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ULAANBAATA

CAPITAL OF CONTRAST

by Robert Watt

here is nothing to see in Mongolia. |

was told this a couple of times when

planning a trip there last summer. In

part, that's true. Mongolia has had a

notorious history and legendary
leaders, but in terms of what can be seen of
that today, there is remarkably little. The
tourist’s checklist of iconic buildings,
memorials and ruins are largely absent. The
land too is empty; a vast grassland, devoid of
trees and only sparsely populated by hardy
nomads whose lack of possessions create a
culture with a very weak material dimension.

So yes, if you're looking to collect
Facebook posts that unmistakeably place you
in Mongolia, there really is little to see. But if
you want to experience a unique culture, a
natural environment and an ancient way of
life, then Mongolia is a living museum. And at
only two hours flight from Bejjing it's an
opportunity you shouldn't miss.
If there is one image of Mongolia it’s the

Ger. Their round, tented homes still dot the
landscape like white specks in the camera lens.
A Ger, surrounded by horses, lost in its vast
surroundings, is a scene unchanged for a
millennia. Despite decades of soviet
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DESPITE DECADES OF SOVIET
INFLUENCED COMMUNISM, AND
RECENTLY, THE SEDUCTIONS OF
THE MARKET ECONOMY, HALF THE
POPULATION REMAIN NOMADIC.

influenced communism, and recently, the
seductions of the market economy, half the
population remain nomadic. Even in the
capital city, Ulaanbaatar, you can see Gers in
back yards and on building roofs.

But then Ulaanbaatar is an unusual
capital. It lacks the tall glass fronted buildings,
the Starbucks and MacDonald's that you
would expectin their largest city. It sprawls
untidily along traffic clogged streets of shabby
blocks of buildings and makeshift shanties.
Srnall by any standard, but after the mega
metropolises of China and the omate
architecture of other Asian capitals, it feels not
just tiny, but as temporary as their tents.

Ulaanbaatar isn't a pretty city. There are
some interesting buildings around Genghis

Khan sguare which reflect the Russian
influence, there are also some Buddhist
temples that are being hurriedly renovated
after years of religious suppression. A better
introduction to this country is the local beer
and food which are served in generous
quantities. Mongolian dishes are delicious,
filling and meaty, but every cuisine of the
world can be found here and being small, the
restaurants, as well as bars, clubs, hotels and
shops, are a short walk from the square.

The city also serves as the centre for
exploring the huge country around it. Day trips
and longer hikes can be arranged from the
numerous travel agents. They're a must do. It's
through these that you access the real
Mongolia, where you get a feel for the tough,
simple lives the majority still endure, The
young guides that take you might live in the
city, be studying at the university, have a
smartphone and designer sunglasses, but you
can see in their enthusiasm for horses and their
pride for the families in the Gers that their
heart remains in their traditions and their spirit
belongs in their huge unsullied land.

For most of the year, blizzards and bitter
winds whip unchecked across the plateau.




Temperatures sit stubbomly sub-zero. Then
between June and August the weather warms
and the country opens to its short outdoor
season. We took a day trip on horse into one of
the nearby national parks to see spectacular
scenery, yak, wild horses, camels and big birds
of prey. On longer treks into the mountains
you can also see moose and brown bears and
if you overnight you will be woken by the
howls of wolves, There are places for rafting
and canoeing, mountain biking, wrestling,
motorbike tours, golf...

Another great experience we tried was
visiting a nomad family for a traditional lunch
in a Ger. We were driven down dry, mud tracks
and across giant meadows of straw dry grass.
A mile out of the city and we were completely
alone, only a curious goat and an eagle, black
against the bright sky briefly watched us. With
so few markers, and a horizon so distant, it's
hard to gauge how far we travelled; Kilometres
from the capital, light years from London,
centuries from today.

