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Mints, by Atagam, translated from Azerbaijani

ANNE THOMPSON-AHMADOVA

Atagam is the pen name of Azerbaijani author Azer Hasanli. He wrote Mints in 1999 and
published it in a collection of his short stories entitled The Winged Bridge (Qanadli korpii).
Mints is set in two locations: a village in the Karabakh region of Azerbaijan, and a camp for
people displaced from this region when much of it was occupied by Armenian forces in the
early 1990s. The story sits in an Azerbaijani literary tradition of focusing on the human impact
of a situation rather than its causes.

| chose the story Mints for this special issue of The AALITRA Review as it presents
challenges frequently encountered by those working from less translated languages, as well as
problems familiar to all literary translators. In this commentary | look at some of these
challenges and how I dealt with them. My overall approach to translating Mints was to seek to
be faithful to the text, while creating an English equivalent that reads well and reflects the
atmosphere and tone of the original.

One challenge that is more marked when working from a less frequently translated
language has to do with cultural background. The culture to which the language belongs is
usually less well known, or maybe hardly known at all, to English-speaking readers. Mints
opens with the narrator arriving at a refugee camp. There is no mention of where the refugees
have come from, but any Azerbaijani reader would know that they have fled the conflict in
Karabakh. Does the English-speaking reader need to know this? I am not sure, as the story
stands on its own. | mention the Karabakh war in my introduction, however, as the journal
asked contributors to put their translations into context.

An issue closely linked to cultural background is the use of footnotes, anathema to
many publishers. As a reader | rather enjoy judiciously chosen footnotes, so have included
three. The first concerns the Willys jeep. It is so much part of Uncle Osman’s identity that I
thought it worth giving an explanation (I should add that author Atagam added explanatory
notes to the text for me, so it was much easier to write the footnotes than it might otherwise
have been). However, not wanting to make the text seem too culturally complex and, therefore,
potentially off-putting, | did not add a footnote four paragraphs later to explain the term
“trophy” used to describe the Willys. To readers from Azerbaijan and the former Soviet Union
as a whole, it clearly echoes the popular “trophy films” seized from Germany by the Red Army.

I added the next footnote on Nizami’s Eskander-name or Tale of Alexander the Great
for readers particularly interested in language. The quotation in the original Mints is an
Azerbaijani translation and uses the Azerbaijani version of Alexander’s name, Iskondor
(Iskandar). I used the English Alexander so that readers would know who is being referred to
without having to look at the footnote. The lines have both rhythm and rhyme in the
Azerbaijani, but unfortunately I could create only limited rhythm in my translation.

The final footnote gives a brief description of a balaban. | chose not to refer to it in the
text as a clarinet, as this would deprive the instrument of some of its distinctive features. | opted
against a footnote on the dervish though, as the story makes clear that he is someone who
travels from place to place and gives moral teaching.

Translators from Turkic languages frequently face the challenge of long, complex
sentences. Though Mints is written in a relatively simple style, it does have some longer
sentences. For example, in the opening paragraph, | broke a single sentence into four:

143



Everywhere were shabby tents, countless shelters draped in threadbare kilims and
faded carpet runners. They stood in random rows, like headstones in a Muslim
cemetery. Young women waited in line at the water tanker, plastic buckets in their
hands. Subdued men, shoulders hunched and arms folded, stood in silence beneath
a large awning, sunlight filtering through the holes.

The original Azerbaijani sentence has the effect of conveying almost all at once the different
elements that make up the scene.

Another issue faced by all literary translators is the use of dialect and regional words. |
thought it would sound odd to use English dialect in the story’s context, so where possible |
tried to use more colloquial words, such as “lug” rather than “carry” for the Azerbaijani
harlamak. “I had entered year five and would lug about with me all the books our teacher had
assigned us for the summer holidays”. I could not always find a colloquial way of rendering
these dialect words, though. For example, | gave a straightforward translation of ol-golunu
oynadib na hagdasa varavurd eloyirdi, “waving his hands in the air as he talked to himself”.

