
  

Mingachevir, 6th  of November 2014 

Collecting and connecting strange views 

European Voluntary Service in Mingachevir, Azerbaijan, Marian 

On the 3rd of September 2014, Lilly and Marian (that`s my name) arrived safely, happy and self-confident 
in Mingachevir/ Azerbaijan. Organizing and implementing non-formal educational events, to empower 
local youth and children?  What an awesome task. There is nothing easier, than meeting and connecting 
with people of about the same age, backgrounds do not matter. This way I will understand their culture 
right away and since all events are non-formal, nothing prevents me from creating, developing and 
realizing activity ideas.  Reverse. Let`s try it again. 

After a quite tiring two-flight trip with an uncomfortable waiting time overnight in Istanbul and a detour 
through the dry steppe (about 40 Celsius degrees) we finally arrived in Mingachevir. Amazing, how fast my 
host family and I, united. Maybe the mixture of mutual interest in personal well-being, languages and 
cultural differences and similarities and a great amount of acceptance on both sides made this possible. It 
feels good coming home. Opening the entrance gate, which together with the car seem to be the most 
common status symbols of wealth, my host mother is the first to say `Salam`, followed by my 
grandmother, who I am joking with a lot, mainly using gestures and mimes. Just yesterday she explained 
the occasion for a party I was invited to through Lilly and her host family. It was supposed to be “a special 
kind of wedding party”, but not for the parents, but their two young boys. With a slight guess I asked my 
grandmother in front of the whole family. Everybody started laughing ashamed but hearty and my 
grandmother tried to imitate a male circumcision, using her forefingers, while both of my host sisters 
were looking for words to assure themselves, if it was right, that baptism is the Christian equivalent. 
Afterwards, my brother Murad and I were looking for mistakes in his homework and kept smiling about 
grandmother`s imitation and the fact, that I thought I was going to a wedding party.  

“Just have a good time and make/let others have a good time together with ya” something like that I was 
told by a very friendly US PeaceCorp, with whom Lilly and I went out for a dinner at one of the nicest 
places in Mingachevir- the riverside. Sometimes I need to remind myself of this sentence, when meeting 
people, who try to convince me of Adolf Hitler`s brilliance, people looking at me, as if I was an alien, 
people trying to make me believe that Islam is `the one and only` religion and also people, who shake my 
or Lilly`s hand and directly ask for our Facebook-name and private meetings without stating the real 
reason for their interest in us. This does not mean, that I am establishing criteria, which have to be 
satisfied by people I would like to deal with. It is supposed to mean, that I am desperately trying to 
develop competences, enabling me to convert anger and disappointment about intolerance into 
motivation for learning activities. 

The first month was a month of introduction. We also went to the main offices of `Gencler ucun Tehsil 
Merkezi (GTM) ` in Baku and `Bridge to the Future` in Ganja. On the 25th of September we completed the 
residence permit application, which was supposed to allow us to stay in Azerbaijan for the following 
eleven months, including outward voyages to Georgia. Since it has been refused and the application 
process takes a long time, we can’t attend the On-Arrival Training in Georgia, because if we crossed the 
border for the OAT and wanted to go back to Azerbaijan we would not be allowed to enter the country 
because our one-entry Visa expired in the end of September already and a second one seemed to be 
unnecessary if our residence permit would have been accepted. In my opinion there is no valid reason to 
refuse somebody’s application for staying somewhere, unless it is provable that the circumstances of the 
person’s stay are more harmful than his or her absence. “Insh’Allah” (Hopefully) we can at least take part 
in the Mid-term-Training in the beginning of 2015. 



Now it is 10:28 and I am sitting in the Educational Centre for Youth of Mingechevir and some random 
playlist on my Ipod is just playing “Wind of Change” by the Scorpions. The last month has brought many 
changes into my life as a volunteer as well.  

Instead of one, I offer two English Conversation Clubs, both twice a week for young people older than 16, 
differing in their levels of speaking and of course their characters and aims. Since the beginning of 
October I am not living with my host-family anymore but in a shared three-room flat, close to 
Mingechevir’s Colleges and Bazar. It is a lot of fun to buy fresh vegetables, fruits and pastries on the Bazar 
yourself, talking to different salesmen and discovering new goods as well as adapting to the trading, using 
the first full sentences in Azerbaijan language. Volunteering with another volunteer from Europe, the 
same country and city to be exact, enables Lilly and me once more to reflect on all our Caucasian 
experiences and connect them to European themes such as gender equality. Another piece of Azerbaijan 
culture that we bring in our apartment is traditional Azerbaijan meals, which we have cooked together. 
Also I feel like most of the people, who I meet regularly, like the Youth House’s staff members, volunteers 
and students, are getting more and more used to my appearance, which differs in the looks and 
sometimes in behavior, when I do not bring a big/fat cake to the Youth House, like everybody does for 
example, on my 20th birthday, but fruits and snacks instead.  

Most of the frustrations that I have felt so far, built up because of an imbalance between attraction and 
respect. Several times during different days, a young man with sunglasses on, kept stopping his car with 
loud music and the windows pulled down, in front of me and Lilly while we were walking down different 
streets. He would smile at us, drive a hundred meters and stop again, which made me quite curious. One 
day he appeared the same way close to our apartment and said he wanted to meet us, to improve his 
English skills and get to know us. He denied my invitation to the Youth House and apologised for following 
us many times and furthermore asked for private meetings again, while passing me his business card. 
Talking to our very friendly super-visor Babek about it, we figured, that this was not only unusual and 
disrespectful from our but also Babek’s point of view, who immediately called the stranger to the Hotel he 
is working for, to tell him in front of us and in Azerbaijan language, he shall stop spying on us and restrain 
his attraction. I would like to compare this experience to situations that I have had in the super-market 
and at my host- family, which both seem very different on the first view. 

It must have been the alleged comfort of a plastic bag that has convinced somebody of producing millions 
of them. Also the fact, that as cheaper they are, as more attracting they become for those, who need to 
carry their new belongings home. However, I saw huge hills of thrown away plastic items right next to 
Mingechevir’s lake, while trying to enjoy a beautiful sunset.  

 Back home at my host-family’s house in Mingechevir’s village, we ate xas, which is a traditional 
Azerbaijan meal, as I had been told. Salty soup made out of a cow’s head and feet. It is served with its 
bones and during wintertime together with Vodka for the men. Not only me but also my host parents and 
siblings were very excited to see if their new German family member liked it or not. Unfortunately I did 
not, still ate one plate, thanked and denied a second one. I am sure it was a positive intention and her 
interpretation of hospitality, when my host-grandmother ignored my hands, which covered the plate to 
underline that I did not want more xas, so she spilled more of the soup on my plate anyway. 

This is also the day I started smiling about small misunderstandings and conflicts, after they are solved. 
Fourteen days, two weeks, there was no electricity at the Educational Centre (GTM or Youth House), 
meaning no light, no water (closed toilets), no heating, no electric devices neither for Conversation Clubs 
nor in the office and no Internet. An Oktoberfestparty needed to be cancelled, staff members spend more 
time together, because less work could have been done and the Centre’s atmosphere changed quickly. 
Here we have another huge outcome, as a result from a small change. Thanks for your interest in my 
latest experiences as a European volunteer in Mingachevir.  

On the first picture you can see one of my host-sisters teaching me how to prepare “Dolma” with grape-
leaves.  

The second picture was taken during a Chess competition on a Youth festival of the Educational Centre in 
September. 



  

 


