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The Lost Society
Ye Wuji
Translated from Chinese
 by Frances Gao

 A type of plant, In Uyghurs 
culture, it is believed by smearing 
its leaf juice onto the eyebrows 
can promote the growth of 
eyebrows. 

A proverb rewritten by the 
author, the expression implies that 
anything will leave traces of its 
occurrence or existence.

This book does not exist. It is 
an imaginary book inspired by 
Aristotle’s Masterpiece, the 
popular English sex manual that 
was first published in the 17th 
century.

It is a transliteration of the Turkic 
word “onion” to Han Chinese in 
Xinjiang, also one of the examples 
of mutual borrowing among 
languages in different regions.

(ۇلوپ) 1 2

3

“Eating Polu (ۇلوپ) makes you end up 
with oily lips while using Usma1 gives 
you thick eyebrows”2
Nasreddin’s Masterpiece3, written by Anonymous

The history of a cross-continental food
 
As an Anatolian proverb says, “It has as many types as there are cities on the ground.” Online 
rumours go as far as claiming it to have over 1,000 variants all over the streets of Eurasia. Some 
areas serve this nutritious and delicious food as the main course during mass gatherings, such as 
weddings or funerals, because it’s so convenient to cook and supply in large quantities. It goes by 
many names, but in essence, all the names are said to be derived from the Sanskrit word “Pulāka,” 
meaning “upright”, as a description for the well-defined shape of rice grains. It is also called “Palov-
osh”, which is a neat acronym of the seven ingredients used to make the dish: P-piyoz (onion)3, A-аyz 
(carrot), L-lahm (meat), O-oliyo (oil), V-vet (salt), O-ob (water), Sh-sholi (rice). People often call it Polu 
because it is a lot easier to remember. It reached al-Andalus through the central region of Asia and 
became the Spanish paella that we know today. Paella is said to share the same etymology with 
Palov-osh. Instead of naming the dish by describing the shape or composition of the ingredients, the 
official Chinese name describes how it is eaten; “shou zhua fan” (or zhua fan for short used by the 
locals), literally translates to “rice eaten with hands”. There is no way to verify when this term first 
appeared in Chinese, and it is equally hard to define what can be called Polu. For those who have 
deep faith in pan-palovosh-ism, one can turn the scrambled eggs with tomatoes over rice into a Polu 
simply by adding a few pieces of onion and then rearranging the presentation. As Palov-osh is such 
a universal and inclusive dish, so to avoid any misunderstandings, readers shall bear in mind that the 
Polu that gets extensive coverage in this article is mainly based on the context of Central Asia, a 
region in the centre of the Eurasian continent that has consequently become a cultural melting pot. 
Such a geographical location enables this region to get glimpses of the individual history of many 
ethnic groups. Therefore, to solely examine one particular country or region as an example of the 
whole Central Asia would be unwise. We need a more holistic perspective beyond the confinement 
of borders, nationalities, and languages to interpret the current reality with a historical connotation.
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”ديدج“
”ميدق“

11

 To quote the Jewish writer Elie 
Wiesel, the original sentence is 
“Whoever listens to a witness 
becomes a witness.”

 It refers to those who belonged 
to the industrial and commercial 
capitalist class.

A fictional character, inspired 
by Ye Wuji's video work Central 
Asia’s Diary - My Friend.

A fictional character in this article.

لاقاسقائ

This article will devote itself to pursuing, investigating, and introducing a secret society in Central 
Asia called the “Central Asia Palovosh Society” (hereinafter referred to as the Society). What needs 
to be pointed out is that the Society has been studying an extremely difficult matter. Firstly, the 
researchers need to master multiple Asian and European languages to be able to collect effective 
information from historical documents and field visits. Secondly, as an underground organization, 
many of its research materials were destroyed upon its disappearance. Thirdly, from the perspective 
of oral history, most of the current insiders’ accounts can only provide rumours about the Society 
rather than conclusive experience. But as the famous saying goes, “Whoever listens to a witness 
becomes a witness.”5 So, let us dive into the unofficial history of the Central Asia Palovosh Society. 

