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CHAPTER XVI

THE GERMANS OF AK METCHET

STRIDE A BICYCLE, I career madly through the streets of

Khiva ; almost knocking into the hammering tin-smiths,
terrifying the children, and issuing like a whirlwind out of the
‘suk’ covered with ruins, while performing miracles of
balancing to keep out of the deep ruts. The crowd looks on
admiringly, and I am as proud as though I were the genius
who had invented this form of locomotion.

There are three bicycles in the whole of Khiva, and,
unhoped-for opportunity, a Russian employee in the post
office has been so far condescending as to lend me that rare
object. The whole staff collected under the heads of Lenin
and Stalin to see whether the foreigner really knew how to
use it.

I fly past a band of schoolboys under the charge of two
native women, pass through one of the gates of the city, and
start off southwards towards Ak Metchet, the second oasis,
where the German colony is to be found.

At the post office, I had been told:

“ You know, they keep a set of special holidays of their
own: all of a sudden they will turn up in their Sunday best.
Every three days they come to market with their butter and
fruit.”

“ And when they first came to these parts they had to
promise the Khan they would raise no pigs for fifty years.”

“ They’re pretty lucky! They get sacks of rice and
medicines sent them from Germany.”

Dried-up fields, fortress-like farms, tracks made difficult in
places by the stuff cleared out of the ariks. I pedal for a long
time. Twice it seems to me I have reached my objective, and
then I see trees, far, far off beyond the desert.
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In the thick sand of the desert, the sand silts up my wheels
and wastes my energy. At times they skid. The only way is
to keep on as fast as I can, till I can stay on no longer. Great
stretches covered with salt almost make me think it is fresh
snow. I arrive, bathed in sweat, rejoicing at the thought that
in a few moments I shall be talking to Europeans, and make
my way towards a prosperous-looking farm surrounded by
yellowing poplars, with white curtains in the windows, where
I hear:

“ Maria, wer kommt dort? *

In German, I ask a young man where Otto Theuss lives,
prepared to be met with excited and astonished cries. Not at
all: reserved, grave, and blond under his furred bonnet, he
points out a group of dwellings, only the farmyards of which
can be seen. Cows watched by an Uzbek herdsman drink
from a roofed-in spring. Two young girls take charge of me,
timidly. A bucketful of water, white hand-basin, a piece of
soap, a hand towel are brought me. The kitchen table and
brick stove are every whit as trim and neat as the corners of
the house.

“ Oh, yes,” they tell me, “ that makes a lot of work: we
have to repair the pisé every year. It cracks and crumbles,
then the rain gets in.”

In the room—the girls take off their clogs before going in
—is a big table and benches, an earthen stove, Bible texts on
the wall, a country dresser, and two spectacled aunts knitting
away in straight-backed armchairs. On a side table is the
Vossische leitung which takes eighteen days to make the
journey.

The aunts make no attempt to conceal their astonishment.

“You came by bicycle? And alone? Weren’t you
afraid? ”

““ Ah, you’ve come from Kirghizia? So did I. I came from
Aulie Ata where conditions were becoming too difficult for us.
Some of our relatives are coming from the Volga. At present
there are three hundred and forty in the colony. It makes
rather a squeeze to find room for them all.”
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“Yes, I read in Ali Suavi that Khiva is so remote from
anywhere that it always has been a land of refuge: but tell
me, doesn’t the excellent way in which you run your colony
set an example to your neighbours, the Uzbeks? ”

“ It makes no difference to them: they don’t need any of
the things that are so indispensable to us. There was a Turk-
men who lived with us here for two years, an intelligent lad,
and in the end he was talking our ‘ Platt-Deutsch’ like one
of us. Do you know what he said some days before he left?
‘ You are a strange and complicated lot of people: why does
a person have to waste his time three times a day, washing
fifteen plates, and knives and forks, when only one dish is
necessary ! »

Supper is ready and we sit down to it. Otto Theuss utters
a short prayer, in which he has the kindness to include the
foreign visitor.

Here age alone matters. Even the married sons talk in low
voices, with a wary eye on the father. I seem a child myself
again and count ten every time I want to ask a question, as I
slowly chew my food in order not to finish in front of the
others. We eat boiled eggs with buttered rusks and coffee
with milk in it. There is honey for the older members. The
faces round me are frank and open, clean and freckled. Thc
square forcheads reveal the obstinacy which saved the band
from perishing fifty years earlier. The women have their hair
parted in the centre and their plaits pulled back in a bun on
the nape of the neck.

“Yes, I’ve had a good journey. I found living conditions
at Kara Kol and Turt Kol the best of any: but then they
were the towns furthest from the railway line.”

“ The news we read about Europe in our German news-
papers is hardly reassuring.”

“ Yes—one would think human beings were mutually
inciting each other to commit great wrongs.”

“ Every day we praise God that we have not forgotten
His precepts.”

Otto Theuss is small, with blue eyes and a red moustache.
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His long skull is bald. The impression one gets of him is of
a creature predominantly practical and decided. I summon
up courage at last to confess how ignorant I am as to what
the Mennonites are.

“ Our sect was founded in Holland by Menno Simons at
the beginning of the sixteenth century: it grouped together
those who believed in the doctrine of the Anabaptists, and
were opposed to violence, war, and the temporal powers.
Almost immediately we had converts at Ziirich and at Bile.
There are half a million of us in the world. These are our
precepts: never touch a weapon, never take an oath, because
our yes must be yes; and receive baptism only after truly
comprehending and believing.

