high-pitched, five-bark yap wakes me up every morning.  Around 5:00 or 6:00, the dogs get chased off by boys or men.  Some are after food, and they’re not always as indigent as you’d suspect.  They may be dirty, but they’re not drunks.  The population of this city has multiplied far beyond employment opportunities, as former nomads move their tents off the steppes and into tent camps surrounding the city.  They are failed herders who, depending on who’s telling the story, were too ignorant, too lazy, or too unfortunate to carry their herds through three or four successive bad winters.  Having lost their livestock, they move their gers (tents) to Ulaanbaatar and scavenge the city dumps as they would have scavenged the countryside for free provisions.


Or maybe they’re collecting recyclables.  Glass bottles, aluminum cans, metal of all sorts, plastic bottles, and cardboard have salvage value.  I’ve seen men and boys, even a few girls, sorting through the trash heap, knocking the frozen remains of Coke or Fanta from a plastic bottle, and making off with a large coal sack of plastic . . . or aluminum, or glass.  One of them, an affable fellow in a gray scarf and a red stocking cap, posed for a photo one morning, with his bags of salvaged plastic bottles and his small pile of cardboard.  Only styrofoam and plastic shopping bags lack value—and unfortunately both are significant byproducts of the new, upscale markets like Sky Shopping Center.  I’ve seen people toting such sacks from trash heap to trash heap, and I’ve seen them cashing in at “collection centers,” usually the back of a truck, or one of those old steel shipping containers that are scattered all over this city.  There’s a big center on a corner of Ikh Toiruu near the television station, others near the black market.  Students claim that most of the salvaged plastic and glass “ends up in China,” but Mongolians are always ready to think the worst of their neighbor to the south.  Near State Department Store I saw a very small boy toting cardboard boxes, which he had flattened and tied into a bundle with white string.  I don’t know whether the cardboard was going to be recycled or burned in the stove of some ger.  

In her essay “addicted to work,” Linda Hasselstrom remembers her neighbor Margaret pointing out that you don’t find antique wastebaskets in American antique shops, because our ancestors had nothing to waste.  Except for the styrofoam, she might have been describing Ulaanbaatar.  The trash pile is a pretty efficient recycling center. 


Occasionally a small herd of cattle shows up to snack on garbage.  An article in the UB Post deplores this practice: “imagine eating cattle who have been raised on rubbish!”


Occasionally a woman with a broom (bundle of twigs wired around a stick) shows up to sweep the rubbish back into a pile.  Then she salvages a plastic shopping bag out of the heap and polices the fence line. 


Occasionally a passer-by relieves him/herself on the garbage heap, sometimes in broad daylight.  Occasionally someone throws a match on the pile.  One night as I lay in bed I noticed an orange glow outside the window—the wind had whipped up a pretty good blaze, which, I thought, threatened the wooden fence.  Several cars drove by, but nobody called a fire truck. The blaze died down, and the rough-cut planks suffered only minor scorching.  Baatardorj reminded me that fire is sacred in Mongolia . . . but I reminded Baatardorj that Ulaanbaatar has a fire department with seventeen new fire engines donated by the Japanese in a public ceremony on Sukhbatar Square.

Occasionally two workers arrive in a large, blue and green, five-ton Russian truck to collect what remains of the rubbish.  They shovel trash up into the bed—its walls extended upward with sheets of corrugated steel, wire fencing, cardboard, flattened automobile frames—with long-handled scoop shovels.  When the load gets high, one worker shovels trash into a battered tin laundry bucket, which he passes up to a co-worker in the truck.  The process takes about an hour.  Then the truck pulls out to wherever it’s headed.  And within two hours, folks from surrounding apartments, from the small shops, from the Space Disco and the Come On Bar-Cafe, and maybe monks from Dashchoilon monastery around the corner, have pitched fresh boxes and bags against the fence, and the dogs, and the boys, and the men, and the cattle are back in business.


And that’s the way trash collection works in Ulaanbaatar.  I’d like to make some moral judgment, especially something that would tie this tale of life on the edge of poverty to the war in Iraq. Something like, “Mr. President, about this trash heap. . . .”  But this trash heap defeats moralizing.  It does not breed terrorism.  It doesn’t seem to breed despair or anger or even rats, which don’t get a shot at the food.  The trash heaps of New York, of Pine Ridge, maybe the trash heaps of Baghdad or Palestine breed despair and anger, and thus terrorism.  For the moment, this trash heap simply is.  And the President and I can safely ignore it.  For the moment. 