The cause of Bay6 and the origin of the Society
 
Parts of this article are based on authentic hearsay I collected from other people. Although there 
are still many unconnected dots about how the Society was established in the first place, the author 
is sure that its origin is closely related to the Jadid Movement. According to my interview with 
Abliz,7 Jadid is a modernist educational reform initiated by wealthy Russian Tatar merchants in the 
19th century. Later on, during the New Policies of the Late Qing Dynasty, the movement spread its 
influence to the Muslim settlements located in Transoxiana and along both sides of the Tian Shan 
mountain ranges. The Jadid movement introduced enlightening education methods to local Muslims 
and rapidly expanded its popularity among the Muslim settlements in those areas. The word “Jadid” 
(jadīd/джадид) is derived from the Arabic word “ديد” (new), as opposed to “ميدق” (old). Traditional 
Muslim education does not have a syllabus or teaching plan. Students are asked to recite the Quran 
for six or seven hours without any physical activity. They only have religious courses without any 
secular subjects such as law or natural sciences at school. Such practice is widespread within the 
Muslim regions of Eurasia. Let’s take a place on the northern side of the Tian Shan Mountains where 
the Society once flourished as an example. For most of the 19th century, Islamic religious texts 
were almost the only source of education for local Muslims. In contrast, the alternative method, 
Jadid style education, was more suitable for the new era. In 1881, the Russian Empire and the Qing 
Dynasty signed the Treaty of Ili, which stipulated the privileges of Russian merchants. As a result, 
commercial contacts between the Kazan Tatars and the residents settled in the northern side of 
the Tian Shan Mountains near the Sino-Russian border expanded rapidly. Thanks to the language, 
religion, and customs (they were both good at farming and doing business) shared by the Muslims 
on both sides of the regions, the exchanges became more and more frequent. Consequently, many 
Bays started to emerge among the Tacheng and Yining regions.

Abliz told me that around the first few years of the 20th century, his grandfather Abduweli8 was 
born into an aristocratic family in a beautiful big house with blue window eaves and grape trellises 
on the bank of the Ili River. The house had a garden that was crowded with fruit-bearing mulberry 
trees and featured a pavilion with a beautiful wool carpet. It is said that their ancestors were as 
prominent as Aqsaqal.9

Abdul was the youngest in his family. His father and his eldest brother had gone to study in Kazan, 
a place that had trade ties with the family. During their studies, they were inspired by a Jadid-ist 
named Ismail Gaspirali. After finishing their studies, they returned to their hometown via Mecca 
and Istanbul and devoted themselves to educational reform and founding progressive newspapers. 

Aqsaqal (Uyghur:  Latin ,لاقاسقائ
Uyghur: aqsaqal), literally meaning 
“white beard” and metaphorically 
refers to the male elders and 
sages in the community. Acting as 
advisors or judges, these people 
play the role of judicial authority 
in countries and tribes of Central 
Asian and Caucasus countries. In 
Xinjiang, Aqsaqal once existed as 
an important regional coordinator 
and served as a regional agent in 
the Anglo-Russian Intelligence 
Wars in the late Qing Dynasty.

Tatar Intellectuals: Lighting 
the Torch of Xinjiang's New 
Educational Movement, written by 
Zhao Zhiyan
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This is a quote from the Soviet 
film “Lenin in 1918” (Ленин в 1918 
году

 Dauletbayeva, Altynzer 
(2017). "Turkestan Autonomy and 
legends about Mustafa Shokay". 
e-history.kz. 
Ministry of Information and 
Communications of the Republic 
of Kazakhstan.

 It was a mass political 
organization founded in Tashkent 
during the Russian Revolution in 
1917.

This way of reference is taken 
from the introduction text of the 
former residence of Bay Tudahun 
in Yining.