“ There was an occasion when the King of Poland had us
brought from Friesland to come and drain the Danzig
marshes. Later, after the revolution of 1848, military service
was made compulsory for every male Prussian. Then we
demanded asylum from the Tsar for about a hundred of our
families. We already had Prussian colonies in Russia, but,
thanks to the railway train, the last to arrive were able to
bring many things from home with them.

“ According to our writings, we knew that our migration
towards the East was not yet finished. In 1881 there was a
proclamation making military service compulsory throughout
Russia. Then, under the protection of General Kaufmann,
the Governor of Turkestan, and with the promise of new
land and guarantees of liberty and conscience, we left the
Volga on July 3, 1880, to journey to Tashkent. Ten thousand
of our people also set out for America.

“ It seems that at that time a sheep was worth one rouble
thirty kopeks in Uralsk. But the journey was very arduous.
We could only cover four versts an hour. At Aktioubinsk
there was no more oats for our horses. To cross the desert we
had to take our carts to pieces, and get the parts transported
on the backs of four hundred camels. Look: the uprights of
this door are made of cart shafts.

““We passed the winter near Tashkent, and some of us
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settled down in Aulie Ata. In 1881 Alexander II was assassi-
nated, Kaufmann had a stroke, and nothing had yet been set
down in writing regarding us.

““ We made up our minds to crave asylum from the Emir
of Bokhara, and set off again, passing through Samarkand.
Some of us saw strange customs being practised in the yurts:
they were amazed to see camel flesh being eaten and that
only one bowl did service for a whole gathering. To cut up
a sheep, they first blew into the skin through a hole in one
of the legs, and so microbes were spread.

“ The local Beks were not of the same mind as the Emir,
and to make a long story short, it was Asfendiar, Khan of
Khiva, who gave us a grant of land.

“ The Khan wanted the services of our carpenters, some of
whom were very skilful, to polish up his floors and wood-
work ; through them he learnt that the Turkmen had robbed
us of our cattle and horses. He sent some dziguites to protect
us. And it was then that we were granted Ak Metchet where
there were already a hundred and thirty-nine apricot trees.”

The Khan and his dignitaries were Uzbeks: sometimes they
took advantage of their superior situation higher up the Amu
Daria, to cut off the irrigation waters destined for the Turk-
men. That was the reason the latter made their raids.

With the Schoolmaster

Everyone has left already by the time I wake and I break-
fast alone. A young girl conducts me to sec old Riesen.

The fronts of all the low houses form four sides of a large
square, similar to those one finds in Prussia. A walled front
garden, with a couple of poplars before each gateway, is
brightened by the white of the window frames.

“ What are the Christian names most fashionable now in
Germany? ” she asks. “If you knew how we should like
something different from our Gretchens, Louisas, Evas, Rosas,
Dorotheas. . . .”

“ Have you any Brigittes and Marlenes? ”
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Emil Riesen, the aged schoolmaster, bearded and toothless,
with fine grey eyes, has a whole world of memories in him;
everything in fact that happened in their primal saga.

“Our beginnings here were very difficult. We got here
with absolutely no money. We sold little lanterns of our own
manufacture in the market, at eighty kopeks each, and then
socks and blouses. One of us mended the Khan’s phono-
graph. He liked transfers very much and so we stuck them
on all the articles of furniture we made for him. As I knew
Uzbek, I was always responsible for negotiations with the
officials. At the time of the coronation of Nicholas II, Khan
Said Muhammed Rahim took me as interpreter with him to
Moscow, where he rented a palace for three hundred roubles
a month. When the Tsarina asked him what he thought of
Moscow, he said he felt more comfortable in his rabbit-run
at Khiva. All things considered, he was merely an intelligent
peasant; quite different from Ispendal, who ate with our
implements and could have met the Tsar on terms of
equality.”

Riesen showed me a number of photographs depicting
the dignitaries of the Court all clad in splendid khalats of
brocade.

“ The Khan liked us better than his subjects and presented
us with khalats when we had to appear at his Court. He was
prepared to pay me heavily if I would become a Moslem.”

“ But this photo? It’s an American farm.”

“Yes, that’s where my sister lives in Kansas: yes, I spent
six months there after I was deported from Angora. They
accused me of spying for Germany, but the fall of Kerensky
set me free.”

While we are gossiping together, his wife, a meek little
mouse, fills my haversack with aniseed biscuits, and by a
gesture encourages me to go on emptying the plate set on the
table.

At the neighbours’, women are spinning with a large
spinning-wheel.

In the centre of the square stand two cubes of pisé, trim,
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and with white windows: the school and the meeting-house.
The latter, set thus in the midst of a Soviet republic, is touch-
ing in its sun-bathed simplicity. Rows of chairs, divided by
a gangway, lead to the foot of three steps, where a black
pulpit stands out against the whitewashed wall. On the
pulpit, I read: “ Herr! Hilf mir!”

A harmonium, a fine candelabrum, and that is all.

“ We have no pastor, but several of our lay brothers at
frequent intervals are called upon to read and expound the
Bible to us, and this they do in turn.”

There is a comforting warmth in the classrooms when one
goes in from outside. Girls on one side, boys on the other:
maps, a globe, a blackboard between two windows. There
is also a steamship of the Hamburg-Amerika line.

All rise when we go in; then a hymn is sung and the
reading lesson—a Bible story—is resumed. The same books
have done service for twenty years. Fingers follow the words,
but Elisa is caught in the very act of not attending.

Like that of every Mennonite in Ak Metchet, the face of
the schoolmaster seems instinct with scrupulous honesty.
What does the future hold for this colony where the com-
munity comes to the aid of each of its members?

To think I had to come into the depths of Turkestan to
comprehend the power that lies in cleanliness, and the
discipline of a faith. . ..
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