
Sixteen Months of Mutton
 Free Ebooks

 Stu Lamb

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/EQljP/Sixteen-Months-of-Mutton-Stu-Lamb
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/EQljP/Sixteen-Months-of-Mutton-Stu-Lamb
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/EQljP/Sixteen-Months-of-Mutton-Stu-Lamb
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/EQljP/Sixteen-Months-of-Mutton-Stu-Lamb


Stu Lamb was in a rut. Desperate to shed a few pounds and taste real adventure, he quit his
cushy corporate job and joined the Peace Corps. A few months later, the government sent him to
Kazakhstan in Central Asia, a land where "adventure" and copious amounts of mutton suddenly
attacked him from all sides. Drunk neighbors, amorous hostesses, hostile travelers, and KGB
veterans are only a few of the people he encounters in his journey, sampling boiled, fried, and
steamed sheep along the way. Naive and blindly optimistic, he jumps in to his new life feet first,
embracing every challenge he confronts -- language, culture, loneliness, and the absence of
McDonald's -- in hopes of making a difference. In the end, Stu is the one who changes. After
finding love, a passion for travel, and different weight loss-inducing diseases, he ultimately
discovers what he's made of... and that there's mutton at every stop along the way.
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Russian don’t take a dump without a plan.”-Fred Thompson in “The Hunt for Red October”The
guy who has acted as a no-nonsense NASCAR commissioner and a savvy New York District
Attorney on television, as well as a real-life Watergate lawyer, US Senator, and presidential
candidate from Tennessee, summarized much of the thought about the Communist Soviet Union
with one reference to poop. And whether the script meant to or not, it described the foundation
for the policies laid out by numerous Soviet bureaucrats in agriculture, education, economy and
politics. Sometime, even the best-laid plans end up as- poop.These plans sometimes didn’t
apply to the average former Soviet in everyday affairs in Kazakhstan. Just ask the guy who
worked in the auto shop at the Taraz Polytechnical College. When he carved up the outer steel
door of my apartment like a Thanksgiving turkey, the last thing conceivable was the notion that
he was following, or had created, a plan.The plan often disguised reality in the USSR. Ideas
looked impressive on paper and provided an outstanding emphasis for production in arms,
industry, and farming. The government extolled the accomplishments of the people and the
welfare of the Motherland. The USSR was competing well with the Americans, and the
“imperialists” from the West would soon be overthrown with a little more elbow grease and work
from the Soviet citizen. The sacrifices of the Soviet people in the First and Second World Wars
would not be in vain, for their leaders had begun to sway popular global opinion in their direction.
The country was ripe for world domination, and the iron curtain would soon envelop the world’s
oceans and lands with Moscow at its apex.And should the people have been so naïve to believe
these notions, now fantastic in hindsight? Why not? After all, in their minds, the stability of the
country could be seen in the exchange rates of the ruble compared to the American dollar. The
space race had proven Soviet dominance with the launch of Sputnik. Nations in Asia, Africa,
Eastern Europe, and even on America’s doorstep in Cuba and South America were sympathetic,
often aligning with Communist ideology throughout the Cold War. The military flaunted its might
in parades. The Russian land could provide everything the country needed: fruit and vegetables,



