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Each of us in our own way, every day, whether we plan to or not, makes a difference. 
How much of a difference, how much of a legacy, and how positive or negative the 
impact is for others to determine. History. Her story. That part we have little control 
over. 

We toss a pebble into a river, and we don’t know how that one ripple, along with 
all the others, will change that river over time. So it was with me in Kazakhstan. I 
could only toss in my pebbles. And then let them go. 

These are the stories of those pebbles. 
Janet Givens 

Vermont, 2017 
  



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

PART I ................................................................................................................................................................ 9 

THE APPLICATION PROCESS TO ARRIVAL AT STAGING  AUGUST 2002 TO JUNE 2004 .................................................................. 9 
1  “Flexibility, Patience, and a Sense of Humor” ................................................................................................ 11 
2  Letting Go ....................................................................................................................................................... 13 
3  Flexibility, Patience, and a Sense of Humor in Country too ............................................................................ 16 

STORIES FROM TRAINING  JUNE 2004 – AUGUST 2004 ...................................................................................................... 18 
4  My host mom is younger than me .................................................................................................................. 19 
5  Tachmina’s IV ................................................................................................................................................. 20 
6  My Bubble Bath .............................................................................................................................................. 22 
7  Changing trains in Karaganda ........................................................................................................................ 24 
8  On the Train to Zhezkazgan ............................................................................................................................ 27 

AUGUST 19, 2004 TO DECEMBER 31, 2004 .................................................................................................................... 28 
9  The Sharwa Bazaar ......................................................................................................................................... 29 
10  Ya Hachoo Pasha .......................................................................................................................................... 31 
11  Raw Herring .................................................................................................................................................. 32 
12  Pa Nos .......................................................................................................................................................... 34 
13  Tatiana ......................................................................................................................................................... 36 

STORIES FROM MY CLASSROOMS .................................................................................................................................... 38 
14  Standing Up .................................................................................................................................................. 40 
15  Remembering Names ................................................................................................................................... 42 
16  Reading The New York Times in Kazakhstan ................................................................................................ 43 
17  Teaching American National Government in the Former Soviet Union........................................................ 44 
18  Pointing ........................................................................................................................................................ 46 

PART II .............................................................................................................................................................. 49 

WINTER 2004 TO 2005 ............................................................................................................................................... 49 
1  S Legkim Parom .............................................................................................................................................. 50 
2  New Year’s Eve, 2004 ..................................................................................................................................... 51 
3  Gulzhahan’s Birthday Party ............................................................................................................................ 53 
4  Our Winter Falls.............................................................................................................................................. 56 
5  My Medieval Pincushion ................................................................................................................................. 59 

SPRING AND SUMMER 2005 .......................................................................................................................................... 59 
6  Swimming in the Reservoir ............................................................................................................................. 61 
7  Our Tau Spa Adventure .................................................................................................................................. 62 
8  The President .................................................................................................................................................. 64 
9  Using Oscar Wilde .......................................................................................................................................... 66 

PART III ............................................................................................................................................................. 68 

SUMMER AND FALL 2005 ............................................................................................................................................. 68 
1  Swimming with Togzhan ................................................................................................................................ 69 
2  Ways to trip .................................................................................................................................................... 72 
3  The Besik ......................................................................................................................................................... 74 
4  Slang ............................................................................................................................................................... 77 

JANUARY TO JUNE 2006 ............................................................................................................................................... 78 
5  The Samovar ................................................................................................................................................... 79 
6  International Women's Day, March 8 ............................................................................................................ 81 
7  On the Train to NATEK .................................................................................................................................... 83 



8  The Sheep’s Head ........................................................................................................................................... 85 
9  Conquering Homophobia Through Vegetarianism ......................................................................................... 87 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ................................................................................................................................................... 88 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR .................................................................................................................................................... 89 

 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 “If you reject the food, ignore the customs,  
fear the religion, and avoid the people,  

you might better stay home.”  
 

 James Michener 



PART I 
The Application Process to Arrival at Staging  

August 2002 to June 2004 

  



Life is either a great adventure or nothing. 
—Helen Keller 

 

1. Flexibility, Patience, and a Sense of Humor  

2. Letting Go  

3. Flexibility, Patience, and a Sense of Humor in Country too



1  
“Flexibility, Patience, and a Sense of Humor” 

“Flexibility, patience, and a sense of humor characterize the successful Peace Corps 
volunteer,” or PCV, as the recruiter actually said, using the acronym that would soon 
become part of our everyday vocabulary. In hindsight, I realize he could have been 
referring to the application process as much as to our actual service. 

Surely, in dealing with the enormous bureaucracy that was the Peace Corps 
when we applied in June of 2002 (over 7,000 volunteers in more than 70 countries) 
and slogging through the requisite paper trail of our fifty-five plus years—proof of 
our marriage and respective earlier divorces, myriad medical tests and retests, and 
documentation explaining how we expected to fulfill our ongoing financial 
obligations (like our monthly mortgage payment)—our flexibility, patience, and a 
sense of humor were tested regularly. 

The Peace Corps in 2002 allowed applicants to choose their region and I’d 
applied expecting to serve my country in the South Pacific. “A good mattress, friendly 
bugs, and a beach,” had been my initial criteria. It was not to be. 

“Placements for married couples are more limited than those for singles,” Leslie 
Jean-Pierre, the young, energetic, recently returned Peace Corps volunteer explained 
diplomatically as we sat with him at the regional office on Varick Street in lower 
Manhattan in mid-August. “We must place you at a site that needs more than one 
volunteer.” 

My patience was tested a bit by my husband’s determination to teach English. 
Woody wanted, in short, to be the native speaker and resident authority on all things 
English (a.k.a. American) in the English department of whatever university the Peace 
Corps would place him. My resume was an eclectic mix of fundraiser, teaching 
fellow, and psychotherapist—hardly the makings of a traditional volunteer—and I 
was eager to see what the Peace Corps would have me do. But Woody saw it 
differently. 

He had wanted to teach English since he was eighteen years old and now looked 
to the Peace Corps with the expectation that he would mutate into either his talented 
prep school English teacher, or his college French teacher, a native speaker from 
Alsace. 

Being married and teaching English meant we’d go to one of two regions: Asia or 
the former Soviet Union. Woody assumed it would be China (wishful thinking at 
work) and began to study Mandarin. I assumed it would be Bulgaria when a friend 
introduced me to that country’s Peace Corps director and I began an engaging email 



correspondence with him. Obviously, neither Woody nor I had a clue where we were 
going. 

*** 

We received our official “letter of nomination” a few months later and began the 
lengthiest—at least for us—phase: obtaining our medical and dental clearance. Early 
on, I often said, “Perhaps we’ll wake up one morning and find we’ve come to our 
senses.” But we never did; we just kept moving forward, one step at a time, up that 
metaphorical high dive, preparing for our next jump. We never doubted we’d 
eventually pass these medical hurdles. We just didn’t know when. And so we waited, 
patience to the fore. 



2  
Letting Go 

We put our Philadelphia home on the market and roosted in our cabin on 
Chincoteague Island, Virginia while we finished a few additional medical tests. But 
what should have been a wait of a few months turned into seventeen when both of 
my sons, in separate calls on the same January weekend, phoned to tell me their 
wives were pregnant, due on September 27th—both of them. I couldn’t help but 
smile; they’d always been competitive, but this was ridiculous. 

In consultation with Peace Corps’ DC headquarters, our Peace Corps application 
was shelved temporarily for a year. How to pass that year while we all waited for my 
grandchildren to arrive? Our lives as we’d known them were over. 

It was actually easier than I’d first expected. Woody continued work on the 
eleven-foot sailboat he’d begun in our Philadelphia basement, transferring it to the 
front porch of our Virginia cabin behind a curtain of plastic during the few winter 
months Chincoteague gets, while I delved into my family’s genealogy, picking up 
where my grandmother had stopped twenty-five years earlier: with five generations 
of women and no men. And I discovered gardening in Virginia’s sandy soil. 

It wasn’t enough. I began to miss my former Philadelphia life with an intensity 
that caught me unawares. Buddhism teaches that our suffering comes from our 
attachments and over those next seventeen months while we waited, I came face to 
face with attachments I’d never recognized as such: books that I had had since high 
school, clothes I was sure I’d wear again “some day,” kitchen gadgets we thought we 
couldn’t live without, and three hundred slides of my 1971 post-college trek through 
Europe—slides that hadn’t seen a projector in twenty years, among many others. 

The loss I grieved the most—until we gave away our dog—was the relatively new 
career I’d established as a Gestalt psychotherapist. More than a job, it had provided 
me an enormous degree of satisfaction after so many years in careers behind a desk, 
pushing papers, seeking “the big picture.” I relished the face-to-face contact with 
individuals who were eager to understand themselves better, as I had once been. I 
could offer them an ear, lend them a hand, even give them a boot once or twice. 

Now that I was no longer the person others came to for help, who was I? 
Now that I could no longer say, “I’m a psychotherapist,” what was I? 
I’d had a vision of myself as an eighty-something-year-old, doddering down the 

Victorian stairs of my Philadelphia twin to let my clients in. Along with everything 
else I’d lost, I now added that particular dream, and with it my once carved-in-stone 
plans for my future. 



I found temporary refuge from my grief in the adage, “Happiness is not having 
what we want, it’s about wanting what we have.” So, I focused on what I already had, 
what I would keep: good health (being verified by no less than the US government at 
the time), a husband who loved me and listened to me whenever I asked, new friends 
in Chincoteague, old friends in Philadelphia and Ohio, and family: my two sons and 
their growing families, and my mother. 

My health and husband came with me. My friends and family, through the 
magic of technology, would never be very far away. 

As the days wore on through the winter, I discovered three authors with a 
Buddhist bent: psychotherapists Mark Epstein, Charlotte Kasl, and John Welwood. 
And for the next year, I’d spend an hour every morning reading their books, 
watching the ducks on our little canal, writing in my journal, and looking inward. 

A Buddhist saying from one of these readings resonated for me: “In the end only 
three things matter. How fully you have lived. How deeply you have loved. How well 
you have learned to let go of things not meant for you.” It was an important 
lesson that came at the right time, as important lessons do. 

*** 

Fast forward a year and a half and babies were born, medical clearance achieved, 
and placement confirmed: Kazakhstan, the world’s largest landlocked country, 
departure in early June. So much for my grand beach. Now it was time to bring our 
two pets to their respective foster homes in Maryland. 

In the remaining few weeks, we made a feverish dash to learn what we could 
about a country that neither of us had heard of before. I began with the 125 people 
on my Contact List who had gotten my original, “We’re off to see the wizard,” two 
years before, and sent them another missive, “What do you know about 
Kazakhstan?” Twenty-five responded that they’d been there recently, or knew 
someone who had. A colleague of Woody’s introduced us to her brother-in-law who, 
with his wife, had retired to Almaty! What luck. I wrote him right away and we 
began an extended email correspondence. 

But, while Molly had found a great home, Merlin didn’t fare as well. After three 
weeks in his new home, it had become clear to all that the alpha dog already there 
was not going to accept Merlin. Two weeks from departure, we scrambled to find 
another foster home—someone willing to take a purebred greyhound, a former racer 
and registered champion, a canine of such majestic dignity that we never could take 
him anywhere without people stopping to tell us how magnificent he was. 

“Yes, thank you,” we’d always say, though we already knew. 



Who wouldn’t want to foster such a magnificent creature? 
My family, for one. My mom couldn’t take on the added responsibility for such a 

long time, and I knew that. And my sons now had babies and adult dogs, and we 
didn’t want a repeat of the last foster home. Besides, we now had no time to get him 
out to them. 

When a former graduate student of Woody’s back in Philadelphia stepped up, 
offering to take Merlin, I said good-bye once again and Woody drove him the three 
hours back to Philly. 

A week later I called the couple to thank them. I knew they’d love Merlin, 
everyone did. And I knew he’d fit in fine, as there was no alpha dog in this home. I 
just wanted to hear it myself. 

Instead, I learned there’d been a misunderstanding. The couple, the wife really, 
would only take him if it was a permanent placement. “It’s better for Merlin,” the 
wife unthinkingly told me. 

In the world of rescued greyhounds, that meant a legal signing over of 
ownership, more than I’d bargained for back when I’d first agreed to join the Peace 
Corps. I recall handing the phone to Woody, saying, “I can’t talk to her.” 

Heartbroken, I cried for two days. I considered staying home. I lashed out in 
anger at this naive young woman. I sobbed and I wailed, but I never doubted Merlin 
would have a good home if I could just let him go. 

And, though they did eventually return him to us when we got home, I left for 
Peace Corps convinced more than ever of how important it was that we’d “make 
friends for America.” I would make sure that all I had lost was worth it. I was going 
to live that dream I’d had since high school and I was going to do it well. 



3  
Flexibility, Patience, and 

a Sense of Humor in Country too 

On the way to “making friends for America,” I spent my first day of Staging in a D.C. 
doctor’s office getting a home-grown tick cut out of my butt. Not at all how I’d 
expected to begin. I’d showered early that morning, before our friend Ken arrived to 
drive us into DC. And while rubbing the washcloth over my butt, discovered I’d 
picked up a hitchhiker while out gardening the day before. It was 7:30 and we had to 
leave within the hour. There was no time to get to the doctor’s office and we’d 
already learned we were terrible at removing ticks. What to do? 

Why not take it out yourself, you ask. Or ask Woody to take it out? It was simple, 
really. We’d found over our years going to Chincoteague that we were terrible at 
removing ticks. Always, they’d break off, leaving the head intact and off we’d have to 
go to see Glenn Wolfe, our doctor down there. We’d long before 2004 given up on 
trying any removal ourselves. 

“Where would you like me to get this taken out?” I asked Rebecca, the young, 
blonde director of our weekend. She had an air of competency that was very 
becoming. At least it was to me who needed to be cared for competently just then. Off 
I went to a doctor’s office somewhere in DC. Three hours later, I was back. 

The rest of our weekend that early June of 2004 was anticlimactic and somewhat 
predictable: addresses from various spokespersons, question-and-answer sessions, 
“get acquainted” exercises, and a final recommendation to repack and leave our 
nonessentials behind. 

We sat through the former and complied dutifully with the latter, collecting our 
“nonessentials”—cold weather clothes, a third of our medicines (we had been told to 
bring three months’ worth of our daily meds; after that Peace Corps would provide 
them), extra shoes—and mailing them to a friend to mail to us once we were settled. 
We had not yet learned the meaning of “nonessential. 

We rode to Dulles International Airport together in a chartered bus, the forty-
two of us; and milled about the airport together during the three-hour layover in 
Frankfurt, Germany. 

Landing in Almaty near midnight, local time, I remember the airport was 
brighter than I expected, Woody’s beloved guitar did not arrive with the rest of our 
luggage, and Woody filled out many forms. I remember the late-night drive over 
narrow, pot-holed dark roads. And I definitely remember our arrival at a rather 
tired-looking former Soviet sanatorium where we were to stay for another three-day 
span. 



The night we arrived at the sanatorium, forty-two of us, each with two years’ 
worth of “essentials” apiece, emptied out of the bus into the dark. The inside lights 
from the main house cast shadows on our luggage. Or maybe it was the moon; I was 
too tired to tell. 

Even without Woody’s guitar, our luggage was impressive. We had two massive 
suitcases on wheels, a mid-sized rolling duffle, two bags that fit over the larger two, 
and two small rolling carry-ons. We had Woody’s camera bag and backpack, and my 
leather rucksack. 

There were two flights of stairs between us and our room—no carts, no porters, 
no elevators. I remember two unidentified trainees swooped up our heavier bags 
and ran them up the steps before we had even wondered what to do. I never did 
learn who they were. Our group of volunteers was filled with people like that. 

The demographics of our group mirrored that of Peace Corps worldwide. Of 
forty-two trainees, we were one of three married couples, one practically on their 
honeymoon. The average age was 28. I was the oldest woman at 55; Woody, at 65, 
missed being the oldest man by four years. 

At the tired sanatorium, the unmarried volunteers slept in rooms of three to five 
people, with a bathroom down the hall. Our room had twin beds but it was ours 
alone. Our private bath had a humongous tub, long enough and deep enough for me 
to completely stretch out, immersed. One look at it and I decided a long soak after 
such a long day was in order. 

