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The Third Balloon
Kuseyin Esenkozhoev

Watching the clouds floating in the sky one day, I pondered on why, despite weighing more
than the air, they fly instead of falling. Time passed, yet I could not solve this puzzle at all. I
had a great desire to find the truth, yet I understood that I would only be able to solve the task
presented to me through experimentation. As you shall see later, my curiosity led me to
experience many a great ordeal.

I understood that in order to take to the air, I needed first and foremost to find a substance
lighter than air. This substance is hydrogen. It is well known that hydrogen is fourteen and a
half times lighter than air and that it is made up of two-thirds water.

Part of my problem was solved with the discovery of such a light substance.

I made a hot-air balloon out of a light yet firm material, filled it with hydrogen and released it
into the air. The balloon hurtled up into the ether and quickly disappeared from view.

I decided to make another balloon and to send some sort of cargo up into the air with it. I had
to spend a great deal more time tinkering with the second balloon than with the first. Once
the balloon was ready, I cobbled together a hermetic capsule with windows which I lashed to
the balloon. I put my dog in the capsule, loaded some food and, considering that there would
be a lack of oxygen at such a great height, fitted the balloon with a liquid-air mixture. A
crude device would ensure an even supply of the mixture from the balloon to the capsule.
Finally, all was ready — the balloon soared into the air. I could see my dog’s face for some
time as he stared longingly out of the window but soon the balloon reached such a height that
it had become a tiny speck of light and blended completely with the blue of the sky.

The third balloon I decided to travel in myself. This time, I was particularly meticulous in my
preparation of the capsule and its equipment. I loaded a sufficient supply of oxygen,
provisions, and various instruments and apparatus required for the journey. And now here I
was, in the air. The earth quickly began to pull away. People, animals, houses: all grew
smaller and smaller and after some time became completely indistinguishable from the
yellowish-green backdrop of the earth’s surface. Some time passed and the balloon became
enveloped in an impenetrable darkness. I lost my bearings. Stopping the balloon or turning it
in any direction was not possible since it was not equipped with the necessary apparatus. I
was afraid of letting a portion of gas out of the envelope since I was not sure I would manage
to close the inlet of the balloon again in time.

I was clearly at a considerable altitude as I began to feel starved of oxygen: my head was
spinning, it became hard to breathe. I had to use the oxygen mask.

The darkness was all around, not a sound to be heard. And yet the balloon flew and flew,
headed somewhere. I looked out through the little window, hoping to see the ground below. It
was still pitch black, however.
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I decided to send a message to earth. I wrote a little note and, having nothing else, placed it in
a slice of lepeshka' and cast it overboard. In the note, I reported that on 25" May I had taken
to the air in a hot-air balloon but had lost my bearings due to a lack of flight equipment in my
creation and was now flying in an unknown direction, and was writing this note in the hopes
that it falls into the hands of someone who can give it to my family.

Meanwhile, my balloon seemed to be rising higher and higher. It was cold in the gondola and
I had to put on all the clothing I had brought with me so as not to freeze.

At some point, I do not know what day it was, I suddenly heard some peculiar sound. The
deathly silence surrounding me had been broken for the very first time since the start of my
journey. The sound, it seemed, was growing closer, becoming louder; yet there was clearly
quite a great distance between me and its source still and I was not yet able to say how far it
was. I even believed that my letter had been received on earth and that a second balloon had
been arranged to help me, but I soon realised that that was my own fantastical imagination.
I gazed out through the window of the capsule: the blackness surrounded me entirely. I
wanted to scream, to raise my voice but thought better of just in time, coming to the
justifiable conclusion that my screaming could be fraught with unknown dangers.

Meanwhile, the puzzling sound was growing closer. It occurred to me that at times it
resembled a dog’s barking. After some time, I no longer had any doubts that it was a dog. Of
course — it was my dog whom I had sent on a journey skywards. I began to call his name
loudly: his barking turned into a longing whine, broken by the occasional sorrowful whimper.
Clearly, the dog had recognised me. We flew side by side for some time: I cried out to the
dog, and he barked boisterously, overjoyed at this unexpected meeting.

All of a sudden, I felt a great jolt. The gondola of the balloon had hit something and it seemed
to me that the balloon had begun to descend rapidly. Now, my dog’s barking was ringing out
from somewhere above. But soon enough, I felt my balloon rising once more. The second
balloon, which was descending slowly, was immediately lit up sharply against the blackness
by the lantern suspended from the ceiling of the gondola. Its envelope was shrivelled and it
had clearly been damaged.