They opened a school out of their family’s wealth and practised 
their new method of education. They formulated their teaching 
program about the curriculum of the Kazan School and designed 
a plan to send five to ten students to study abroad every year. 
The school was equipped with teaching equipment such as desks 
and chairs, blackboards, maps, and globes. Its elementary classes 
offered courses in literacy, arithmetic, morals, nature, sports, and 
music, while junior high students studied literature, geometry, 
chemistry, flora and fauna, history, geography, astronomy, Arabic, 
poetry, and religion. At first, the school only took boys of all 
ethnic groups, but later it also encouraged girls to attend and 
became the first co-ed school alongside the Tian Shan Mountain 
regions. Before the school opened in 1914, the Tatar publication 
in Kazan wrote an introduction piece that reads: “The people 
of Yining are setting off a hopeful movement in the ocean of 
knowledge.”10 On March 8, 1918, nearly a thousand people from 
the school’s employees, students, and the community gathered 
for a parade. A Tatar girl named Eisman Ahtamia addressed the 
crowd with a passionate speech, calling on women to be united in 
resisting the oppression of feudal conservative forces and being 
brave in striving for equal rights with men in terms of politics, 
economics, marriage, and social rights. Needless to say, such 
a family and social environment left a great impact on shaping 
Abduweli’s liberal and progressive views and set the stage for his 
future membership in the Society. What’s worth noticing is that 
1918 is an eventful year. In Moscow, Vasili, the guard of Vladimir 
Lenin, said to his starving wife: “There will be bread, there will be 
milk, everything will be there.”11 In the same year, in Kokand, the 
short-lived Turkestan Autonomy, a Central Asian Autonomous 
Government, was dissolved.
 
While the new education movement was in full swing, large-scale 
diaspora and bloody incidents occurred in Central Asia within 
the Russian Empire. In 1917, the October Revolution broke out. 
A group of Jadids in Kokand proclaimed the creation of the first 
secular democratic autonomous government within its territory 
that stretched from the Caspian Sea to the Altai Mountains. In 
1918, the Turkestan Autonomy decided to form a parliament 
through a “general, direct, equal and anonymous ballot.”12 It 
stipulated that at least one-third of the mandates belonged to the 
members of other faiths than Islam. However, in the same year, 
the Tashkent Soviet13 suppressed the autonomous government 
before its election and launched a complete crack-down against 
all armed movements carried out by the so-called “Basmachi”. 
The legendary leader of the Turkestan Autonomy, Mustafa 
Shokay, fled westward and finally ended up in Nazi Germany. 
Rumour has it that he directed an elite squad and many of his 
rich and powerful followers to turn to operate underground at 
the border area. It is believed that this was when the Society was 
formed. Just like in the Jadid Movement, the Bays played very 
important roles in the work of the Society. They generally had 
multiple identities and were rich people who cared about more 
than just money. Cross-border commerce made it easy for them 
to travel among regions and have well-connected political and 
business information networks. During that age, when the border 
was not well defined, they remarkably maintained Central Asia’s 
cultural mobility and became practitioners and beneficiaries of 
the “blurring borders”. As the elders in Abliz’s family recalled, the 
Society they knew was brought in secretly by a prominent Bay 
from the Russian side. That person, together with their families, 
had been called the Great Four Bays of Yining14 for quite a long 
time. Later, he also served as the vice chief executive of Yining 
and was killed by a local warlord in 1936. Judging by the time 
frame, it is speculated that this prominent Bay figure arrived 
in Yining within one or two years since the breaking out of 
the October Revolution, coinciding with the dissolution of the 
Turkestan Autonomy.
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In China and Central Asia, Nasreddin is commonly known as 
“Afanti” (Effendi), meaning “wise man” or “sir”. In all the legends, 
from North Africa to Turpan, he is often recognized as a 
mentor due to his extraordinary intelligence. Nasreddin walked 
freely on the vast Eurasian continent, symbolizing the idea of 
“supporting justice and protecting the people”. Therefore, the 
Society advocates Nasreddin, just like China proper worships 
the great General Guan Yu in the Han dynasty as a figure of 
strong cultural cohesion. The existence of the Society is mainly 
based on a fragmented pamphlet titled The Masterpiece of 

