Ashgabat: a misanthrope’s ideal city
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In October 2016, I spent five days in Turkmenistan. This is my record of
the three days I spent in Ashgabat, the eerily empty capital.

Road to nowhere: looking south from the Hotel Mirzan towards the border with
Iran

Turkmenistan currently receives just 8000 foreign visitors a year.
That’s 30 times fewer than North Korea, which makes ‘the hermit
kingdom’ look downright mainstream. All foreign tourists have to
come through an official tour agency, of which there are only three.
Liam and I paid about US$500 each for a five-day stay, which was
cheaper by far than the other agencies, but still a lot more than we
were accustomed to paying.
We even had to pay US$1 to be driven from the border crossing at
Arktic to the immigration hall a couple of hundred yards away. The
Turkmen government clearly isn’t keen to encourage tourism.

Only a handful of visitors crossed the border that day. One was a little
man in a Panama hat and a white linen suit, who was getting off the
old Soviet-era bus just as we were getting on. I guessed that he was
English. I asked him what Turkmenistan was like, and he thought for
a moment, as if stuck for where to begin. “Deeply strange,” he said
with a wry smile.
My first impressions were mixed. On the one hand, the new customs
building on the Turkmen side of the border was certainly much
grander than its Iranian equivalent. On the other hand, its very shiny
floor tiles looked to have been laid by someone who had never laid
floor tiles before.
Our travel agency had sent a minivan to the border to meet us. We
drove to Ashgabat along a wide, straight, practically deserted road. It
seemed like a quiet country. The driver played some drum and bass
music that sounded like it had only been created to take the piss out
of drum and bass music; it was the worst music of any genre I’d ever
heard.
After an hour or so, we came into a part of the desert that had been
planted with conifer saplings. They went on for miles, in ominously
straight lines. After another half hour, we came to Ashgabat.
Everything still seemed practically deserted.
The cheapest place to stay on offer to foreign tourists to Ashgabat
was the Hotel Mirzan. It looked to have been built in the ‘70s, when it
must have been one of the grandest hotels in the city. The
receptionist was a buxom Russian girl with strikingly blue eyes called
Alexandra. She spoke not bad English and had a comely manner that,
after a month in Iran, I’d almost forgotten existed in womankind.
She gave us what turned out to be the best lodgings we had on the
entire trip: a two-bedroom apartment with a huge living room, an
empty formica kitchen, and a Jacuzzi (it didn’t work, so I washed my
clothes in it).
Our balcony looked north towards the city centre, but the view did
nothing to ease the pervasive sense of mystery. Beyond the trees, all I
could see was a row of white 15-storey tower blocks, most of which
looked to be empty.

Ashgabat has been called ‘the city of white marble’

I was woken just before sunrise by the sound of flapping. I wondered
if it might be coming from the huge flag atop the huge flagpole that
we’d passed on the highway on our way to then hotel – it is the fourth
highest in the world, apparently.
I drew the curtains, opened the window and leaned out. The flapping
sound seemed to be coming from the awning around the poolside
café, which was being buffeted by a sandstorm. The cafe looked to
have been closed for some time, as did the pool, which was empty.
The sky was yellow and grey, and the streetlights on the highway
gleamed through a dense haze. No sand hit my face, but the photos I
took captured what my eye could not: grains of the finest dust in the
air.
After some breakfast, we decided to walk into the city. The eight-lane
highway running past the hotel was deserted, as were the
surrounding streets. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that we’d
arrived too soon.
We came to a bus stop. Those waiting were all women and were all
wearing long velvet dresses and coloured headscarves. They had a
quick look at us, but we clearly weren’t of much interest of them,

