
To Genghis Khan, Oblivion, and Holy Russia 
 

In a youth hostel in Ulaanbataar, Outer Mongolia, a party was underway. Thin, miserable 

snow drifted down outside. A drunk weaved his way through the early evening traffic. A little 

distance down the road, a trio of street children lay curled up at the feet of a five-metre-high 

statue of Lenin.  

There were about thirty people in all, crammed into the kitchen. A table was pushed 

against the wall. It was covered with photographs, used tea-bags, rolling papers, half a dozen 

empty cans of Korean beer, an overflowing ashtray, a sizeable bag of hash, a half-eaten tin of 

sardines, and a small, plastic glove (made in China) on which Mongolia was marked as part 

of Russia. Beneath the window was a narrow bench, with a toaster and teapot placed where a 

thoughtful soul might gaze out at the locals shivering at the bus stop below, while buttering 

their toast and waiting for the jug to boil. 

A bespectacled German was buttering now, chatting over his shoulder to a dread-locked 

Israeli girl, who was cooking a vegetable curry on the stove. 

“There’s an exhibition at the modern art gallery,” he was saying, “called Eight-Seven 

Renderings of the Sea. Now, Mongolia is a landlocked country. None of these artists have 

ever seen the sea. And the interesting things is the sea always looks curved, and the waves 

always look suspiciously like clouds.” 

“The thing I find strange is all this.” The Israeli girl gestured around the room. “It’s 

strange to be in a place, but feel you could be anywhere at all.” 

The German nodded, moving to the stove and breathing the scent of her hair and that of 

the curry comingled. 

“You come to the end of the Earth,” he said, “and find it full of people like you, doing 

exactly the same thing you’re doing.” 



By the cooktop sat a cheap, smug, copperplated Buddha (made in China), with two sticks 

of incense before it. A Canadian girl wearing a pink scarf knelt down and lit the incense with 

a cigarette lighter in the shape of a pig. It gave out two small but intense tendrils of flame, 

one from each nostril. 

“I picked this up today at the black market,” she was saying to a barrel-chested South 

African in a tight t-shirt. “It only cost me three Canadian dollars.” 

“That’s great,” lied the Canadian, eager to appear interested. “What else did you get?” 

“I’ll show you,” she said, making for the dormitory. As she left the kitchen, she changed 

the channel on the television. She always changed the channel when leaving a room, to 

register how different things would be without her presence. 

In the corner opposite the window stood an American in a baseball cap, watching the 

television soundlessly flicker. In his fist was a cup of fermented mare’s milk. A thin line of 

the sour, white liquid coated his lips, droplets flicking to the floor as he spoke. 

“Oh my God!” he said to no one in particular. “I can’t believe they get this here.” There 

was American wrestling on the television. He proceeded to film the action with a handheld 

video camera, stepping backward to get a clearer shot of the screen. As he did so, he bumped 

into a drunken Frenchman, whose thickly furred eyebrows dipped and joined at the bridge of 

his nose. He had been about to take a swig of Bulgarian red wine, but instead he glared at the 

American. For the past twenty minutes, the Frenchman had been sitting on an overturned 

milk crate staring at a photograph on the table. The image, propped against a bottle of 

Chinggis Khan vodka he had already drained, showed a woman in repose beneath a cypress 

in Marseille.  

“Sorry,” said the American. 

“Fuck off American,” said the Frenchman. He returned his gaze to the photo, muttering 

under his breath as before: 



 

Que tu es belle, ma compagne, tu es belle! 

Tes yeux sont des colombes 

Derriere ton voile. 

 

Then switching his glass to the other hand as he switched languages; “So beautiful. So 

beautiful.” 

The American had also managed to spill his drink on the trousers of a thickly bearded 

Russian.Before he could apologise the other man clambered up onto the bench by the 

window. He tripped over the toaster (made in China), then regained his balance, then tried to 

stand upright, then finally bumped his tousled head on the ceiling. 

“Attention,” he roared, but was barely audible over an Irish girl in a striped beanie singing 

a folk song about a mining disaster: 

He woulda fought for Old Ireland with cutlass and cannon 

But my love’s lost in the black pits of Carrick-on-Shannon 

 

“Atten-tion!” the Russian shouted again, and this time the noise subsided. With a flourish, 

he twisted the lid from a bottle of vodka, barking: “Gla-sses!” 