For the moment.

Narantuul


I’ve done markets all over Europe—including the Flea Market of Paris, Bałuty Market in Łódź, and Tirgis Latgale in Riga—and I have yet to be robbed or assaulted.  I have walked boldly into a medals swap meet held monthly in Riga School Number 4 with hundreds of dollars in my pocket—into the Russian sector, where Ilmars warned me never to take any money, because that’s where “a bunch of Russians beat up five Latvian boys last month.”  And I came out with soviet medals, let me tell you, not bruises.  Okay, Michelle and I got conned once in St. Petersburg, a story I have recounted elsewhere, and I bought a plaster-of-Paris rhino horn in France when I was very young, but I’ve been in a lot of shady places and cut a lot of shady deals for a lot of really great stuff.


So when folks warned me “stay away from the black market, even Mongolians are afraid to go there, somebody WILL be assigned to rob you, and the pickpockets are very good” . .  . well, I got myself to the black market at the very first opportunity.  As Bill Kloefkorn says, to an American boy the prospect of going somewhere dark to do something forbidden is damned near irresistible.


Narantuul is two airplane hanger-like buildings surrounded by a cluster of other buildings, sheds and stalls, spread out inside an enclosed area on the southeast side of town, just north of the railroad tracks.  “Nar” is Mongolian for “sun”; Tuul is the nearby river.  The arched blue roofs make the market a landmark readily identified on maps and in photos, and you can see the place from quite a distance as you approach it coming south down Ikh Toriuu or from out of town on the west.  My first excursions here took me through a small ger district (being quickly converted into high-rise apartments) which, at the time, I took to be quite a risky adventure.  The walk from my flat took over an hour (I was following a map), and the temperature was well below freezing.  Later I trimmed the walk to 40 minutes; now I usually take a cab, at least as far as the Wrestling Palace.  


One of my other early mistakes was entering the market through the front (south) entrance: a large archway at which several women sell tickets for 50 togrog apiece, at which the Chief of Pickpockets assigns personnel to likely targets.  I got jostled two or three times using that approach, twice inside and once on my way out, although always I managed to spin free and hold onto what small change I had brought with me.  Then one day I discovered a back exit . . . and thus a back entrance: east down a dirt road north of the market (turn at the Konica sign, or just follow the line of buses) past some weathered cement buildings with shake shingle roofs; past a wooden fence behind which you can see gers and the workshop which constructs ger frames and furniture; past the bus-taxi stop; then a sharp right (due south; follow the crowd) between board fences, past a couple of open-air pool tables, a bar, a few drunks, a vodka bottle recycling center (you might want to execute a couple of spin moves here, to see who or what is following you), hugging the fence or, if it’s rained recently, hopping from brick to rock to brick (a real pain in the ass, but this shortcut is short); through one of two holes in the cement wall, where you will probably have to wait for a hand truck loaded with boxes, wood stoves, or sheep carcasses going in or coming out, where you are certain to be squeezed, but not in my experience pickpocketed; past folks selling candy and fruit, to a side gate where two women sell tickets.  This entrance is small, and there’s a crush of people and carts, not to mention folks trying to sneak in, so have your 50 togrog in hand and you’ll be safely inside before you know you’re there.  


This end of Naruntuul is mostly wood stoves, plumbing, furniture, floor covering, electrical wiring, tools, and a few tables selling antiques.  The north wall is side-by-side shipping containers, which can be locked overnight, selling mostly tools.  Other peddlers store their wares in wooden boxes, which they bring in each morning, take home each evening.  Fighting your way west down one of two main aisles, you’ll pass a cement building on your left, which, if you circle around to the entrance, you’ll discover is subdivided into a maze of stalls selling electronics, appliances, household items, plumbing, and a lot of other junk you don’t want.  Along the south side of this building stand vendors of silver bracelets, snuff bottles, old saddles, silver drinking cups, and morin khoor fiddles.  Along the north side of this building stand vendors of truly bottom-of-the-line junk, including used household items.  This is where I once saw a Mongolian license plate for our license plate collection.  Unfortunately it was two plates, plus registration, which for $15 was more than I needed.  