which seemed strange, as they were of great interest to us. Some of
them were strikingly beautiful.
Looking for signs of a normal, living city in Ashgabat was like peeling
an onion. We walked all the way from our hotel to the city centre, a
distance of maybe four miles, without seeing a single shop or kiosk.
We saw no cars until we were a mile or so from the centre. They were
all big 4x4s – testament to the natural gas bonanza Turkmenistan has
been enjoying for the past 20 years.
While short on houses, shops and people, Ashgabat has no end of
imposing public buildings. Many of those we passed were
government ministries, among them the Ministry of Carpets, the
Ministry of Horses, and the Ministry of Fairness. They all looked to be
empty. There were no lights on inside, no car parks, and no people
on the surrounding streets. The guards standing watch outside
watched us like hawks.
Where was everybody? It was as if Ashgabat had been built for a
much bigger country, or perhaps for a people who have yet to reach
the capital from the desert in which it stands.
We came to the presidential palace. It was topped with three golden
domes, each of which looked to have been modelled on the Christmas
bauble. Since we weren’t allowed to walk across the square in front
of the palace to take a closer look, the domes might have been made
of plastic for all I know.
They reflected the sun mercilessly, as if designed to dazzle any
passer-by who had the temerity to steal a glance at state property.
Taking photos of any public building is forbidden in Turkmenistan,
and we soon grew accustomed to the sight of a po-faced official in
outsized peaked cap, striding towards us with his arms crossed in
front of his face.

There’s a lot of green space in Ashgabat – or perhaps ‘a little bit of city in the green
space’ would be a more accurate description

Turkmenistan is about the same size as Spain but has a population of
just six million. Eight out of ten of its people are Turkmen, which is to
say, descended from the tribal nomads who lived here before it was
swallowed up by the USSR. There are some Russians in the capital –
the hotel staff all seemed to be Russian - but the Turkmen are a very
mixed bunch, and the faces we saw veered from Asiatic to Turkish to
what might have been Romanian.
Before coming here, all I knew about the country was that President
Saparmurat Niyazov had named a day of the week after his mum. The
current president, who took over after his predecessor’s death in
2006, appears to have done away with the wackiest of his
innovations, but is no less grandiose, autocratic or whimsical.
In the only bookshop we found in the city, the country’s only
newspaper had his face emblazoned across the front page, as I
suspect it does every day.
I flicked through one of the only books in the shop not aimed at
children. It was an album of photos of President Gurbanguly
Berdeymohamadev on horseback, taken at various picturesque
locations around the country. The president looked like a nice man,
as well as a very clean one.

They like their horses in Turkmenistan

Ashgabat was levelled by an earthquake in 1948. Since the country’s
oil and gas bonanza began around 2000, the government has
embarked on an ambitious programme of building works. Most of the
new buildings are the work of a French company called Bouyguets.
The former president’s architectural taste was strikingly
unimaginative. The masses of new public buildings in the city all
looked as if they’d been ordered from a catalogue. Apart from five
simple patterns, which I took to represent the Turkmen tribes, there
was little in the way of decoration or craftsmanship evident in them.

Bereft of inspiration, the Ministry of Education has been built to look
like an open book, and the airport looks like a bird in flight. The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs is topped with an outsize blue globe, on
which Turkmenistan is depicted in gold. Since it is the only country
marked, it appears as a small, golden island on an otherwise watery
planet, which is a pretty realistic vision of the future if countries like
Turkmenistan keep exporting fossil fuels.
While the 21st century version of the city looked impressive from a
distance, up close, I couldn’t help noticing signs of a rushed job:
pavements subsiding, mortar blowing, and slabs of marble cracking.
It gave new meaning to the idea of a ‘futuristic city.” Ashgabat has
clearly been built for the future, not the present, but a decidedly
short-term future.

A city of cleaners

Perhaps because they were so late in joining the ranks of modern
nations, the leaders of independent Turkmenistan have always felt
like stepchildren in the family of nations. Former President Niyazov’s
big contribution to the history of ideas is ‘permanent neutrality’, an
idea often wheeled out in the smattering of official communiqués to
make it into English, and officially recognised by the United Nations
in 1995.
It isn’t clear which dispute the Turkmen government is so keen to
steer clear of. As I understand it, Niyazov came up with the idea
following the death of the country’s Foreign Minister. Neutrality gave
him an opportunity to keep his country’s dealings with the outside
world to a minimum, which is the way he liked it.
President Berdeymohamadev likes it that way too. Now that
Turkmenistan has a gleaming new capital city, it only needs the rest
of the world as customers for its oil and gas. Neutrality allows the
country to stand proud, and deal with the world on its own terms,
which are resoundingly exclusive.
The president’s despotism is most evident at seven o’clock every
evening, when the roads are closed to allow his motorcade to drive
him back to his compound on the outskirts of the city.
I can picture him being driven through the streets of his empty
capital with the blueprints on his lap, so as to compare the real with
the ideal. He seems to have got his wish: a pristine, spotless city, with
no untidy people cluttering up the place.
By impoverishing its people in order to create a splendid city, the
government reminds them of their backwardness, and that the only
person worthy of such magnificence is its leader. Perhaps, like some
ancient Persian king, President Berdeymohamadev believes that his
wealth sets him free from earthly concerns, allowing him to ascend to
a celestial realm in which only ideas have currency.
I’ve always liked Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities. It depicts a series of
imaginary cities, each a physical embodiment of a state of mind.
Walking the empty streets of Ashgabat was the first time Calvino’s
fantasy struck me as a realistic depiction of an actual, existing city. I
imagined the invisible residents of the city toiling away in mines
under the streets, living on dead rats and handfuls of dust.