The Azerbaijani words day: and ami also needed special treatment. Their direct
translation, “maternal uncle” and “paternal uncle”, can work well in other contexts, but here
the words are used as a form of address. I opted for “uncle” and “great-uncle” to differentiate
between them, but still wonder if there is a better solution. My English version reads, “The
village children called sweet-tongued men like Osman Qaramanli ‘uncle’, and used ‘great-
uncle’ for angry, bitter men like Restless Maharram...”.

I will finish my commentary by highlighting a challenge that must be common to many
who work from languages less frequently translated into English: a lack of dictionaries and
online resources. There is a good, but far from comprehensive, Azerbaijani-English dictionary
in the Latin script, and | well remember my delight as a struggling learner when it was
published in 1998. The dictionary forms the basis of the azerdict.com online resource, which
includes users’ additions of varying accuracy. I am very grateful to another site too —
obastan.com — which pulls together all the Azerbaijani dictionary resources, but even the main
Azerbaijani dictionaries are not comprehensive. This did not pose too great a challenge in terms
of comprehension when working on Mints, as author Atagam provided explanations of dialect
and other words. However, | like to look up words that I know in dictionaries, often online, in
the hunt for the translation that hits the spot. I may find exactly what I am looking for, but often
the act of browsing is enough for the right translation to come to me. To make up for the lack
of Azerbaijani-English resources, |1 sometimes took the Russian translation of an Azerbaijani
word or phrase and looked it up in English on the site multitran.ru which has many fine
suggestions from Russian translators.

| should add in explanation (maybe this is a rather long footnote) that the language of
what is now the Azerbaijan Republic has been written in three different alphabets over the past
century: in modified versions of the Arabic script, the Latin script and the Cyrillic script. The
use of the Latin alphabet was reimposed in 2001. A consequence of all these changes is the
loss of the older corpus, made much worse during the Soviet anti-religion drive when many
books written in the Arabic script were destroyed, sometimes in the mistaken belief that they
were religious texts or copies of the Koran. Iran’s large ethnic Azerbaijani minority still uses
the Arabic script, although the government discourages the use of Azerbaijani as a literary
language.
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Atagam - Nanali konfet
(hekayo)

Qacqin diisargasi yoluna burulub bir
anliq ayaq saxladim. Gorditylim manzarani
canima hopdurmag istayridim: Yan-yorasi
nimdas ¢adirlar, siiziilmiis palazlar, rangi
gqagmis laycalarla ortiilmiis, miisalman
gabirstanliginin bagdaslar1 kimi baysaq
siralanmig saysiz alagiqglar, allorinds plastik
vedralor su magininin yanina diiziiliib
névbasni gozloyan qiz-galinlar, dolms-
desiyindon giin siialar siiziilon talvarin
altinda dinmoz, sllori goynunda, boynubikik
durmus kisilar...

Havada bir azot atomu da
torponmirdi. Addim atdiqca qalin toz qalxib
havadaca asil1 qalirdi.

Osman dayini sokildo neco
gbérmiisdiim, elo do qarsimdaydi. Komasinin
kolgasindo, “Villis”indon qalan sirmay1
halgalarla bozadiyi siikani siirtiib
tomizlayirdi. Tez-tez cibindon Kirli desmalini
¢ixarib alnindan goziino axan tori silirdi.

Yaxinlagsdim. Siikani sol qoluna
kegirdi, sag olini g6zunilin Ustiino gunlikloyib
mono xeyli baxdi. Tanimadi. Qalin eynayini
silib bir do baxdu...

**k*k

Osman day1 ilo ¢coxdan dostlasmigdim
— diiz qirx 1l gabaq...

Konddo usaqlar garamanli Osman
kimi sirindil kisilors “day1”, Qusdan
Moharram kimi, na bilim, Saroncamin ari
Abdal ©voz kimi acidil, ozazil kisiloro “omi”
deyirdi. Niyasini bilmirdik, elo esitmisdik,
elo do deyirdik.

Osman day1 dodasindongalma iki
congoni, bir qisir diityani, on iki kegini aldan-
alo kegmis yagmal “Villis”a doyismisdi.