In this general area—the east side of the cement building—are the tables of several antique dealers, including my Mongolian medals connection, and vendors of stuff for gers—furniture, canvas, and ropes, satellite dishes and solar panels—and for horses: branding irons, saddles (wood frames and finished saddles), stirrups, bridles.  In a country like Mongolia, horse and ger supply is big business.  This is also where I bought a denim jacket for $4.50.  


By this point you will have worked my way into the heart of the market.  To the west, sellers of footwear, including Mongolian boots, and a line of gold-silver jewelry merchants, their rings strung on thick ropes tied in a loop.  This is also the place to buy binoculars and sunglasses.   To the south, three sheet metal roofs cover stalls selling clothing, including finished dels and vests, and bolts of raw silk and other cloth.  To the north, a set of small cement stalls which sell anything from stationery to food supplies to cosmetics to chocolate.  Other areas outdoors specialize in luggage, linoleum, food, and Mongolian boots.  The two blue arches cover a large building in the southwest corner of the market: stalls inside sell a variety of things, including meat.  On my first visit I saw carcasses of sheep and goats stacked one on top of the other like cordwood.  As winter turns to summer, the smells of this building turn from pleasantly, moistly odorous to just plain stinky.  In this building is the Seoul Bakery, at which, on one of my early visits, I ate lunch: huge bowl of stew (plenty of meat) plus a couple of chunks of bread for under a dollar.  Friends tell me I am very brave; I just saw other people eating, it looked good, and I indicated to the woman “I’ll have whatever they’re having.”  I did not get sick, although I have never eaten in the Seoul Bakery, Naruntuul Market, since.


People say you can buy anything you want in this market, and I have to believe them.  Somewhere inside these enclosures in early April police arrested one “M,” a citizen of Tov aimag, for trying to sell three boxes of soviet Zenit anti-aircraft missiles.  The U. B. Post reported, “Police suspect that ‘M’ has previously sold firearms to others, as he used to work in a military unit although he is presently unemployed.”  Their article concluded, “Last year the Police confiscated two box bullets and one box explosives from citizens in Narantuul Market.”


For the record, I have not bought any anti-aircraft missiles, explosives, or bullets here.  I have not been successfully robbed.  I have bought branding irons, silk the denim jacket and medals: the medal of labor honor and the medal of battle honor; the labor hero medal and the labor hero golden soyombo; the honored labor medal; the battle hero medal and the battle hero red flag medal; the Polar Star medal and Polar Star medal second degree; the motherhood medal and the motherhood medal second degree; the medal for victory over Japan in 1939; the 25-year anniversary of the Mongolian People’s Republic, the 50-year anniversary of the Mongolian People’s Republic.  For some of these I was carrying $50, $75 into the market.  I’ve not been successfully robbed.  


On a scale of the world’s great markets, I’d rate Naruntuul about a 9.  Nothing will ever compete, really, with Central Market, Riga—a whole building full of fish, whole tables full of honey in fifty different shades of gold and brown, mountains of cheese and blocks of butter.  And then there’s Istanbul. . . .  But Naruntuul trumps anything in the US and most of what Europe has to offer these days, plus it’s got all that horse and ger stuff.


Plus it has Mongolian medals, if you know where to look. 

Gobi

“There is no road,” says the woman standing in front of the ger with a wind generator and a satellite dish.  She talks with Baatardorj while Sharon maneuvers toward the four baby camels tethered nearby.  Their mothers, already suspicious of the strangers in the Land Cruisers, move to protect the babies.  Pointing to the mountains in the west, she suggests, “Drive straight for those two peaks.”


In two minutes the Land cruisers with the red (K (“diplomatic corps”) plates are pointed due west across the Gobi steppes.  When I look back, the woman has her head jammed against the rear end of a mother camel, her left leg lifted to support a pail, her two hands busy collecting milk for cheese and airag (fermented milk).