Pressure-washing one of Ashgabat’s many monuments

Passing through the campus of the university, we fell into step with a
group of students. Some of the girls were really beautiful. They all
wore floor-length red velvet dresses with embroidered edging, had
two plaits running down their backs, and carried the same style of
shiny black handbag. The boys were also in uniform: white shirt,
black tie and trousers, a round embroidered hat that covered the top
of their heads, and a regulation briefcase.
I asked one of the boys if he spoke English. He spoke a smattering,
which was more than most of the Turkmen we’d met. Like them, he
showed no interest in us at all, and had none of the desire to please
that we’d met with in Iran. His superior manner put me in mind of
the Mormons of Salt Lake City, or maybe the Orthodox Jews of Israel.
It made me think that Turkmenistan is more of a cult than a country.
I don’t know what’s on the university curriculum - the president’s
collected works of wisdom, I imagine. Apparently, since coming to
power President Berdeymohamadev has shut down all the libraries
and universities outside the capital and stripped the country’s
education budget to the bone.

President Berdeymohamadev was Education Minister under his
predecessor, but according to the US ambassador, whose dispatches
were divulged by Wikileaks, he is none too bright. However, he is
clearly a stickler for tidiness, a trait he may have inherited from his
dad, who was a prison officer. That strikes me as being a good job for
tidy-minded, not-too-bright people.

And guards – there were an awful lot of guards in Ashgabat

Once we’d got past all the shoddily built showcase buildings, we
finally found ourselves in the city centre. After all the showmanship,
getting to the heart of the city was both a relief and a let-down. On
one side of the road was the Hotel Grand Turkmen; on the other side
what was probably, until the Russians came along, a typical Central
Asian bazaar. And that was about it.
The bazaar looked to have been rebuilt as a functional covered
market in the ‘80s, shortly before the USSR collapsed. It was bright,
clean and open, with a good selection of sausages, pickled cabbage,
nuts and spices, but it was no bigger than what you might find in a
typical English market town.
The city centre betrayed Ashgabat’s humble origins as the capital city
of a small, isolated and not very important republic of the former
USSR. Though we hadn’t seen the north of the city, it seemed that
most of Soviet Ashgabat has been demolished. It too was once a
modern city, for it was built to replace the old city, which was
flattened by the earthquake of 1948. The only structure to survive
the quake was the obligatory statue of Lenin. Miraculously, it was still
there. In a nod to Turkmen tradition, its plinth had been decorated
with some very nice hand-painted tiles.

Another deserted street in downtown Ashgabat

‘City Pub’ was as empty as the rest of the city. The landlord couldn’t
explain why his customers, most of whom had been expats, had
stopped coming. We had lots of questions for him, for he was the first
English speaker we’d met all day. Why was everything so quiet? Why
were there no billboards? Where was everybody?
And above all, why were the cigarettes so bloody expensive? Liam
and I were by then desperate to find some smokes. Officially,
smoking is not allowed within 15 metres of a public building, but the
rules have been gradually extended such that smoking in public is
effectively illegal. We smoked in the city’s manicured parks or in the
shadows of public buildings, tucking our cigarettes into the cups of
our hands and taking drags only when the police weren’t watching.
The landlord of City Pub chose his words very carefully, as he
considered how best to answer our questions. His lengthy pause told
us all we wanted to know - that, and his warning that we shouldn’t
change money on the street, “unless you want to spend two more
years in this country.”
The two packs of Marlboro we bought in City Pub cost us around
£18.50 a pack. Even under normal circumstances, cigarettes would
have been expensive, but we had the bad luck to arrive in Ashgabat
just as expensive turned extortionate. Apparently, the government
had just taken over the monopoly over the tobacco trade and had yet
to work out how to distribute cigarettes. It had allowed the existing
stocks to dwindle, whether out of anti-tabagism or in an attempt to
push up prices wasn’t clear.