livestock, oil, metals, and minerals. Housing developments in the Khrushchev era afforded
higher standards of living for the proletariat. The empire spread from the Gulf of Finland to the
Sea of Japan; from the desert heat of the Iranian border to the chilly Bering Strait, hugging the
ice strewn waters just opposite Alaska. It was immense, intimidating, and potentially all-
encompassing.
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Sea of Japan; from the desert heat of the Iranian border to the chilly Bering Strait, hugging the
ice strewn waters just opposite Alaska. It was immense, intimidating, and potentially all-
encompassing.“Did you know, Stu, that the ruble was once worth much, much more than the
American dollar? It is true. We were a much more powerful economy than the American one. We
could buy anything and everything we wanted. But now we are poor. Yes, that is our
Kazakhstan.”After 16 months of mutton in Kazakhstan, I can’t count how many times I heard that
comment from my fellow teachers, from the security guards at the college, from the border
guards near Zholpak-Tobe, from my students at the Taraz Polytechnical College, or from a
beggar in the street. At first, I would ask to a local’s frustration, “So, what happened?” I guess it
was a stupid question, because everyone – and yet no one – knew what had happened. After a
while, I learned to just politely nod.Everyone seemed to feel that the Soviet Union was the
bastion of economic prosperity, and within its own borders, protected from the rumored harsh
realities of the outside world, it certainly must have seemed so. But, as so many others have
espoused in numerous books on the subject, it was nothing more than the manipulative and
misguided hand of the government that allowed its people to believe in its success. The reality of
the country’s health, again, was much different from its propaganda machine’s message.The
misinformation proved devastating in the end. Inflation rates were deceptively low to provide for
the common Communist, to put food on the table and allow industry to strive, all the while
accumulating deficiencies in supply of goods and encouraging inefficiency in production.
Government debts skyrocketed. Supplies were wasted in sloppy production processes because
the finished product was all that mattered.And the government didn’t know how to stop the
bleeding. But because there was a plan, and because the average worker saw production with
regard to the outlines of the plan, everything seemed possible. Moreover, the size of the empire
and the word of the government provided reinforcement to their beliefs, for a while. The
government, run by the Communist party, provided everything. The government was powerful.
And since the government planned extensively, even though they largely ignored market
demands and supplies, the plan was good. The plan was right. The plan decided all.Much of the
time, however, the plans didn’t work. Quotas were levied upon them in business. Ideas were
squashed if they didn’t fall in line with the plan’s objectives. Orders were to be followed. And from
whom did they get them? Well, the line ultimately traced to the Kremlin, a group of party
members who understood too little about the cultural mélange, the internally exiled mosaic living
on the great steppe, along the vast Caspian, at the foot of the towering Tien Shan.The
educational system is a great example and one I saw first hand. It was lax in developing a
student’s analytical abilities or encouraging the right to question governmental edicts. True, the
USSR did bring literacy to the steppes, deserts, and mountains of Central Asia, but the price
was whitewashed memories of native language, culture, and history. Russian-centric ideas
became the standard. Today, decades after the educational revolution, it is hard to guess
whether the benefits of forced literacy will outweigh the negatives of Central Asia’s cultural and
historical vacuum. Only time will tell.But again, Soviet students, and their present-day followers,



were rigorously grilled in science and memorization, not in how to solve problems. Plans were
simply accepted, and if a comrade were so bold as to question its worth, they might find
themselves in a heap of trouble. When Khrushchev decided to close Kazakh schools in the
1960’s, one teacher from the village of Bilgiev wrote the First Secretary of the Communist Party
about the closure’s negative impacts. He was subsequently imprisoned and later placed in a
mental hospital. His fellow neighbors didn’t see him for many years. You didn’t go against the
plan without paying the price.So, if the former Soviet applied past success to these methodical
plans, enforced through local intimidation or ruthless Kremlin dictators, why weren’t some in
Central Asia in the year 2000 as enthusiastic about the plan as their government would have
them be? Were these outliers nothing more than simple miscreants? Did the government simply
forget to inform some people about the importance of the new plan?
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Kazakhstan.”After 16 months of mutton in Kazakhstan, I can’t count how many times I heard that
comment from my fellow teachers, from the security guards at the college, from the border
guards near Zholpak-Tobe, from my students at the Taraz Polytechnical College, or from a
beggar in the street. At first, I would ask to a local’s frustration, “So, what happened?” I guess it
was a stupid question, because everyone – and yet no one – knew what had happened. After a
while, I learned to just politely nod.Everyone seemed to feel that the Soviet Union was the
bastion of economic prosperity, and within its own borders, protected from the rumored harsh
realities of the outside world, it certainly must have seemed so. But, as so many others have
espoused in numerous books on the subject, it was nothing more than the manipulative and
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the country’s health, again, was much different from its propaganda machine’s message.The
misinformation proved devastating in the end. Inflation rates were deceptively low to provide for
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time, however, the plans didn’t work. Quotas were levied upon them in business. Ideas were
squashed if they didn’t fall in line with the plan’s objectives. Orders were to be followed. And from
whom did they get them? Well, the line ultimately traced to the Kremlin, a group of party
members who understood too little about the cultural mélange, the internally exiled mosaic living
on the great steppe, along the vast Caspian, at the foot of the towering Tien Shan.The
educational system is a great example and one I saw first hand. It was lax in developing a