While Woody fell quickly to sleep, I replaced the missing stopper with a plastic 
bag from my suitcase and sunk low in the water, my heel occasionally pushing the 
soft plastic back into the drain as I regretted that my bottle of bubble bath had not 
made it onto my “essentials” list. 

If this was the sort of challenge I’d face as a Peace Corps volunteer, I remember 
thinking, I was ready. 



 
Merlin and me 

Stories from Training  
June 2004 – August 2004 

“We have to continually be jumping off cliffs and developing our 
wings on the way down.” 

―Kurt Vonnegut 

4. My Host Mom is Younger than me

5. Tachmina’s IV  

6. My bubble bath  

7. Changing Trains in Karaganda  

8. On the train to Zhezkazgan  



4  
My host mom is younger than me 

On our third day in Kazakhstan, we met our host family with whom we’d live for the 
duration of the ten-week training period. We’d have, I knew, a host mother, a host 
father, and some “host siblings.” 

Living with a local family would be, I believed, the start of the single most 
important aspect of my Peace Corps experience: meeting and getting to know the 
local people. But that my host mom would be seven years younger, was something I’d 
never expected. 

The Peace Corps staff divided the forty-two of us into five groups, depending 
upon where we’d be living during the coming ten weeks. Woody and I would live in 
Esik, so we and nine other trainees filed upstairs to the auditorium as directed and 
stood quietly against a side wall. 

We saw headscarves for the first time as older, married village women, more 
traditional than the younger, urban Kazakhstani staff we’d gotten to know, arrived to 
claim their charges. Soon enough, a short, round woman looking about my age broke 
through the crowd, looked straight at us, then down to the photos in her hand. Her 
face creased into a smile that revealed a gold-capped tooth, a common feature of 
“good dental care” throughout Kazakhstan, and a missing front tooth. 

She had an air of earth-mother self-confidence, and we hugged instinctively. 
I proudly offered my “D’rast v’witchya. Kak dila?” (Hello, how are you?) I’d been 

practicing all morning, adding, “Meenya zavoot, Janet.” 
Her name was Hadija, but it was a full week before I could remember it, let 

alone the names of the rest of the family. My brain, I’d noticed, seemed to allow only 
so much “new” into it each day. 
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Tachmina’s IV 

On a leisurely Sunday morning during my first month of training, I sat at the dining 
room table at Hadija's having breakfast. Woody, whose biorhythms wake him up 
three or four hours before mine, had already left to go to the hub site computers. 

The long table filled one end of the rectangular living room. A sofa was along the 
long wall, just on the other side of the wide doorway that led to the kitchen, on my 
right. On my left, across from the wide doorway, were two large windows that looked 
out on the backyard, then filled with summertime harvest and clothes hanging to 
dry. There was a small TV in the far left corner, and two overstuffed chairs opposite 
the sofa. It was a large room, sparsely furnished really, yet the room didn’t look 
empty. 

"Tachmina is ill," Soniya had told me before I sat down, her face reflecting her 
serious tone. "She will have a treatment this morning." Curious, I continued to pull 
my usual breakfast together—last night's dinner, reheated after sitting out overnight 
– and took it to the table. 

Only then did I notice Tachmina lying quietly on the sofa. Her left arm dangling 
toward the floor, she was covered with a quilt. Every now and again I heard her 
moan. 

"Our neighbor is nurse," Soniya continued, as I sat. "Tach has problems every 
month." 

As I ate the standard breakfast fare, I watched as the neighbor from the back 
yard, the one whose cow often wandered into Hadija’s garden, pulled an extra chair 
from the table where I sat and placed it next to Tachmina's dangling arm. To the 
back of this chair she tied the pole from the floor mop then somehow affixed an IV 
bottle to the top of it. I couldn’t see how; perhaps there was a slit in the wood. 

I saw a tube running from the bottle, almost touching the floor, and I watched as 
the neighbor bent over Tachmina, pulled up her arm and dabbed it with what I 
hoped was an alcohol swab. But just as I was becoming impressed with her sterile 
technique, I saw her take her finger and tap the inside elbow area, just as I'd seen 
done in the States. The only difference was that she wore no glove. As she inserted 
the needle into Tachmina's vein and began the IV drip, I realized I hadn't seen her 
wash her hands once since she’d arrived. 

The next day I related all this to Pam, one of two Peace Corps Medical Officers. 
We both assumed Tachmina suffered from monthly cramps. “What was Tachmina 
getting in that IV?” I wanted to know. 

“It's probably sugar water,” Pam told me. “That's what they all get here.” 



A sugar buzz. Sure beats sipping ginger tea in the school nurse’s office as I did 
many moons ago. 
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My Bubble Bath 

Even with my head telling me, lighten up, I walked home one afternoon with my gut 
screaming, Run! Hide! I was so very tired. 

I ate supper in silence that night, relying on my husband Woody to carry the 
conversation for both of us. But my silent tears gave me away. Soniya noticed them 
immediately. 

“Mama!” She cried out to Hadija, and suddenly their eyes were on me, followed 
by much chatter in Russian, which I didn’t follow, of course. Hadija spoke sharply to 
Soniya, usually so shy about her English, who translated, “What’s wrong?” 

“I’m fine, really.” I tried to explain they had done nothing wrong. No one had 
done anything wrong. How to explain culture shock to these good people? How to tell 
them how strange their country was to me? How to explain I only wanted the 
newness to stop, for a while. 

I tried, “I’m overwhelmed. Everything is so new,” but Soniya couldn’t translate. 
I didn’t feel “homesick,” per se. I didn’t want to go home. I just wanted to cry. I 

wanted them to let me cry. Grandchildren are a universal, and I used mine. “I’m 
homesick for Bella, Mikah, and Elijah,” I said. That worked. 

Soniya translated and I saw recognition in Hadija’s face. She said something to 
Soniya who again translated. “If you don’t stop crying, I will start to cry, too.” 

Dead end. 
Then it occurred to me that I needed something viscerally familiar: a bubble 

bath. 
I hadn’t had a real bath since my late-night arrival at the sanatorium two weeks 

before, a luxurious affair in a tub long and deep enough to lie fully immersed. If only 
the plastic bag I’d had to use for a plug had worked better at holding the hot water in, 
it would have been perfect. 

There was a bathtub in Hadija’s house, newer than the one at the sanatorium, 
and equally long; it even had its own stopper. But I hadn’t yet sat in it. Baths had 
consisted of quick sponge baths on Saturday nights in the steamy banya down the 
hall. 

When Soniya added, “What can we do?” I knew what to say. 
“May I have a bubble bath?” She stared at me with wide eyes. I grabbed Woody’s 

pocket dictionary ever at his elbow. 
Engaged in conversation with Murcel, Woody hadn’t seen my little drama 

unfolding. Too lacking in energy to interrupt him to explain, I leafed through his 



small dictionary and dredged up enough Russian nouns to ask, “Moj a buit. Ya 
hachoo vanna.” 

I’d asked for a bathtub rather than a soak in one, but it didn’t matter; they 
understood. 

Hadija and her three daughters jumped up from the table, conferred briefly 
among themselves, and left the room. Soniya called back, “Get ready for your bath,” 
and smiled a conspiratorial smile. 

In the bedroom, I collected my portable CD player, Nina Simone’s A Single 
Woman, a clean shift, and the magic potions I never leave home without, and walked 
to the vanna, just beyond the banya, at the end of one wing of the house. 

In Russian, banya is the sauna room; vanna,the more traditional bathroom, is 
also a bathtub. Back then, I couldn’t hear the difference. 

The vanna had a window that looked out to the front courtyard, a sink, a 
washing machine, a hot water heater on the wall, and a bathtub long enough for a 
stretched-out soak. The toilet, of course, was in the backyard. I’d coveted that tub for 
two weeks. But I’d had no idea what was involved. 

When I walked in, I found Soniya and her older sister Takhmina tacking sheets 
over the door-less entry and the curtain-less window to give me privacy. Hadija and 
her oldest daughter Fatima hauled heavy pots of hot water from the kitchen sink to 
the tub. 

I hadn’t known the tub’s faucet didn’t work. But they seemed genuinely, eagerly 
invested in this new project. Their compassion was tangible. 

I hadn’t felt so cared for since this whole “Let’s go in the Peace Corps” idea first 
arose. 

I soaked low in the tub, unusually low given that they’d hauled in about six 
inches of water before the water heater had emptied. But the CD player worked its 
magic and I let out my gut-heaving sobs, safely concealed behind Nina Simone’s 
powerful voice. 

The old adage “crying clears away the sadness and creates a space for joy” never 
felt so right. 

And my good cry, while simple, was priceless, as was my good bubble bath. In 
fact, I decided then there’s no such thing as a bad bubble bath, no matter how 
shallow or tepid the water. 
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Changing trains in Karaganda 

Karaganda is an Oblast center, a kind of county seat or state capital, depending on 
which simile you use to divide the country, where we will change trains. Its name is 
based on the local coal mines: Kara, I learn, is Kazakh for black. 

At the Karaganda train station, our luggage is piled outside on the platform 
where Gulzhahan, Ainiya, and her daughter take turns sitting with it. The daughter’s 
name is a mystery to me, since Ainiya introduced her simply as "my daughter" when 
we met in Almaty. In addition to Woody’s guitar and camera bag, we’ve got our 
laptop and three suitcases, one the largest size allowed. The suitcases are filled with 
plastic vacuum bags that remove the air, allowing you to cram it fuller—and 
heavier—than you might otherwise. This remarkable invention was instrumental in 
the nearly $400 overweight charge when we flew out of Dulles in June. I’m grateful 
to not have to think about our luggage for these few hours. 

They’ve insisted we stay inside, so here we sit, along a row of wooden seats not 
unlike many other train stations I’ve been in. I turn to my journal, Woody to his 
crossword puzzle book. The hum in the background is also reminiscent of any busy 
train station back home, with lots of people marking time: echoes, coughs, the rise 
and fall of volume. If I close my eyes I could be waiting for a train anywhere. But if I 
close my eyes, I'd be asleep in a flash. It's warm in the station and even hotter 
outside. 

We have five hours to spend in the Karaganda station until our next train comes. 
Most of what I know of Zhezkazgan, our future home, I’ve read on my “Site 
Information Form.” It says it’s 34 hours by train from Almaty and half of the 100,000 
people are Kazakh, 30% Russian, and the remainder a collection of German, Korean, 
Ukrainian, Iranian, Tatar, and Azerbaijani. It tells me we’ll have parks, theaters, 
bowling alleys, markets, and cafes; and the marshutkas (or small buses) and taxis 
aren’t expensive. I read there is a “low level” of pollution and we’ll have two site 
mates in a neighboring village called Satpaev, where the copper mines are located. 
The form also tells me we should never “be out alone at night” nor “drink at discos 
and other public places.” 

My excitement is building when Woody interrupts. “I think we need to buy cell 
phones.” Woody must be done with his latest crossword puzzle. 

“I can’t imagine us with cell phones,” I respond unenthusiastically, putting away 
my journal. The idea of buying cell phones seems anathema to what Peace Corps is 
all about. They want us to live at the level of our local colleagues and, materially 
speaking, that’s poor. They've asked us not to bring those gadgets Americans are so 



attached to, nothing to set us apart. I have no intention of appearing the stereotypical 
rich American, and remind Woody of this. 

“But everyone here has them. They'll help us stay in touch,” he continues, 
without missing a beat. “You’ll be at the college; I'll be at the university. Cell phones 
will be the only way to contact each other.” 

“We don’t get enough money to pay for them.” I tell him, thinking this will end 
this discussion. Peace Corps gives us a monthly living allowance of 18,500 tenge plus 
4,000 for “travel expenses.” In addition, we get a “housing payment” of 8,500 tenge. 
Based on the current exchange rate of 135 tenge to the US dollar, this 31,000 tenge 
converts to about $230 per month, each. I don't know what cell phones cost here, but 
they can't be cheap. I calculate $250 US dollars into tenge and get over 33,000 we’d 
need to buy two phones. 

“We'll just take it out of the home account. We have our bank cards from home, 
don't we?” 

“You know, I was really looking forward to living within the budget set by Peace 
Corps.” When he doesn't budge, I try a different tact, “It feels like we'd be cheating.” 

“Cheating? No way. Peace Corps has no rules against buying cell phones.” 
“No, not cheating them; cheating ourselves.” 
“I don't understand. How are you cheating yourself?” 
“Out of the proper Peace Corps experience.” And as I say this, I understand. I’ve 

prided myself on having no expectations coming here, no way to set me up for 
disappointment. But it appears one has snuck in anyway. Is there ever a “proper 
Peace Corps experience?” Woody wants us to have cell phones, there’s no rule 
against it, and we can afford them. If everyone does indeed have one, maybe they’ll 
even help us fit in better. 

“So, we’ll take a look at cell phones once we get settled?” 
“Sure.” But I acknowledge a lingering disappointment; damn those expectations. 

What is it, I wonder, about living poor that holds such appeal? What Woody once 
called my “John Calvin ideas,” a different kind of baggage I still carry with me, have 
popped up. I have long connected pleasure with struggle. Struggle, sacrifice, pain, 
deprivation—all are dues paid for the privilege of pleasure. I’m not allowed to have 
fun until I’ve earned it. Woody functions under no such assumption. He’s been very 
good for me. 



 
The Tien Shan Mountains surrounding the sanatorium. 



8  
On the Train to Zhezkazgan 

This could be Kansas. It could be any of my familiar Great Plains states except there 
are no crops. I see nothing growing at all—no wheat, no soybeans, no corn—no life of 
any sort except the sporadic dots of old, neglected villages where we stop every so 
often to collect or discharge another few passengers. I step out of my little sleeping 
compartment, what the locals call a koopay, to make a cup of tea from the nearby 
samovar. 

“You American?” A friendly voice interrupts my quest. 
“Yes, I am an American. I am a Peace Corps Volunteer.” He looks at me 

quizzically, so I add, “Da. Ya Amerikanskaya. Toja volontyor Korpus Mira” and smile. 
I’m actually speaking Russian. I welcome the conversation; my goal while here is to 
help the locals speak English. 

Yes, I’m an American. I could tell him I’m also a writer, a psychotherapist, a 
grandmother, and a sociologist; but I don’t. Nor do I tell him about the comfortable 
life I had back in Philadelphia, the one I expected would continue into my doddering 
old age, the one I’d given up to come here. I’d also left my little house on the eastern 
shore of Virginia, where just this past year I’d discovered the simple joys of 
gardening and the smell of salt in the air. I don’t tell him any of these things. 

“I speak English,” he continues proudly. “I study Astana now.” The capital, so 
new it’s still under construction in the northern part of the country. Astana is also 
the Kazakh word for capital. “I study English. I be interpreter soon.” 

I say simply, “To know English today is very good.” 
“How you like Kazakhstan?” he asks me and I’m not sure how to answer him. I 

want to find the exotic here but so far I’m finding emptiness and neglect. 
Everything I’ve read tells me the Kazakhs are still fearless warriors, though not 

easily provoked. Everything I’ve seen tells me they are a gentle people, eager to 
please. 

In the distance I imagine daring horsemen playing polo with a headless goat 
carcass—a popular sport I’ve yet to see. The contrast between the exotic images of 
ancient Kazakh traditions and the pervasive neglect of the present is striking. 

“It’s a very big country,” I offer, simply. The young man slips away and I 
continue toward that cup of tea. 

Yes, I’m an American, I’d told him. As are my grandchildren, sons, mother, and 
friends—all back in the United States with the decaffeinated coffee I’d prefer, while 
I’m here in Kazakhstan, the ninth largest country in the world and a country I’d 
never even heard of four months ago, with tea. 



I can now find it on a map (south of Russia and west of China). 
I can spell it (one extraneous “h” and the rest phonetic). 

 
KAZ akh stan 

I can even pronounce it, sort of (the accent goes on the first syllable: 
KAZakhstan. It’s the middle syllable that gets me—the akh. That “h” following the “k” 
turns the sound to one Americans make just before we spit). 

Yes, I’m an American; one who grew up in the ‘60s wanting to be a Peace Corps 
Volunteer. Now I am one and, with my husband of less than five years, heading 
toward what I’ve been calling “the middle of nowhere” on a train that surely hasn’t 
been renovated or repaired since the Soviet Union collapsed thirteen years ago. 

