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LETTER FROM RUIJIA

PLANET KIR.'AN
lttidE a ebess natter tf1?tun.

BY MICHAEL JPECTER

T,Z irsaa ilwmzhinovis not lour tlDical
I\po,r so':et muionair! nua'insr
autoaat. He is the mler ofKalmykia, one
ofthe least w€[ knom ofRussia s tl,v€nq'-
one republia. He also happens ro be pre.s
ident of the F6d6ration Internationale
oes icnecs. of lrfti! rne govrmfg Dooy
ofworld chess. Il)tmzhinov functions a
bit like the Wizard of Oz. Instead ofa
balloon, fiough, he uses a pd\."te jet. In
Kahykia, a brntn stretch oflanduedged
bet!*en Staropol and Astrakhan, on the
Caspian Sea,lou cant miss the man: his
picture dominates the airyort arrivals hal,
and billboards all along the rutted road
that leads to Elista, the capita! show him
on honeback or nert to r.arious people he
regards as peers-\4adimL Putin, the
Dalai Lama" t\e Rissi,n Ordodox Pa
triarh A{ery II. At tle loca1 mr:seum, an
erhibit called Planet Kirsan displalx glfts
that he has receiwd ftom visiting digni-
tffies. Another athibit, deqrt€d to his
ches memorabilla, is on liew at the Ches
Museum, which is housed on the thnd
floor ofthe Ches Palace, in tle center of
Che.ss Cig', which trlurnzhlnov built on
the outskirts ofthe capiml-at a cost of
nearly 6fty nlllion dollars 6r the 1998
Ch€ss Olympiad.

Iliumzinnov was the Kalnyk national
champion by the age offouiteen, and hc
is convinced thaq with his authodg, as
meprc oenr or r !JE! ne can mm a n$fly
empg, desert the sia of Scotland into a
chess pandise. He sees Kalmykia as the
crossroads on a modern version ofthe
Silk Route, with hordes of chess players
replacing ca6"ns oflthazars and Sq,th-
ians. "Everything here comes fiom nry
irmge,'he told mq witl a sluug one at
temoon not long ago. '1 am Xrtiig ine re-
public up.'

Mray people dispute the last part of
that assertion, but nobody questions the
lrsr llumzhinov was elected President
in 1993, at the age ofdrirry one. He im-
mediately abolished the parliament, al-
tercd the constitutioi" and lengthened his

term of o{ice. He tuds litde beaug, in
dernocracy and readily concedes that
his republic is compi. ('lryho lras it L\at
they affested last ueelJ' he said io me.
"Something having to do with the in-
spection ofthe Iower courts-for bribes,
or sornething Argrvay, wlile rnoney ex-
ists, while there is gordment, beginning
with tle Romar Empire, and in the tlou
sands ofyears since-its alwap been a
problen.')

Xytmzhircv has dashed many tlmes
withtheKrennh mostfamouslywher!
in 1998, he threatened to serer ties with
Russia ard trm Kalrnylia iato an inde-
pendent ta harci, like Luxembourg or
Monaco. Kalmykia is onlyafewhun&ed
klometres north of Chechnla, which
has been attemptjng, bloodily, to secede
from Russia for three hundred years.
Moscow does not joke about those is-
sues, and in 2004 Putin put a stop to the
dnect election of regional leaders. The
new rules looked certain to end the
fl ambo).lnt )oung l]umzhino/s politi-
ca1 career. Yeq last June, Putin flew to
Elista and spent an how alone with him.
Nobody revealed what was said, but
when the two men energed and posed
for pictures a gLimma ofdetight shone in
Ilyumzhinons deep black eyes. Putin
looked sdl! doLrr, and patemal Wnen
the time came to name a new leader,
Putin nominrted the o1d one. The choice
1'!?s ratified instandy by the parliament
that Illurzhinov had oeated to replace
the one that he had disrnissed.

$tmzhimv catled his autobiography,
published in 1998, "The President's
Croun ofThoms." (Chapter tides in-
dude 'Wrthout Me the ?eople Are In
compl*e,' "I Become a Millionane,' and
'It Only Tales Two Weeks to Have a
Man Kj11ed.") In the book, he descr;bes
gowhg up in Elista. After high school
he worked in a factory and sened in the
Soviet Armn He then attended Mos
cows Institute for Foreign Relations,
where he met people like Brezhnels



grardson and Castro s nepheq ertablish-
ing connections tlat pmved usetul in rhe
wming dals of Communlsm, and even
more so afterwzrd. Il1'umzhinov proited
greadyiom the disolution ofthe Soviet
Union. Like ilany other ambilious ,'z-
,rzrzl who fornd themsehes in Mos
cow ir the euln lawless days of posr-
Soviet capitaiism, he rzlked away with
raillions-nobody really knows how
much--$y, amog othu thhgs, r.ading
automobiles, and he has said that he
owns a stal€ h fifty companies, lnduding