Mints — by Atagam

Translated by Anne Thompson-
Ahmadova

| turned onto the refugee camp road and
paused for a moment to take in the scene before
me. Everywhere were shabby tents, countless
shelters draped in threadbare kilims and faded
carpet runners. They stood in random rows, like
headstones in a Muslim cemetery. Young
women waited in line at the water tanker,
plastic buckets in their hands. Subdued men,
shoulders hunched, arms folded, stood in
silence beneath a large awning, sunlight
filtering through the holes.

Not an atom of nitrogen stirred. My
footsteps kicked up a thick cloud of dust which
remained suspended in the air.

Uncle Osman looked just as | had
pictured him. He was standing in the shade of
his hut, polishing the steering wheel decorated
with mother-of-pearl rings, all he had left of his
Willys jeep?. Sweat trickled into his eyes, so he
kept taking a grubby handkerchief from his
pocket to wipe his forehead.

I walked towards him. Shading his eyes
with his right hand, he stared at me, but didn’t
recognize me. He cleaned his thick spectacles
and looked at me again.

**k*

Uncle Osman and | had become friends
a long time ago—forty years to be precise...

The village children called sweet-
tongued men like Osman Qaramanli “uncle”,
and used “great-uncle” for angry, bitter men
like Restless Maharram, or, let’s say,
Serenjam’s husband Abdal Avaz. We didn’t
know why. We’d heard other people doing it sO
we did it too.

Uncle Osman had inherited two young
bulls, a heifer and twelve goats from his father,
and he swapped them all for the Willys trophy.

1 During World War II, the USA gave the Soviet Union a variety of vehicles, including the very first jeep, the
Willys, under the Lend-Lease programme. Most of the vehicles were not returned after the war and were sold
illegally into private hands. Uncle Osman’s Willys is one of these vehicles.
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“Villis”ina qosqu qosub dag
kondlorinds gond-cay, sirniyat, otir, qab-
gacaq, usaq paltar1 satardi. Qosquya “kocave”
deyordi. Orzagy, pal-paltar1 Bokir kisinin
diikanindan nisys gotirardi.

Dag kandlarinda misllimlardan, tibb
is¢ilorindan savay1 az adamin slinds nagd pul
olurdu. Osman kisi nisys aldig1 malin ¢oxunu
elo nisys do verardi. Evino dénonds masinini
kondin basindaki kohrizin Gstiinds saxlayib
ol-ayagini yuyar, giilpombali qirmizi Cin
termosundan gay stiziib nisys daftorinin
liziinli aglamaya kogtirordi.

Doftori hamidan gizlodordi. Bir dofo
doftori “Villis”in oturacaginda agiq qalmisdi.
Boylandim, daftordoki yazilardan heg no
anlamadim: ticbucaq, ortasindan qosa xott
¢okilmis dérdbucaq, buynuz, parablizena
oxsar xirda dairalar...

Osman day1 moktob oxumamisdi,
haminin bildiyi harflorlo yazmirdi, 6zii tigiin
ayr1 yazi sistemi qurmusdu.

Onu bir dafa pancaradon “Olifba”
Oyroanan birincilarin sinif otagina kadarlo
baxib udqundugunu goérmiisdiim.

Osman day1 ilo bagli bels bir pig1
esitmisdim: Deyirdilor ki, mayin ortasindan
diiz sentyabrin axirina qadar bazar gunlori
kohrizo kisi xeylagi getmozmis, ¢iinki qizlar-
galinlor yay odunu canlarindan ¢ixarmaq
tictin lutlonib kohrizde cimarmislor. Tyirmi
bes il qabag - Osmanla Somondor
onbeslorinin iginds olanda ikisi do
Qirimizisaqqal Hatomin novosi Basirati
istoyirmislar. Basiratin meyli Somandora
imis. Bir giin Osman xalvatca Cin
Siileymanin kohrizin dibindaki baginda agaca
¢ixib Basiratin cimmasine baxibmis. Ertasi
gun Osman Basiratlo qarsilasanda belos
deyibmis: “Sag doslindoki qosa xala canim
qurban, maloyim!”

