The Scarlet Poppies of Kashkadanga.

Otabek Rakimov rang me, his voice warm with camaraderie. Our friendship had blossoms since my arrival in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. Otabek with pride had shown John and I his hometown, Khiva, and we met his extended family. Otabek understood the isolation created by language and cultural difference. He had studied for an MA in International Law and Business management, in France.

“Leonia, I have someone that you should meet. Her name is Salamat and she is a director for Uzbek Television.” He said excitedly.

“I would love to met her. Tomorrow 1pm at Cassandra restaurant?” I replied.

“I have told her about you and your interest in women’s problems. Salamat and I will meet you and we have some ideas on a visit to the provinces.” Otabek laughed.

“Ok, tell me your plans tomorrow,” I replied and rang off.

Standing before Cassandra entrance, I surveyed the frantic bustle of traffic as I waited for my friends to arrive. Pedestrians scrambled across the intersection as the lights turned green, defying the menacing vehicles, bent on surging ahead. Otabek waved as he and Salamat approached and we greeted each other warmly, clasping hands and kissing cheeks. We turned and walked over the uneven paving and ascended the stairs. We chose to sit in the shade of the veranda; at least there was a slight breeze there.

“Salamat is a Director of political broadcasts, for Uzbek Television.” Stated Otabek.

Salamat apologized for her poor English, “I understand English, but I speak very little.”

“I understand you very well, please tell me about your work,” I responded.

“When I was young I was politically active and protested against the government reforms and restricted imposed on the people. Since 1991, Uzbekistan became free from the USSR and a new government was formed.” Salamat explained. “But life became politically difficult for me and others and I left the country. My husband is a Turkman and we lived in Turkmenistan for many years.”

Otabek explained, “In this country, no one critics the government. You can think or speak privately to friends, but not aloud.”

Though living in Vietnam and experiencing the restrictions placed on people there, I could understand the difficulties of ‘free speech.’ Brave people risked imprisonment or worse by government agents.

“I understand your difficulties and admire your strength and resolve. How do you report the truth to the people?” I asked.

Salamat smiled sadly, “Everything we broadcast is critiqued before it can be aired to the public. Misinformation or lack of transparency is the official way to control the people.”

Thinking deeply I decided not to pressure her and changed the subject. “Now Otabek, where are you planning to take me?”

Salamat brightened, “I would like to invite you to a ‘small wedding.’

Mystified I asked, “ A ‘small wedding’?”

Laughing at my expression she said, “A ‘small wedding’ is when they cut the young boys.” And she looked at Otabek to explain.

Otabek blushed, “Leonia, this means when the boys under five years are circumcised.”

“Oh I understand now, I said seriously. “I’d better get Rashid our driver to take us there. Where is Kashkadanga?”

“It is near the Afghanistan border. We must leave in the morning at 10am. It is four or perhaps seven hours by road?” stated Otabek, as he looked questionably at Salamat. 

She laughed saying, “I have never been there. I have the name of the family and the area where they live. The TV team are coming later by local bus.”

Philosophically I smiled to myself. This was going to be interesting. We were planning to travel into the provinces approx: seven hours and no one knew the exact location.

“I am confident that we shall find these people. Perhaps Rashid knows the area and can speak the dialect?” I suggested.

I rang Rashid mobile and explained our proposed trip. His calm reaction was, ‘don’t worry madam. I will ask people and they will tell us.’

Otabek was delighted that once again he would be the leader and guide me to another wonderful experience in his country. We arranged to meet at 9.30am at Cassandra restaurant and kissed farewell.

We paused to admire the soft morning and looked with delight at the bright red poppies spread before us. The poppies seemed to dance before you eyes an illusion created by the soft dust stirred by the passing traffic. Clutching scarlet poppies to our breast and hooked over our ears we laughed with the joy of freedom from the toils of everyday problems. Stretching far into the distant lay a red carpet. Local people told us they were not planted they grew wild.

Resuming our journey we travelled through the flying dust stirred by heavy trucks racing to their destinations. Lunch was in a roadside café. Chai (local tea) Uzbek bread, meat and Uzbek salad (tomato and onion) Dusk approached quickly as we crossed the rugged mountain pass and we descended to the valley floor. The dry valley stretched before us. In the dying sunset we travelled over dusty un-paved roads and small settlements lined the narrow roads.

Rashid stopped many times to ask directions; his knowledge of this province far from Tashkent was limited. He stoped to ask for direction from locals who were amused to see foreigners in their midst. Each explanation was coloured by their knowledge of their own area. We seemed to be travelling in circles – we were lost and darkness was descended. Hours passed and our concern grew as each request for guidance to our destination became more vague. 