Oddly for a chess player, Ilnrmzhinov
seems incapable of sitting stjll for more
than 6rr minuta (perhaps tlat is because
he is also a 6lr|er K-almyk boxing cham,
pion). He is a stylish man-tall and
wiry---ard in a pat ofthe world ir'here
'.lressed up" often me,ns rea;ng dothes
with buttons, trytmzhinov prefen well-
uilored da* slits, crisp white shirs, md
boldly pattemed rep ties. His brown
penay loafers are shiny and Eulopean.
Ilumzhir:orrs chess gig keeps hnn on the
road much ofdre time, but when he is in
Elsra he mol,€s around town in a whire
Rolls-Royce, follorcd doselybya Range
Roer and a Cadillac that he bought six-
teen years ago in VieIla. He keeps a
bla& Rolls in Moscow to tse on his fre
quent tdps tlere. It has often been said
tlat Ilyrmzhinov or+ns ten Rolls-Rolces.
He denies ir '1 ner€r had ten,' he said."Si{, but not ten. lis a good car. Well
nude, dependable. By the way, they ae
not tle 8o\.€mmenis. They're my ds. I
paid for tnen ad I drie arouad in then.
The repubJ.ic didn t pay a:r1tning.'

With as much as seveng' per cent
ofthe labor force unemployed and a
huge regional debt toMoscow, Kalq'kia
doesn't have the kird of economy that
can absorb tLe plrchase of many l:xury
cars. Illurnzhinov nay be wealthl but
lis people certlnly aren! and few belierr
fhit chess will do much to chaige that.
For thousands ofytars, Kalmykia's rich
biack earth provided an ideal envhon-
ment for raising sheep and other animrls.
lD the nineteen-fifties, the Soviets de
cided to capiolize on the grazing oppor
tunities there and brought in more than a
milion new sheep, but the topsoil was

F thin, d tnerevls nor enough gnss ro
F teed Lhar nany animals. In ad&tion, ag-
3 ricultural oficials in Moscow had de-
5 cided that oniy meriao sheep wornd do.

Kir:a lljwnziinox, lafs afKzlmrLia Evaytbing here ennesfran n r indge."

Th€ir wool is soft, but tleir hooves,
shalpened by life on jagged mountain-
sides, cut lii<e razors duough rlle delicate
soi1. Kalmykia became. Europe's 6rst
man-nade desert, oficially recognized
as an environmental disaster area by
the United Narions. In satelite photo
gaphs, it lools like tle mooq ody the
largest stretches olCentral Asia compaJe
in bleak expanses ofernpines. The sheep
population, while still the nain source of
income, has been devastated, and at
tempts to raise canels on the desert ter
rain have been only partiy successnrl
\4hen lllunzfiinov 6rst ran for Pres;
dent, in 1993, he said dnt h€ \'odd rc
sotve this problem. He also prornised
each shepherd ln Kalmykia a mobile
phonF his r€rsion ofa chi&en in every

pot. It 1!as a novel idea, and people werc
excited, but the cel phone{ did litde to al-
leviac pol'erty.

Jwas supposed to ne et with llpmzhi-
Inov for the tust time on a Saturdal,;
when I arried at his ofrce, horrcver, his
press secretary er?lained tlat some dch
peole had suddenly flov,n in ftom Mos-
cow "on a private pl&e" and dle Preri
dent had taken tlem wofhunting. Tle
meetingwould ha1€ to nair Rich people
are flying ln more Gequendy these days,
because Kaln)*ia has oil dd sas and ar
even mole important rcsource: the sea.
Ilyumzhinov has made an agreemenr
with a group olGermar in'estors and
lrnian ojl producers to develop a port on
dle Caspiarl at Lagza. The plan is to ship
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oil throqh the republic to India, which
needs it badly. Kalmykia----or, at least,
Il)umzhinov-stands to earn millions.
'We dont want to herd sheep ow entire
livesl he told me when we fna1ly met
'We also want to der.dop, to civiliz.e . For
sone reaso& in A&erica the p€op1e dftL
tleyre entided to Jive well. We also want
to live well We r,l,'ant to build i porr. We
want to d€!€lop trade. We want to cr€ate
jobs. We want Kalmykia to becone a
commetcial crossroads." Illumzhinov
punched a siLer bell on the conGrence
table in his ofiice. A secretary appeared
instandy. "Cotreel" he asked. 'TeaI'