Ashgabat is a city without a population

Apart from the landlord of City Pub, our only real encounter with a
local in Ashgabat came thanks to Merjen, who would have been our
Couchsurfing host were it not for the ban on foreign tourists staying
in private homes. Since she was one of just two Couchsurfing hosts in
the city, I couldn’t see how tourists might stay with locals. We
arranged to meet at the Hotel Arcabil, which was just over the road
from our hotel, as she was interpreting for a telecoms conference
there.
The main door to the hotel was a vast, golden portal, which opened
electronically as we approached, revealing acres of polished marble
flooring. Or at least it had the previous day, when we went there in a
fruitless search for a cappuccino – it wasn’t working that evening, so
the doorman pushed it open with a sheepish look on his face. We

drifted around the empty lobby. Despite the hotel being a 15-storey
monster, the young Russian woman at reception said that only 40
rooms were occupied.
I was expecting a quiet, self-possessed woman of the type we’d seen
at the bus stop, but Merjen looked and sounded more like a New
Yorker. Instead of the usual pleasantries, she opened proceedings by
having a go at us for being five minutes late and then whisked us off
to her favourite BBQ restaurant.
She was no taller than the roof of her new Toyota and talked a mile a
minute. While I did the listening, Liam tapped out a warning to me on
his phone not to criticise the government in front of her.
Merjen was 39. Her father had been a Communist Party member and
science buff, who managed an oilrig in the Caspian Sea. She was 11
when the Soviet Union collapsed and 18 when she won a rare
scholarship to study at a university in upstate New York.
Merjen’s host family had been devoutly Christian and insisted that
she go to church with them every evening, she told us. Although she
was all ready to embrace the American way of life, one part of the
Soviet legacy that she wasn’t ready to drop was her atheism, so she
swapped her host family for another, equally Christian, but less
demanding family.
We got to Bar Zip, an open-air BBQ spot in the middle of town, which
did a good shashlik. There was a live karaoke singer, who had a good
voice, though the PA was too loud.
Merjen’s scholarship had been sponsored by a foundation run by
American neo-cons, so she got to spend a day with “fun guys” like
George W. Bush, Dick Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz. She was
particularly fond of Dick Cheney, who she likened to a kindly
grandfather.
After graduating, she spent 2007-12 in Kabul, working for the Afghan
government in the procurement of the goods and services the
country needed to rebuild. Like most children of the Soviet Union,
Merjen was scared of the Afghans, for even in Turkmenistan, every
village had lost someone during the war that the Soviets fought in
Afghanistan in the ‘80s. But she was pleasantly surprised by what she

found. The war was being fought in distant provinces, and she was
taken for a local on the street. She spent her free time going to parties
in the foreigners’ compound, where everyone smoked spliff and had
the money to pay $120 for a bottle of vodka.
Not being a westerner, Merjen had an interesting take on the Afghan
reconstruction effort. Far from being perpetrators of the rampant
corruption for which their country has become famous, the Afghans
were continually being ripped off by westerners, she said. Kabul was
full of foreign shysters looking to make a quick buck before taking
very early retirement and whiling away the rest of their days on a
beach in Thailand.

More monuments and more cleaners

“How come the ministries are all empty?” we asked innocently.
“They’re not,” Merjen said, “I have girlfriends working in all of them.”
If we didn’t see anyone coming or going, it was because they were
under instructions to use the back door, in order to keep the
building’s façade ‘undisturbed.’ “They’re full all right – of time serving
penpushers!” she said with a cackle that was supposed to be goodnatured.