The party crowded around, presenting their vessels. To speed the process a red-nosed Scot 

and a fur-collared Swede seized two more bottles and helped pour the drinks. When all the 

glasses were charged, the Russian solemnly held his own aloft. He looked at the liquid as he 

spoke, never at his audience. 

“Now don’t judge me,” he said in English, “but the truth is I am not a good man. Ask 

anyone respectable and they’ll tell you.” He cleared his throat noisily. “My own mother 

attached a note with the last cheque she sent me.” He put on a high-pitched whine: “‘This is 

for your tuition fees. If you spend it on booze, I shall know once and for all that you are a 

vagabond and a nihilist.’ Ladies and gentlemen, with that cheque, I bought the drink that now 

fills your glasses.” 



A roar of approval went up.  

“No no, I am not a good man,” he went on, extracting a mobile phone from his jacket 

pocket. “But I am an honest one. Placing truth over virtue, I intend to call up that woman 

right now and tell her that I am raging drunk in Mongolia.” 

More cheers. The Russian dialled the number and the crowd thrust their glasses toward the 

ceiling in anticipation. There was a pause as he waited for an answer. Then a small, shrill 

voice was heard at the other end of the line. The Russian interrupted it: 

“To Genghis Khan, oblivion, and holy Russia!” he bellowed into the receiver, draining his 

cup. The crowd drank with him, then watched as he wrenched the window open, and flung 

both phone and glass into the night. A moment later the sky was alive with blood curdling 

cries and glasses plummeting to the pavement. 

“Look out,” said a Japanese girl, batting her false lashes. “You hit someone.” 

 

In the street below, the horse trader Yudensambuugiin Bathaan was in fine spirits. He had 

also been consuming fine spirits, stumbling about with a bottle in a brown bag, hollering 

words of his own composition to a traditional melody: 

 

Little mushroom, little mushrooms 

In winter can’t be found. 

But in summer little mushrooms poke their heads out of the ground. 

Little mushrooms. 

 

The currency in Mongolia is the togrog, which roughly translates as “small spherical 

fungus.” Today, though it was autumn, and ten below freezing, the pockets of Yunden’s 

overcoat positively bulged with “little mushrooms.” He had had something of a windfall.  

Early that morning half a dozen Texan tourists had visited Yunden’s home in the outskirts 

of the city – a domed yurt comprised of a wooden frame wrapped in many layers of animal 



fur. Those beasts not yet turned into insulation grazed the surrounding pastures. Yunden’s 

cousin, Dambadorj, who drove a taxi and spoke a little English, often picked up potential 

customers at the airport and brought them directly to him while they were still jet-lagged and 

vulnerable. The group of Americans who had arrived that morning – a fast-talking oil baron 

with his two brothers and some buddies – wanted to take a horse trek out to Khentii Aimag to 

see Genghis Khan’s home territory. Why did foreigners always say “Genghis” instead of 

“Chinggis?” Yunden wondered. 

They had just stepped off the plan and were blithely unaware of local prices, but this 

didn’t bother them, since their collective fortune was equivalent to Mongolia’s gross 

domestic profit for the previous year. They’d bought six prime stallions, as well as riding 

boots, saddles, and a spectacular collection of stylish, wide-brimmed hats. After yahooing 

about the property with their long legs almost dragging on the ground beneath the small 

Mongolian horses, the Americans had produced a mixed bundle of US dollars and Togrog so 

enormous that Yunden could scarcely keep a straight face. Adding to the comedy was the fact 

the local currency was nearly worthless. It took the men the best part of forty-five minutes to 

count out the agreed figure and Dambadorj kept smirking beneath his cowboy hat.  

“Is very cheap horse for you,” he kept saying. When they finally came to the serious end 

of the deal, things moved more quickly. The American handed over a smaller wad of 

American dollars, which was still of such imposing dimensions that Yunden didn’t bother to 

count it. He took the money and stuffed it into his left boot, the safest hiding place he could 

think of. 

“Ba-yar-laa,” he said quickly, to which is cousin added: 

“This is meaning thank you very much.” 

The two Mongolians watched in amused disbelief as the lanky foreigner rode east on their 

tiny horses, where the sun was still low in the sky.  



Yunden and Dambadorj proceeded directly to a local gambling den, where they ate hot 

goulash, drank chilled vodka, and lost previously unthinkable amounts at roulette. They were 

ejected from the premises some hours later for attempting to play the game with a meatball, 

both men light-headed and lighter in the pocket. Dambadorj disappeared to buy himself a 

Russian girl for the evening, leaving Yunden alone to wander the streets. 