Basirat mosaloni basa diisor,
Somondara deyar, Somandar da amisi
usaqlart ilo Osmani toklikdos tutub dartib
kohriza aparar, basini kohrizin nom daglarina
doyarlor. Ovaxtdan Osmanin basi pozular.
Qiz-goalin do elo 0 vaxtdan kohrizds gimmayi
torgidar.
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He would hook up a trailer to the jeep
and sell sugar, sweets, perfume, pots and pans,
and children’s clothes in the mountain villages.
He called the trailer a howdah. He would buy
the food and clothes on tick from Bakir’s shop.

Few people in the mountain villages had
cash, only the teachers and medical workers, so
many of the goods he had bought on tick
Osman sold on tick too. On his way home he
would stop the jeep at the big spring above the
village, wash his hands and feet, pour himself
some tea from the rose red Chinese thermos and
make a clean copy of the loans in his credit
book.

He hid the book from everyone. Once,
he left it open on the seat of the jeep. | had a
look but couldn’t understand anything: a
triangle, a square with two lines drawn through
it, horns, small circles that looked like
ladybirds.

Uncle Osman hadn’t gone to school.
Rather than writing in the letters that everyone
knew, he created his own writing system.

Once | saw him looking hungrily
through the window as a reception class learnt
their ABC.

| heard a rumour about Uncle Osman.
The story was that on Sundays from the middle
of May to the end of September the men and
boys didn’t go to the spring, because the girls
and young women would bathe nude there to
cool off from the summer heat. Twenty-five
years earlier—when Osman and Samandar
were fifteen, they had both liked Red-Bearded
Hatam’s granddaughter Basirat. Basirat’s
preference was for Samandar. One day Osman
climbed a tree in Hotheaded Suleyman’s garden
below the spring and watched Basirat bathing.
When he saw Basirat the next day, Osman said,
‘I’d die for that beauty spot on your left breast,
my angel!’

Basirat realized what had happened and
told Samandar. Samandar and his cousins
caught Osman on his own, took him to the
spring and beat his head against the wet stones.
Osman was never quite right after that. The
girls stopped bathing in the spring too.



Deyirlor, na Basiratin, na do
Somondoarin taleyi gotirar. Basirati kanda
bicina galon kombayngi ilo saman tayasinda
esdiklori kalafada ¢ilpaq tutarlar. Somandoar
kombaynginin garnini yaba ilo desor, gedib
giror gazamata, voromlayib iki ildon sonra elo
orda 6lor. Basirat dodasi evins gapanar,
evdan ¢olo yarasa kimi ancaq gecalor ¢ixar.

Osman da o hadsadan sonra
evlonmoyacayinos and icar. (Basirat dodasi
evins gapananda Osmanin niys gedib onu
garanligdan ¢ixarmamasini anlamagq iigiin
halo kal idim).

Ho, yalan-gercak, bunu da
xisinlasirdilar ki, o oshvalatin tistiindon illor
kecandan sonra, guya, Osman alvers getdiyi
dag kondlorinin birindoki zirvads sal daslar
ust-Usta galaqlayib qiz diizeldib, daslar
xinalayib-gulxatmiloyib, basdaki dasa
Basiratin yayligina oxsar yayliq baglayib das
sevgilisinin basina dolana-dolana (iz-
g0zindon oplirmiis.

*k*k

Besinci sinifo kegmisdim. Yay totilina
muoallim eva ¢oxlu kitab tapsirmisdi.
Kitablar1 6ztimla harloyirdim.

--- Onlarin hamisin1 oxumusan? — Osman
day1 dolu sohonglorimi gatirin {istiins asirib
basgt ilo dori heybays y1gdigim kitablari
gostordi.

--- Yox, oxumaliyam.

--- Nagild1?

--- Nagil da var, seir do, ofsans do.

--- Ofsana nadi?

--- Yalang1 nagil.

Osman day1 ¢onasini asagi ayib gozlorini iri
acdi, toacciiblo mana baxdi:

--- Yalang1 nagil?! - Birini danisa bilorsan?