After three days in the Gobi (population 0.5 people per square kilometer) we’re accustomed to directions like this.  We’ve heard “follow the power lines,” “skirt the cliffs,” “down the valley,” “turn right at the dead camel” (like, which dead camel?), and “go back the way you came, then turn left at the three trees.”  Our drivers stop on average once an hour to ask directions from herders on horses, gas station attendants, and one woman in a blue silk del gathering dried dung for fuel with a wooden rake and basket.


There are no paved roads in the Gobi, and the only paved surface on the 650-kilometer route between Three Camel Lodge and Ulaanbaatar was the ten kilometers between my flat and the airport.  The Mongolian word for “road” is “zam.”  The Mongolian word for “path” is also “zam.”  The path may be nothing more than a set of tire tracks, or a series of two, three, even six parallel tire tracks, leading off into the distance.  If there are no tracks in this land without fences, you make your own.  This place breathes new life into dead metaphors like “stuck in a rut” and “off the beaten path.”  


It goes without saying that there are no road signs.  Steer by sun, compass, landmarks or advice—and in this high-tech age, by GPS.  Our 1999 guide to the Gobi gives GPS coordinates for a dozen important sites.  Still, it ain’t easy: “Gobi” in Mongolian means “big sandy basin,” but only 3% of the area is sand dunes.  Much is stony plain that looks like fall-plowed fields in early spring, before the rocks have been picked—or as Norb Blei put it, “like the moon in February.”  Gobi mountains look like the Badlands.  Some of Gobi is sagebrush scrub, covered with saxaul “trees” that take a century to grow four inches in diameter, whose wood is so dense it sinks in water.  The high steppe often corrugates into tall buttes and mesas.  The sand in low-lying areas may conceal salty bogs in which even a four-wheel drive Toyota can be trapped for days.  Unusually heavy rains this May have given much of the Gobi a rich cover of feather grass, wild leek, and shrubs, so that the plains look like South Dakota or Wyoming during a good spring. 


Without roads, of course.


This is a day of particularly rich adventure and of particularly rich topographical variety.  It begins, after a breakfast of pancakes and eggs at Three Camel Lodge, with a visit to Yolyn Am (“Vulture’s Mouth”) in the mountains of Gurvansaikhan National Park.  One hour’s drive brings us to the park gate, where a $3 ticket gives us access to a few kilometers of jeep trail leading up the valley, past a small herd of wild goats and stands of dwarf juniper.  Then a steel cable indicates the limit of vehicular access.  The Americans press ahead on foot.  Baatardorj stays behind: Mongolians do not hike, they ride camels, horses—or Land Cruisers.  Up the valley we climb, beside Yol Creek, a small stream littered with small red rocks, animal droppings, Cass beer cans, and plastic bottles.  We keep an eye out for wild life, particularly for wild goats, black vultures, griffons, eagles, and ibex.  

The valley narrows, and the walls of the Zuun Saikhan Mountains grow higher, steeper.  The water chills to ice—an ice river between sheer black walls.  An ovoo stands in the middle of the ice floe, capped by a wooden stick, its end carved in the shape of a horse’s head and honored with blue and gold scarves.  Anne and Sharon drop out—Scott and I press on.  Slippery going now, made extra treacherous by the film of water on top of the ice.  Snow and ice cover what little shoreline there is—snow and ice and this narrowing gorge, a river of death out of Dante’s Inferno.  A vulture crosses the sky above the canyon, which narrows even further.  The slope is now downhill; we have passed a crest—but the ice thickens because of the lack of sunlight.  Two curious ibexes look down on us from two hundred feet overhead.  The gorge narrows to fifteen feet, ice clear across.  A small wooden box with runners and a serial number sits abandoned on the ice—a sled for hauling ice or pails of water, or children or dead animals?  Who knows?  The ibexes disappear.  Scott is somewhere behind me.  The canyon narrows more: no shoreline, just walls of stone with ice between, and an eerie darkness.  I hear echoes of the movie Deliverance: “We’re trapped in this gorge, Lewis. . . .”  What if I fall and break my leg like Lewis Medlock?  Ahead the walls squeeze to two meters, and the ice slopes significantly downward.  Is this vulture’s mouth some channel to a new birth, or the upper end of a garbage chute?  I’ll never know—on this ice I could never brake my slide into whatever disaster or rebirth lies beyond that narrow passage, never return from the other side.  