I opened the window and managed to grab hold of the falling balloon from the gondola. I
pulled it towards myself, opened its little door and dragged the frightened dog into my
capsule. The last remaining gas rushed out of the damaged envelope of the second balloon
noisily and, lying over the gondola like a sagging blanket, it hurtled downwards. The dog,
whimpering now and then, pressed himself against my legs. Clearly the poor creature was
rejoicing at having found his owner. I, too, was no less glad to see him. I fed the dog and then
made another entry in my diary which I had been carrying with me faithfully since the first
day of my long journey.

It seemed to me that the balloon was gradually descending, which did not please me. I was
certain that the reason for my descent was not any damage to the envelope of the balloon, but
rather the effect of having my four-legged friend in the gondola.

Soon, the darkness began to dissipate and after a couple of hours or so I finally saw the sun
after a long break. It shone so brightly, as if greeting us. The balloon floated over dense
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clouds before falling beneath them; in an instant, the sun disappeared and after a few minutes
we found ourselves in the midst of a torrential rain. Flashes of lightning sparked just above
us, and water fell and fell from the sky as if flooding the now invisible earth. My dog wagged
his tail nervously and yapped now and again, clearly sensing that the ground was close. I,
however, could not tear my eyes away from the window.

After some time, hazy mountain peaks appeared in the distance. The balloon was being
carried right towards them. A few minutes passed and a red, earthen cliff face materialised
before my eyes; a moment later we landed quite gently on a small ledge.

The platform which we were sat on appeared to be some quarter of a hectare in size. Just
below us was a sheer rock face, whilst behind us, and to our left and right, there loomed
unscalable cliffs. At the bottom, dancing from boulder to boulder, there foamed a frothing
stream. Escaping from here without outside help was unthinkable.

The sun illuminated our ledge only at midday when it appeared briefly from behind the
mountainous cliff, disappearing again behind another, equally high cliff after an hour or so,
plunging the entire canyon into shadow once more. Our provisions were beginning to run out,
and there was no way of replenishing them. During our landing, the envelope of the balloon
had torn on a sharp protrusion hanging below the ledge of the cliff, so using it to save
ourselves was impossible.

I had no useful equipment or instruments whatsoever, with which to attempt to descend to the
river or to carve little steps into the cliffs in order to climb up. The instruments which I had
taken with me on my flight were not suited to these purposes. Thus, there was nothing left for
me to do but sit and wait for someone to help me by chance. Entire days I spent in my
gondola, racking my brains in search of a way out of this situation that had befallen us,
scrutinising the slopes of the mountain opposite until my eyes hurt, hoping that I would see
something living there. The dog fidgeted at my feet, barking brusquely from time to time,
looking up to the tops of the jagged cliffs and then wagging his tail ingratiatingly as if
apologising for raising a false alarm.

To our great relief, there was a tiny spring at the foot of the cliff at the far end of the ledge,
meaning we had a supply of excellent drinking water. Our food supplies were not as good. |
was forced to cut down our already scant daily rations to the bare bones, and now mine
consisted of a single hardened cracker, washed down with an unlimited amount of clean, ice-
cold water. As misfortune would have it, my four-legged companion received exactly the
same portion. I slept in the gondola which had been not the least bit damaged during the
landing.

Day turned into night, and our situation did not change. Hopes of outside help dwindled. I
even decided to let the dog down onto a more or less gentle slope on the western side of our
terrace where I had noticed the scarcely discernible tracks of some animals. The dog, of
course, objected but he had no way out. After I gave him a nudge, he scrambled to find
invisible recesses and footholds with his paws, and slowly began to crawl downwards.
Fortunately, he finished his descent unscathed. After just a few minutes, the dog was already
stood by the river. He yelped a few times in my direction pleadingly but, after realising that I
was not about to come down, he ran off, looking back at me once in a while uncertainly.



Only once he was hidden from view did I suddenly realise that I had not attached the note I
had prepared to the dog’s collar.

And now, I was left alone on this cursed stone platform.

Time passed, monotonous, boring, melancholic. Only the sun, appearing briefly from behind
the summits, made it bearable.