student’s analytical abilities or encouraging the right to question governmental edicts. True, the
USSR did bring literacy to the steppes, deserts, and mountains of Central Asia, but the price
was whitewashed memories of native language, culture, and history. Russian-centric ideas
became the standard. Today, decades after the educational revolution, it is hard to guess
whether the benefits of forced literacy will outweigh the negatives of Central Asia’s cultural and
historical vacuum. Only time will tell.But again, Soviet students, and their present-day followers,
were rigorously grilled in science and memorization, not in how to solve problems. Plans were
simply accepted, and if a comrade were so bold as to question its worth, they might find
themselves in a heap of trouble. When Khrushchev decided to close Kazakh schools in the
1960’s, one teacher from the village of Bilgiev wrote the First Secretary of the Communist Party
about the closure’s negative impacts. He was subsequently imprisoned and later placed in a
mental hospital. His fellow neighbors didn’t see him for many years. You didn’t go against the
plan without paying the price.So, if the former Soviet applied past success to these methodical
plans, enforced through local intimidation or ruthless Kremlin dictators, why weren’t some in
Central Asia in the year 2000 as enthusiastic about the plan as their government would have
them be? Were these outliers nothing more than simple miscreants? Did the government simply
forget to inform some people about the importance of the new plan?Some Central Asians were
closer to the proverbial chicken with its head cut off-well, maybe not with blood spewing from an
open neck and running wildly about the farm-but, in essence, they were basically just
directionless. These people had lost everything: culture, language, economy, stability, hope. The
novelty, along with the pain, associated with the collapse of the Soviet Union must have been
unbelievable. Now, Kazakhstanis saw a growing disparity between rich and poor as money
flowed into Almaty while oil flowed out from the Caspian oilfields. Kyrgyz citizens, however,
watched their country spiral downwards into greater decay while their government sold
resources and allegiance at bargain basement prices. Successes and failures rolled on roller
coasters throughout the rails of the region- in Mongolia, Russia, and the other ‘Stans- but almost
every country was full of citizens in a state of utter shock after the collapse of 1991.More to the
point- why, then, did some Kazakhstanis still follow the plan in daily life and then act so
impulsively at other times- times when no plan oversaw their actions?Well, that is a question I
struggled to answer definitively in my sixteen months of mutton. I probably should have spent
more time observing and asking questions instead of placing myself in ridiculous situations.
Perhaps a simplistic answer, though, would be that these people were tired of carrying out the
lengthy plans thrust upon by them by a distant, intrusive, and oppressive government. Just plain
fed up with taking orders all the time. No matter where they worked, what they did, who they
spoke to- they were always, in some fashion, carrying out the will of someone else, often with
harsh punishments hanging over their head for non-performance.Another influence is the history
of Russia- ruled by authoritarian governments for centuries, dominated in tsarist times by
Orthodox religion, yet rooted in paganism and a true connection with the earth. Russians
certainly carried with them their ancestral legacy of oneness with their natural surroundings, but