‘Take the next left road and then follow the river to the next village,’ said an old man with few teeth.

‘Its over there,’ gestured a group of children and ran home.

And so our journey continued into the dark night. At 11pm after many enquiries we reached the village where the families had been patiently waiting for their guests. Apologizing for our lateness, they politely welcomed us into their homes and long awaited meal. Stumbling with fatigue we tumbled into our beds; pallets on the floor and straw stuffed pillows. We slept soundly and awoke to the braying of donkeys welcoming the new day.

The household had arisen early to prepare our breakfast and to tend their own needs. They had had no rain for three years, but offered us a ewer of water to wash our face and hands. Breakfast was presented outdoors and the male head of the family joined us. We ate a generous breakfast provided by the host family sitting on brilliantly coloured rugs. From a distance the women and children observed the strangers; shyly peeking as they moved closer to listen to our conversation. We were a novelty, the first foreigners they had welcomed to their home. Our ablutions were met with curiosity and the children were recalled to their mothers’ side as we searched for privacy. Surrounded by hundreds of scarlet poppies we relieved ourselves; the ‘long drop –foot pad toilet’ defied our sensitive nostrils. To stand quietly in a field of red poppies at sunrise is breathtakingly beautiful. The farmer explained that these were his livelihood; the milk, soft cheese that the women made supplemented their income. In these provinces they had little need for hard currency, the barter system supplied all their needs. The photos we took of these wonderful people and their children touched our hearts. Shy children crowded together for their very first ever photo and giggled into their hands. Beautiful new brides dressed in their ‘wedding day’ clothes as they observed their vow of silence for the forty-day period, as custom. She bowed to us dressed in bridal finery, the gold embroidery glowing on her gown and slippers. Her lower face was hidden behind an embroidered cloth and she swayed silently. Women marry from fourteen years of age in these provinces, their husbands chosen by family ties and custom. Men may have several wives and often support large families. In breeding occurs as many young men leave for the cities searching for a different lifestyle, seldom returning to their families. Life is harsh here, but there is a certain freedom far from the controls of the government. Poverty created by drought, lack of formal education-especially for young girls and few opportunities affect their lives. Agents within the city markets sell the wonderful embroidery and crafts practised by the provincial people. But the local people remain poor their share of the profits is eroded by profit taking and taxes.

The ‘small wedding’ had taken place early that morning; only family were invited. When we arrived at the venue hundreds of friends, neighbours had gathered to celebrate the event. The extreme heat and dust swirled around us as we sat under the canvas awning. The Plov (rice meal cooked by the men) was simmering in huge vats sunk into the ground. The dancer resplendent in her green dress and golden headdress swirled in time to the strident Uzbek music; face calm and fan flicking in time to the beat. The shimmering heat defended and the men reeled from the effects vodka so early in the day. The people swirled and leapt to the music; their exertion reddening their faces. The faint breeze swirled the blast furnace heat and the vodka continued to flow endlessly. We had brought water bottles with us and though it became warm it was our preference that day. Bowls of roughly sawed mutton, greens and Plov were thrust at us and eating became a torture in its self. Polite refusal was ignored and so we learnt to make our meal last for sometime. I was escorted to the Plov vats and invited to stir the rice. This was a great honour as only men make the Plov. Perhaps a foreign woman being a novelty to these wild men (not an Uzbek women) was the exception and privileged. 

Outside the wire fence sat a large group of wild, sinewy mountain men on mats with bread and Chi (Tea) before them. Their dark eyes stared at the apparition of a blue-eyed woman standing before them. In fascination they posed silently, their cups and bread forgotten as I took photos of them.

“Otabek, where do these men come from?” I asked.

“I think from the mountains between Uzbekistan and Afghanistan.” He replied.

“Are they Taliban?” I enquired quietly.

Looking at them Otabek smiled, “Possibly…they would move freely across the mountains into the areas where the fighting is. Many Uzbek are with the Taliban and live in Afghanistan.”

I continued to be observed with interest by these men until I turned away and return to the compound within the fence line. It was mid-afternoon and hundreds of people crowed the fence line from neighbouring villages. The heat pressed down and the odour of un-washed bodies was pungent.

We left these people to celebrant far into the night and returned to collect our belonging from our over-night family. Washing the red dust from our faces and hands we celebrated the experiences of the day. We left a suitable gift for the family of the ‘small wedding’ and exhausted turned towards the mountains. Our lasting memories of this family event were of the small children chasing the car to the end of their road. Silently we watched the scarlet poppies fade into the night as we began to cross the mountain and the sun slipped red behind the trees.