Nasreddin  that was handed 
down in Abliz’s family. This book 
no longer exists, so all we get 
are the reading notes from the 
author. Abliz said that he could 
hardly remember whether it 
happened in 2018 or 2019, but 
even after so many years, he 
still remembered that it was his 
mother who tore apart those 
books page by page and burned 
them in the dead of night.
 
Let’s zoom back to the early 
20th century when Abduweli 
joined the Society under the 
recommendation of his elder 
brother and later became one of 
the backbone members of the 
Society’s regional branch. Under 
the leadership of Abduweli, the 
local Society not only inherited 
the advantages of the Turkestan 
Autonomy but also featured 
more transcending, radical, and 
universal values. The Society’s 

existence seems rather surreal for that era and still does even so 
after decades. The Society was worried that the local tradition 
of free migration was disappearing. During the years of turmoil, 
they took the initiative in secretly supporting and protecting the 
free movement of residents and helped those in need as much 
as they could without revealing themselves. The old man Ablimit 
recalled that some of his father’s domestic teachings came from 
the program of the Society, for example: “No human race is 
superior; no religious faith is inferior. All collective judgments 
are wrong. Only Fools make them.”15 and  “We must always take 
sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence 
encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.”16 The old man 
also said that the most undemocratic item in the program of the 
Society might be that “One must hold on to the beliefs of the 
Society, and recognize Polu as one of the best, or the best food in 
the world.”
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“No human race 
is superior; no religious faith is 
inferior. All collective judgments 
are wrong. Only Fools make them.”
To quote the Jewish writer 
Elie Wiesel, the original text 
is: “No human race is superior; 
no religious faith is inferior. All 
collective judgments are wrong. 
Only Fools make them.”

“We must 
always take sides. Neutrality helps 
the oppressor, never the victim. 
Silence encourages the tormentor, 
never the tormented.”
Ibid., the original quote is: “We 
must always take sides. Neutrality 
helps the oppressor, never the 
victim. Silence encourages the 
tormentor, never the tormented.”

This view is quoted from the 
book titled Violence and Order 
on the Chengdu Plain: The Story 
of a Secret Brotherhood in Rural 
China, written by Wang Di

Based on solid rumours, at that time, many members of the Society worked 
under the cover of Polu chefs at hotels or even consulates in various 
metropolises, such as the Ili Hotel and the Soviet Union Office in Ili. On the 
one hand, the non-violent, universal, de-ethnic mutual assistance advocated 
by the Society indeed attracted some progressive people; on the other hand, 
the purpose and values of the Society also put it in danger. According to 
The Masterpiece of Nasreddin, to avoid possible violence and oppression 
by other political forces, there was a hilarious yet fascinating type of slang 
used among the members. It should be noted that although the Society was 
not bandits whatsoever, some information suggested that when the Soviet 
Union investigated the situation in Central Asia, it seemed to confuse the 
Society with many bandits. The reason might be that both had their unique 
communication system called “argots”. Covert communication protected 
the secrets of the Society from being exposed and was also a tool of identity. 
The linguist Wolf Leslau’s research concluded that there are generally three 
ways of creating “argot”.17 One of them is to give new meaning to the daily 
words. Many of the Society’s argots fall into this category. “The Chef ” was 
used to refer to the regional leadership of the Society, “out of rice” meant 
emergency, “a broken pot” conveyed the meaning of a leaked message. In his 
note The Gospel of Immortality in the Eurasian Hinterland, a Swedish Christian 
missionary mentioned that he was once introduced to a moderate underground 
organization and recorded the so-called coded greetings practised among 
members. They sometimes asked about the others’ understanding of religious 
texts, but instead of saying the whole thing, they often just spoke one or two 
words, and the other could already get the idea. He also described various 
coded body languages, such as placing teacups, touching beards, tidying up 
clothes, and observing each other’s movements. He wrote: “Their headquarters 
is often called ‘aşhana’ ( ) (kitchen). It is not an armed organization in the 
general sense. It is not violent, and its members are mostly mild, enlightened, 
and progressive. The degree of familiarity the member had with the coded 
languages showed their abilities and became a means of communication 
to verify the identity of the visitor.” Central Asia’s tradition of being rich in 
proverbs became an interesting part of its secret language. When “ordering” 
food, the values represented by the Society are revealed through the covert 
and seemingly far-fetched conversations. Here is an example of many of those 
conversations:
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 Q: There are no stones in the river
A: There is no meat in the Polu.18