Ilpmzhinov is capable of doing or
saying nearry an)thing; a soccer fanatic
who lavishes millions ofdollars on the
local t€arn, Uralrn, he arnounced in 1996
that he had bought the World Cup sir.r
Diego Maradona-whlch would be a bit
like signing DerekJeter to play baseball
in Montenegro. Maradon
Ilyumzhinov worships Bobby Fischer,
the 1oopy, anti Sernitic American exile,
who in 1972 defeated Boris Spassky for

the World Championship ofchess.
Ilscher played brilliandy and acted like
a spoiled brat. The acrimonious match,
which nas held on neutral ground, in Ice-
Iand, re\.€rbented with dark edloes ofine
Cold War. Ilscher ca,r no longer retum
to tie Unit€d Stater; he is under indict-
ment ftr violating sanctions against the
former Yugoslavia by playing a rematch
against Spassky there jn 1992.iirfun:zln-
nov calls Fischer a "star in tle history of
civil.ization," and conpares him to New-
ton, EnNtein, Copemicus, and the cos-
monaut Yuri Gagarin. In 1995, Il'um
zhinov tumed up in Budapest canying a
bag with a hundred thousand dollan in it
He handed ttre money to Frscher and said
it was compensation for the fact that the
Soviet Union had nwer paid royalties
for lischels boo( 'My Sirq Mernor
able G3Jnes." Ib,umzhinov insists rlat he
"tal<es serioust what the sta$ or $e sor-
cer*s say,' and he often comments on his
abiiig' to communicate with alier$. In
2001, h€ toldjoum,liss tlat h€ had rc-
cendy been on board a U.F.O.: 'The €x-

trateftestdals put a },ellow spacesuit on
me. They gave rae a tour oftle spaceship
and showed me the conmard center. I
felt very combrtable with them.' Ilyum-
zfiinov relies heavily on the services ofa
Bulg:riaa asaologer narned Vanp, who
told him drat he would become president
ofbod Kalmykia and nDE. She also said
that he would build aa oil pipeline and a
kool-scouing factory."

So far, she has been right about wery-
thing but the pipeline. Soon after he be-
came President, Ilyrmzhhov issued a
directi\.e, ukaz 129: 'OD Government
Support lor the Development ofa Chess
Movement." Since then, the study of
chess has been requind of wery student
in the 6nt tlree grades and strongly en-
couraged for otlers. Clubs havr sprouted"
and y:ungsters talk about tle intricacies
ofthe Nimzo Indian Defense and the
QLeen s Gambit r\e wayArnerican teen
agers might ponder the implications of
story lines on "The O.C." The ellon has
proved successfirl swenteen studeDrs
6om tie tiny republc har,r receir,td oF
nc1tu mnKlngs rom lrur ln me u$ de-
cade, a remallable feat for a place with
three hmdr€d thousand re.sidents. (For
Moscow, by comparison, a city of eight
million and still the world s true chess
center, the number is a hundred; for
St Peterbuig, fony-eighr) 'Checs disci
plines chlldren,' Illumzhinov told me.
They get betttr grades. They perforrn.
They are focussed."

Ibarmzhinov raret sta)$ out of the
nervs for long. Russian leaders hrve de
bated what to do with Lenin s Tomb
since the fall of Comnunisn. A few
months ago, he crme up with a solutlon:
he would simply buy the tomb, for a
mfion dollan, and then build a mauso
leum in Elista to hold it. Most Russhns
laughed and shook their heads, as they
often do at his schemes. There are times,
though, when laughter doesnt quite
work llpmzhinov qent a lot of time in
Baghdad duriq tle nineteen-nineties
and considers Saddam Husein a iiend.
A few years ago, he otrered Saddam a
6ur-hectar€ plot ofland in the Krlmyk
capital. "In twenq, t}lirty, fiftyrars, hk-
tory will have its say,' Ilyumzhinov told
me when I asked how he fdt about Sad-
dam now. 'He did hold it all togetler. In
Iraq, you har€ ine Swis, the Shiite,, tle
Kurds. So many problems. But it was
quiet then. You had to negotiate with
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him, but thads politics. Ofcourse, Im a
Buddl.risr \Vhen drerds tonure goiry on
and blood flo{in& I don t likf it"