Merjen said that when she returned home from the States, her
mother told her she’d become an American. Her breeziness had me
thinking the same thing. Ironically, her time in the West seemed to
have made her less, rather than more critical of her own country. We
didn’t have to make overt criticisms of our own for her to come to her
president’s defence.
She admitted that relations with the US were not good, but that was a
temporary glitch, caused by some American visitors and the nasty
things they’d said about Turkmenistan. And while it was true that her
country received few foreign visitors, that wasn’t because the visa
application process was so fiendishly complicated. In fact, it was
perfectly straightforward, she assured us.
There was a curfew in place from 11pm, so the waitress switched off
the karaoke machine at 10.45 and within minutes, the place was
empty. I was more than happy to leave, as we’d been up since dawn,
and I was by then keeping only half an ear on Merjen’s monologue.

The city’s biggest mosque is modelled on the Blue Mosque in Istanbul

We walked back to Merjen’s car, where she popped some cloves into
her mouth to mask the smell of beer. Turkmen police were a drag at
the best of times, she said irritably, but they were also staunchly antidrink driving. She’d only had two glasses, but the police liked pulling
over female drivers, especially ones with foreigners in the back.
On the drive back to the Hotel Mirzan, I asked her about the near ban
on smoking. That too was nothing out of the ordinary, she assured
me - the president was just big on health. Why, he’d even built a
seven kilometre-long ‘Path to Health’ up the nearest mountain, which
all university students were obliged to walk once a month.
The scarcity of cigarettes was easily explained too: the government
had ordered that a Turkmen seal be added to all packets coming into
the country, and the foreign tobacco companies were taking their
time adjusting to the new rules.
Without prompting, Merjen moved on to the topic we’d been trying
not to raise all evening: the treatment of dissenters in Turkmenistan.
Westerners have been criticising Central Asian governments for their
appalling human rights records ever since Craig Murray, the former
British ambassador to Uzbekistan, kicked up a stink about his hosts’
treatment of its critics.
But Murray was hardly a credible source of information, she insisted.
“Everyone knows he organised orgies at the embassy while he was
ambassador. Why, the man even married an Uzbek whore!” I thought
this was laughable, but apparently not - according to Wikileaks,
Murray met his current wife while she was working as a belly dancer,
which is not the same as a sex worker, but still.
Merjen did an excellent job of making Turkmenistan appear unexceptionable. She bitched about the government, but only about
trivial stuff, which only made her sound more like an American. She
bitched as if she was trying to show that she was free to bitch, yet she
only succeeded in showing us the line beyond which lay all the things
she wasn’t free to bitch about.
The people have no complaints, she told us. The government supplies
everyone with free water, gas and electric. The villagers might have
been left behind in the rush to modernise, but they had money in
livestock. Merjen’s aunt often pleaded poverty and asked her to send

basic goods back to her family’s village, but she had no sympathy for
her - her aunt owned 100 cattle, which made her richer than most
city dwellers. “She just likes to moan,” she said with another breezy
cackle.
Merjen dropped us off at the Hotel Mirzan and we thanked her for an
enlightening evening. Lying in bed that night, it struck me that
perhaps she’d been right - perhaps western criticism of
Turkmenistan was just “nit-picking” on the part of old timers stuck in
a Cold War mindset and snobs unpleasantly surprised by its dramatic
rise to prosperity.
True, the country stands second from bottom of the rankings when it
comes to press freedom, but perhaps its people don’t need
democracy. Perhaps a dramatic rise in living standards is enough for
them. True, it was an authoritarian state, but everyone looked
prosperous enough, for the time being at least.
As for her country’s new capital, Ashgabat might have been built of
concrete blocks and iced with monolithic slabs of imported marble,
but so what? Those are signs of bad taste, not bad government. More
offensive to western sensibilities is the Turkmen government’s
indifference to what sniffy outsiders think of them. The country’s oil
is being drilled by Malaysians, and its gas is going to China, so who
needs the Americans and Europeans anyway?
Still, our evening with Merjen left me with a bad taste in the mouth.
She had shown no sympathy for anyone, a trait, I suspect, that she’d
learned in childhood, cemented in the US, and brought to fruition in
the ‘new’ Turkmenistan. For the time being at least, ‘winner takes all’
is her country’s watchword. She was just glad to be on the winning
side.