Q: Frosted cotton does not bear peaches
A: Too much Polu makes it tasteless

Q: An onion has many layers
A: A Polu chef has many friends

Q: Give Polu to the poor
A: And the poor asked how much meat inside 19

Q: Life is less important than the porridge
A: Fame is more valuable than the Polu

Q: Ordered Mianfeizi 20
A: Don’t think of getting Polu21

Q: I am the one who fasted
A: While others are eating Polu22

Q: Turban is big while the head is small
A: Polu has more rice and less meat 23

Q: We have meat but no rice
A: We have oil but no water 24

Q: Misers never share their Polu
A: A great man always shares his Polu
Q: Black chicken can lay white eggs

A: Black pot can cook delicious Polu25
Q: Wipe your boots after eating Polu
A: Keep the goodies within the family

Q: There is no sultan26 who is not greedy
A: There is no Polu that is not tasty

......
 

Such questions and answers could go on and on and touch 
upon topics related to geography, legends, beliefs, culture, 
customs, and so on. Therefore, members must be familiar 
with the secret language of the Society to win the trust of 
other members. In addition to various lingoes, gestures and 
movements were also used as sign languages to identify 
members or convey covert meanings, which proved that 
the Society could establish communications and conduct 
activities. The missionary also described when a  member 
came to a local branch of the Society, he entered the tea 
house and ordered a cup of rose tea. After the tea was 
served, he would not drink it but first turned the cup around, 
sat up with a leg crossed and the other foot on the ground. 
This would be a gesture that he was waiting for someone. If 
the behavior properly fitted another person’s expectation, 
someone would approach and ask where he came from. Then 
the name could be reported and followed up by a series of 
questions and answers where the answers must be accurate 
and appropriate. Visitors received by “aşhana” might have 
various needs. Some were just traveling around, some were 
running for errands, some were in difficulties and needed 
help and so on. When members came to a certain place, if 
there was a branch of the Society, they could get help from 
the local members in the forms of money, food, or temporary 
protection.

The proverb is rewritten by the 
author, originally it is used to 
metaphorically refer to immature 
people

Ibid., it implies that people should 
be grateful.

Mianfeizi is a dish mostly made 
of the internal organs of sheep, 
which originated in Ili.　

Ibid., it implies that people shall not 
be greedy for things that do not 
belong to them

Ibid., it implies that one person is 
suffering but everyone enjoying lives

Ibid., it implies that someone has 
an undeserved reputation

Ibid., it implies the situation is very 
unfortunate.

Ibid., it implies one shall not judge 
a book by its cover

It means "power", "rule", "dominion", 
etc., and later became the title 
of the regional ruler who owns 
absolute sovereignty.
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A Central Asian instrument. 

Sir George Macartney
Nikolai 

Petrovsky
Magnus Bäcklund

Rudolf Hoernlé

Huang Wenbi
British Consul General in 
Kashgar Sir George Macartney, 
Tsarist Russian Consul General 
in Kashgar Nikolai Petrovsky, 
Swedish missionary Magnus 
Bäcklund, Sanskrit scholar 
Rudolf Hoernlé, modern Chinese 
archaeologist Huang Wenbi, etc.