Eva getmoliydim. Nonom tapsirmisdi
ki, Soltanlidan qohumlar galacok, samovara
tokmaya su yoxdu, yolda-rizds
avaralanmayim, amma Osman day1
sohanglorima kdmok elomisdi, s6ziinii yera
salmaq ayibima galdi. Hom do, diizl, hardan
0z-06zuna na dildass mahni oxuyurdu, sasi
catmayanda uziins sillo vurub “diiz oxu,
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They say that things didn’t work out for
Basirat or Samandar. Basirat and a combine
driver visiting for the harvest were caught
naked in a haystack. Samandar ran the combine
driver through with a pitchfork. He went to
prison, caught TB and died there two years
later. Basirat shut herself away in her father’s
house, only going outdoors at night like a bat.

After this Osman vowed never to marry.
(1 was too callow to understand why Osman
didn’t try to take Basirat from her father’s
house in the dead of night.)

True or not, the gossips also said that
years later, up near one of the villages where he
sold his wares, Osman built a pile of large flat
stones in the shape of a girl. He coloured the
stones with henna and mallow and tied a shawl
like Basirat’s around the top stone. Osman
would fuss over his stone beloved, kissing her
eyes and lips.

*k*k

| had entered year five and would lug
about with me a pile of books our teacher had
assigned us for the summer holidays.

Uncle Osman hung my copper pitchers
of water on the mule and nodded at the leather
saddlebag of books. “Have you read all those?”

“No, I’ve got to read them.”

“Are they stories?”

“There are stories, poems and legends.”

“What are legends?”

“Stories that aren’t true.”

Uncle Osman’s jaw dropped and he
stared at me, round-eyed.

“Stories that aren’t true? Can you tell
me one?”’

I had to go home. Grandma had sent me
to fetch water for the samovar as our relatives
were coming from Soltanli. I wasn’t to dawdle
on the way, but Uncle Osman had helped me
with the water pitchers and | was embarrassed
not to return the favour. And to be honest | was
rather scared of him, as he would sing to
himself all the time in a language I didn’t know
and when he hit a wrong note, he would slap



Osman!” qisqirird1 deys, ondan bir az
tsonirdim.

Kitab1 agib qoca dorvis ofsanasini
oxudum. “Kands bir darvis galir...” Osman
day1 tez-tez moni saxlayir, sual verirdi: “Sagct
uzun 1di?” Kitabda yazilmasa da, “ho, uzun
idi, dabanina ¢atird1” deyib ofsanadoki
dorvisi Osman dayinin xoyalindaki dorviso
oxsadirdim.

Suallar artirdi. “Dorvisin usaqlara
danisdig1 nagil haqda da yazilib orda?” “Yox,
yazilmayib” “Darvis usaqlara niys sinagan
oyuncaglar bagislayirmis?” “Osman day1,
dayan, oxuyum, axirda hamisi yazilib”

Ofsanonin sonlugunu — camaatin
dorvisi doydiiyli yeri oxuyanda Osman
dayinin g6zii doldu. Abzasi mona bir negs
dofa oxutdurdu, tam yadinda qalana gadar
dilinin altinda tokrarladi: “Darvis hor gapiya
bir gil 16vha qoyub yoxa ¢ixmigdi. Lovhada
bunlar yazilmigdi: Vaxt galocak, sizin
usaqlariniza kimiss Urayini bagislayacaq.
Balalarimizi indidan vordis elotdirirom ki, o
vaxt ehtiyath davransinlar, diinyanin an
sinagan, hassas oyuncagini — Urayi
sindirmasinlar”.

Osman day1 alini cibins atdi, bir ovuc
konfet ¢cixarib mona uzatdi. Konfetlori qapib
cibimo doldurdum. Tez kagizint soyub birini
agzima atdim. Nanoli konfet! Neco do dadli
idi!

Beloco, Osman dayi ilo dostlasdig.

Bir ne¢o glin sonra Malyatan
topasinin otayindaki yovsanliqda ¢oyirtks
tutub hindugkalara yedirtdiyim yerdo Osman
day1 “Villis”ini diiz yanimda saxladu.

--- Kitablarin hamisin1 oxudun?

--- YoX hals, Osman day1, birini bitirmisom,
indi o birini oxuyuram.

--- O nodoandi?