this notion contradicted the structure of the church and government. It created heaviness in the
Russian people, torn by their past and present. Central Asians, in my mind, eventually picked up
some of these feelings as more and more Russians came to live with them.Other factors-
corruption, poverty, banking failures, political instability- can encourage people to grab hold of
what lies in front of them like a drowning man. When you don’t know where your next meal is
coming from, whether your state pension will be there tomorrow, or if you will be sentenced to
the gulag on false suspicion in the middle of the night, adhering to the plan may provide a sense
of societal normalcy.Undoubtedly, the former Soviet Central Asian people were angry for the
atrocities of the past. The cruel conditions levied on the ethnic populations of the USSR
dammed the waters of happiness and freedom, their dreams mere driftwood collecting on the
banks of streets created according to the plan. One Kazakhstani’s rapport with another would
certainly be affected by such deep internal suffering. The brutal continental climate certainly
affects the people of the steppe. Weathered and creaky by age 40, a life of hard work visible in
the cracks and calluses of the hands, one does not superficially dwell on the rosiness of life.
Conversation is short. You get on with your day, accustomed to bracing against the icy winds of
Siberia or baking in the tandoor oven of the desert.It’s possible the people were afraid of the
future’s instability, abusing power when they could find a small island of it floating past them in a
swift stream of change. Others said spontaneity in southern Kazakhs came from their ethnic
background as they were descended from the eldest dhuz, or a unit of tribes living in a
geographical area. The eldest dhuz was supposedly very fiery and warlike compared to the
other two tribes of Kazakhstan, explaining their harsh and frank dialect.Hell, maybe it’s all just a
myth that keeps getting propagated over time- does anyone really know? I do know that it’s
difficult to fully comprehend everything that constitutes their past, the hard lives they’ve lived.
The hard lives that all but the elite continue to live.Life was hard in the USSR. A collective farmer
or industrial worker didn’t get to reap the benefits of hard work as a person in a freer society
would. They would always be working class, regardless of aspirations they might have had.
One’s education might provide a steady job, one of the excellent benefits of the Communistic
system. But where was the economic compensation? Vacations to the Black Sea or to a spa in
the mountains, and modest financial bonuses all but completed the package. Private property
was not available to the commoner. To supplement their remuneration, some people would take
liberally from the finished products of their labor and freely distribute the spoils to family and
friends. Efficiency and supply never operated at optimal levels. Employees were lackadaisical on
the job, often not encouraged to achieve higher productivity because of a lack in incentive and a
relative paucity of financial reward compared to their Western adversaries. And what about new
ideas? Did they not see their own hopes and dreams fizzle in the face of punishment for their
individuality, for suggestions to management or the local soviet (council)? Almost certainly, and
society was so organized and enforced by party members to prevent dissidence and ensure
conformity within the ranks. Displays of wealth on the part of one individual family signaled illegal
activity, or perhaps even a secret insurgency. Members of each community were encouraged to



patrol the activities of their neighbors, their coworkers, their friends and family. No one discussed
anti-Communistic ideas without a hopper full of courage and one eye looking over their
shoulder.In spite of this Community Watch program on steroids, the people did try to save face.
Saving face is present in every culture- through taking the blame for another’s wrongs, by
avoiding conflict at all costs. Perhaps here, it was a way to draw yourself out of the limelight, to
keep someone from becoming suspicious of your actions, from ostracizing you from the group.
They did it not by saying charming tidbits, but by light and hopeful comments about good things
surely to come from Communist toil, by consoling one another in cooperative complaint. It made
them feel normal to accommodate one another. It gave them some of that necessary power to lift
the spirits of others. It made them feel happy, and nice, and far from being alone in the trouble of
this brutal land.Maybe this was part of the answer. Maybe the planned suffering was best
confronted with things both spontaneous and whimsical.These circumstances alone would wear
a citizen’s tolerance for the government. The rigidity of the system, while wholeheartedly beloved
by Soviets in terms of state security, further drained support for the plans that the government
presented. But while the overbearing presence of the government and the lack of freedoms in
speech, press, or, for all practical purposes, thought, sucked the spirit from many Soviets, most
exhibited straightforwardness that could be attributed to their own resilience and their ability to
endure the hardships of daily life. Perhaps the hardiest people in the entire world live in Central
Asia. When they could no longer endure, they got help from self-deprecating humor, alcohol,
constant complaints, and close friends. During my sixteen months in Central Asia, so did I.Slim
Fast06/05/00It is the summer of 2000. I am 5 foot, 8 inches tall and weigh 187 pounds. I have
muscle tone slightly better than that of the average bedridden senior citizen. I eat at Outback
Steakhouse while traveling through unheard of or forgotten cultural centers- minor blips on the
retail radar as detected by consumers of American life. Places such as Point Pleasant, West
Virginia; Lorman, Mississippi; Clay Center, Kansas. My jiggling belly from years of fraternity
parties and dollar pitchers of Miller High Life grows more powerful each day, and it is useless not
to heed its wishes. It wants more than 187 pounds.I weighed in at 187 without a pair of broken in
Adidas pushing down on the cheap metal scale on my bathroom floor. No shoes, just 187 lbs in
flannel boxers, standing fit and tall at 5 foot, 8 inches. That wouldn’t have been such a bad
weight had I just tried out for the available point guard slot with the Golden State Warriors. But
the Warriors wouldn’t want me unless my first name was Spud, or Mincemeat. Stu just wouldn’t
do. Not at 5 foot, 8 and 187 pounds. I was only fit to be a professional bowler.But I never felt the
call of the polished balls and waxed planks at the local Rock ‘N’ Bowl. I never put on the
fumigated clown shoes, hand chalk, or leather glove. Hell, I never bowled more than a 142
anyway, and that was without trying to twist the ball and spin it like they do on TV. Here I was-
overweight, bored, unchallenged. I had traveled nearly every nook of my own country, yet knew
so little of the world beyond its borders. I stood at the proverbial crossroads. Essentially, I had
two choices: keep gaining weight and buy a ball, or remove myself from a life of blooming onions
and combo meals for a bit of perspective.The predictability of American life and the blanket of



