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(being a semi-truthful account of my travel adventures, designed to amuse, befuddle, and 
to be read with a dose of skepticism) 

Kazakhstan. The name conjures images of Mongol horsemen sweeping across the 
steppes. The Silk Road. Majestic mountains. Silos brimming with Soviet nuclear-tipped 
missiles. The movie Air Force One. But University of New Mexico professors? Yes, in 
our never-ending search for contracts, grants, and indirect cost return, several of my 
colleagues (Tim Ward, Bruce Thomson, and Greg Gleason – none of whom had anything 
to do with this report) and I are working with the Eurasian National University (ENU) in 
the capital city of Astana to help faculty there develop a Master of Science degree in 
Environmental Management and Engineering. Bruce (a civil engineer), Greg (a political 
scientist) and I just returned from a visit from there and have much to report, some of it 
actually true. 
 
Kazakhstan is a former Soviet republic, which found itself thrust into independence in 
late 1991, when the Soviet Union broke up. It also found itself, along with Ukraine and 
Belarus, a major nuclear power overnight, as the Soviets kept a lot of their missile silos 
there (better Kazakhstan get nuked, right?). Wisely wishing to avoid the infamous 
“WMD/Axis of Evil” tag, Kazakhstan, with our blessing and to our relief, decided to 
dismantle the nukes. When asked by Congress if all of them were gone, George Tenet, 
then CIA Director, enthusiastically uttered words that would return to haunt him: “Yep. 
It’s a slam dunk!” Kazakhstan faced an immediate crisis, however – what to do with 
hundreds of empty missile silos. Ingenuity quickly surfaced, and the silos are now used 
for landfills and for “retraining” political prisoners. It is said that spending a couple of 
cold, dark months in the bowels (remember that word) of a silo has a way making people 
“see the light”. But enough about Kazakhstan already.  
 
I had to fly the Kazakhstan national airline, Air Astana, from Almaty to Astana after 
taking KLM from Amsterdam. I was ready to trash Air Astana, figuring it was like the 
Chinese domestic airlines (flying those wonderful old Russian TU-154s) or Airzena, the 
Georgian national airline, which flies planes (2, actually) the likes of which I’d never 
seen before. But Air Astana was a treat – new 757s, free newspapers, attentive flight 
attendants (I knew I was not in the USA), on-time departures/arrivals, no scimitars 
allowed, etc. Air Astana is owned by the government and the UK firm BAE, and recently 
brought in a Brit, Sir Hugh Jeego, with 35 years of BA experience, to be its President.  
 
Astana has been the capital since 1998. The president, Nursultan Nazarbayev, decided to 
move the capital from Almaty, the major city and financial and cultural center, to Astana, 
which was in the country’s interior, on the steppes. By contrast, Almaty, with its beautiful 
tree-lined streets, was located in the south, near other countries, and framed by the 
gorgeous Tian Shan Mountains. So how do Astana and Almaty compare? Think Brasilia 
vs. Rio de Janeiro; Albany vs. New York City, Sacramento vs. Fresno, Cheyenne vs. 
Laramie. In other words, no comparison. Seemed like a good idea at the time. 
 



President Nazarbayev, who bears a resemblance to former DHS Secretary Tom Ridge, is 
the former Communist party chief who miraculously became a democrat (that’s with a 
small “d” – a very small “d”) overnight. But he doesn’t appear to meddle, acting more 
like a father-figure (remember Ward Cleaver on Leave It to Beaver?) and stepping in 
when the “children” get a bit unruly. He apparently takes this father-figure business 
seriously, as the new board chair of Air Astana, an attractive young woman, is rumored to 
have a son who looks like Mr. Nazarbayev (or Tom Ridge, if you catch my drift).  
 
I had been warned about Kazakhstan’s national dish: horse-bowel sausage with noodles. I 
managed to avoid it until two days before departing, when we had a sumptuous lunch in 
the Rector’s (that’s rector, folks) office. Towards the end of lunch I was breathing a sigh 
of relief, when the door flew open and the University’s Research Director brought in a 
steaming plate of the morsels. My first thought?  Finally – a good use for a university 
research director – waiter. My second thought? Unprintable. But actually the stuff wasn’t 
bad, and I would not have known it was horsemeat (it was, right???) had I not been told.  
 
Since the Rector had us around, he decided to show us off and invited us to a conference 
ENU was hosting the next day. We could not decline, although it sounded like a 
psychobabble-type meeting dealing with anomie, dysfunction, isolation, etc. The keynote 
talk was something like Grieving Towards Healing or some such. We thought of a couple 
of talks we could give, providing a vantage point from our professions. How about 
Extreme Social Isolation: The Wastewater Treatment Plant Operator, or The Loneliness 
of the Stream Gauger; or A Modern Societal Dilemma: Why Sanitary Engineers Are Civil 
But Civil Engineers Are Not Sanitary. 
 
Let’s get serious for a moment. Remember every so often you’ll hear of an incoming 
international flight diverted to some place like Bangor, Maine, because a suspected 
terrorist is on board? This happened last year to Yusuf Islam (formerly known as Cat 
Stevens, who was formerly known as Steven Georgiou), when the DHS realized he had 
not written a decent song since Here Comes My Baby in the late 1960s and wisely put 
him on its “no-fly” list. So why was he allowed to board the plane at Heathrow? Because 
the airlines do not have to check passenger lists against the no-fly list until the plane has 
departed. I am not prevaricating here, folks. Do you believe this? In fact, Sen. Chuck 
Schumer (D-NY) has pressured DHS Secretary Michael Chertoff to change this. Chertoff 
said he would address this as soon as he finished listening to Tea for the Tillerman 
backwards, a record reputed to contain encoded terrorist messages. One Chertoff 
admonition: don’t play Shirley Ellis’ The Name Game with Schumer’s first name.  
 
No doubt you are all as relieved as I to learn that we are no longer fighting a Global War 
On Terror, but a Global Struggle Against Violent Extremism. No more GWOT; it’s 
GSAVE from now on. I feel so much safer! 
 
With that, it is time to go. Till next time. 