I turn back.

I return to the Land Cruiser safely, uninjured, alive, carrying camera, a few small green and red stones, a couple of plastic bottles, and several crushed beer cans.  Leave less trash than you bring. Returning to the park office, we pass a herder on a camel.  He is the very image of a Mongolian herdsman, as my father-in-law Ivan is the perfect photo image of a Wyoming cowboy.  I ask the driver to stop, hoping to bum a ride on the camel, get my photo taken atop the ship of the desert.  This camel is too young, he says, too bucky.  Not to be trusted.  He stands beside me as Baatardorj takes our photo.  Then he brings out his snuff bottle, a family heirloom and a symbol of his masculinity, and passes it around to the men.  We sniff appreciatively, as custom requires.  

Sharon is out of the Toyota.  “Ask if he’ll sell his snuff bottle,” she tells Baatardorg.  

“He doesn’t want to sell it,” Baatardorj tells her.  

“Ask him a price,” Sharon insists.  An embassy employee, Baatardorg finds himself in a hard place.  Sharon is his boss. 

“Buy one at Narantuul or State Department Store,” I suggest, trying to resolve the situation.  

“I don’t want a touristy one,” Sharon insists. 
Baatardorj asks the price of the snuff bottle.  
“Five,” the herdsman replies.  

“Five hundred,” Baatardorg translates.  “Dollars,” he adds quickly. 

We’re back in the Land Cruisers in a hurry.

At the park gate I buy an ibex skull and horns to match the horse’s skull from Wyoming that hangs on my office wall, the one with Tom McGrath’s half-smoked cigarette dangling from its mouth.  $20 is written in pencil on the skull.  “How much?” I ask the clerk.  “$30,” he answers.  I show him the penciled price.  He shrugs his shoulders. 

After a picnic lunch of ham and cheese sandwiches, canned soda pop, and Oreo cookies, we head for the “Flaming Cliffs” of Bayanzag, where in 1924 American paleontologist Roy Chapman Andrews fell down a slope and discovered fossilized dinosaur eggs at his feet.  The Gobi, once a lake bed, was home to great numbers of dinosaurs; its human population dates to the Stone Age.  It was Andrews who predicted, “tourists will sit in heated cars, eating the food of Europe, reading week-old newspapers, and comprehend not at all the glorious history, the tragedy, and the romance of the Gobi trails.”  

That would be me, I guess.  

The face of the cliffs is uneven, eroded into fissures and miniature valleys, a Yolyn Am not of rock and ice but of sand, populated not by living ibex and vultures, but by the ghosts of dead dinosaurs.  Out of our heated Land Cruisers, we spend the better park of two hours in this landscape of resurrected bones looking for dinosaur skeletons or eggs.  We do not try rolling down a slope; we do try busting up some of the clods of sand.  Scott finds what he is sure is a plant fossil, and a rusted tin pail with a wire handle that dates surely to the Andrews era.  I photograph what I am sure is a dinosaur femur that dates probably to the Mesozoic era, unearth an empty plastic bottle that dates to the post-soviet era.  We both admit it would help if we knew what we are looking for.  I photograph the skull of a mountain goat tucked under a menacing overhand of compacted sand.  “Get out of there before we’re excavating you,” Scott warns.”  

Finally we leave the place to those who do know what they’re doing.

Still in search of a camel ride, we head for the open steppes, stop at a small ger with two bags of camel hair, a motorcycle, and three baby camels.  “Here we find you a camel,” Baatardorj promises.  The woman in charge says that the herd is off in the hills; she dispatches her son on the motorcycle to fetch it back.  We toss the camel saddle in one of the Land Cruisers, set out after him.  A few kilometers down the trail we hear the sound of a motorcycle, sight the herd galloping full tilt down the side of a hill, pursued by boy on the bike.  A large male is lassoed and saddled.  I climb on board and the kid prods this ship of the desert to its feet.  Pichaske is riding a camel.  These two-humpers are easy—look, no hands.  Pichaske waves his cap in triumph.  Baatardorj and Scott handle the cameras.  The camel drops to its knees, front feet first—Pichaske nearly spills head over teacups into the Gobi sands.  The others take their turns.  I give the woman one of the three 1922 silver dollars I always carry for good luck.  “Neg [one] dollar,” Baatardorj tells her.  “Mongon” (silver).  “Khuuchin” (old).