One day, I was sat staring aimlessly at the stream crashing down below as usual. Suddenly,
on the opposite side of the canyon, almost on the very bank of the stream, there appeared a
red deer, hurtling along; a short distance behind, chasing the deer, some sort of beast with a
lithe body, similar to a large cat, appeared. It looked to be a lynx. After a few more seconds,
the creatures disappeared between the cliffs. This was the first time I had seen any other
living thing here, besides myself and my dog.

The biscuits were running out. I was already anticipating that I would die from hunger, but
once more fate was on my side.

One day, somewhere above, I heard the distant barking of dogs. I rejoiced, but the barking
soon disappeared entirely. After a few minutes, there was a commotion above; with a
whoosh, small rocks and sand tumbled down before the body of a mountain roe crashed onto
my platform. The roe was still twitching in the throes of death as I approached her. She was
large: I was scarcely able to drag her to the gondola. Whilst skinning her, I noted with
astonishment that there was not a single gunshot or any other sort of wound on the roe’s
body. Her legs did appear to be broken in several places, however. It seemed she had lost her
footing whilst running from hunters or after being spooked by some predator.

I now had an abundance of meat. Admittedly, I did not have firewood to grill it — I had no
desire to break up the gondola as it was my only refuge — but I resolved the situation easily
enough by cutting the meat into small cubes and laying it on the stones to cure it, thankful
that I still had some salt left.

One day, I crawled out onto a large boulder at the very edge of the bluff, as I often did, and
took a look around. Suddenly, in a large opening on the opposite slope that resembled an
entrance to a cave, there appeared a shaggy head of some kind. I could not see the body and
was not able to tell what sort of animal this was. I became somewhat fearful, even though I
was certain that no creature could reach me. That same day, at dusk, a strong westerly wind
began to blow, bringing with it dark thunderclouds from somewhere or other, and as darkness
fell the rain thundered down. At the same time, the stream grew muddy, as did the spring that
had nourished me all these days, and little brooks ran down from above, from the cliffs. The
roof of my gondola was full of holes and I was forced to take cover under a large rocky
outcrop.

Suddenly, I saw a crack appearing right in the middle of my ledge. It grew wider and wider,
and then the half of the ledge closest to the bluff began to slide downwards, slowly, then
faster and faster, and after just a minute there was nothing to indicate that my platform had
once been twice as large. The landslide also carried off some of the roe meat which, in my
short-sightedness, I had left on the rocks.



It was more than three weeks since I had sent my dog away but there was no news from
anyone. The threat of starvation stood before me once more. Even with the most economical
rationing, there was meat enough for no more than seven or eight days. I began to despair.
And indeed I had reason to! Help was not coming, and given the lack of instruments, or even
simple equipment, I had no way of helping myself. I cursed myself that I had set off on that
ill-fated journey, cursed the day that I had had the idea to build a hot-air balloon. The days
were now growing longer and more arduous than before. By now, I had stopped formulating
hair-brained schemes for my rescue, and filled my days by simply sitting and pondering on
the inhabitants of this speck of land, thinking about how to apportion the remaining food to
make it last as long as possible. On one such grey, drawn-out day, I nodded off under that
same rocky outcrop that had sheltered me from the rain that one time. I do not know how
long I slept, but suddenly, whilst half-asleep, I felt something sniffing and licking my hand. I
opened my eyes and almost let out a scream of terror. The face of a bear was sniffing loudly
not ten centimetres from my face. The creature’s small eyes were piercing, its maw open, and
its vile-smelling breath made me nauseous. Lacking any other way out, I pulled down my
kalpak? and sat frozen to the spot.

The bear roared, struck me with its paw and immediately retreated, indifferent. His sharp
claws had torn my thoroughly worn clothing and injured my left shoulder quite badly.
Sensing that the bear had left, I decided to lift my head up. The bear was headed straight for
the large boulder, at the foot of which I was storing the remains of my provisions. Of course
— the keenly sensitive creature had caught the scent of the meat. With a repellent chomping
he proceeded to decimate my provisions, thwarting all hopes of my surviving until help
arrived. I was powerless to stop the powerful beast. Realising that, even if the bear did not
hurt me, starving to death was inevitable, I lay down, lacerated, prostrate, resigned to my
fate...and cried.