comfort in which I had shrouded myself dominated everything. Like most Americans, decades of
struggling to take all of the pain out of our daily routines had worked, but it made us soft. The
possibilities of something out of the ordinary happening have been so drastically reduced, we
now complain and stomp our feet when there’s a hair in our food. We bitch at Comcast when the
cable goes out for more than three minutes and interrupts a Punky Brewster rerun. A true shame
when we can’t see her lose the vaunted school election, one more time.Our diluted realities
govern our lives. But what about in other places? The Middle East? The Tierra Del Fuego? Or,
Central Asia? Hell if I knew.Sure, I had done some traveling, fortunate feller I am. I had eaten a
croque monsieur in a dreary café in Le Havre, France, eyeing a choking ferry slide into a greasy
dock at the harbor. I had sampled sausage dogs on the streets of Prague under the historical
facades of ancient buildings. I drank wine and Coke cocktails in Pamplona, Spain, as some bulls
ran quickly by me. But much of our travel is pre-packaged and sold on the internet. We just don’t
hear about places outside of Western Europe, except for Sandals in Jamaica.Was the boredom
of daily life really so different in other countries? In Atlanta, Georgia in late 1999, life for me was
no longer truly living. Just a period of time during which I was full of expectations of perfection,
where my environment was relatively certain and foreseeable. I knew that here, in the USA,
Americans would continue to consume and grow, hold jobs for the paycheck, indulge in luxuries
large and small, watch people make fun of one another on television and call each other “fat ho”
or say “you dat durty (beep!) who dun stole my ma-yun.” Cities would grow wide and
unmanageable with polluting transportation. People would live comfortably with automobiles and
get fat.At my past record of 187 pounds, I didn’t want to get any fatter. I wanted a bare bones
existence. That fancy bed at the furniture store called “minimalist”, the one with two metal bars, a
mattress and a couple of pillows?…..that was the one made for me. But did I need to pay $329
for something so minimal, for a person who values minimalism? There had to be a better way.Six
months later, after little deliberation, a bit of exercise, and far too much idleness, all 187 pounds
that remained departed our beautifully plump country for Central Asia -- where I became a more
reasonable 77.2 kilograms overnight. Now THAT is minimalism. Sixty-three other American
voluteers convened at the airport with me, most not as overweight as I, with sacks full of
unnecessary hygiene items and too many batteries, hoping to help some people along the way
and gain some of that valuable “perspective.” We all became the newest inductees into Peace
Corps Kazakhstan.Of course, in addition to gaining perspective, what would we really do more
than anything?We would eat mutton.Central AsiaCulture Shock and KielbasaSummer was in full
swing in Kazakhstan, the largest geographical country created from the rubble of the USSR. It
was late June 2000 and I had been with my host family for less than a full month. While I still
didn’t know much about this country or its people, I did have the distinct feeling that every day
here is different and as predictable as the weather on one hand, yet every day seems the same
on the other.I remembered feeling that way when I lived in Atlanta just a few weeks back- weeks
that seemed like years ago in a past life. In Kazakhstan, every day was similar for me because I
would study the Russian language; try to understand people with complete failure; and drink