Ta almyki" ii the onty Buddhist rcgion
l\in the tenirory ofEurope. The peo
ple, whose language is derived from
MorgoJial, are descendants of nomads
*fio first rcamed dle steppes ofCentral
Asia nearly eight hundred years ago,
under fn€ ftade$hip ofcenghis Khan-
who, as it happens, is one oflFmzhi-
nds hero€s, along with lischer and tne
Dalai Lama. The only art I ev€r noticed
in tle deserted conidors fl-rat lead to his
office uas a giant, scrolled J.ime-green
portrait of the thirteenth-centur:y $iar-
lord. There is another in d.re ofice ieelf
'1 dontuderstandwhenpeople callhim
a dictator,' Ib,rimzhinov told me. "If

there is order, ifthere is 1aw, ifthere are
€stablished rules oftle game, ercryone
h3s to abide by r1lem, otherwise wr ll/ill
tum into animals. Alrd €ven tu.limals har€
a certair order oftheir ovm-the wohrs,
the sheep. There has to be orda and dis-
ciplin€ s.€rywhere. trVho€ver violates it
must be punish€4 ofcoune, and whoev-
els working, we[,let him work Genghis
Khar had order, discipline; he created a
state, he improrcd the lir€s ofhis peo-
ple-it was 6ne."

Genghis Kian's empire enntua.lly fetl
apart Most ofthe nomads rcmained in
CentralAsir, but one group migrated to-
*rrd tne Caspian Sea ard setded what
becaoe Kalmykia-,+r121* is the Turk-
ish word for lemnaar" It has been rcrtgh
going ever shce. Peter I permitted the
IGlmyks to build temples and practice
Buddhisrn b orcharge for defeqding the
southen borders oflnpoial Russia. By
tle ad ofthe eighteent! centug', how-
er,rr, Catlerine the Great had forced the
Buddhist kingdom into subjugation.
More thar a lun&ed thousand people
fled aaoss dre Volga. Most died. In the
nineteen thirtie-s, the Soviets simpb/took
the nomads iom their tents and setrled
them on collectirc fums-as they did
\',/ith milions ofothem. It was a disaster,
but much worse was coming: Stalin s!s-
pected the Kalmyks of supporting the
Nazis during the Second World War, so
he deported tiem aLl. Er,en for Stalin, it
\a"s an €pic act ofg€nocid€. Beginniry on
December 28, 1943, rhe Kalml*s *ere
loaded innr catde crrs ad shipped to Si
beria; raany died before the tra:ns arrived

Thor:sands more died duriag the emuing
yran of arile. They vere not allowed to
return to their homes untjl 1957, after
Nilita K\rushchev delirered his 'seaet

speech' denouncing Stalin. By then,
there were fewer thrn seventy thous-
aad Kalmyks; most of then houses had
been exproprlated by Russians after tle
war, and evelyBuddhist temple had been
d€stroFd

Illumzhinov decided to nbuild every
one. And more. "Thirteen y€ars agol
*lren they elected me, there vasn t a sin-
gle Buddhist tempie in Kalmykia," he
said as we sat in his ofnce, staring out at
tle recent! completed Golden Temple.
Construction took six months, and it
opened on December 27t1, in time to
commemomte the annfi€rsary ofthe day
that Stalin deport€d tle Kilmylc. It!m-
zhinov had loped to har.e Chuck Nonis
(r,r&o had been there beforc) and several
celebriry Buddhists on hand-he had
rnentioned Steven Segal, Richard Gere,
al,rd Sharon Stone. None made iq but the
Rolal Nepalese Ambassrdor to the Rus-
sian Federation nas there, as were rcpre
sentatiws of Buddhist communities &om
Tw-a Mongolia, and Tiba, and the spe-
cial representative ofthe Dalai Lama
(who had visited in 2004 and consecrated
the site). "In tlineen years, weve built
thirq' eight Buddhist ternples-drirry-
€ightl WeVe built tw€nty-two Orthodox
chuches. We built a Polish Catholic ca-
thedral and a rnosqre. And I vant to em-
phaslze this: it *asnt Russia that built iq
it wasn t Moscow rlat built it, not the in-
l€stors, not the sponsols. It wss a[ builr
with my olvrt personal money, and gi\,€n
to the people.' (He made the decision to
build the cathe&al after a 1994 neeting
with PopeJohn Paul II at dre Vatirun
er€n though, he said, there vas only one
Catholic living ir Kalry'kia.) tryrmzhi-
novput fifteen mfion dolJars into the ca
t}ledral and far more thar that iato the
Golden Tempte 'The urtire temple nas
built witl my mon€y. Just now, the mn-
struction minist€r came by and I gave
him anotler six million n$les" -'about
two hundred thousand doilars-'to pay
the salaries.'

The day after I anhed in Elista seemed
uarsually cold, ewn by the sta:rdards of
tle steppe-where winds can ro11 unim-
peded, sathering strengdr, for hundreds
of kilometres. Perhaps drat explained
why so few people were on the street.