What was I thinking? 

This ends the stories of my Peace Corps adventure prior to the start of my 

memoir, At Home on the Kazakh Steppe.  
The sections that follow contain stories that were originally written for 

the memoir, but were deleted at some point along the way. Some got a new 
life as posts to my blog, And So It Goes. Now, they are here, together again. 

August 19, 2004 to December 31, 2004 

“If you reject the food, ignore the customs, fear the religion, and 
avoid the people, you might better stay home.” 

—James Michener 

9. The Sharwa Bazaar 

10. Ya Hachoo Pasha  

11. Raw Herring  

12. Pa Nos  

13. Tatiana  



9  
The Sharwa Bazaar 

There was an unexpected burst of color in the otherwise neutral beige that was the 
town and we found it a few days later at the Sharwa bazaar. 

Its outside walls were painted the same bright Easter-egg blue I’d seen in 
Kazakhstan’s flag. I would also see it in exterior window frames, student desks, walls, 
and draperies at my college and here it was again at the bazaar, a two-block-long 
solid azure, windowless plywood structure, with a series of overlapping tarps for a 
roof. Unlike the rest of the town, the bazaar did not close for lunch. 

We entered into a large, airy produce section, awash with glorious color from 
apples, oranges, beets, grapes, lemons, and even lettuce-sorrel, probably, given its 
sour taste. Vendors selling dried apricots, raisins, and nuts called out to us to sample 
their wares across from the “bulk food” section: rows of jars filled with grains and 
pastas. 

The bazaar went on for blocks and was also filled with clothes, pots and pans, 
and stationery in every conceivable configuration of display, looking remarkably 
similar in quality and selection. All were displayed in dark, narrow booths, their 
wares hanging high above our heads. 

Produce and products spilled over to the outside as well. Overflowing boxes of 
onions, carrots, potatoes, beets, and melons took up two-thirds of the sidewalk space, 
leaving a pathway less than two feet wide for pedestrians going in two directions. 

There were large cut flowers in yellows, reds, and browns. The tomatoes were 
shiny and deep red, and I hungered to buy one and eat it like an apple, the juice 
running down my arms and chin. But I had no way to peel it, and peel it I must. I 
passed on the tomatoes. 

On a nearby corner, several women squatted beside a catch of large fish with 
flies buzzing around. The smell reached me ten feet away. 

Were these the vendors who couldn’t get inside the bazaar? What must one do to 
sell inside the bazaar? Are there forms to fill out, a waiting list to get on, or bribes to 
pay? Are the spots passed down from one generation to the next, like season tickets at 
Yankee Stadium? So many questions and, I realized gratefully, plenty of time. We’d 
be here for two years. 

Sharwa Bazaar and its busy sidewalk vendors were book-ended by blocks of 
adjacent stores—food, clothing, hardware, books, furniture, kitchen utensils, 
wrapping paper, DVDs, CDs, and videotapes—all at Dollar-Store prices. 



The sidewalk was crowded with people: A Zhezkazgan Fifth Avenue, or maybe 
Orchard Street. The difference, though, was that no one seemed to be in any 
particular hurry. It was as close to exotic as I’d find. 

We wandered slowly along, voyeurs watching safely through the language 
barrier that separated us from the crowd. 



10  
Ya Hachoo Pasha 

Language faux pas are legion among those who live in a foreign land and I was no 
exception. I made many language errors during my first months that all passed 
blissfully over my head. That stopped, however, the day I called out an impatient 
“Pasha. I want you!” Here’s how it happened. 

During our early months, Company Plus, an Internet café, became a regular part 
of our lives. Pasha, a young Russian man who spoke just enough English, took good 
care of us, charging us only for our actual Internet time, not computer time. I’d 
compose a letter in Word, for free; then log on, at 240 tenge per hour, to send. One 
afternoon, before I’d had a chance to send my letter, the computer I was using went 
dead. I went to get Pasha. 

Not finding him at his computer, I stood on the stair landing overlooking his 
desk and, proud of my expanding Russian, called out, “Ya hachoo, Pasha.” (I need 
Pasha). This was, I thought, the closest I could come without my dictionary. 

Customers and staff turned and looked at me strangely. Thinking their stares 
were because I hadn’t used pajalsta (please), I repeated my announcement, “Ya 
hachoo, Pasha. Pajalsta.” 

Quickly, Pasha appeared. 
“The Internet is not working,” he explained, anticipating my problem, and giving 

me a very odd look, like he was stifling a smile. 
The smile. As quickly as I knew something was wrong, I knew what it was. I’d 

not said, “I need Pasha.” 
Unwittingly I’d called out for all to hear, “I want Pasha.” Twice. As most 

anywhere, I imagine, this had only one meaning. 
Pasha was a nice enough young man, with a disarming smile and gentle, friendly 

manner. I liked his wife even more. 
I couldn’t wait to tell my counterpart, Gulzhahan, about my first language 

mishap that I figured out all by myself! 



11  
Raw Herring 

One night, Soombat, our host mother, served raw herring for dinner. I was thrilled. 
I’d relished herring in all forms ever since my mother served it pickled on crackers 
as a snack when I was a child. 

My love of it had bumped up even more during my first trip to Copenhagen in 
the 1990s, where Woody and I had spent days hopping from one waterfront 
restaurant to another, eating whatever pickled herring creation they served. Then, in 
Holland the following year, I enjoyed it raw and whole. Yes. I was eager to try 
Soombat’s. 

But as she placed the dish on the table, Woody excused himself and left, telling 
me in English that it smelled bad. I couldn’t smell a thing and wrote his departure off 
as his inner-curmudgeon surfacing again, and ate it with gusto. A lot of it. 

In the early morning hours, I awoke to a gurgling in my bowels and rushed to 
the toilet to realize the raw herring had returned uninvited. Woody may have been 
onto something. I grabbed my Kazakhstan Health Handbook 2004 and sat down on 
the edge of our bed to read it. 

The table of contents alone was eight pages long and divided into four sections: 
Environmental Hazards and Precautions, Preventive Health Measures, Pain 
Management, and Specific Diseases and Therapy. This last one had two sections: 
“Gastrointestinal Disorders” and “Respiratory Infections.” I was getting closer. Then I 
flew off to the tiny toilet room again. 

“If Mexico has its Montezuma’s revenge,” I declared to Woody, desperate to find 
some humor in the midst of my misery, “this is Genghis Khan’s.” 

Returning, I picked up the book where I’d left off: Gastrointestinal Disorders. 
There I found four headings: diarrhea, gastritis, intestinal worms, and constipation. I 
quickly discounted the last one and, remembering what I’d heard during training, 
“All organisms that cause diarrhea have come from someone’s intestinal tract,” 
wondered which of the remaining three I’d prefer: simple diarrhea, gastritis, or an 
intestinal worm. It didn’t matter; I just wanted it to stop. 

I began reading the Diarrhea section, learning it was my “body’s natural method 
of ridding the bowel of something that doesn’t belong there” and that bacterial food 
poisoning is “self-limiting, since the bacteria do not continue to grow in the presence 
of normal intestinal flora.” Good news, I thought. This shouldn’t last too long. 

Then, as I skimmed through the Intestinal Worms section, I read that eating raw 
herring in Kazakhstan was discouraged as it was one way to get a tapeworm, the 
kind that grow “up to twelve feet in length.” Thwack. My earlier relief was gone in a 



flash. My Buddhist proclivities toward compassion for all life forms forgotten, I 
wanted only to kill it. But I needed Peace Corps to tell me how. 

After my fourth visit to the toilet—four “episodes” in one hour was the official 
Peace Corps definition of diarrhea—I called the Peace Corps office in Almaty to 
report my condition. Victor, one of the Peace Corps’ two medical officers, advised me 
to take the Ciprofloxacin from our medical box and keep up my fluids. And, he 
added, I “probably” didn’t have a tapeworm. 

That was good enough for me. I grabbed his acquittal and hung on tight. 
My conversation with Victor may have set my mind to rest, but not my bowels. 

The herring would continue to haunt me, mercilessly, for another week. In all my 
fifty-six years, I’d never had diarrhea that attacked me so violently. 

I held myself firmly to clear liquids for another week and a half. 



12  
Pa Nos 

Gulzhahan had been talking about “going out for shashlik” since our counterpart 
conference at the end of training. “Shashlik in Zhezkazgan is the best in Kazakhstan,” 
she’d told me when the Peace Corps held a shashlik barbeque. And I’d heard, “We 
will go for shashlik when you come,” more than a few times. “Going out for shashlik” 
appeared to be an activity for special occasions. And Knowledge Day, September 1, 
and the first day of the new school year throughout the country, was such an 
occasion. 

I liked shashlik. It was, I thought, shish kabob without the vegetables: marinated 
cubes of meat grilled over an open fire. The restaurants served it with raw onion, 
fresh bread, and vinegar. Each meat-filled skewer cost only 150 tenge. At 135 tenge to 
the US dollar, it was a deal. But, I’d not be eating any that day. My lower GI 
troubles—what I’d dubbed Genghis Khan’s revenge—was still in full swing, and I’d 
put myself on a modified clear liquid diet. 

The ten English teachers who had shown up for the college’s Knowledge Day 
festivities gathered in the courtyard, ready to “go for shashlik.” As we walked along 
the sidewalk between our college and our shashlik, seven-year-old girls in white 
dresses with giant bows in their hair and seven-year-old boys in “Sunday suits” filled 
the sidewalk, either coming home from school (the morning group) or heading to 
school (the afternoon group). Many walked with their mothers, some with both 
parents, and others walked in small groups of children. None walked alone. A 
memory from long ago flitted through my head: young boys and girls walking to 
their first communion at the local Catholic Church. How I had envied those girls, 
secretly wishing my family were Catholic so I could get “a pretty stick-out” dress, too. 
I smiled at the memory. 

As we walked, passing cars threw up clouds of dust, leaving a fine coating over 
us as we meandered down the sidewalk. But I seemed to be the only one to notice. 
The café Sony (which they pronounced sa NOO) was an open-walled area, sunken a 
few steps below the sidewalk, with rectangular picnic tables under a sun-shielding 
roof. We chose a table and waited while the young waitress set it up with salt, 
flatware, the traditional single menu, a small pile of white paper napkins, and a 
small soda bottle filled with vinegar. 

“My diploma is in German,” the young teacher to my left told me soon after we 
sat down, using me to practice her English. I didn’t mind. She knew enough English 
to tell me that she’d never studied English formally and I was impressed. I was even 
more impressed with her eyeliner. In a group where few wore makeup, Aizhan had 



used eyeliner pencil to draw thick lines above, beneath, and beyond her lashes. The 
elaborate raccoon effect captivated me and I found her fascinating. 

“Un botelka vadoo, ee pan. Pazhalsta,” I said to the waitress when it was my turn, 
proud that I could order a bottle of water and some bread in Russian. Using my 
Russian language workbook from training, I’d figured out the words earlier that 
morning. I’d even practiced. 

And, when Aizhan asked, “Why are you not eating?” I could answer her in 
Russian because I’d also carefully memorized the Russian word for what ailed me. 

“Oo meenya pa nos,” (I have diarrhea)I told her quietly. We were in a restaurant, 
after all. My announcement brought a nod of understanding. And a question I hadn’t 
expected. 

“What is the English word for pa nos?” 
Before I had a chance to answer, Gulzhahan, sitting across from me, introduced 

the teacher sitting on her left. Tolganay smiled a shy, slight smile as we each said an 
English “Hello,” then she quickly returned to her colleague on her left. 

Aizhan asked again. “What is the English word for pa nos?” 
“Gulzhan is the best cook,” Gulzhahan interjected, referring to the woman on 

her right, seated across from Aizhan. Gulzhan smiled at the compliment, looking 
demure. 

I turned to my left before Aizhan had a chance to ask again. “Diarrhea,” I said 
quickly. 

I liked Aizhan. I liked that she talked to me. While the other teachers gave me 
friendly smiles, they mostly seemed shy. I found Aizhan’s boldness, in contrast, 
refreshing. 

She repeated the word after me, and I worked a bit on her pronunciation as she 
took her plate from the waitress. “Di-ar-rhe-a,” she said softly. 

“What is it?” I heard someone else ask. “What is pa nos?” 
“Di-ar-rhe-a,” Aizhan called out, slowly, clearly, proudly, and… loudly. From 

farther down the table, another called out, “What is it? What is pa nos?” 
“Di-ar-rhe-a,” someone else filled in. And as I sat there sipping my water and 

savoring the fresh baked bread, I could hear up and down the table, each one taking 
care to put the emphasis on the right syllable, “di-ar-rhe-a”—ten English teachers 
practicing their new English word for the day. 

I sat quietly, content in knowing that the moment would eventually pass, like the 
bad herring that had started it all. And I smiled. 



13  
Tatiana 

Kazakhs pride themselves on their well-deserved reputation for hospitality. Our first 
invitation came from Woody’s director, Zamzagul: a Sunday afternoon gathering at 
Natasha’s dacha. 

Dacha is a Russian word and a Russian tradition. Akin to a small summer 
cottage—but with no heating or plumbing—its main feature is often an expansive 
garden in the back yard and the chance for city dwellers to escape for a few days. 

It was early September of our first year, and the days had cooled enough to be 
pleasant outside. Woody and I arrived by taxi and, while his colleagues Marina, 
Tatiana, and Zamzagul helped Natasha in the tiny kitchen, we enjoyed a leisurely 
stroll through the corn, squash, cabbage, cucumbers, and tomato plants, which were 
still plentiful. I noticed the variety of root vegetables as well as flowers. It was, to my 
mind, a large garden. 

It was a lovely, relaxing evening with good food and after-dinner entertainment 
beginning with a traditional dance performed by Natasha’s daughter and continuing 
as Woody brought out his guitar and sang some American folk tunes. My 
contribution to the evening was teaching “spit the pit”—this quintessentially 
lowbrow American pastime—with the watermelon seeds. 

But what I remember best was the conversation I had during our after-dinner 
walk to the nearby recreation park built for local miners and their families. 
Zhezkazgan—from Kazakh words meaning copper (Zhez), to dig (kaz), and a past—
tense suffix (gan)—is a mining town, and most of its men work in the nearby copper 
mines. After dinner Zamzagul organized a walk to it. 

As Zamzagul took the lead, I fell into step at the rear with Tatiana, while her 
high-school-aged son Artoom went on ahead with Woody and the others. 

Tatiana was a large, muscular woman. With her salt-and-pepper hair cropped 
shorter than most, she had an athletic look that I hadn’t seen before in Kazakhstan. 
Her English was excellent. 

“Have you lived here all your life?” I began as we walked. 
“Yes, I was born here. My father was sent here by Stalin.” 
Her disclosure surprised me. We’d been in Kazakhstan long enough by then to 

know how unusual it was to find anyone who spoke of difficult subjects. Tatiana was 
the first and I was eager to hear more. 

“How old were they?” 



“My mother was thirty-five, my father a little older. She followed him.” Tatiana 
offered this history freely. “She has never talked to me about it, so I do not know 
much about that time.” 

From the way she said this, I surmised she was referring to the labor camps of 
the Stalin era, the gulags. Since I’d arrived in Kazakhstan, no one had even hinted at 
this part of the country’s history, not even the locals on the Peace Corps staff. 

At the time of our talk, I was reading Lenin’s Tomb by Washington Post reporter 
David Remnick, who used forays into Russian history to provide a broader context to 
the story of the fall of the Soviet Union. I was learning that the gulags worked both to 
provide the labor in the mines and to reduce the number of political dissidents in 
Russia. 

Though I’d heard generally of Joseph Stalin’s “reign of terror,” much of what 
Remnick reported was new to me. And, as usual, I wanted to know more. Would 
Tatiana talk about the genocide, the collectivization of nomadic lands that resulted in 
mass starvation, the dilution of the Kazakh population? Or would hers be a different 
version—a non-Western, Soviet version perhaps? 

“What do you think of Stalin moving so many people here?” I ventured. 
“Artoom believes Stalin was a good man. He was taught in his school that what 

Stalin did to the people, moving so many of them, helped to win the Great Patriotic 
War.” This would not be the last time I’d hear World War II referred to this way. 