The camel I rode had already been shorn—legs, flanks, neck, lower sides, everything but the top (for cushion and grip, I suppose).  Its hair was in those two bags, back at the ger, ready for sale and processing into camel’s hair vests and sweaters and blankets. Herders have two cash points in the year: spring shearing and fall slaughter.  First the goats are shorn, then the camels, lastly the sheep.  The goats are already done; in Dalanzadgad we visited the cashmere sale.  Now it is time for the camels.  


Twenty kilometers down the trail we come upon an enormous herd of camels—over a hundred—in the process of being shorn.  The camel is hobbled front and back—when it falls helplessly on its side, the hair is snipped with large scissors.  Everyone helps, including grandmothers.  I snap a few photos.  A woman wearing a white scarf wrapped around her face releases one camel, goes after another.  She hands me one end of a rope, indicating I should circle the next camel.  I don’t want to be just a useless tourist.  Holding the other end of the rope, she circles in the opposite direction.  “Circle again,” she says.  I do.  “Pull tight,” she indicates.  I do.  The camel topples awkwardly to the ground, and we tie its legs together.  Too much—Pichaske is camel-wrasslin’.  The woman’s eyes seem to smile.  I am not handed a pair of scissors, but I do pocket a few tufts of hair, to go with the cashmere.  Sandy Mosch, who requested camel and cashmere, will be pleased.


In the late afternoon sun, the Land Cruisers head north into the Gobi steppe, toward the sand dunes of Moltzug Els, which arise suddenly out of nowhere.  We park the vehicles, take off our shoes.  The sand is cool between our toes as we scamper up the slope, people in their forties and fifties behaving like kids in their teens.  The dunes are not enough to fill a wide-angle shot (no sands in the Gobi really are), but I manage some nice sand-dune-with-mountains-in-the-background scenes.  

From the top of a dune one’s spirit goes out, as it does not in Yolyn Am or the Flaming Cliffs, to the sense of space which is the essence of Mongolia.  To a people who are remarkably self-sufficient in one of the most austere landscapes imaginable.  To a sense of almost infinite personal possibilities, even for people in their forties and fifties.  “Discover a land without fences,” suggests the Lonely Planet guidebook.  Discover a land where you can drive for eight hours and pass—by count—one jeep, one truck, and one microbus.  A land where the shortest distance between two points is still the straightest line you can manage, where people are glad-handed with directions and food, where real opportunity comes mingled with real danger and real problems.  The open, unexplored frontier.  Where do you find that these days?  Australia maybe.  Siberia maybe.  Mongolia, yes.  When Scott and I were kicking around ideas for tourist slogans, I came up with “What America was, Mongolia still is.”   He liked it.


Baatardorj, who grew up a herder, worries about the future.  “There were more animals,” he recalls, “before the hard winters.  And the people—they want now to be paid for their help.  You take my picture, you give me some money.  This is new.  In the old days, you would go into a ger, and even if nobody was home, you ate some food, maybe slept for a while.  If people returned and found food gone, they felt honored to have been able to help a stranger.  It was the duty of a person watering his flock at a watering hole to take care of all the animals, even those not of his herd, before he left.  Maybe you spent the whole day watering animals.  This is community.  This is how people survive.”  

I too worry, but from the opposite side of the relationship.  Our interactions with herders are perfunctory—no ritual “how are your animals?” no sharing of airag or khorkhog (sheep stew).  Just “which way to Moltzug Els?”  “How much for the snuff bottle?”  “Could I ride your camel?”  Visit not as lesson or exchange, but as photo op.  I’m as bad as the next American.  

And the number of tourists to come?  “Like the stars, my friend.  Like the stars.”

Well.  At least the day has brought a sense of place, a hint of what’s out there, a feeling not of constriction or death, but of possibilities.   We take off due west, into the mountains.  Briefly the Land Cruisers race five gazelles, 55 mph across the grasslands of Gobi—something out of the old West.  I shoot a few pictures before they cut south, away from us, and disappear into the emptiness.