Once he had consumed the meat, the bear came back towards me. I screwed my eyes shut and
held my breath in anticipation. The bear approached me leisurely and began to sniff at my
face. Plucking up all my nerve, I very slowly took one of the knives hanging on my belt and
held it tight. The bear, who had been about to leave, turned back again and took to sniffing at
me once more, almost prodding my face with his. I forgot myself and struck him right in the
face with my knife. The bear let out a wild roar, recoiled, hurried towards the bluff and, by
some miracle, descended to the river which he waded across; on the opposite side of the
canyon he scrambled up an almost vertical slope to the opening I had seen his shaggy head in
some days ago, disappearing inside.

Somehow, I got to my feet and went to survey the havoc that the hirsute troublemaker had
caused to my domain. Of my cured meat, which with my rationing would have lasted a
couple of weeks, there remained only a few gnawed cubes. Upon seeing this, my legs failed
me and I sat down on the ground limply.

For the second day already, not a single morsel of food passed my lips. It grew dark, and in
the sky there began to appear pale stars. I sat down, leaning back against a large stone,
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slipping into an uneasy slumber here, waking again there. The hunger was agonising. On top
of that, the injury to my left shoulder was stinging. During one of the many happenings, I
suddenly felt in my slumberous state how something wet was touching my hand, and with a
start [ opened my eyes. Right before my eyes sat my dog. Oh, how I rejoiced in that moment!
Seeing that I was coming round, the dog let out a rejoicing whine and began to nuzzle up to
me, gazing at me affectionately and wagging his tail.

It appeared that, strapped to the back of my dog, was a small knapsack. I jumped to untie it
and immediately came across a piece of paper that had been folded in half four times over. I
tried to read the message in the moonlight but this light was so dim that I was unable to make
out anything other than the first word: “Son”. Yet even this was enough for me to surmise
who it was who had sent this letter. I folded up the letter carefully, stashed it in my pocket
and returned once more to the contents of the knapsack. It contained a lepeshka, sugar, some
grilled meat and even a paper bag of sweets. [ was saved!

In the morning, just as dawn was breaking, I read the letter. It read as follows:
Son,

Already more than a month has passed since you flew off in your hot-air balloon. And since
that time there has been neither hide nor hair of you. Your dog — that one you sent into the
sky some days before your own flight — dragged himself here yesterday. And we breathed a
sigh of relief, hoping that everything was alright with you and that soon we would see you.
Admittedly, the dog returned quite spent. No sooner had he entered the yard than he began to
velp mournfully and was eager to turn back, out of the gates. So we loaded him up with a few
items, just in case, and let him go.

1 do not know if he will return to you or end up in some other place. I hope he returns to you.
If we knew where you were, then we would come to you in a heartbeat, to the ends of the
earth even. But the dog is a mute wretch, and getting a sensible answer from him is
impossible. We hope that you are alive and healthy, and that you will return home soon. If
the dog does indeed make it to you, then send some sort of message with him if you are not
able to make it back yourself. Kisses.

Your father

Solely by reading this letter, I believed that my dog had made it home. My mood was lifted in
an instant and now the future did not seem quite so bleak. The dog had been gone on his
journey for around a month, so clearly I had flown quite far from home.

I decided to give the dog a few days’ rest, and then to send him back again, back home.
Admittedly, I did not have either paper, nor pen, nor ink — all this had been in the gondola
which had been carried away by the landslide — but I easily found a solution to my situation. I
crushed up some green grass on a stone, fashioned a dry blade of grass into something
resembling a quill and used the sap of the grass to write a note on the back of my father’s
letter. In the note, I told of how, by some twist of fate, I had been cast into some deserted
mountains, how I was sitting on a tiny speck of land stuck to a cliff, and how I would not be
able to escape from here without outside help. I also wrote that I did not know in which
direction the mountains were but that, judging by the fact that the dog had returned, the house



and these mountains were on the same soil. At the end of the note, I asked that help be sent
without delay once the dog arrived. I wrapped the note in a small rag, attached it most tightly
to the dog’s scruff and — this was on the fourth day after his return — sent him off from the
same place he had left from the last time. Coming into view by the river, the dog looked at
me, yapped a couple of times and ran off.

Once more, [ was hopeful of rescue. The hunger did not frighten me now — the provisions
which the dog had brought ought to last me until his return. The only things I feared were the
bear and the inclement weather. With the bear, things were easier — I built a barricade out of
large rocks in the area where he was able to climb up onto my ledge and the problem was
practically solved. Tougher was the weather. A heavy downpour could cause another
landslide which would quite likely take with it the remainder of my platform. There was
nothing for me to do here, and I was limited to simply fortifying the outlet of the spring so
that during rainfall it did not flood the entire ledge.