“But I don’t agree,” she added. “I think he did much damage. Artoom was taught 
that having so many other nationalities here during the war helped to seed the land 
and keep it stable. He believes Kazakhstan would not exist today, if not for Stalin.” 

She sounded sad. “Artoom believes the Germans would have won the Great 
Patriotic War, if not for Stalin. I do not like what he is taught in school, but I don’t 
argue with him about it.” 

I wanted to ask about the “Virgin Lands Campaign” of the 1950s, a land-rush 
program in which Nikita Khrushchev enticed millions of Russians and Ukrainians to 
immigrate to Kazakhstan and set up collective wheat farms across the northern 
steppe. That ill-advised program resulted in the starvation death of some two million 
Kazakhs when the once-fertile grassland steppe turned to dry topsoil and blew away. 

So many topics I wanted to discuss with her, and so little time. She interrupted 
my ponderings. 

“It is difficult to get a good education here. Next year we will move to Moscow so 
Artoom can get a good education at a university there.” I was very sorry to hear that. 
I enjoyed talking to Tatiana and hoped to see her again. “Life is different since 
independence,” she told me, again with some sadness. 

“What do you mean?” 



“We Russians are not wanted in Kazakhstan any more. It is hard to get a good 
job here.” 

Tatiana, it seemed, still thought of herself as Russian, not Kazakhstani, though 
she was born and raised totally in Kazakhstan. 

“But you work with Zamzagul and Natasha,” I responded, incredulous. “They do 
not want you?” 

“No, not them specifically, but in general. Throughout the town, it is harder for a 
Russian to have a good life. Life is different now than before.” 

Independence had elevated Kazakhs to a position of power after 70 years of 
Soviet domination and, before that, 150 years of Russian tsarist rule. Now, with 
millions of Germans and Russians returning to their homelands and hundreds of 
thousands of oralmanders (diaspora Kazakhs) returning to Kazakhstan, Kazakhs 
were once again the majority. The President was Kazakh. And all who worked in 
government needed to be fluent in the Kazakh language. 

Now I understood Natasha’s desire to learn Kazakh dancing, to fit in. Tatiana’s 
was a different response. 

 
The path to the reservoir. 

Stories from My Classrooms 

When we enlarge our view of the world, we deepen our 
understanding of our own lives. 

—Yo-Yo Ma, Cellist 
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14  
Standing Up 

We got our official teaching schedules sixteen days after the start of school. I had 
classes four days each week, rather than the six that most teachers had. On Mondays, 
I had a class during first and third periods. My open or empty second period was 
called an okno (awindow). Older teachers would lobby to have no oknos, considered 
a waste of time. But I looked forward to my oknos; they gave me time to visit with my 
colleagues, review my class notes, or relax with a cup of tea and a pastry in the small 
café downstairs. 

I grappled with the idiosyncrasies of the larger system for a full year. But in 
those first few months, my challenges within the classroom were an odd mix. The 
first was a classic cultural difference that rattled that sense of egalitarianism I’d 
grown up with as an American. I’d never before walked into a room and had 
everyone in it stand up. I found it unsettling in the extreme—as though someone had 
punched me in the stomach. 

“I am uncomfortable when you stand up,” I finally told the students in English 49 
during one of our Friday classes together. When they looked surprised, I added, “I 
feel like you think I’m a queen.” 

“You are. You are our teacher,” said Gulsana, who sat in the front row, in the 
middle section right in front of where I stood. 

I accepted that standing showed respect for education and I represented 
education, but that was not enough to quench my visceral discomfort. My solution 
finally came, unexpectedly, while trying to solve another problem: getting the 
weaker students to participate. 

Not all of my students wanted to learn English. A good half of each class 
contained students who sat in the back rows chatting on their cell phones or 
searching deep into their compact mirrors for who knows what. I didn’t take it 
personally; I saw it more as something to do when they had no idea what was going 
on in the classroom. 

I was determined, in those early weeks, to include everyone, to engage with each 
student and make each one believe she had a stake in what went on in the classroom. 
I worked on the assumption that being held accountable, even at the minimal level of 
needing to pay attention, would help get them invested in the process. And I spent 
much energy trying to prove that I was right. 

When I walked into the room and the students stood up, I’d hold them all there 
for a bit. I’d stand quietly, refusing to give the magic words that would let them sit 
until I had everyone’s attention. I’d smile and nod at individual students whose eyes 



met mine and stare mutely at those in the back, absorbed in whatever mascara 
emergency they were facing. But I’d say nothing. My front-row students were quick 
to catch on, and they would say something in Kazakh to the others. Eventually, the 
compacts were snapped shut and the cell phones turned off. Everyone was alert, 
even if thinking a curious, “What the hell?” 

But still I didn’t let them sit. 
Instead, I’d smile broadly and give a general “Good morning.” 
Following their rote, “Good morning, teacher,” I’d respond. “Is everyone ready to 

learn?” 
Only with that next “Yes,” would I give, finally, the traditional, “You may be 

seated.” 
And off we’d go into the day’s lesson. 



15  
Remembering Names 

My second classroom challenge was more idiosyncratic than cultural. I had a terribly 
hard time with students’ names, both remembering them and pronouncing them. 

Table tents helped: a single sheet of paper folded in half lengthwise with each 
name written out so I could read it as it stood upright on their desks. I provided the 
paper and even brought in crayons so the students could add colorful flourishes and 
borders. That helped with remembering. 

I also asked my students to tell me a story about their name, thinking that might 
anchor their names in my brain a bit. They could say anything: how they were 
named, by whom, or why, or an anecdote from later in their life, anything that had to 
do with their names. I began with a story of my own name. 

“My father wanted to name me Janet Irene,” I started. “But, with my last name, 
Givens, my mother was afraid my classmates would one day tease me by calling me 
jig. So they named me “Janet Louise.” 

Silence. 
I queried, “Do you know what a jig is?” Shaking heads told me no one did, so I 

demonstrated a short one. That got a laugh. 
Between the verbal stories and the visual table tents, I expected to remember 

their names. I still didn’t. 
I had over one hundred twenty different students that first semester, and 

although some had the same name, I couldn’t remember the majority of them. 
However, no one else seemed to care. 

But if the name didn’t have a gul (flower) in it, I couldn’t pronounce it that first 
year. 

Fortunately, I had many flowers in my classes. I had Gulzhan, Gulmira, Gulnara, 
and Gulnura. I had Gulsaira, Gulsana, Gulshat, and Gulzat. And I had Gulminat, 
Gulsim, Gulya, and Gulzya. 

I also had students with gul as the second syllable in their name: Aigul (moon 
flower) and two named Botagul (baby camel flower). 

But in my focus on learning first names, I ignored everyone’s patronymic and 
last name, a faux pas I’d not fully recognize until my second year. 

The patronymic, along with the first or given name, becomes the professional 
moniker within the workplace. There is no Miss, Ms., Mr., or Mrs. to be found in 
Kazakhstan. True to their Bolshevik history, Russians—from whom Kazakhs take this 
custom—don’t use titles. 

Everyone is still a comrade, more or less. 



16  
Reading The New York Times in Kazakhstan 

For today’s class, I have brought in the six copies of the New York Times mailed to me 
from the States. I had asked my friends and family at home to mail me their 
newspapers from September 20, 2004—not because it’s Woody’s birthday, but 
because it was the day after the national election here and I thought it’d be 
interesting to see how the American press covered Kazakhstan’s election. 

In a word, they didn’t. Of the many papers I received, the New York Times was 
the only one to have any mention at all of the election and that was a two-inch 
column buried on page twenty. I didn’t want to call attention to this potential 
embarrassment so, I revert to my original plan: to introduce the students to the 
broad concepts of newspapers in general. The Times was also the only one I got 
multiple copies of, so that’s the paper I chose. 

I divided our six copies into the various sections—the news, sports, features, the 
editorial page, and the classifieds—and distribute them so each student has one 
section. Soon enough, I realize these kids are so hungry to read, so eager to read 
English, they’ve tuned me out. They’re devouring this news paper, even the 
classified, and I don’t have the heart to stop them. We’ve still got the vocabulary 
words to go over—news, front page, local, business news, sports, editorial page, 
columnists, editors, readers, feature stories, extras, photos, captions, headlines, 
classified ads—but that must wait. I’m caught up in the energy that I feel from every 
corner of the room. 

Gulsana, by far the best student in the class, sits in the front row right in front of 
me. In her quest to be the best student, I’m told, Gulsana gets up at six every school 
morning and studies extra English vocabulary words. She has tears in her eyes as she 
suddenly looks up at me. 

“I have heard about the New York Times, but I never thought I would actually get 
to hold one in my hands” she says. 

It just can’t get any better than this. 



17  
Teaching American National Government 

in the Former Soviet Union 

“Imagine teaching American Government in the former Soviet Union,” I said to 
Gulzhahan as we began our lesson planning for the week. “I am in awe.” She nodded 
in agreement. The symbolism had not escaped either of us. We’d teach the 
“American Political System,” as it was known there, for two weeks. 

Planning for our lessons had become fun as I learned to embrace the social part 
of the planning process. It had been a struggled to remember there even was a social 
part of the planning process. Gulzhahan had about an hour to spend with me each 
Sunday afternoon, then hurried home to her family obligations. As we finish up our 
homemade rice pudding, I begin. 

“Do you know the preface to my Constitution?” I ask. 
“I don’t know the preface to my Constitution,” she answers with a brief chuckle. 
So, I go to a folder I’d brought with me from home and pull out a copy of 

Kazakhstan’s Constitution. I’d printed it off the Internet shortly after we learned 
where we were going. In reading it, I found their preamble strikingly familiar to 
mine, as though the Kazakh framers had used mine as a model. 

We the people of Kazakhstan, united by a common historic fate, creating a state on 
the indigenous Kazakh land, considering ourselves a peace-loving and civil society, 
dedicated to the ideals of freedom, equality and concord, wishing to take a worthy place 
in the world community, realizing our high responsibility before the present and future 
generations, proceeding from our sovereign right, accept this Constitution. 

Both begin with “We the people,” and move into the rationale for the existence 
of a new state. Of course, the people of Kazakhstan “accepted” their Constitution, 
while mine fought for it. 

I’d eventually come to see the significance of that distinction. I’d also come to 
realize that there were different opinions on just who these “people of Kazakhstan” 
were. Some felt strongly that it referred only to the native born, ethnic Kazakhs. 
Others believed it referred to each of the 126 different ethnicities that called 
themselves citizens of Kazakhstan. But I wasn’t thinking about such things that 
afternoon with Gulzhahan. 

“Do you know the Bill of Rights?” I asked her, hoping. 
She just shook her head “no.” 
“We’ll have to cover those. I’d like to introduce something about how my 

Constitution is amended,” I say, knowing that a few years after independence their 
president rewrote their Constitution, extending his term of office and throwing out 



the legislators, and replacing them with his supporters. Not the way my country 
works! I thought to myself. My political wheels were spinning and I was getting 
excited at the possibilities ahead. The changes I can make; the good I can do. Then 
Gulzhahan pulled me out of my reverie. 

“We need a vocabulary list,” she stated simply, obviously the one with the 
training in foreign language instruction. I was there as the “native speaker” only. I 
can so often get ahead of myself. 

Our thirty-two-word vocabulary list took just an hour and we’ve agreed I’ll 
introduce two topics: Separation of Powers and The Bill of Rights. 



18  
Pointing 

Imagine teaching American National Government to a roomful of college students in 
the former Soviet Union. I was in awe and very, very excited. 

I’d been a Ph.D. student in political science for too many years, some of them 
between the time the Berlin Wall fell and the Soviet Union collapsed, launching 
Kazakhstan into an independence they had not sought. Yes, I was excited. 

Gulzhahan, my counterpart, and I had prepared well over homemade rice 
pudding and tea in the apartment I shared with my husband, Woody. Food always 
came first in Kazakhstan. That previous Sunday afternoon, we’d compared our 
respective constitutions’ preambles, composed the thirty-two-word vocabulary list 
we’d present, and decided I’d teach them about “separation of powers” and our Bill 
of Rights. And we’d chatted. 

“We had special drills when I was in grade school,” I’d told her while we ate. 
“We hid under our desks for when the Russians bombed us. Did you have anything 
like that?” 

“We didn’t do that,” she replies. “We had stories of the ‘evil capitalist empire’ 
that wanted war.” She smiles as she tells me. “But we had no drills.” 

“We had a president in the eighties,” I say, “who used the same term—‘evil 
empire’—to describe you guys.” 

“Reagan. Yes, I know.” I’m surprised—and impressed—that she knows one of my 
presidents. And aware that her tone seems derisive. But I let it pass. I know the Peace 
Corps policy on politics while here—stay away. 

On the day of our class, Natalia Kotova, the Peace Corps’ education specialist, sat 
in the back row, observing how well Gulzhahan and I worked together. None of our 
twenty-six students in English 49 were absent. They too know how important this 
class is. We begin with the vocabulary list: political, power, force, influence, equal, 
equality, liberty, freedom, rights, Bill of Rights, speech, religion, press, peaceful 
assembly, redress of grievances, amendments, truths, self-evident, creator, endowed, 
inalienable, pursuit, secure, consent, federal, state, national, Congress, Senate, 
Executive, Legislative, Judicial. Try reducing the most important elements of your 
way of life to a thirty-two-word vocabulary list! 

We begin with me saying each word with the class repeating after me. Then we 
repeat the list with Gulzhahan writing each one on the board and the students 
writing them diligently into their copybooks. 

After all, thirty-two words were written on the board, I pointed to each one 
silently, and had the class say the word again. We practice a few times until the 



words come easily for most. Then we talk about the words, forming definitions as we 
go. This takes close to half an hour. 

I move on to “Separation of Powers,” drawing a nine-cell grid on the board with 
“Local, State, Federal” across the top and “Executive, Legislative, Judicial” down the 
side. 

Separation of Powers 

   Local  State  Federal  

Exec           

Leg           

Judic           

Again, I’d point to a particular cell, talk about it briefly and offer examples of 
government duties in each. Gulzhahan wove into the discussion at appropriate times 
and we took turns moving around the room, watching the students write while the 
other spoke in front. It was a good system. At appropriate moments, Gulzhahan 
added a comparison to her own system, but, I noticed, only where there was 
similarity, not when there was a contrast. 

At the end of the class, Gulzhahan and I pull up chairs in back where Natalia sits. 
“First, let me tell you, you work great together.” Natalia always starts with a 

compliment. “I love how you comment to each other in the classroom without any 
sense of criticism.” 

Gulzhahan had at one point used the word “Senate” with the emphasis on the 
second syllable. I had simply repeated the word quietly to her with the accent on the 
first syllable. She thanked me, pronounced the word a second time correctly to the 
class, and continued her original thought without skipping a beat. I assumed that this 
was what Natalia was referring to. 

“I’m so impressed that you do this,” Natalia tells us. Indeed, Gulzhahan and I 
have great rapport. But I’m impatient for the real stuff. I want Natalia to tell us that 
we need to plan more. 

“But,” I insist, “You came all this way. Isn’t there something we can improve on?” 
“There is one thing, Janet.” She has become quite serious and I feel nervous, a 

schoolgirl again. “You must learn not to point.” 
“Point?” I had no idea. I think how easily pointing comes to me, unconsciously. I 

look at Gulzhahan for her reaction and she nods in agreement with Natalia. 
“Don’t you remember during training?” Natalia continued. “We drilled on this 

many times.” 
Natalia supervised the elementary school trainees, not the university trainees. 

This is the first I’ve heard of it; but I don’t say this to Natalia. It’s not really important. 



What is important is figuring out how I’m going to remember to not do something 
that I do so automatically. 

Kazakhstanis don’t point with their fingers, ever. They don’t point at people, at 
words on the blackboard, or maps on the wall. They don’t even point when they give 
directions. When working at a blackboard, teachers use a pointer, or a pencil, or a 
pen. Or an open hand. Pointing is vulgar, rude, offensive, low-class—a sign you are 
uneducated. 

Natalia, appropriately, is adamant that her volunteers learn not to point for, I 
have, in effect, been “flipping the bird” to my students every day for the past three 
months. 

 
My colleagues and I pose in front of the movie theater, on our way to Shashlik. 