We continue straight across the steppe, 55 mph into the setting sun, laying down a new track between Moltzog Els and Three Camels Lodge.  By 11:00 p.m., I am curled safely in my bed in ger number 4, at the foot of the mountains, not far, really, from gorge and cliffs and dunes, but a long way from anywhere you have ever seen.  

Small Casualties of War

Many people have asked how the war in Iraq is playing in Mongolia, how it effects my safety as an American abroad, and what impact it has on my life here as a Fulbright Scholar teaching American literature and culture at Mongolian National University.

The answer to the first question is, not very well in the circles within which I move.  The war is as unpopular here as it is everywhere except the U.S.  The war is not an omnipresent consideration, not an obsession, as it seems to be on BBC, but these people have a special interest in the war as it effects the U.S. economy, because they live, as it were, off the surplus of the U.S. economy.  Flush times in the U.S. means leftovers to help Mongolia.  Lean times in the U.S. means less aid for Mongolia, fewer scholarships for Mongolian students wanting to study in the U.S., higher oil prices for taxi drivers who can charge only a buck or two for long rides.  So Mongolians, like everybody else in the world, are very anti-war.  When I told them the story about the House renaming “French fries” “Freedom fries,” because the Republicans are unhappy with the French, a colleague said, “I don’t know why the French.  The whole world is against you.”  

Officially Mongolia signed on as the 35th nation in the so-called “Coalition of the Willing.”  Who the other 34 nations are, nobody here seems to know, nor do they much care.  Mongolia contributed its signature, not troops or air or ground space.  Later on, 200 Mongolians headed for Iraq to help with “reconstruction.”  The Mongolian government’s position, incidentally, is more than a little ironic, since the President and all but four members of Parliament are old communists, card-carrying members of the Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party.  But Mongolia depends on aid from the U.S., Britain and elsewhere, so the government had limited options. 

Mongolians on the street understand that their government was bought off, and feel humiliated.  (As an American tax-payer, I too worry that the government was bought off . . . and how much that buy-off is going to cost me.  But that's another matter.)  Some are also worried about reaction from the country’s seven percent Muslim minority.  A few fear that Mongolia might be next on the hit list, although this idea is ridiculous.  The country has not the slightest hint of Weapons of Mass Destruction, and it doesn’t make the Axis of Just as Evil, or the Axis of Could Be Evil With a Modest Development Grant, or even the Axis of Kind of Annoying. 

Their concern that easy aggression might become habit, and extended to Pakistan, Korea, Iran, wherever seem to me to be more valid. 

Mongolians are proud of Chinggis Khaan and the days when Mongolian troops blew through Baghdad on their way to terrorizing Central Europe.  But they are mostly Buddhists these days and therefore pacifists. They also have a long view of history.  They know too well that what goes around comes around.  “There was a time,” Dorjgotov reminded me last week, “that Mongolia ruled both China and Russia.  That was 800 years ago, and both Russia and China are still exacting their revenge.”  He did not mean simple economic exploitation either: China gobbled down Inner Mongolia in 1945; everybody I talk to has a grandfather (Hongorzul has two grandfathers) who died in the 1930s, when the Russians exterminated the entire religious, intellectual, military, and managerial classes—about 3% of the population.  

But this warning is not a threat: Mongolia is almost as distant from Iraq as the US, and Mongolians are more interested in basketball (not college, but NBA) and solving the problems of their own poverty than they are in dropping bombs.  The war makes no sense to them.  The best American Studies class I have had to date involved discussion based on a parody of the song “If You’re Happy and You Know It, Clap Yours Hands” (which the students all know).  It begins, “If you cannot find Osama, bomb Iraq. / If the markets hurt your mama, bomb Iraq. /  If the scandals are a-growin’, / and the your ties to them are showin’, / and the public gets to knowin’, bomb Iraq.”  The kids laughed their heads off.  A month later is was, “If you cannot find Hussein, try Korea; / If you’ve lost your foe again, try Korea; / If Iraq had no production / Of those weapons of mass destruction, / and the Dow’s still in reduction, try Korea.”

