
OSA’s International Council partially
funded an 11-day trip to the Kyrgyz
Republic by Akhlesh Lakhtakia, a professor
of engineering science and mechanics
at Pennsylvania State University.
Lakhtakia toured the country, lecturing
on sculptured thin films, observing the
culture and sampling kabobs.

Outside the Manas Airport in
Kyrgyzstan’s capital city of

Bishkek at about 5 a.m. on June 17,
I was greeted by the majestic Tien
Shan mountain range looming over
the horizon. Its snow-clad peaks were
in sharp contrast to the greenery of
Bishkek and the deep blue of the 
sky. This is a magical country,
I thought.

The OSA Fellow travel grant program
aims to promote optics in less developed
countries. Through the program, I was
given the opportunity to deliver three 
lectures at the Institute of Physics of the
Kyrgyz National Academy of Sciences;
the physics department of the
Kyrgyz-Russian (Slavic) University;
and the engineering section of the
Kyrgyz-Turkish Manas University
(KTMU). The focus of my lectures
was sculptured thin films, a class of
nanoengineered materials that has
found optical applications and is now
being developed for biochemical appli-
cations. I was warmly received in all
three places.

Most of the Kyrgyz physicists I met
from the National Academy of Sciences

are heavily involved in holographic
security or geoelectromagnetics and
groundwave communications research.

Solid-state physics and microelec-
tronics are the current topics of
emphasis at the two universities 
I visited. Interest in nanotechnol-
ogy continues to grow there, as it
does around the world. On the
drawing board: a collaborative
research project with KTMU on
electron transport in sculptured
thin films.

Past and present
The Kyrgyz Republic (sometimes
called Kyrgyzstan) emerged from
the rubble of the Soviet Union in

1992. Most of the people are Kyrgyz, but
Russians also live there. The residents
are very hospitable. Of the country’s
approximately 5 million residents, 1.5
million live in the capital city, which is

named after a churn used to fer-
ment mare's milk. The Kyrgyz are
mostly Muslim, while the Russians
are Orthodox Christians.

Many doctors, engineers, minis-
ters, teachers, bus drivers, travel
agents, street vendors and sales-
people are women dressed accord-
ing to Western mores. The
prominent role of women is not
surprising, as Kyrgyz society owes

much to the legendary Kurmanjan-
Datka (1811-1907), a 19th century
princess, poetess and politician revered
as the Queen of the Alai and the
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The president of the
Kyrgyz Republic, Askar A.
Akaev, is a holographer.

A banknote featuring the “mother of all
Kyrgyz people,” Kurmanjan-Datka. She was a
19th century princess, poetess and politician.

This statue of Lenin stood in the Ala-Too 
Square in the heart of Bishkek until it 

was torn down in August 2003.
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“mother of all Kyrgyz people.”
Her visage figures on a national
banknote.

The national languages are
Kyrgyz and Russian, both written in
Cyrillic characters, although Kyrgyz
is a Turkic tongue. I lectured and
spoke to virtually everyone through
an interpreter, who performed mag-
nificently. Senior-level scientists do
not generally speak English. Very
few students speak English, and
bookstores carry just a few books in
the language. I told my audiences
that everyone who wishes to play a
role in the international science
community must learn English.

OSA members will be pleased to
know that the president of the
Kyrgyz Republic, Askar A. Akaev, is
a holographer. He still maintains a
functioning laboratory. When the
republic was formed, the legislature
found that no Kyrgyz politician was
suited to run the country. Akaev,
a Kyrgyz researcher working in St.
Petersburg, Russia, was lured back. He
seems to operate as a benevolent leader
and has few political opponents.

Bishkek is quite a modern city, having
been largely built in Soviet times. It was
known then as Frunze. Broad boulevards,
gigantic statues and massive buildings
dominate the central city. A statue of
Lenin greeted me in the Ala-Too Square,
but it was pulled down in August. One of
the two floors of the National Museum is
totally dedicated to the
life and works of
Lenin. I did not hear or
read anything criticiz-
ing either the Soviets
or the Tsars (who
became the overlords
of the Kyrgyz in the
1880s); perhaps, the
century-long domina-
tion by Moscow helped
forge the Kyrgyz state.

A rich culture
Bishkek has hundreds of gardens. A mil-
lion roses must have been blooming
while I was there. Pollution is virtually
absent because the country has no indus-
try to speak of. There is a functioning
gold mine; that's it! Petroleum is conspic-

uously absent among the natural
resources, although the country is
blessed with abundant sources of
hydroelectricity, which it exports.
Cucumbers, tomatoes, onions,
wheat, apples, strawberries, apri-
cots and peaches are the chief agri-
cultural products. The Kyrgyz are
excellent shepherds, cowherds and
horsemen. Raw wool is exported.

Kyrgyz cuisine is a treat, if you
are into kabobs and roast mutton.
Vegetarians are likely to starve in
Kyrgyzstan. Turkish style breads,
exemplified by lavaash, are great
with sashlik and kabobs, comple-
mented by a salad of onions,
tomatoes and cucumber in yogurt.
The national drink, made from
fermented wheat, is sour and
lemony; I found it delicious.
Horse milk is also common, but 
it was too sour for me.

I did not visit the city of Osh, which
lies in the southern part of the country.
It was a prominent stop on the Silk
Route, branches of which also encircle
Lake Issyk-Kul, the fifth deepest and 
second highest lake in the world. The
northern half of the lake is dotted with
recreational areas, where I spent part of
a day. Resorts such as Ala-Archa in steep
valleys offer splendid opportunities for
skiing and hiking.

The national currency, the som, is
currently worth about 2.5 U.S. cents. It
is freely convertible at the many cur-

rency exchange stores
in Bishkek. A visitor
can rent a decent fur-
nished apartment for
US $10-$15 per day.
For US $2,500, one
can actually buy a
small apartment.
Reconditioned Audis,
BMWs and Mercedes
Benzes can be bought
for US $1,500.

Many locals do 
not make enough

money to afford such luxuries, but
tourists can have a whale of a time at 
very little expense.

Akhlesh Lakhtakia (AXL4@psu.edu) is a professor of
engineering science and mechanics at Pennsylvania
State University in University Park, Pa.
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Bishkek has hundreds of
gardens. A million roses

must have been blooming
while I was there. Pollution
is virtually absent because

the country has no 
industry to speak of. 

There is a functioning 
gold mine; that's it!

Kyrgyz Republic’s National Academy of Sciences.

While visiting Ala-Archa, Akhlesh Lakhtakia
(back row, fourth from the right, with a bag
strap running across his shoulder) and his 
family were invited to join the birthday 

celebration of a young Kyrgyz man.

Tell us what you think: http://www.osa-opn.org/survey.cfm
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