Not long after, passing the monastery, he came across an old man playing a horsehead 

fiddle – the Dance of Ortos, a haunting melody that floated up toward the eaves of the 

beautiful, old wooden building. Listening to the music in the shadow of the old walls made 

Yunden feel generous toward the world, so he took a note from his pocket. He laughed with 

delight as it fluttered down into the musician’s upturned hat.  

Flushed with happiness, he ran inside, plucking a stick of incense from a table by the door, 

lighting it and placing it at the altar. With the old man’s song still resounding in his ears, he 

ran clockwise around the interior of the building, spinning the prayer wheels and flinging 

money at the bases of the many manifestations of Buddha that lined the walls, praying that 

his good fortune would continue. Back out into the street he ran, and he was singing now, 

making up the words and weaving through the traffic on Peace Avenue: 

 

Little mushrooms, little mushrooms are what everybody needs. 

Brought from foreign pastures 

Exchanged for hardy Mongolian steeds. 

Little mushrooms. 

 

Then there was a whistling sound and a swift stabbing sensation in his temple. Yunden went 

to ground. 

Up in the guesthouse, this was the cause of some consternation.  

“He’s gone down in the road,” said the German, flicking a piece of jam from his upper lip. 

“Who is he?” demanded the Swede, further from the window. 

“A drunk,” replied the Israeli. 



“Drunks are easily knocked down,” said the Swede. “No matter.” 

“Is he okay?” asked the South African, eyeing the Canadian girl.  

“You’re not looking at my bag,” she said, showing an imitation pink Versace handbag 

(made in China) that she had purchased at the market. “Isn’t it cute?” 

“He’s not getting up,” said the red-nosed Scot. 

“A bus is coming,” said the Japanese girl, with some urgency. 

“I’ve got to get this on film,” said the American, shifting his camera from the television to 

the window. 

“So beautiful,” said the Frenchman, still intent on his photograph. He switched his drink to 

the other hand, “C’est une belle femme.” 

“Look at those people at the bus stop,” said the Israeli. “Why don’t they help him. He’ll 

get run over.” 

“This is what is called the bystander effect,” said the German. “Everybody things someone 

else will help.” 

“Why don’t you do something then?” demanded the Israeli. 

“I don’t know the emergency number,” said the German. “I don’t even know if they have 

an emergency number in Mongolia.” 

“The bus is getting quite close now,” said the Japanese girl. 

“Tourism,” continued the German, “is learning to look at something, without seeing it at 

all.” 

“Damn, my zoom isn’t working,” said the American. 

The alarm went off on the stove. “Shit,” said the Israeli girl. “My curry’s boiled over.” She 

rushed back to her cooking and switched off the alarm. 

A car horn sounded in the street. 

“The bus is not stopping,” said the Swede. 



“I can’t watch,” said the Irish girl, watching intently. 

The bus stopped. 

“Thank God,” said the South African, again glancing at the Canadian. 

“You’re not looking at my hat,” she said, modelling a furry, brown, Russian-style hat with 

ear muffs (made in China). “Isn’t it cute?” 

“They’re picking him up,” said the Scot. “Three of them, kids. They’re moving him off the 

road.” 

“That’s good,” said the Israeli, tasting her curry, “but it needs more spice.”  

She swung around at the sound of a general intake of breath. 

“What happened? What’s the matter?” 

“They dropped him,” said the South African. “Quite hard. He landed on his head.” 

The Israeli continued stirring the mixture in the pot. The group gasped again and this time 

she left her cooking, rushing to the window. 

“What now?” 

“That little urchin in blue,” said the Swede, “has just stolen his boots.” 

“Where’s our friend for Russia? Asked the South African. “He’s the one that’s 

responsible. He’s disappeared.” 

“There he is, down there,” said the Israeli. “What’s he doing?” 

“He’s taking his pulse,” cried the Scot. “He’s shaking him.” 

“Do you mean,” said the Swede, “that one of us has … I mean one our glasses has …” 

Nobody spoke, except for the Russian’s mother, whose voice squawked from a pile of icy 

slush in the gutter. The Mongolians below looked up at the bright window, and those in the 

hostel pressed against the pane, watching snow fall slanted in the street. 

 