PART II 
Winter 2004 to 2005 

Difference is of the essence of humanity. Difference is an accident of 
birth and it should therefore never be the source of hatred or conflict. The 
answer to difference is to respect it. Therein lies a most fundamental 
principle of peace: respect for diversity.  

—John Hume 
(Irish Politician, 1998 Nobel Peace Prize Winner, 

1999 Defender of Democracy Award,  
2001 Gandhi Peace Prize; b. 1937) 

1 S Legkim Parom  

2. New Year’s Eve, 2004  

3. Gulzhahan’s Birthday Party 

4. Our Winter Falls  

5. My Medieval Pincushion  



1  
S Legkim Parom 

After six months "in-country" Peace Corps brought us all back to Almaty to IST -- In-
Service Training. Woody and I could only get seats on the train leaving a few days 
early, so we decided to visit Hadija and her family once again. 

It was great to be back in their fold. Among other things, I discovered how much 
Russian I'd been absorbing. It happened, again, when I least expected it. 

The banya was one of my favorite places, though my stays in it were always too 
short. Every Saturday night, someone stoked up a small fire under the open barrel of 
water in the wood-paneled room until it filled with steam. It was luxurious in its 
way. 

There were two levels of deep wooden benches along the back wall and I 
yearned to lie on the top bench and breathe in the hot air or sit in the quiet, empty 
my mind, and be still. But the fire, built from that week’s waste paper, didn’t last long 
and six others were waiting. 

It was always an alone time, too. Once, when I suggested that Hadija and the 
girls could join me, they looked shocked, the idea completely alien. 

So, I dutifully filled my little basin with hot water, rubbed myself all over with a 
soapy washcloth, and rinsed off using the same basin: a sponge bath inside a sauna. 

I dried myself in the small anteroom, covered up as best I could, and exited 
toward my bedroom, my arms overflowing with banya paraphernalia and dirty 
clothes. 

“S legkim parom,” I heard as I scurried across the kitchen. 
“S’paceba,” I answered, automatically, now knowing exactly what they said. And 

why. 
Hadija and the girls had said “S legkim parom” to me each time I’d used the 

banya that first summer, though I’d not understood the words then. Not only is there 
no English phrase to offer when someone’s just gotten clean, the words themselves 
never seemed to register long enough for me to even look them up in my dictionary. 
But now, I knew what they were saying. I’d heard the words, they’d registered, and 
I’d answered without needing to translate. I was starting to think in Russian! 

S legkim parom, a wonderful phrase, though I would say it more like slocum 
parem in those early months. I felt giddy. I was learning the language. And I was 
clean once again. 



2  
New Year’s Eve, 2004 

Our first New Year’s Eve was like none I’d ever known, with small bursts of the 
familiar. 

We’d noticed the many decorated artificial trees looking not unlike ones we’d 
see at home. They were not Christmas trees, of course, in this Muslim country; they 
were New Year’s Trees. 

At Hadija’s, we watched TV shows from Moscow with holiday programming, 
holiday commercials, and holiday costuming: white fur trim over anything red. The 
ads were all holiday—related: pretty girls with white fur collars and very short red 
skirts, singing the praises of the product of choice. There were holiday songs, too, and 
I had begun to recognize Snovum godum as the traditional holiday greeting. 

The Kazakhstani Santa Claus is a Russian grandfather who delivers presents 
along with his granddaughter. No elves or reindeer, no sleigh bells or chimneys. This 
grandfather Santa comes to the front door and politely knocks to gain entrance 
before leaving the gifts. 

On the TV, we watched Russian comedy, with skits reminding me of old Milton 
Berle or Sid Caesar routines, the language irrelevant. The humor was in the 
costuming, the facial expressions, and the slapstick. Two large men were dressed as 
Russian babushkas—grandmothers—with clunky shoes, cardigan sweaters askew, 
hose fallen down around the ankles of one, and oversized glasses on the other. The 
pace of the humor seemed slower than at home; still, I found myself chuckling now 
and then. Not the loud guffaws I heard from Hadija and Mamluk, but I can see the 
humor. 

At seven o’clock we ate ploff (rice pilaf) with tomatoes and cucumbers. I had 
made an apple pie in the afternoon, a first for the family, though they’d had my apple 
crisp often when we lived with them over the summer during training. 

“Apple crisp is better,” I heard, and saw them all nodding, playfully. It was the 
way they said it. They mean no offense and I took no offense. It was simply a fact—
and maybe a hint they’d love to have apple crisp again. I vow to make another before 
we leave. Apples are plentiful, even in the winter, as is sugar; and I know how to find 
kuritsa (cinnamon). 

Curiously, I received almost a dozen text messages on my cell phone throughout 
the evening. I didn’t even know I had text messaging. Colleagues and students back 
in Zhezkazgan wishing me, “Congratulations on the New Year.” Many were much 
longer. I returned the first few, but stopped after the fifth. After ten of them, I turned 
my cell phone off. 



At midnight we went outside to watch an enormous fireworks display literally 
overhead. Huge explosions of light were going off in all directions, as far as I could 
see. Everyone has fireworks—not firecrackers, fireworks—and set them off at 
midnight. No community fireworks display here; if they could afford a fireworks 
display, they’d have sewers. I’d seen impressive fireworks displays; this was the only 
one that gave me a sense of what Francis Scott Key must have seen in Baltimore 
Harbor, when he wrote “the rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air.” 

“This would never be allowed in America.” I say repeatedly to Hadija. 
“Fireworks are dangerous. There could be a fire.” And she just laughs. 

Many are high up, spectacular, really. But others go off behind me and low, too 
low, and I startle, yelping, making everyone laugh even more. I go inside until it’s 
over. 

Following the fireworks, there’s a second full meal. Woody and I are up past 
midnight and eating and we live to tell about it! We serve our special pancake 
breakfast at one o’clock New Year’s afternoon. 



3  
Gulzhahan’s Birthday Party 

I’d never thought of gift giving as something that might vary by culture until I lived 
in a different culture. 

I grew up believing there were appropriate gifts and, if one didn’t choose well, 
inappropriate gifts. The appropriate gift, the proper gift, fit some undefined sense of 
proportion. 

There were also rules about receiving. The appropriate and proper response was 
to open the gift immediately and exclaim (as excitedly as possible) unconditional 
adoration, or (at least) eager curiosity. Since the people I’d exchanged gifts with 
throughout my life worked under the same gift-giving tenets, I’d had constant 
reinforcement of the validity of this way of gift-giving. Then I went to Kazakhstan 
and gave my first gift. 

Gulzhahan had invited us to her thirtieth birthday party weeks ahead. I’d come 
to understand that invitations that came the day of or the night before an event were 
merely another example of the fatalism that guided their lives. Advance notice was 
not necessary for, if one was meant to be at the event, one would be available; if one 
was not, it was the will of God. Inshallah, they would say, if Allah wills it. Still, I was 
flattered by Gulzhahan’s early invitation and took it as an example of her sensitivity 
to my cultural norms. It also gave me time to look for the perfect gift. 

I wanted to give her something of lasting value, reflective of our growing 
friendship, something to indicate how grateful I was for her help. Over the course of 
a few days, I found it: a set of dishes. The pattern—a spray of soft purple flowers on a 
bright white background—had caught my eye while shopping to furnish our new 
apartment. I’d passed them by since I knew we’d inherit dishes from a departing 
volunteer. But they’d be perfect for Gulzhahan: pretty as well as practical. And, when 
I found the set still unsold, I took it as my own Inshallah that this was, indeed, the 
perfect gift. The price was nearly a week’s pay for a college teacher, but painless for 
me with my ATM card from home. I gift wrapped the huge box with a great deal of 
affection, like a doting aunt, and couldn’t wait to see her open it at her party. 

Gulzhahan’s apartment was five stories up—six counting the first floor—and I 
knew we couldn’t carry the package up two flights of stairs, never mind six. So, I 
called before we left. 

“I need Darkhan to meet us downstairs.” I told her. This sounded odd, so I added, 
“I’m not sure which apartment entrance is yours.” Birthdays and creative white lies 
go together. From my cultural heritage, friends and family have responsibilities at 



someone’s birthday and one of them is to create surprise. Fibs are often involved, all 
for the cause. 

Darkhan was waiting as we arrived, took the heavy package out of the taxi trunk 
and carried it upstairs as though it were an oversized lunch box, taking the stairs two 
at a time. By the time Woody and I reached the apartment door, Gulzhahan was 
there to greet us but Darkhan and our present were nowhere to be seen. 

“Hello, welcome, come in,” she cried warmly, giving us each a warm hug. We 
hung up our coats and, as we took off our shoes, she added, quietly, “Thank you for 
the dishes. They are beautiful.” 

“I’m glad you like them,” I answered, recognizing the fleeting stab of 
disappointment at not seeing her open her present. Gifts, I’d yet to learn, are never 
the center of attention. I’d learn much more before our taxi took us home. 

*** 

We’d come, we thought, appropriately late for the six o’clock party. It was 6:30 when 
Gulzhahan ushered us into her living room and to a long, low table set for twelve in 
the customary way of showing abundance: food fully covered the dastarkhan 
ortabletop. 

The appropriate bottles were out: vodka, brandy, red wine, and mineral water 
stood like bowling pins in two groups catty-corner from each other next to boxes of 
cold apricot and orange juice. Fried bread called baursaks and candies were 
displayed across the table along with the familiar variety of salads. 

Four of my colleagues were coming, plus three husbands, but even coming half 
an hour late, we were the first to arrive. Woody and I sat on the sofa as directed and 
Darkhan poured us each our usual glass of apricot juice mixed with mineral water, 
and then joined Gulzhahan in the kitchen. My offer to help was met with an insistent, 
“No, thank you. This is my work.” 

We’d been to Gulzhahan’s home before, both for dinner and for lunch. Both 
times, our colleague Gulzhan did the cooking because Gulzhahan hates to cook and, 
as her friends and colleagues reminded me often, “She is not very good.” Of course, 
they always laughed when they said it. Tonight it was Gulzhahan’s birthday and she 
was doing all the cooking. Gulzhan was not even there. We’d arrived thirty minutes 
late, yet still felt we’d arrived too early. And I’d brought her a great present, but 
didn’t get to see her open it. I needed no reminders that I was in a different culture. 

While we waited, four year-old Duman brought us a stack of small photo albums, 
at his mother’s urging I was sure, then played a video game on the family computer 
while we perused the family history in unmarked photos. We leafed through them 



curiously, identifying a younger Gulzhahan and Darkhan; the rest were strangers to 
us. We’d find this many times, photo albums offered expectantly; we just never knew 
what was expected. There was no identifiable order to the photos, or captions. (As if 
Kazakh or Russian captions would have helped!) 

After another half hour, Assem and Tolganay arrived with their husbands and 
though we were still expecting two more colleagues and one husband, Gulzhahan 
served the bishparmak, placing two large platters of it within easy reach of us all. I’d 
had bishparmak so often, I was now also eating it with my fingers, as was the custom. 
I wished only that it weren’t so hot. The salads were passed and we squeezed a small 
serving of each onto our salad-plate-sized dish. The others ate directly from the 
platters in the center of the table. 

After another half hour, Gulmira and her husband Galym arrived and sat near 
us, taking over the responsibility of keeping our glasses and plates full. As happens 
whenever Kazakhs gathered, the conversation was animated and in Kazakh. Woody 
and I sat quietly, content to observe them all talking at once, interrupting freely, and 
laughing heartily and easily with each other. I watched too as Gulzhahan made 
repeated trips to the kitchen to refill the bishparmak platter and salads. 

In between lengthy toasts in Kazakh to Gulzhahan, Galym offered us English 
conversation, regaling us with tales of the glories of Genghis Khan. He was earnest in 
his admiration for the man Western civilization reviles as chief barbarian. To 
modern-day Kazakhs, Genghis Khan was not the schoolyard bully of Western lore, 
but a fearless and savvy warrior whose reach would extend to four times that of 
Alexander the Great. One-fourth of the world’s land and one-half the world’s people 
were once under his control. One factoid we could agree on: he was successful. 

Mongolian rule, the “Golden Horde” era, ended in the early 15th century when 
Tamerlane (also called Timur) defeated the last Mongol Khan, leading the way for the 
three zhuzes of the Kazakh Khanate to form and modern Kazakh history to begin. Or, 
a beautiful white steppe goose turned into a princess and gave birth to the first 
Kazakh (from KAZ, the Turkish word for goose and AK, their word for white). Both 
stories were equally popular. 

The meal over, Galym offered a closing prayer, the Islamic equivalent of grace 
with open hands, pinkies touching and palms up. Woody and I sat demurely, our 
hands folded in our lap, until the people around the table brought their hands 
toward their faces. 

“We are receiving gifts from heaven,” Assem would tell me in explanation. 
Could I join them in it; or, was it like Christian communion where only those “in 

the fold” may participate? I didn’t know. Yet. 



4  
Our Winter Falls 

There was just enough snow to leave the trampled roads, sidewalks, and alleyways 
under a solid coat of ice. And, with no plows, no shovels, and no salt, youngsters 
skated down the sidewalks and across the fields in their boots, laughing and pushing 
each other as kids everywhere do. Adults were far too dignified. 

People fell, of course. The locals laughed, got right up, and went on their way. 
But when I fell, I tended to yell very loudly and complain for a few hours. I felt 
certain it helped. 

Except for the ice, I had no winter complaints. I was never cold, even when the 
temperature dipped to minus thirty. I wore a full-length shearling coat, called a 
dooblanka; black, fleece-lined, waterproof boots; a scarf that I pulled up to cover my 
nose and mouth occasionally; fur-lined gloves and a chocolate brown fur-lined 
shapka for my head and ears. Only my eyes were exposed, making my glasses a 
temporary hassle. Back inside and out of the cold, they took a good ten minutes to 
defog. 

The Peace Corps provided us with funny looking shoe cleats—YakTraks—for 
walking on the ice. My size Medium came in bright orange, an unexpected fashion 
statement over my black winter boots, while Woody’s size Large came in sedate 
black and blended right in. They were difficult to get on and wearing them helped 
very little. I often left them home. 

As I had one dark morning on my walk to school. The sidewalks were too 
crowded for me to walk as briskly as I liked, so I walked in the street. A young man 
had caught up to me and seemed to know me. I had no idea if he was one of my 
students; I couldn’t see him in the dark. Besides, I had over one hundred students 
that first year and most of their names and faces were still foreign to me. But he was 
quite amiable and seemed eager to practice his rudimentary English. 

We were deep in conversation when: Splat. I was flat on my back on the frozen 
snow before I knew what happened. I lay still, catching my breath and doing a little 
physical inventory, but the nameless young man wanted to help me up, right away. I 
couldn’t understand the urgency to get me up. Then I saw the car headlights bearing 
down on us. 

Cars had the right of way, I knew, even if he could see me in the dark. I let the 
student help me up as the car whizzed by. Then, using his shoulder as a crutch, 
limped the rest of the way to school. When I got there, though, Gulzhahan had my 
story beat. A car, taking a corner too close, had run over her foot. And she was 



laughing about it. I was not yet ready to laugh. I still thought I’d had a near death 
experience. 

*** 

The falls hurt, but the real danger, besides the obvious automobiles, was what I 
might fall into: dog and cat feces, frozen spittle, and mounds of vomit blended 
uncannily into the white landscape. 

Generally though, most of our falls were harmless enough, a momentary insult 
only to our dignity. But Woody and I each had one serious fall during our second 
winter, keeping us out of commission for a few days, fortunately not at the same 
time. Woody’s happened right outside our front door on his way to school one 
morning. I’d kissed him good-bye only a few moments before he was back, breathing 
hard, his hat askew on his head, and his glasses in his hand. 

“I fell on the steps outside,” was all he said as he struggled to get his boots off. 
I’d fallen so often by then his words didn’t register, until I saw him collapse onto 

the bed. 
“Tell me what happened,” I said, determined to keep him awake. 
“I don’t know. I want to sleep a little.” 
“Tell me what happened or I’ll call Victor.” Victor was the Peace Corps’ doctor in 

Almaty. 
“I slipped on the steps. So icy. It just happened. I didn’t know I’d fallen until I 

realized people were trying to pull me up. Someone handed me my hat. Someone 
handed me my glasses. I just need to lie down.” I called Woody’s boss to tell her he’d 
not be coming in. 