more tea than any normal bladder should be able to hold. Yet, I would also feel the opposite
emotion because every day was predictably frustrating and confusing. Predictable to the point
where you can anticipate what will happen next, but with such a deep uncertainty concerning
cultural norms, your guard still remains up and you dare not enjoy it for exposing your
ignorance.It’s as though you know what the guy approaching you will say first, but not knowing
the language, you still don’t really know. Confusion grows more confusing, more debilitating. The
adrenaline pumps in your veins, turning your general stupidity into prickly animal instinct. The
uncertainty itself becomes the definition of the day. You embrace the random acts, the
misunderstood phrases, and the senselessness of actions. Fighting to find the happy balance
between protecting dignity after looking stupid in a conversation with a local and letting my
guard down enough to savor the local flavor. That became my highlight reel, my journal entry.
And even though the day becomes very scripted in time, it still holds unpredictable qualities that
you couldn’t find at home. No, this place simply isn’t home.Looking back sometimes, I thought,
“Ignorance truly was bliss.”06/28/00A snapshot of a normal day for a Peace Corps volunteer in
Panfilovsky, Kazakhstan, just outside of the former capital of Almaty.4am- Neighborhood dogs
begin to bark like crazy because some drunk guy is wandering home down the street. Drunk guy
begins shouting something inaudible which can possibly be mistaken for a squash casserole
recipe in English except for the fact he’s speaking Russian. Go back to sleep.5:56- First cries
from the neighborhood donkey. Now, don’t get me wrong, I like donkeys as much as the next
guy, but they aren’t your best friends when it’s the middle of the night. Back to sleep.6:03- The
roosters take over the action and let their proud songs be heard by all within a fourteen-mile
radius. Thank God for Cordon Bleu and Chick-Fil-A sandwiches. These guys need population
control. Donkeys, dogs and roosters continually practice for upcoming philharmonic symphony.
Not sure who conductor is, but am angry with them. Back to sleep.7am- Get out of bed and
make a mad dash to the outhouse by the chicken coop. Hope that my host family grandfather
hasn’t beaten me there. If he has, it will be inaccessible for a two-hour period, so I must hold it or
go next door to the neighbor’s house where fellow volunteer Cheng lives. If gramps is still
sleeping, find the two-month old issue of Newsweek and take care of business. Just like Elvis -
TCB, baby.
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Brian E, “This is the Peace Corps, Warts and All. I enjoyed this book. This was an easy read and
very visual. It was like a camera filming the life of Stu and I felt that I was there with him
throughout his adventures.They don’t say that the Peace Corps “is the toughest job that you’ll
ever love” for no reason. Even though I was a Peace Corps Volunteer on a tropical island, I had
many of the same experiences, both good and bad, as Stu did.This book got life in the Peace
Corps spot on and is a must read for any soon to be Peace Corps Volunteer, especially those
going to Central Asia, for anyone going to Central Asia for other reasons, or for those who just
want to learn more about the area.”

Brian E, “This is the Peace Corps, Warts and All. I enjoyed this book. This was an easy read and
very visual. It was like a camera filming the life of Stu and I felt that I was there with him
throughout his adventures.They don’t say that the Peace Corps “is the toughest job that you’ll
ever love” for no reason. Even though I was a Peace Corps Volunteer on a tropical island, I had
many of the same experiences, both good and bad, as Stu did.This book got life in the Peace
Corps spot on and is a must read for any soon to be Peace Corps Volunteer, especially those
going to Central Asia, for anyone going to Central Asia for other reasons, or for those who just
want to learn more about the area.”

Maddy, “very helpful. I read this book twice while living and working in Kazakhstan. I found it
honest and interesting and really helpful in helping me understand the country and the people.
Would recommend to anyone visiting KZ.”

The book by Stu Lamb has a rating of  5 out of 2.9. 4 people have provided feedback.
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