The Ger from the outside looked practical
and sturdy, but plain. Inside however, it was
light, colourful and clean. Dark wooden
supports had been painted in bright orange
patterns. On the floor lay rich rugs and the
walls, lined with felt, were hung with tapestries

and covered with all the paraphernalia of their
life - mirrors, utensils, plastic plates and a
million flies. They dotted the undecorated
white space of the walls to make the tent look
like the interior of a generously currented bun.
Their numbers had multiplied during the
summer spent in one place entertaining
tourists, This was the last week of the season
and the weather was already cooling, soon the
family and their animals would move on,
leaving the tourists and the flies behind.

The meal was warm and flavoursorne
and of course plentiful. Freshly baked bread
and clotted cream, cakes and cups of hot tea
made on the wood burning stove. The food
was simple, with that delicious, rustic texture
that home cooked food of my childhood had.
And although flies plagued the dishes in a
constant attack that no amount of polite hand
waving deterred, the outdoor air had made
me ravenous enough not to care. | asked if
they had any Airag, a drink made from
fermented mare's milk that | was keen to try.
They poured me a bowlful from a plastic bottle
in which a large fly immediately died. Id read
Airag was an acquired taste and one
lunchtime was clearly not enough time to
acquire it. The guide said no foreigner can
drink it. While I'm always up for a challenge he
was right. The half bow! | managed grumbled
in my stomach all afternoon.

One place you'e bound to be taken to,
either on the way somewhere or on your
return, is the colossal statue of Genghis Khan
sitting sternly on his horse. At 40 metres high,
it's the tallest equestrian statue in the world. If
you hadn't noticed, after a pint of Khan Beer
and a Genghis burger in the Khan pub, this
polished stainless steel structure punches
home the importance that the founder of the
largest contiguous empire in history has to this
country. Though nothing remains of his
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palaces and fabled gardens, his notoriety is
once again leading his nation; this time to
attract tourism. Tourists can take an elevator to
the top and photograph his mighty mug on
their ipads. While he is impressive, its newness,
its permanence and its clinical cleanliness
contrast starkly with the lives of his people.
There's an irony that this modern image of the
long dead Khan commemorates an ancient
culture that s still very much alive. The empire
has long gone, but the temperament it was
built on, forged by this hard country, endures.
Don't think there is nothing here, if it lacks
anything, it's only what is easily found
anywhere else,

RS = B

FFEFERRIBEEF T B, BHTAEG R
BRI, AR b — R SRR BBt
AWEN", BAWERIGEE, BAAA LS, A
i R — B TR0 R AT D 69 B B
AR, IFREINET.

P ERT "S5 MBI AR, B
DABERF AR — MR el E i, (BAFEREIE
B —FHTETRAT A SO B R— il i A
A, BAFHRAN R dr . $5 —
— AR . Mg, ABRRT
PA~/NTE, PRIRAERIZIR A — B — R

B, FO—BIER AR ES, mREEA
—FiEg ke, B—e st HEE
FHOORAER Y FRAER, FERELNE
HE, —EEE, ELUTSEmMGTRER, B
HRAETELUE, CHBERE HCEFNES,
AFSMRTFR.

BE PR AARIHHER, ERERK
MEEN, BAEEE, BAEYS, RAE
WAz AETE NS 0 R i L2l . S
B B AL A SRR B B 5 DL R B I
Flo GEEACWHA LA LR, HESERTE
T SIS, MR RSN,

HBLXAT, IR TERERNTES
AT, B SR REE, MR, AR T
i R AETR T, Mo B E B 522 AT,
XA R B — A AR IRRA T 180 S0k,
PE AN BERAANR. ES2EHE, BT
BiUEE, F—EARTILE ENFET AR R
— I ERB R .

REMIRITE, sOaBEEE O, H
—Bift Rz im, e, Bmiakx.,
SN IR AR, FHOUR, B
e MR AR BT R SHE RS,
LEEERmBE, R LRt H .
RRIFREE—H, XEMRERR. BRE
JE AR R AN T A Ry LA AT .

IR RIREMSEE TR, WEHYEE, Bk
PEER B, ek, R
MEBR, XHMREIERFAEE T HEQIE,
RN, WEESESE, HEEHOHERR
TRA R T XA R BRI ARG b SRR AR
BOEERXE, RELT, HERERR—TAZTF
ZEHIER.

JIN MAGAZINE 61