My fall happened a few blocks from home on my way to pay our electric bill. I 
strode down the sidewalk, recalling the advice Kamshat, one of my colleagues, had 
given me when I'd asked why the locals didn’t seem to fall as often as I did. 

“We aren’t afraid of it.” She’d shrugged. “We just walk and if we fall, we fall.” 
And so I walked as I’d seen so many of the locals walk on the ice: head up, chest 

out, arms swinging. Yes, I was still afraid and, sure enough, my feet slid forward and 
I fell straight back, my buttocks bearing the impact along with the back of my head. 
The shock of it left me temporarily bolted to the ground and I lay still, slowly taking 
inventory. I wiggled my toes. My back, ever my Achilles heel, was the big unknown, 
and I hesitated, preparing myself to learn if I were going to have a stabbing pain or 
not. I was just realizing I felt actually quite comfortable lying there when a man 
appeared out of nowhere, talking rapidly and gently but firmly pulling me up. 



“Nyet, nyet,” I whispered, to no avail. I did not want to get up. He pulled on my 
arms and I felt an all-too-familiar knife jab in my back. I added “s’paceba” (thank 
you), but he didn’t stop pulling. Whatever Russian words would make him stop 
yanking on me escaped me. Why was he so desperate to pull me up? Was it because of 
what I might be lying in? 

Up I went, the stranger lifting my dead weight vertically and draping me over 
the nearby fence. And yes, there was a sharp pain in my lower back. After saying 
something else I missed, he was off. I mumbled another “S’paceba” to his back. 

I was quite stuck, unable to stand up on my own and quite unable to lie back 
down either. I knew it was probably just a muscle spasm, but that didn't help me. I 
pulled my cell phone from my coat pocket (admitting once again I was glad I had it) 
and dialed Woody’s number. While it rang, I glanced quickly at the ground around 
me, relieved to see no feces, no vomit, and no spittle on top of the hard packed, 
slippery ice. So whatever was the urgency in getting me up? I shrugged. There were 
many things I would simply never understand. 

“I’ve fallen,” I called into the phone when Woody answered. “I’m not sure I can 
walk home. I can’t seem to stand by myself.” 

“Where are you?” 
“Near the Alashahana bus stop; I’m easy to spot; I’m the one draped over the 

fence.” 
While I waited, I returned to my inventory. My ankles turned; my knees bent; 

my butt was terribly sore and the sharp pain in my lower back was starting to throb. 
Arms, good; neck, fine. By the time I got to my head, Woody was there, uncurling me 
from the fence. By holding on to his broad shoulders and walking behind him, I 
could shuffle home. There, I collapsed. 



5  
My Medieval Pincushion 

My lower back has been my Achilles heel throughout my life, a combination of a 
slight case of scoliosis and falling off one too many horses in my youth. Usually a few 
days of rest, heat, and powerful drugs have me back on my feet. I’d been episode free 
in the years since Woody came into my life, but in Kazakhstan, I had four separate 
episodes, all triggered by falling on the ice. 

“Let’s try that gadget Perizat gave me.” I called to Woody from the sofa, referring 
to a gift our neighbor had brought over months before. 

“Just lie on it,” she’d said in Russian, “and the back ache will go away.” At least 
we both thought that’s what she said. It looked like something out of a Hindu mystic’s 
grab bag—a rectangular board that fit under the small of my back, with sharp, thin 
and perfectly aligned nails protruding evenly through one side—and I’d quickly 
tucked it away on a bookshelf. 

Now I was desperate enough to try it. 
As I lay on my back on the soft sofa, Woody lifted my bottom up with one hand 

and slid the medieval pincushion underneath with the other. I carefully settled my 
lower back down on top of it, the pinpricks coming through my clothes, but there 
wasn’t the excruciating skin tearing pain I’d expected. After a few minutes, I no 
longer felt the pricks and after thirty minutes, the constant, knife-stabbing pain in 
the small of my back was gone. Perhaps the pins confused my pain center; perhaps it 
was pure magic. I didn’t care. 

Between Woody's care and my do-it-yourself acupuncture gadget, I was ready to 
grab a book and settle in, for the duration of my do-it-yourself acupuncture, 
impressed by Kazakhstan’s medical idiosyncrasies. Our electric bill would have to 
wait. 
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6  
Swimming in the Reservoir 

Gulzhahan and Darkhan are taking me—and a bus load of teachers and students—on 
a picnic. With swimming. 

Woody didn’t come with us today, though he was invited. He says it’s nearly 126 
in the shade, but that was just him exaggerating again. I like the weather here. Of 
course, I get to wear my wispy cotton shifts while he suffers in thick shirts with 
collars and long pants. Men never wear shorts here, no matter what. And I’ve yet to 
see a T-shirt except on volunteers. Clothing makes a huge difference. I’ve lived in the 
same two pair of stirrup pants, a turtle neck sweater, and snow boots all winter. That 
became my uniform. Now that I can wear my summer dresses from DEVA, which let 
the air flow all around me, I’m really quite comfortable. Poor Woody. 

After the half-hour drive out of town, we unload at the outside of a gate. 
Darkhan pushes it open enough for us all to we squeeze through, along with the 
wheel barrow he’s brought. Our caravan for the twenty-minute hike to the water and 
open sided shelters with picnic tables is impressive with Darkhan pushing the 
wheelbarrow, now loaded down with I’m not sure what – until he serves us a 
glorious lunch of shashlik and salads. 

After lunch, I find a big bush, look around to make sure Darkhan isn’t walking 
about, strip down to the bare essentials (literally), and go in for a swim. It’s my first 
time swimming in over a year. Kamshat and Aigul join me, but the others resist. I 
must have been a sight getting in with my panties and Teva sandals on. But I still 
don’t dare take the sandals off. 

Following our swim, there’s a second, smaller meal, which puts me in the mood 
for a nap. Gulzhahan’s four-year-old son, Duman, has already fallen asleep, standing 
up with his head resting on a railing. I snap a picture. 

My nap lasts until the calls of “kushai, kushai, Janet, kushai” wake me. (Eat, eat, 
Janet; eat.) Kushai, kushai must surely be the national slogan for at any gathering of 
more than two, someone is always saying it. I can’t eat a single thing and refuse as 
politely as I can, only later to learn that this was a special meal prepared just for me 
by the students who came with us. 

They’ll just have to get used to the crazy American who only likes to eat at 
certain times of the day, just as I’ve gotten used to the crazy Kazakhs who like to eat 
whenever they sit down. This cultural relativism goes in two directions, after all. 



7  
Our Tau Spa Adventure 

Almaty, the former capitol of Kazakhstan, lies in the foothills of the massive Tien 
Shan Mountains, to the south. Heading south, you must walk up hill; north, down 
hill. It seemed upside down to me that first year. But by that second summer, I had it 
figured out. 

I knew my way around the bus routes too. Or so I thought. As our summer with 
Hadija was coming to an end, we thought we’d check out Tau Spa nestled somewhere 
in those massive mountains. I’d gone there with my KAZ15 group during training 
and Olga, our medical assistant at the Peace Corps office had told me bus number 560 
would take us. So, I figured we’d get on the bus and when we got near Tau Spa, I’d 
recognize it and off we’d get. Hah! 

At the Almaty bus station,we looked for a bus with “#560 on it, even asked 
around, to no avail. We tried taxi drivers next, but they don’t want to go. Too far, 
they tell us. Then I spotted bus 560 and we climbed aboard, asking, “Tau Spa?” as I 
gave the young boy our fares. 

“Da.” He assured me. 
When I’d gone with the Peace Corps group, we’d left from the headquarters, in 

the foothills of the mountains. I had no idea how much longer the ride would be as 
we needed to get through the city of Almaty first. But I enjoyed the ride, taking a few 
dozen photos of the passing scenery and a few of a cute little boy sitting, for awhile, 
across from me. Slowly, the bus emptied out and the driver stopped at the edge of a 
housing development—still under development. 

“This isn’t Tau Spa” I assure Woody who is a bit perplexed. We don’t have our 
dictionary with us, but I’ve gotten pretty good with my Russian and assure the driver 
and young boy that we’re not about to get off the bus. With that, the driver turned 
the bus around and drove a few more blocks to another, smaller, bus station—what 
is evidently the end of the line. A bus garage of sorts. 

“G’dya?” I ask. (Where are we?) Neither Woody nor I have any idea what the 
young man says in response, but we’re pretty sure it’s something about absolutely 
positively needing to get off. So, I got out my cell phone and called Olga, at home. 

“Olga,” I said, hoping she remembers our conversation of weeks ago. “We’re on 
the bus to Tau Spa, but it’s not Tau Spa and they say it’s the end of the line.” I hand 
the phone to the driver who talked with Olga for a short while. Finally, he gives the 
phone back and I hear Olga say, “He says he’ll take you there for one thousand 
tenge.” Knowing we have few options at this point, and amazed that a public bus can 



so readily drive off the designated route, we agree. Off we go in this empty city bus, 
up into the mountains to find Tau Spa. 

After thirty minutes I spot a billboard advertising it and relax knowing we’re at 
least heading in the right direction. After another ten or so minutes we come to a 
guard post along the road. The gate is down and our driver talks with a uniformed 
man for a bit, then we drive through. Something about “American dignitaries,” I 
couldn’t catch all of it and I’m just as glad. I just want to get to the Spa and relax. 

The road begins a steep climb and our bus chugs along. Then, we come to a fork 
in the road, which no one knows which to take. It’s decided we’ll go back to the guard 
house and ask better directions. The full size city bus K-turns on the mountainside 
road the width of someone’s large living room, managing to miss both ditches and 
heads back down the road. But, from this direction, I recognize the entrance to the 
spa just beyond the gate, where he drops us off, accepting his agreed—upon one 
thousand tenge and pleading for more as it’s taken him over forty-five minutes. We 
pay him double. 



8  
The President 

We were using role plays in my optional class with English 49 and a drama had 
evolved around the students asking questions of their “president.” Their questions 
told me more than their answers. 

“Who was your wife married to before she married you?” called out one student 
and the other students laughed. Gulya, who was playing President Nazarbayev, 
looked stunned. 

“Yes, she was married before,” Gulya responded, timidly, “but now she loves 
only me.” A good save, I thought. 

“Which daughter will inherit your job?” another asked. 
As Gulya started to respond, I saw Venera’s hand go up in the back of the room. 

One of the many who sat demurely in the back, never participating, Venera was a 
large young woman; big boned, we once called it. She hadn’t spoken since the fall 
semester when I’d asked the class what they’d most like to learn and why; for too 
many of them it obviously wasn’t English. 

I remembered the pride with which she told me she wanted to own her own 
shop some day. “I don’t want learn English,” she had said boldly but in a voice 
unexpectedly soft-spoken. “It’s my mother’s idea.” I sympathized with her 
immediately, unable to imagine sitting anywhere six days a week for four years 
because my mother thought it best. 

Now her hand was up and I was eager to hear what she had to say. I nodded to 
her. “Yes. Venera?” 

“We may not to do this.” her voice was tentative, maybe frightened. 
“I don’t understand.” 
“It is in con…sti…tu…tion,” and she sounded out the word as though for the first 

time, which it probably was. 
“We’re not allowed to play the role of the president,” another student 

interjected. 
Now I was truly confused. The class was going so well; so many students 

speaking, throwing out questions one after another. What rule was this? Besides, 
who could enforce it? Could there be students in this group who would rat on us? 
The whole thing seemed preposterous. 

I turned to the class. “What shall we do?” 
“It is a stupid rule,” said one student. 
“It is not stupid,” said another. “It is so no one makes fun of our president.” 



I let them continue debating. My job was to get them to speak English and they 
were doing just fine. 



9  
Using Oscar Wilde 

It’s Oscar Wilde’s turn in our English Literature class and I realize my students are 
misusing the words “homosexual” and “homosexuality.” They’re not only 
mispronouncing the words, they are giggling whenever they say them. 

“Let’s practice homoSEXual,” I say, and the class repeats after me, 
“homoSEXual,” slowly, keeping the emphasis on the correct syllable. Giggles ripple 
across the room and a few students exchange cursory glances, which I ignore. 

“Good. Now, is this a noun or an adjective?” 
No one answers. Do they know the difference? 
“Azimat,” I call. “Is the word ‘homosexual’ a noun or an adjective?” 
“It is a noun,” he offers, proudly. Azimat enjoys his role as good student. 
Uh, oh. It can be either a noun or an adjective, I realize sheepishly. I try again. 
“Oscar Wilde was a homosexual man,” I say instead. “Is this the noun or the 

adjective? Azimat?” 
“The adjective.” 
“Very good. Can you use the word ‘homosexual’ as a noun?” 
“Oscar Wilde was a homosexual,” he states and the class, including Azimat, 

breaks into laughter, which I again ignore. 
“Now, let’s use ‘homosexuality’ in a sentence. Anyone?” 
There’s silence; the laughter is over. 
“Homosexuality is an unusual subject to talk about,” I offer. “And one that makes 

you uncomfortable, I think. Am I right?” 
There’s some murmuring in agreement. 
“And when you are uncomfortable, you laugh. Yes?” 
Again, agreement. I move on, deciding not to turn this into group therapy. 
“Is the word ‘homosexuality’ a noun or an adjective?” I try again. 
“A noun,” call out most of the class. At least I have their attention. 
“Who can use it in a sentence?” 
“Oscar Wilde was arrested for homosexuality and sent to prison,” Gulsaira calls 

out. 
“Excellent. Yes. Homosexuality was illegal in England in Oscar Wilde’s day.” 
I’m not prepared for this digression and I can feel it. Then, I remember an 

earlier lesson I’d used, practicing the days of the week. I remind them. 
“Ho–mo–SEX–u–al,” I enunciate slowly, making large circles in the air with my 

two arms, each time saying it louder. They follow me obediently until we’re virtually 



yelling the word. Although I’m sure we can be heard all the way down the hall, one 
of the benefits of this college is that few know what we’re saying. 

Up and down pump my arms until the sheer lunacy of how loudly we’re yelling 
out a formerly taboo word has overtaken the taboo. But at least no one is giggling. 

At the end of the section, I ask the students, as I do after each of our authors, 
“What do you think of Oscar Wilde?” 

“I don’t like him.” Azimat calls out. 
“No. He is not a good person,” says Aigerim. “But I like his work.” 
I sigh. I’ve done all I can. 

 
Passengers pose for a photo. 
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Summer and Fall 2005 

Studying culture without experiencing culture shock is like 
practicing swimming without experiencing water. 

—Geert Hofstede (1928 -) 
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1  
Swimming with Togzhan 

Togzhan was the only woman I met in Zhezkazgan whose refrigerator stood in the 
kitchen. I took that as a sign of prosperity. Usually refrigerators were in the living 
room. When Woody and I found our own apartment, the refrigerator was in the 
bedroom! But I digress. 

Educated as an English teacher, Togzhan had gotten an additional degree in 
finance. When she graduated, she took a job in the finance department of 
Kazakhmys, the copper company and the town’s major employer. 

The first time I’d gone to her apartment, I’d been trying to get money from the 
huge copper company for my movie-night project. Togzhan had listened politely, 
asked a few questions, and then served me tea while she told me clearly that 
Kazakhmys would never give money away. Corporate sponsorships had not yet come 
to Kazakhstan. 

But the first time I met her, at Dina’s home, she explained to me how the tenge 
had been introduced into Kazakhstan, not quite two years after independence. 
Orchestrated personally by President Nazarbayev, the public announcement came 
on a Friday night after the banks had closed. The newly printed and minted tenge 
were flown into the country from some secret location in England over the weekend, 
and at 8 a.m. Monday morning, the tenge replaced the Russian ruble—at one tenge to 
500 Russian rubles—rendering, overnight, everyone’s rubles worthless. 

“All very quiet,” Togzhan had said. “He was very smart.” 
Togzhan and I stayed in touch throughout my two years. She attended my 

English teachers club and she served on my movie advisory committee. I always 
found her a wealth of information. And so it was, two weeks before classes began 
that second year, that I could finally fulfill a promise I’d made a year earlier. 

“I want you to teach me to swim,” she’d been telling me since she learned I could 
swim. I was happy to do it. There was a well-equipped indoor swimming pool in 
town, but it was off limits to us in the winter since she believed you got sick from 
swimming if it was cold outside. Spring was just too busy, and I’d been away most of 
the summer. Her vacation on the Black Sea was imminent and she was determined 
to swim while there. 