The war has had small short-run impact on my life here.  An obvious American in my Chicago Bulls jacket and a Dale Earnhardt cap, I experienced some heckling and even some rude jostling (not just attempts to pick my pocket) when the war broke out, but after that nothing.  The American embassy remained open and quiet: no demonstrators, no police or soldiers, no tanks parked out front. On advice from the safety officer I curtailed my trips to the black market, which later closed anyway as a precaution against SARS.  I stayed indoors after dark, and I avoided places where foreigners gather, including the more upscale restaurants.  Students suggested that long photographic expeditions into the poorer districts, or into the mountains on the outskirts of town, are not a good idea.  Travel alone outside of Ulaanbaatar was discouraged.

So I lived for a month mostly in my flat above Space Disco, grading papers, preparing for class, reading books, missing my wife, my friends and family, and my pooch. It was not possible to “go on living my life,” as Governor Bush suggested we all do after the September 11 attacks.  However, my sister in the Army Nursing Corps and an “adopted” son-in-law in the Marine Corps were both somewhere in the Gulf, confronting daily the possibility of weapons of mass destruction or chemical-biological warfare.  I do not complain.  These are small inconveniences. 

In the long run, however, this war promises to have a larger impact on both my life and the lives of my Mongolian students.  The main problem is money—a Bush war in the middle of a Bush depression. 

In late March, I had a candid discussion with the man who, among other duties, coordinates the Mongolian Fulbright Program. My original application had been for spring 2003 and spring 2004 in Mongolia, but that ain’t gonna happen for a variety of reasons.  One reason is money.  A single bomb—not a missile, but an ordinary bomb—delivered to Baghdad costs the equivalent of four years of Fulbright program in Mongolia—not just my stipend, but the whole program.  And this war clearly did not go as well or as quickly as hoped.  More bombs and more troops require more money—a Bloomberg business news analyst tossed out the figure $400 billion when all is said and done—enough to give each of America’s eight million college students a $50,000 scholarship.  In a collapsing economy (with tax-cuts, no less!), it’s either bombs or educational exchanges; given the no-brainers running the country, this choice is a no-brainer.  

I’m not complaining too much—I’ll get a full season of SSU basketball and I've got enough other writing and publishing projects to keep me busy—but my Mongolian students will also suffer in the long term.  Their fondest hope, as students of English Language and Culture, was to study in the U.S. Following my Fulbright experiences in Poland and Latvia, I brought maybe a dozen foreign students to the States and sent at least four Americans to Europe.  For a time in the mid-1990s the University of Łódź in Poland and SSU had a small exchange program going.  There were some disasters in those exchanges, but there were some real successes, and some great students, as many people in and around Marshall know.  The programs cost me money and time, but they were well worth it.  When I began exploring opportunities for Hagi to study landsat cartography in the States, one connection responded, “Things are so tight right now there is no chance to get anybody into this country.  You might have better luck in Europe.”  

Most depressing is the fact that some students think the U.S. is no longer a place they’d like to visit—not even to see the Grand Canyon.  They like things American, and they remember Clinton fondly (they’re mostly women, and they all think Bill and Monica was just fine, thank you, maybe something that Junior Bush should try), but America under Bush does not appeal to them.  Inside of Dorjgotov’s warning, which I have heard from other students and colleagues, is just the smallest bit of wish. Moreover, Britain and Australia, the other major English language countries, are tangled up in this war too.  Some of the English language and culture students think now of maybe studying in Japan, China, or Korea.  America to them is not quite a beacon of freedom and opportunity, “a city upon a hill,” as Puritan governor Winthrop suggested in his famous sermon. We had them, and we lost them—not all of them, but some of them.  For a while at least. 

Well, this too is not hard to figure out: give the world teachers and books and tourists who spend a lot of money, and you get friends.  Give the world bombs and missiles, and you get . . . not friends.  This is the real casualty of war, the long-range effect of an action has always struck me (and most of the rest of the world) as pointless and ill considered. European allies warned us; friends, as the saying goes, don't let friends drive drunk. 

America and I have been through this before, with the Vietnam War.  During those years I received many hard lectures from European friends; I remember especially a long tirade from a French girl, as we walked together along the Seine in 1966.  America weathered that war and all it cost us, and we had a pretty good go of it once we recovered in the 1980s and the 1990s. America might weather this war and its long- and short-term consequences as well.  But at the moment, things do not look good from this part of the world.