--- Seirdi. Yaman uzundu, - sikayatlondim, -
amma asan yadda qalir.
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himself across the face shouting “Sing properly,
Osman!”

| opened a book and read the legend of
the old dervish. “A dervish came to the
village...” Uncle Osman kept stopping me with
his questions: “Did he have long hair?”” Though
it wasn’t mentioned in the book, I said, “Yes,
long, down to his ankles.” I painted the dervish
that Uncle Osman imagined.

The questions came thick and fast.
“Does it talk about the story that the dervish
told the children?”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Why did the dervish give the children
such delicate toys?”

“Hold on, Uncle Osman, I’'m reading
the story. It’s all written here.”

When | came to the end of the legend
and read about the people beating up the
dervish, Uncle Osman’s eyes welled with tears.
He made me read this paragraph several times
until he knew it off by heart: “The dervish
placed a clay tablet at every door, then
disappeared. Each tablet bore the words: One
day someone will give their heart to your child.
I have taught them to behave with care when
that day comes, lest they break the most fragile,
vulnerable plaything in the world—the heart.”

Uncle Osman pulled a fistful of sweets
from his pocket and offered them to me.
Grabbing the sweets, | stuffed them into my
pocket. I quickly unwrapped one and popped it
in my mouth. It was a mint! And it was so
good!

That’s how Uncle Osman and I became friends.

A few days later I caught some crickets
in the wormwood patch at the bottom of
Malyatan hill and was feeding them to the
turkeys when Uncle Osman pulled up right next
to me in his Willys.

“Have you read all the books?”

“Not yet, Uncle Osman. I’ve finished
one of them and am on the next now.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s a really long poem,” I complained,
“but easy to remember.”



Osman dayinin xahisini gozlomayib
azborladiyim par¢ani oxudum: “Kegmis
zamanda, Yunanistanda, [skendar adli..” “Bir
sah yagsarmig, Buynuzu varmis” yerinds igini
¢okdi. Masindan diisdii. Homiso bark
tooccliblononds etdiyi kimi, ¢onasini sinasing
yapisdirib gozlarini barsltdi:

--- No tohor!? Buynuzu varmis?! Adamin?
--- Adam deyil, Osman day1, Iskondordi, -
Oziimii ¢oxbilmis gostardim.

“Iskondoarin buynuzu var, buynuzu”
misrasini deyands, Osman day1 qeyri-ixtiyari
har iki alinin gohadat barmagini basina
qaldirib 6ziine buynuz goydu vas lozzatls
guldd. Cibindan bir nega nanali konfet
¢ixarib ovcuma qoydu.

On giin sonra Osman dayini Suray
xalanin qiz1 Giilsabahin toyunda gordiim.
Hoyatdoki tut agacina sdykonmisdi. Ol-
golunu oynadib ns hagdasa varavurd eloyirdi.
Yaxinlagib salam verdim. Moani goron kimi
lizli giildii. Olimi six1b 6ziino torof ¢okdi.
Araq iyi burnumu ¢gimgosdirdi.

-- O seir no tohar idi? Onu bir do de,
basam.

Olimi slindon qoparib bir az
aralandim. Seiri astadan, eloca, Osman
daymin esidacayi seslo dedim. “Iskondorin
buynuzu var, buynuzu” yerinds mani saxladi,
yanbizlari ils tokan verib tutdan aralandi,
covustanin agzindaki kotili gotirib qabagima
goydu.

--- Basam, mon 6liim, ¢1x bu stulun
usting, o yerin bir do barkdan de.

Katilin Ustline ¢ixsaydim, camaatin
diggatini gokacokdim. Qorxurdum ki, lugaz
eloyib sobads qosalar. Osman day1 toraddid
elodiyimi goriib, ariq bogazinin darisini
hulgumundan ¢anasinin ucuna godar ¢okdi,
elo bogazi ¢akili, bagint géyargin udan qutan
qusu kimi yeyin-yeyin saga-sola déndarib
moni katils gixartmaq ti¢iin hansi tanriya and

2 These lines are from 12 century poet Nizami Ganjavi’s
Book of Alexander (Eskandar-Nameh).
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Without waiting to be asked, | recited an
excerpt I’d memorized.
There was a king who lived in Greece.
Alexander was his name,
And on his head grew horns, horns,
And on his head grew horns.?