It’d been over a year since I’d been in a pool and nearly a generation since I’d 
taught swimming. But Togzhan was an eager student. Shortly after my return, we 
took a week for nightly lessons. 



It was nearly 6 p.m. as we walked to the far side of town, and still sunny and hot: 
perfect weather for an outside swim, but we were walking to the indoor pool. No one 
in my circle swam in the reservoir. 

Conversation was always fun with Togzhan; her English was quite good, and she 
never hesitated to express her opinions and ideas. That night I heard about the new 
Akim (Mayor), the man far too young, Assem had told me in May, to be an Akim. “We 
like our Akims old,” she’d said. 

Togzhan, it turned out, agreed. Not only was he too young, he wanted to impose 
a fine on residents of the various apartments if they didn’t maintain their buildings, 
and he had decreed that there’d be no more lopping off of the treetops. 

It all sounded fine to me, but for Togzhan and, it turned out, for most of the 
town, it was all just too much. He’d been appointed by no less than the president 
himself. And, she was certain, he’d soon find himself unappointed. 

At the pool, we bought tickets for the 6:30 swim. Fifty tenge got us a locker, a 
shower, and forty-five minutes in the pool. (The exchange rate for most of our two 
years hovered around 135 tenge to one US Dollar.) 

The women’s locker room was an expansive room, with lockers lining three 
walls. Between the locker room and the shower room was a room with two sinks that 
didn’t work, the toilet (that did) off that room. The shower room had ten shower 
heads lining two long walls and no curtains between them. 

We changed en masse, we showered en masse, and we walked en masse – inched 
along, is more like it—in a line the length of the fifty-meter pool. I’ve never seen a 
public pool anywhere without a posted “shower before entering pool” rule. In 
Kazakhstan, however, the rule was enforced. Our line ran us past one of the two 
lifeguards who ran her finger across the inside of an elbow, along an ankle, or down 
a spine. No one would know ahead of time. A few young people were sent back to the 
showers. She must have liked the inside of our elbows for we passed through easily. 

The two female “guards” wore regular street clothes. Their job entailed walking 
back and forth by the edge of the pool and blowing their whistles. They did this a lot, 
though I never figured out what anyone was doing wrong. Besides how long we 
could stay in the pool and how clean we had to be, there were no actual rules or life 
rings. Nor was there the smell of chlorine. 

I’d been to the pool during our first winter when Dina’s sister Ella and her fiancé 
brought Woody and me. But we’d left without swimming when Woody found the 
number of unsupervised children cavorting in the pool unappealing. He’s a lap 
swimmer, and felt his attempts would be futile. His lack of adventure had annoyed 
me that night, but now I could see that dealing with the kids at the pool would have 
been as bad as Woody had imagined. 



Whether you had come for laps, lessons, or play, all activities happened together. 
The lanes were marked with lane markers, but I never saw anyone swim laps. 
Instead, kids jumped into the pool from the sides, intent on making the biggest splash 
possible. Others played ball with what looked like a soccer ball. 

Togzhan and I staked out a small area in a corner of the shallow end, and began 
our lesson. I showed her the jellyfish roll and how to float on her back, and she 
bounced up and down easily and had no trouble putting her head under water. But 
her attitude abruptly changed when we moved to the kickboard. 

“It is too difficult,” she told me, standing up. 
“It’s important to keep your legs up,” I’d tell her. “You must get used to kicking.” 
“It is not fun. I want to swim.” And she rolled under water in a jellyfish float 

again. 
“We are training your body to be a fish,” I explained when she surfaced. “It is 

not used to being in the water.” 
I’d met this quick-to-give-up attitude often during my first year; here it was 

again, just in a new setting. “You must give it time,” I told her, wanting to sympathize 
with the difficulty of doing something so new, and definitely not wanting her to quit. 

She listened politely, smiled at me briefly, then took the board and kicked a few 
feet down the lane. But shortly I watched as she tossed it out of the pool and declared 
defiantly, “I want to swim.” With that she doggie-paddled down the lane, among the 
loud, happy, cavorting children. Perhaps just having fun was what she meant by 
swimming. I’d never thought to ask. 



2  
Ways to trip 

No one seems to notice the decay and the crumbling infrastructure. I’ve asked both 
colleagues and students about it and I get a look of confusion and wonderment. What 
could I possibly be talking about! Truly, nothing has been fixed since at least 1991 
and probably not for many years before that. Yet, they seem not to care, or not 
notice. 

Cement is the most obvious example of the decay. Rebar shows in almost every 
set of steps, in crumbling curbs, even in exposed sections of walls. I didn't know what 
rebar was before I came here; now I’m becoming intimately acquainted with it. 
Window trims have not been painted in generations except in those cases where the 
owners have painted them a bright blue—this keeps out the evil spirits, we’re told. 

The pipes are rusty everywhere; bath water is a too familiar shade of yellowish 
brown. It’s clean enough for bathing, I want to believe, but it looks really odd. My 
bleached blonde hair evolved into a rustier shade of yellow. When it's not rust, it's 
dust. But then, we've had no rain since we arrived. Occasional rain clouds threaten, 
but nothing comes down. 

But today is a spectacular day, weather wise; a light breeze keeps the hot sun 
from being stifling. My cell phone works. I love my job; my students love me; my 
colleagues are genuinely glad I'm here. No one seems at all put out at my endless 
queries; in fact, what is endless is their patience with me. 

*** 

We are into fall and the weather I love so much. I can smell burning leaves. What a 
gloriously familiar smell, though it must be over thirty years since I’ve smelled it. I 
find the piles of leaves just around the corner from our apartment. There are three of 
them and I just stand there and breathe in the memories. 

This is my last autumn and unlike last year, I can no longer tell myself that "I'll 
get it next year; I’ll do it next year; I’ll wait." No more waiting. It’s now or never. So, 
on my way home from school—college—I take out my camera and capture my walk 
in photos. In amongst the crumbling cement garages and potholed dirt alleyways, 
there are some nice golds and yellows on the trees. 

My camera captures the ground as well as the tree tops and I find myself making 
a photo essay of the various ways there are of tripping: the pipes that run across the 



sidewalks, the curbs that stick up above the adjoining sidewalk, the crumbling steps 
that never match each other in height. 

There is also a threat of tripping inside, of course. Mostly it’s the door sills 
between each room. We’ve learned to step up each time we walk through a doorway. 
Perhaps I’ll get some shots of these. 



3  
The Besik 

That last year, the daily differences that had so overwhelmed me faded into the 
background, and the universals stood out more easily. I remembered that all cultures 
have rituals around play, marriage (mating, at least), and child-rearing. Human 
beings, I knew, are born with an inherent need to feel loved, valued, and secure. 

Beyond wanting to survive, we need to know we belong, and where. We want to 
laugh and we want to raise happy, healthy children who grow up to contribute to 
their world in some way. But, again, the differences in how each culture achieves 
these ends can be fascinating. Or frightening; it’s all in one’s attitude. 

Kazakh couples, I’d seen, share the same bed with their older children and never 
set a bedtime. Kazakhs wait to circumcise their sons, I’d heard, until age five. And, as 
I learned that winter, they swaddle their infants into their beds. Some of these 
practices were easier for me to accept than others. 

“Like they did when they rode camels,” our site-mate Jessica had told us, 
showing me the handout on the baby bed called a besik that she’d gotten during her 
training. The handout that neither Woody nor I had gotten clearly stated the babies 
were indeed tied into their beds and left for hours. I wanted to know more, so I 
turned to Gulzhahan. 

“We had a besik,” she told me matter-of-factly when I showed her the Peace 
Corps handout. “I used one with Duman, but it’s gone to my sister.” Each of my 
mother-colleagues, it turned out, had used this arrangement with each of their 
children. Since none of the children I’d met seemed any different from children in 
the US, except when it was 10:30 at night and they were still running around, I was 
determined to find out more. 

Gulzhahan didn’t know the word “cradle,” so we couldn’t really talk about how 
the besik differed from the cradles I’d used with my sons. It took the news of the 
pending birth of my fourth grandchild for me to actually see my first one. 

“You should buy one for David and Tara,” they told me. “Babies in this bed never 
have to have a diaper changed.” That part might appeal to my son and his wife, I 
thought, who were expecting their second child in December. If I could get the 
dimensions, I might even get my carpenter son Jon to build it for them. It was the 
tying-the-baby-into-it part that concerned me. I wanted to see one, so a few months 
after Gulzhan’s sister Marzhan had a baby, we went to her apartment to see hers. 

Gulzhahan and I arrived to find Gulzhan already in her sister’s kitchen. The one-
bedroom apartment was well furnished with the standard pieces I found in every 
home: the wall unit filling the long living room wall, the overstuffed sofa with 



matching overstuffed chairs, the TV—this one thankfully off—and the long, narrow 
dining table. As I passed the bedroom, I could see a baby in the middle of a big bed, 
cooing and watching his arms and legs flail in the air. The besik, it would seem,was at 
least not used full-time. 

We ate, of course, before we saw anything. Gulzhahan and I helped lay the 
dastarkhan (set the table). I’d gotten quite good at laying a proper dastarkhan: 
containers of various drinks catty-corner on two ends, salad-sized plates centered at 
each place setting, bowls of baursak (fried bread) and multiple salads covering the 
tablecloth. There were no knives or forks, no salt or pepper, no condiments of any 
sort, but there were spoons and many bowls of candies within reach. 

The meal was pleasant, but I was impatient to see the besik. Finally, Marzhan’s 
husband brought out a small white wooden cradle filled with baby blankets. 
Marzhan followed with her baby. Little Nursultan (named after President Nursultan 
Nazarbayev) was wide-awake, smiling broadly, and going easily to each set of arms, 
including mine. 

Marzhan emptied the besik to get it ready to put Nursultan in, and I saw the 
significant differences from either of the cradles I had used: a hole in the wooden 
bottom and, instead of sides, the headboard and footboard of the “cradle” were 
connected by a single vertical slat of wood, conveniently positioned for use as a 
handle. 

I watched Marzhan unwrap nine-month-old Nursultan and place him on his 
back into the empty besik, his bare bottom resting directly over the holes in both the 
tiny quilt that would soon enwrap him and the wooden besik. 

Before she placed Nursultan into his besik, Marzhan wanted to show me what 
was going under Nursultan’s tiny pillow: a large and very sharp knife and packages 
of matches. 

I phrased my inevitable “why?” carefully. “What do these items do?” I asked, 
trying to mask my horror. 

“They will keep him from being frightened,” Gulzhahan translated. 
I had no reply. 
Deftly, Marzhan attached her anatomically intact son to a strategically placed 

rubber tube that dropped between his legs, through the hole beneath him, and into a 
pint-sized jar attached to the underside of the bed. 

“How do you hook up a girl baby?” I asked as Marzhan’s hands continued to 
wrap. 

“It’s no problem,” my colleagues chorused, laughing. “There’s a different shaped 
tube.” 

“Can babies do all their ‘business’ through the same hole?” 



They assured me they could. 
Marzhan was wrapping thin sheets of cloth around her son, encircling him and 

pulling them taut under the bed, around and around, cocooning him so tightly to the 
besik, he was unable to wiggle. The term “swaddling clothes” came to mind, except 
he was being swaddled to the bed. Thick blankets completed the final layer while his 
eyes focused intently on his mother’s face. He did look cozy and quite content. 

“However do you feed him?” I asked, expecting a simple translated explanation. 
Instead, after Gulzhan translated my question, Marzhan smiled, then knelt down 
next to the bed, hiked up her blouse and whipped out a breast. Tipping the besik 
toward her, she offered her son an unexpected snack. I showed her my camera and 
asked permission with a nod of my head. 

“Kanyeshna” (Of course), she told me with a broad smile. 
Snack time over, my colleagues helped me understand the history of the besik. 

Snug and safe—and apparently unafraid—nomad babies would travel in these beds 
for very long periods strapped to a camel. “How long do they stay in it today?” I 
asked. 

“Up to eighteen hours,” I heard. 
“How long will a family use the besik? How old are these babies when they 

stop?” 
“Each family is different,” they told me. “Some will use it for more than a year.” 

Most babies stay in the besik until they begin to walk. Then it’s time for another feast, 
the Tusau Kesu, a ceremony where the toddler’s feet are bound with thread, then 
quickly cut by a specially chosen couple: Kazakh “Godparents,” I decided. Then 
everyone eats. 

While we talked, Nursultan fell asleep, the picture of contentment. Still, I was not 
asking my son Jon to make one for his brother. 



4  
Slang 

Two of my younger, single colleagues have come with me to Company Plus, the 
Internet café, so I can introduce them to the Internet and have them apply to 
programs that will offer them a chance to see my country. Following my brief 
presentation, I turn them loose on reading through the various programs. Suddenly, 
I’m interrupted. 

“Look at the mother-fucking time,” Kamshat exclaims as she glances at the clock 
on the wall. 

“Kamshat! What did you say?” It’s not so much a question as an involuntary 
reaction. 

“Don’t worry,” she tells me. “It’s just slang.” 
I envision her in America thinking she’s fitting in by repeating slang she’s picked 

up on MTV or wherever. 
“No, Kamshat. It’s only slang in certain circles and they are not your circles.” 

How do I tell her that slang is an “in-group” phenomena, used in America to 
reinforce membership in that group? Someone from outside the group sounds naïve 
at best and offensive at worst, when they adopt such behavior as their own. “You’ve 
got to be part of the group that says it before you can say it to that group,” is the best 
I come up with. 

“It’s in all the music,” she proclaims in her defense. She is referring to American 
rap that is all the rage. “And in the movies.” 

Indeed, it is pervasive in American culture. How can I possibly teach them to 
maneuver through such a minefield? 



 
Nursultan all snug in his besik. 
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5  
The Samovar 

I arrived back in Zhezkazgan shortly before Gulzhahan’s birthday. I wanted to 
choose an appropriate gift, something that was a tangible sign of my gratitude. What 
else could it be but an electric samovar. With chai (tea) such an important part of 
every feast, and because it was something she’d not buy for herself, I thought it the 
perfect gift. 

I set out to find the right one and I asked my colleague Gulzhan to help me. 
“From Russia; not China. That’s good,” Gulzhan said often as we examined 

different samovars at numerous stores. Finally, she settled on one with an ornate 
orange floral design painted on a black background. Not what I would have chosen, 
but I trusted Gulzhan. She knew Gulzhahan well, and certainly longer than the 
eighteen months I’d known her. 

If “appropriate decorative embellishment” was on a continuum with the Danes’ 
spare, simple lines at one end, I’d have to put the Kazakhs at the opposite end. It was 
one of those cultural differences I never got used to. 

I took the samovar to Gulzhahan’s apartment the afternoon before her party, 
carried it up the stairs by myself, and watched her open it. The glee spread slowly 
across her face as she recognized what it was. 

When she briefly complained, “It is too much,” I reminded her of all she’d done 
for me. “Will you take my picture?” she asked, and when I had taken out my camera, 
she bent low next to her new orange and black electric samovar while I captured her 
broad smile. 

Gift giving is so often about reciprocity. I wanted to give a gift equal in some way 
to all that Gulzhahan had given to me. From her ideas for seminars I could run, her 
negotiating skills to get me classes I’d enjoy teaching, and matching me with great 
teachers to teach with—all things she could do as the local, the native—she had made 
my time there worthwhile. How could I, the alien, possibly reciprocate? 

For me, it was still about balance. 
I had raised the issue of gift-giving with my colleagues during my first year. I 

remember the long silence as they prepared their answer. 
Finally, Assem offered, “If you open the gift immediately,” she began, “it says you 

never got a gift before, or maybe you are greedy.” The others nodded in agreement. 
No it wouldn’t, I wanted to protest. But I stayed silent. It was an angle I’d never 

considered, another cultural difference. 
“Also, here,” Gulzhan added after more thought, “Money is important. 

Sometimes it is collected from the guests beforehand. This is their present. It helps 



with the cost of the party.” I hadn’t thought of this either. How practical in this 
country of such poverty, I now thought. A way to afford to celebrate each other’s happy 
events. 

It’s not that Kazakhs never give gifts, they do. But they don’t give them ahead of 
time, like at showers as we do; they don’t have showers, actually, believing it might 
jinx the happy event to give a gift in anticipation. 