Abdulkerim 
Abbas

 The diary portrayed here is 
fictitious. The quote is adapted 
from the last words of Yang 
Fengyi, the daughter of Yang Cong 

who was the president of the Ili 
Chamber of Commerce, and lover 
of Abdulkerim Abbas, the leader of 
the Ili Rebellion.

Mustafa 
Shoka

James a. 
Millward Eurasian 
crossroads Future 
heroes can span the distances 
between Xinjiang, China and 
the world as well as the divides 
between peoples. But to do so 
they will have to maintain a sense 
of balance. 
Mustafa Shokay did not write 
this sentence in his diary, this 
quote was adapted from the book 
titled Eurasian Crossroads by 
James A. Millward, the original 
text is: “Future heroes can span 
the distances between Xinjiang, 
China, and the world as well as the 
divides between peoples. But to 
do so they will have to maintain a 
sense of balance.

The last anecdotes
 
1. Gül Li (a pseudonym) from Changji once disclosed their family’s origin was berkutchi, known as 
the eagle hunters. In the 1930s, they ran across the mountains from the Soviet Union and fled to the 
Ili River Basin, where they met their benefactor. After living in China for most of her life, she is now 
a citizen of Kazakhstan, and her family has moved to Nur Sultan.

2. Chen Beiyuan (a pseudonym), who lives in Yining, said that it was under the protection of 
Abdulkerim that his ancestors escaped the indiscriminate massacre. At the beginning of the Ili 
Rebellion, Abdulkerim had taken some non-believers he knew to his own home for protection. He 
also ordered the issuing of armbands to non-religious residents with “Good people, No Infringement” 
signs and with the official seal of the Bureau of Internal Affairs. Two guerrilla company commanders 
raped a girl and robbed her family’s property. Abdulkerim ordered the two to be executed. As a 
result, some extremists slandered him and wanted to remove all of his official duties. But as such 
a prestigious figure, Abdulkerim was only dismissed from being the Head of the Bureau of Internal 
Affairs.

3. The Kyrgyz guy who worked in a hotel named himself G-Dragon. His grandfather had a Kumuz27 
that was said to have enjoyed a history of 90 years. The instrument was very precious to him. He 
wrapped walnuts in gauze every day and rubbed it against the neck of the instrument until the oil 
oozing out of the walnut made the Kumuz slightly shiny. The old man recalled that his parents said at 
the time that they had no choice but to turn to the Eagle Hotel in Karakol. That place was their only 
hope.

4. Islam Akhun deceived many domestic and foreign scholars and politicians by producing ancient 
manuscripts in Sanskrit.28 The counterfeits were finally exposed by archaeologist Marc Aurel 
Stein. Stein took no further action but took a photo of Islam Akhun. In 1901, Islam Akhun sought 
an opportunity to travel to Europe without success, and there has been no news since then. Some 
people claimed they had seen him later in the northern side of the Tian Shan Mountains. Rumour 
has it that his son was a legendary figure in the Society, who was very good at forging documents to 
help the masses tide over difficulties.

In the middle of the 20th century, Abduweli wrote in his diary: “I observed no ethnic boundaries but 
could not tolerate the atrocities committed around me.”29 It remains a mystery how the Society later 

vanished into history, and the latest anecdotes of this event took place one hundred 
years ago in the 1940s. The emergence of the Society in the early 20th century 
was closely connected with modern countries’ formation and modernization 
process. The physical form of the Society ceased to exist for unknown reasons, 
and even the values it represented could hardly become universal. But as one of 
the founders, Mustafa, envisioned in his diary of the exile, “I think, future heroes can 
span the distances between regions, countries and the world, as well as the divides 
between peoples, races, and nations.”30
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