Uncle Osman breathed in sharply and
jumped down from his jeep. As always when he
was surprised, his jaw dropped to his chest and
his eyes grew round.

“How come? On his head grew horns?
Wasn’t he a man?”

“No, he wasn’t, Uncle Osman. He was
Alexander,” I said, pretending to be
knowledgeable.

“And on Alexander’s head grew horns,
horns.” As he repeated the line, Uncle Osman
automatically put his index fingers to his head
to make horns, and laughed in delight. He took
a few mints from his pocket and put them in my
hand.

Ten days later I saw Uncle Osman at my
cousin Gulsabah’s wedding. He was leaning
against the mulberry tree in Aunt Suray’s yard,
waving his hands in the air as he talked to
himself. | went up and said hello. He laughed
when he saw me, pressed my hand and pulled
me towards him. | screwed up my nose at the
smell of vodka.

“How did that poem go? Tell me again,
my dear friend.”

| snatched my hand away and stepped
back. I recited the poem softly but enough for
Uncle Osman to hear. He stopped me when |
got to “And on Alexander’s head grew horns,
horns”. He pushed himself away from the
mulberry tree with his bottom and took a stool
from the doorway of the bread oven hut.

Putting the stool in front of me, he said,
“My dear friend, I beg you, get onto this and
speak up.”

If I climbed onto the stool, | would
attract attention, and I was afraid of being
mocked and sneered at. Seeing my hesitation,
Uncle Osman quickly looked left and right,
stretching the skin of his thin throat to the point

epic poem in Persian about Alexander the Great, The



veracayini dalag kalofinds aradi va dizlarini
azaciq qatlayib, ¢comoli yalvardi:
--- Soni Bosiratin cani, ¢1x.

Basirati heg vaxt gdrmomisdim; o,
mon dogulmazdan qabaq qaranlia
gomiilmiisdii, amma indi - Sorxos Osman
day1 dilinin qaytanini a¢ib caninin goziindo
oldurduyt Basiratin adini1 gokmokla mani
xirxalamisdi. Yan-yOroys boylandim. Xursud
toy magarinda yasl balabana dom vermisdi.
Camaat olinds isini yarimgiq qoyub onun
tozo qosdugu yaniqlt “Qarabors” havasini
yaxindan dinlomays axisirdi.

Katilin Gistiine ¢cixdim. “Iskendorin
buynuzu var, buynuzu...”

Lozzotdon gozlori parildayan, agzi
qulaginin dibino getmis Osman day1 allarini
ovval basina aparib qosa buynuz gostordi,
sonra da cibindan bir ovuc nanali konfet
¢ixarib mona uzatdi.

Yeno arzuma ¢atmisdim. Nanoali
konfetlori simirdikcs 6ziimi diinyanin an
xosbaxt adami1 sanirdim.

O nanoali konfetin esqina harda
Osman dayini goriirdiim, 6ziimii goziino
soxurdum.

Osman day1 da moni harda gorurdd,
tolosirdiso, olini basina aparib buynuz
gostarirdi, tolosmayanda, masini saxlayir,
alnimdan Opiir, das olsun, kotiik olsun,
hinddr bir yers ¢gixmagi xahis elayib o seiri
bir do dedirtdirir, nanali konfet payimi verib
yola salird1.

**k*k

Aradan uzun illor kegdi. Biz sahara
kogdik. Konds yolum az-az diisdii. Gedonds
ds elo atiistii gedib qayidirdim, Osman day1
oksaran kacave qosdugu “Villis”i ilo dag
kondlarinds alverds oldugundan, goriiso
bilmirdim.

of his chin, like a pelican swallowing a dove.
He was wondering which deity he should call
upon to get me onto the stool. Almost
crouching before me, he begged, “Get up on it,
for the sake of Basirat’s soul.”

I’d never seen Basirat; she had been lost
in darkness before | was born. But now drink
had loosened Uncle Osman’s tongue. It was as
though he had grabbed me by the throat by
swearing on the life of his beloved Basirat. |
looked around. In the wedding marquee
Khurshud was playing the mourning balaban®
with passion. The guests were stopping what
they were doing and flocking to listen to him
play the plaintive air Qarabora.