And they don’t generally give store-bought gifts. Whether that’s a holdover from 
the Soviet years when there was simply not a lot of choice on store shelves, or a more 
recent holdover from the years of such sudden and incomprehensible poverty, I 
simply didn’t know. 



6  
International Women's Day, March 8 

My teachers and I settle into our own little room at the Korean restaurant for an 
early Women’s Day lunch. We sit on mats around a very low table and my legs once 
again stick straight out under the table; my hips just will not bend to allow me to sit 
cross-legged and they are graciously tolerant, telling me it doesn’t matter. Though I 
know it must, I choose to accept them at their word. 

I’ve come to calling them my teachers for that is what they have all become. 
They have taught me much over the past eighteen months. And writing this, I can 
picture them today as though this was yesterday: Tolganay sits to my right; Zhanara, 
to my left; Gulzhahan is at the far end, catty-corner from me. Assem and Gulzhan are 
there, as are Kuralai, Kamshat, and both Miras; I think every one is here except 
Rustam, our sole male English teacher. Talk turns quickly to Women’s Day. He never 
socializes with us outside of the teacher’s lounge and I can’t quite grasp if it’s gender 
or nationality that sets him apart. No one else seems to mind. 

“In America,” I tell them, “we have no Women’s Day.” Then I explain about 
Mothers’ Day. “I like the idea of Women’s Day better,” I continue. “Women need 
more opportunities to be honored, not just if they have had children.” 

The conversation turns, as it probably would anywhere, to the idea of honoring 
women and whether one day a year is adequate. Our food arrives, I don’t recall what 
we ate, but I do recall what they said that afternoon. 

Tolganay tells of taking care of her brother’s clothes for him as a child. “Did you 
resent him because of it?” I ask, thinking of the heavy thud that would result as this 
idea landed in the U.S., even with washing machines. 

“Oh, no. It was my duty,” Tolganay proclaims. “My honor.” 
And, while I believe she means it, I must look skeptical, for Gulzhahan quickly 

adds, “Men are considered holy,” which causes me to look even more skeptical. She 
continues, “Because they protect home, family, the region, and the country.” 

“It is a good thing to be of service to them,” Tolganay adds. 
I’ve had no brothers or father in my lifetime to protect me, so I’m not about to 

quibble. Yet, I begin to wonder whether equality itself is simply another Western 
value and not the universal one I’d long believed. 

I grew up on the “all created equal” idea; they didn’t. If they grew up with the 
idea of an inherent inequality, the idea that men are holy and women aren’t isn’t 
such a leap. 



What strikes me the most still today, though, is that no one was resentful of this. 
They aren’t just being tolerant; they feel honored. And all the women there who had 
brothers knew just what Tolganay was referring to. They had all done it too. 

Gulzhahan begins the toasts and as others join in, I understand the power these 
toasts hold for both the giver and the receiver. Here in this land where each person 
knows how very limited their power is, they at least have the ability to bring good 
things to pass for their friends and family. And they relish that. 

For the first time, I see them as part of a ritual with ramifications far beyond the 
moment. And so, I take the time and give a personal toast to each person. 

For Gulzhahan, I wish “enough time” to do all the things she wants to do; 
“serenity” for Tolganay who has far more obligations in her life than seems fair; “a 
healthy baby” for pregnant Zhazira; “a dombra player” for Gulzhan; and “a love 
affair” for Zhanara. They all listen intently, seriously. I believe they’ve never before 
thought about what they might want for themselves. 

And then someone tells a joke and we break into giggles. 



7  
On the Train to NATEK 

We’re on the train to Kokshatau: Gulzhahan, Assem, and Togzhan, Assem’s former 
school teacher from her village, Ulatau. She is a quiet, gentle woman of my age, but 
looks and behaves much older. She took a bus from Ulatau to Zhezkazgan yesterday 
so that we could all leave together for Karaganda, which we did late yesterday 
afternoon. The train from Karaganda to Pavlodar left this morning at 7:30 and will 
stop in Kokshatau at 4:30 where we’ll get off. 

As we travel north I gaze out the window picturing myself amidst the open 
wheat fields of Nebraska. This is followed by a few short miles of the Utah salt flats, 
some Iowa corn fields, and finally Pennsylvania hills. At one point I imagine I see 
buffalo way out in the distance—large dark creatures quietly grazing. I later learn 
they are cows; black cows are common here. 

“Here we are in Nebraska,” I chide them, and later, “No, it’s Iowa, Oklahoma, 
oops, Pennsylvania. Now, the New Jersey Pine Barrens...” I’m having fun but wonder 
if what they hear is, “your land is common, it’s not unique or special to me.” I don’t 
want to hurt their feelings. But the moment is gone as we must show our documents 
to a friendly official who has just stopped in our koopay. I notice Gulzhahan is quick 
to say to him, “Volyuntor, Korpus Mira,” as she nods toward me. 

We are twenty minutes outside the “Switzerland of Kazakhstan”—Baravoya. The 
land is still flat and brown—Nebraska in the winter. Where are these mountains they 
tell me about? When do they start? 

The Peace Corps paid the registration fee for all three of these teachers; I’ll pay 
transportation costs and housing while here. We’re staying in an apartment that 
Gulzhahan’s brother found for us and it’s not expensive at all. The other three are 
taking care of all food. Assem, the youngest, does all the cooking. 

Some evergreens along the railway bed bring such oohs and aahs—I think of the 
giant pines and white birch of the Adirondack Mountains in upper New York State 
and feel suddenly embarrassed at the wealth America possesses. We didn’t earn it, 
we didn’t work for it; we were born into it. We are unspeakably lucky. 

Do I want to show such beauty to my friends? Suddenly I don’t want to flaunt 
what I have. I don’t want to show it off. And, having seen such grandeur in my own 
backyard, I’m prevented now from joining honestly in their exclamations of wonder 
and awe. 

We settle into good conversation. First, a comparison of education in US and 
Kazakhstan. They find it “interesting” that we have controls not only at the federal 
and state level but also at the local level. The federal is familiar to them; the state not 



so much; but local control of the schools is just not heard of here. And I, for the first 
time, can see the value in local control of education. 

Gulzhahan tells me she wants me to come back and do Critical Thinking 
seminars in the villages. “It would be so good for our teachers,” she tells me. 

“The US Embassy might pay for me to do that. At least my airfare.” I think of the 
workshop last February at Dom Shkolnikoff, taught by Carlyn Syvanen. She got to 
Zhezkazgan on the list of specialists the State Department uses to choose people to 
present workshops in English throughout the country. “If I could get on such a list,” I 
tell her, “We just might be able to do it.” I tell her to put a plan together. “We could 
take three weeks for it.” I must learn how to get on this list. I’ll email Carlyn. Thanks 
to the Internet, we’ve stayed in touch. 

We also talk about Islam and Kazakh history. Assem has recently been reading 
Nomads, a book just out about the ancient history of this land. She is eager to teach 
me what she’s learned. Today, those who can trace their lineage to Genghis Khan 
comprise an elite “white bone” of Kazakh society. Interestingly, in my two years 
there, I met only one person who did not claim to be of “white bone” ancestry. 

I learn that Gulzhahan’s name isn’t Kazakh; it is Persian. Her family came to 
Kazakhstan, she says, “with Islam.” With her marriage to Darkhan, who is from the 
Middle Zhuze, she was the first of her family to marry outside their tribe. This is a big 
deal. As near as I can figure, her people probably came from Persia somewhere 
between the eighth and eighteenth centuries. She is quite proud that she can claim 
not to be either “white bone” or “blue bone.” I’ve never understood this distinction; it 
has to do with those who are descended from Genghis Khan and who are not. Her 
name is broken into two syllables. The Gul is flower, as in Kazakh. But the zhahan 
means “soul.” So Gulzhahan either is to have a soul of flowers or is the soul of a 
flower. I ask about Gulzhan’s name, a more classic Kazakh name; it means “full of 
flowers.” 

Gulzhahan was the first member of her family to marry outside their group. 
Darkhan, her husband, is from the Greater Horde, the one from the south of 
Kazakhstan, though his immediate family (mother, step-father, and brother) live 
near Karaganda. But, she tells me that, according to her father, a retired history 
teacher, their ancestors came from Persia and were among the group that brought 
Islam to Kazakhstan. I’d read that the introduction of Islam into Central Asia was 
around the eighth century, at least in the southern Stans, not reaching central 
Kazakhstan until much later. 

I wonder if this single difference, that Gulzhahan is descended not from Kazakhs 
but from Persians, accounts for her many differences: her ambition, her directness, 
her personality as less "Kazakh." And then I wonder if I’m being racist. 



8  
The Sheep’s Head 

With less than a month before we left for home, I found myself, thanks to Assem, 
once again amidst the rolling hills of the little village of Ulatau, the geographical and 
some say the spiritual center of Kazakhstan. This time, we were a party of eleven for 
our weekend trip. 

We drove the three hours in a large van, Tolganay’s husband at the wheel. 
Seated directly behind him, I had a clear sight of not only the oncoming traffic or 
not—literally, as most drivers in this country don’t seem to stay in their own lane—
but of the bottles of beer he consumes as we barreled down the road. Darkhan is in 
the front passenger seat, with four-year-old Duman on his lap. There are four of us 
squeezed in the back seat; the other four bounce around in the back. There are no 
seat belts in Kazakhstan in 2006. 

Tolganay’s husband isn’t a bad driver, just fast for the conditions of the road. His 
beer didn’t impair his driving, for he passed just as cavalierly, whether he could see 
the road ahead or not. The practice is to pass whenever you want to; if there’s a car 
coming, it’ll get out of the way. Fate, they live in her hand. The drive reminds me 
how well I’ve accepted their ways. 

We settle in at Assem’s mother’s house. Gulzhan and I will sleep in the large 
room that serves also as a living room and dining room. It has a sofa, but the piles of 
blankets on the floor will be our beds. Three other couples and their children will 
sleep in the other large room. The outhouse is behind the barn. I don’t know where 
the mother or the brother who lives here will sleep. I don’t need to know either and I 
remind myself again how well I’ve adjusted to this culture. 

Saturday night we go into the nearby hills for a Kazakh picnic. The men have 
brought the makings for shashlik and after building a fire, they grill the chicken 
kabobs. The weather is warm enough to want to be outside, but not yet hot. There 
are no birds here. I hadn’t noticed that at my visit in December; but now in spring, 
it’s striking. But I focus more on how 

comfortably relaxed the moment is. Some take the children for a run through 
the nearby birch woods; others talk quietly; a few take naps. I sit on a blanket with 
my teachers and take pictures of them. I want to never forget this moment. I know I 
could do anything and not be judged. I could nap; I could stay quiet; I could talk a 
blue streak. Whatever, I’d be accepted and wanted. This is the circle of friends I’d 
been looking for. Yet, in three weeks I’d be gone. 

It’s 6:30 when the shashlik is ready and we devour them, plus the myriad salads, 
juices, beer and bottled water. I’m stuffed when we get back to the house and quickly 



fall asleep on the sofa. It’s a solid nap, one of those deep ones that might have lasted 
all night, but I’m awakened by voices and movement and slowly realize they are 
setting up their dastarkhan even though it’s close to 9:00. They’ll be serving a second 
meal. And again, I pride myself on taking even this in stride. How well I’ve adjusted!  

I’m snapping photos of the children setting the table, noticing more how full I 
still am from the chicken shashlik. I snap more pictures as the family brings out the 
salads and realize my head still feels fuzzy from my unfinished nap. But I hear them 
calling me to sit down, and realize they’ve set a place for me with a plate of food 
already there. 

I set down my camera and sit, seeing what looks to be a small, burnt, pot roast 
on my plate. Then I see the eyes staring up at me. 

“Oh my god; it’s the head!” I scream without thinking. I guess if we were to think 
first, we’d be less apt to scream. 

As the words fly thoughtlessly out of my mouth, Assem grabs my plate and 
scurries it into the kitchen. In the heavy silence that follows, the enormity of my faux 
pas hits me. 

I’ve known of the ritual of the sheep’s head for almost two years—before we 
ever stepped foot in this country. To be asked to carve and distribute the head of the 
sheep is the highest honor a guest can be given. But as special occasion followed 
special occasion with no sheep’s head offered, I began to think it was another myth: a 
good story and perhaps true at one time, but a custom no longer practiced as 
Kazakhstan moved into the 21st century. 

I can’t say I had no warning. “Come back to see us in the spring,” Assem’s 
brother had said at my visit in December. “But bring your husband. We’ll kill a sheep 
for you.” But Woody hadn’t come with me this time either, and I put the idea of a 
sheep-killed-just-for-me out of my head. 

I look around the table for Gulzhahan and see her smile at me, tenderly I think. 
Assem says something in Kazakh as she returns to the room and everyone laughs. 

“I am sorry, Janet,” Assem begins. “It was too much.” 
I want to protest. Sorry for what? I’m the one who’s committed the sin. I’m the one 

given the honor and I may as well have slapped her brother-in-law in the face. I’m 
the one who’s missed a chance to do something really different—exotic. 

“No. I am sorry,” I plead. “Please bring it back. I want to do it. I can do it. Now 
I’m ready.” 

“No. We didn’t prepare you. We frightened you. We are sorry.” Assem tells me as 
she sets the sheep’s head before her brother. He carves it up and gives me a cheek. 

I still can’t get the word “cheeky” out of my head. 



9  
Conquering Homophobia Through Vegetarianism 

“You’ll get a new PCV in November.” I tell my four favorite colleagues as we finish up 
our meal on Woody’s and my last night. I had interrupted their Kazakh conversation 
I couldn’t follow anyway. The laughter stopped immediately. 

“No one will ever replace you,” Tolganay tells me with such seriousness. 
As the four murmur agreement, I allow a fleeting sense of pride in what we had 

accomplished to wash over me. We’d had an extraordinary two years and I wanted 
them to have another just-as-good experience with the new volunteer. An “almost-
just-as-good” would be even better. The idea made me smile. 

Knowing them, I knew they’d accept whomever they got and make that person 
feel welcome, just as they had welcomed me. But remembering the weeks teaching 
Oscar Wilde with Tolganay and knowing the prevailing view of homosexuality in the 
country, I couldn’t help but tease them a little. 

“I think you need a gay man for your next volunteer.” They giggled at this, and I 
added before they could respond, “Yes, I think I’ll have Peace Corps send you a 
pretty, gay man to be your next volunteer.” 

I knew I had no say in whom the Peace Corps would send next, but they didn’t 
have to know that. It would kill the fun. 

Believing the best way to conquer prejudice is to conquer ignorance, I pushed 
on, adding, “Maybe they can send you a gay vegetarian.” 

The giggles stopped as one and they gasped, in chorus, “Oh no.” Curious, I 
continued. 

“Which would you rather have,” I asked slowing my words to make sure they 
were all following, “a homosexual…or…a vegetarian?” 

Without hesitation, they all answered, “A homosexual.” 
I was surprised. I knew the stigma that was still prevalent. Homophobia was 

rampant and, in some villages, dangerous. But I hadn’t realized that a vegetarian 
volunteer would present a greater challenge for average Kazakhs. 

“We wouldn’t know how to feed a vegetarian,” laughed Assem and the others 
joined her laughter. 

How I loved hearing them laugh; I would miss them dreadfully. 
For I knew, as another Kazakh proverb promises, they’d feed them before they 

even asked their name. Guests are, after all, gifts from God—no matter what their 
sexual orientation might be. 



 
Gulzhahan with her new samovar 

Do you want to read the rest of the story? 

My memoir, At Home on the Kazakh Steppe: A Peace Corp Memoir, is available in 
paperback, eBook, or Large Print paperback from Amazon. And please check with 
your local independent bookstore too. The owner can order them easily through 
Ingram. 

Occasionally, I make my books more widely available through other online sites. 
When that happens, you can find the links on the Book page of my website, here. 

On my website, you can also read the book’s first chapter, see a slideshow of 
additional photos from Kazakhstan, and check out the latest reviews or event 
announcements. 

I hope you’ll also stop by and Like my Facebook Author Page. There you’ll find 
articles from around the world on topics related to cultural differences, adventure 
travel, the cultural conundrums of life in American, and links to my blog posts. 
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