I climbed onto the stool. “On
Alexander’s head grew horns, horns...”

Eyes shining with pleasure, his smile
stretching from ear to ear, Uncle Osman put his
hands to the side of his head in the shape of
horns, then took a handful of mints from his
pocket and gave them to me.

I had achieved my heart’s desire again.
As | sucked the mints, | thought myself the
happiest person in the world.

Whenever | saw Uncle Osman, | would
make sure he saw me.

And whenever Uncle Osman saw me, if
he was in a hurry he would make the shape of
horns on the side of his head, and if he wasn’t
in a hurry, he would stop his jeep, kiss me on
the forehead, ask me to stand on something—a
rock or a tree stump—and recite the poem
again. He would give me my portion of mints
and be on his way.

*k*k

Many years had passed since then. We
had moved to the city and I didn’t often find
myself in the village. When I did go, | would
make a flying visit just for a day. I didn’t see
Uncle Osman as he would be up in the
mountain villages plying his wares from the
Willys howdah.

3 The balaban is a traditional wind instrument, similar to a clarinet. It became known as the “mourning balaban”

as it was played at burials.
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**k*

Indi budur, alini géziina giinliikloyib
mona baxan sokson yasli Osman day1
qarsimdaydi; stimuklari quruyub boyunu
kiciltmisdi. Mons altdan yuxari baxirdi.
Eynoyinin siisasini Kirli dosmaliyla silib
g0zina taxir, yenidon ¢ixarir, sligalora
hovxurub bir das silir, tezadan goziine taxir,
ali ilo eynayi irsli-geri aparir, monim Kim
oldugumu anlamaga caligirdi.

iki addimligda — Osman dayinin
komasinin arxasinda xeyli horgii dasi
galaglanmigdi. Qalaqdan iki dag gotiirtib
Osman dayinin qarsisinda yers atdim, hor
ayagimi bir dagin Uistiino qoydum, yaxsi
esitsin deya hiindir sasls bizim dostlug
himnimizi aram-aram demoys basladim:
“Kec¢mis zamanda, Yunanistanda...”

Osman dayinin sifati doyisdi: qiris
yanaqlar1 qgarmon koriiyli kimi qulaqlarina
torof dartildi, gozlori irilonib eynayinin
stisolori boyda oldu, agz1 yavas-yavas
aralandi, asag1 damaginda sakson ilo sina
gormis sonuncu iki disi goriindii.

“Iskandorin buynuzu var, buynuzu”
yerinda dodaglarini tarpadib manimlo
birlikdo misran1 bir ne¢o dofo tokrarladi.

Siikan slindan diisdii.

Olini hévinak cibins apardi.
Salvarinin, kdynoyinin cibini egolodi,
esoladi.., he¢ no tapmayb yers ¢okdii. Siikani
yerdon goturub sinasine sixdi. Ciyinlari aSo-
oso dayanmadan “Iskondarin buynuzu var,
buynuzu...” tokrarladi.

Iyun 1999
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*k*

And now here was an eighty-year-old
Uncle Osman, shrunken with age, shading his
eyes from the sun and gazing at me. He wiped
his spectacles with the grubby handkerchief and
put them on. He took them off again, blew on
the glass and wiped them again, put them back
on, and moved them back and forth, trying to
work out who | was.

A couple of feet behind Uncle Osman’s
hut was a sizeable pile of building stones. I took
two stones from the heap and put them before
Uncle Osman. With one foot on each stone, |
started to declaim loudly the anthem of our
friendship: “There was a king who lived in
Greece...”

Uncle Osman’s face changed; his
furrowed cheeks stretched up to his ears like the
bellows of an accordion, his eyes widened to
the size of his spectacle lenses, his lips slowly
parted so | could see his two remaining lower
teeth.

He moved his lips when I got to “On
Alexander’s head grew horns, horns” and
together we repeated the lines several times.

He let the steering wheel fall, and
quickly rooted around in his trouser and shirt
pockets. Finding nothing, he sank to the
ground. He picked up the steering wheel and
clutched it to his chest. Shoulders trembling, he
repeated “On Alexander’s head grew horns,
horns.”

June 1999