On one of these days, I was sitting in my favourite spot — on the large boulder at the very
edge of the bluff — and had given myself over to dreaming of my rescue, surveying one by
one the now tiresome cliffs with indifference. Suddenly, I felt as if they were looking at me. I
lifted my eyes and at the very top of the cliffs I saw some small creatures which I did not
recognise. They numbered around twenty. The eyes of the creatures twinkled malevolently
and they did not bode well at all. I grew rather afraid. Although the creatures were small —
about the size of large cats — there were many of them. They considered me for some time,
then began to rush down from the cliffs, using every niche and outcrop. I readied my knife
for any eventuality, and backed up towards the pile of stones which I had prepared in case of
attack by any predators.

The creatures surrounded me. Some of them snarled, gnashing their fangs and raising their
hackles, others looked at me menacingly and walked around in a circle with lithe steps, ready
at any moment to pounce. I bent down, not taking my eyes off them, and with my left hand
picked up a sizeable rock. In my right hand was the knife.

Suddenly, one of the creatures pounced on me from behind. A moment later, as if this were
exactly what they had been waiting, the others threw themselves at me in a flash. Their sharp
claws tore my clothes apart and dug into my body. I responded in kind, bashing them on their
heads with the rock and working the knife quite effectively. Yet it was only when three or
four of my opponents had fallen to the ground breathlessly that I believed that I would be
able to dispatch them. I discarded the rock, retreated to the precipice and began to throw them
one by one into the stream frothing below. With a squeal, they fell into the water and sank,
never to re-emerge. Once I had dispensed of a good half of the creatures in this way, the
others hurried to retreat.

I did not have time to compose myself after this skirmish before there hung above me a new
danger. A danger that was hanging in the literal sense of the word. As I stood and surveyed
the many lacerations that had been caused to me by the wild beasts, something above me cast
a great shadow. I instinctively hurled myself under the safety of the large boulder.
Astonishingly, a large bird with a hooked beak was sat on a rock right above my head. It
looked around, astonished, clearly puzzled by where I could have taken refuge, and took to
the sky once more. Taken aback by this sudden assault, I remained sat where I was.



That same night I did not lie down to sleep for a long time. I sat looking at the stars that had
swarmed in abundance, at the bright full moon, and, with nothing else to do, struck two
pieces of flint together over and over, creating showers of sparks. For many, many days now
I had had nothing, with which to occupy myself, nothing to amuse myself with; for days I did
not see my own face, let alone other people. Sometimes, I admit, I looked down at the clear
water of the stream but the rippling reflection I saw in the water was not one I recognised as
my own.

And of course, unsurprisingly, I had changed during this time. My hair had grown, so too my
moustache and my beard; my cheeks had become sunken, most likely from not eating, and
my clothes had become worn. Indeed, I was no longer the same person who some months ago
had taken to the sky in a hot-air balloon. It was easier for me now than a month or two ago.
My hope that the dog would bring help gave me strength and made the long days, and no less
long nights, more bearable. I believed, almost knew, that help would come soon.

The following morning was gloomy and overcast. I grew anxious, concerned about the fate of
my ledge. If there were to be any reasonably strong downpour, it would most definitely be
washed away, and I with it. And by my reckoning, there was still a great deal of time left
until the dog returned or help arrived.

Torrential rain fell as midday approached. The little channels trickling down from above
immediately flooded my tiny platform. The dopey dribble of the spring turned into a frothing,
babbling brook. And the rain poured and poured without letting up. I sat beneath a rocky
outcrop which, to my sorrow, turned out to be nothing more than a boulder which, by some
miracle, was clinging to the sheer wall. The fear and despair almost paralysed me.

And then precisely what I had feared happened: two metres away from me there appeared a
fissure and after a few seconds my ledge crumbled into the river. I cowered even further
under my porch, without considering that the rain could wash away the ground that was
supporting this stone block. The spring, which had nourished me, and not only me but also
the green grass that covered my platform like a delicate carpet, was now a sheer waterfall
crashing down into the river.

The rain did not stop until the evening. Tired from my tribulations, I lost myself in a deep,
peaceful sleep. I dreamt of the downpour that had carried my ledge into the abyss, of those
small, evil creatures, of the bear that had gobbled up all my provisions, waking every now
and then and looking around me, listening to the river thundering below and then sinking
back into my slumber.

In the morning, I awoke quite drained. My joints ached, my head was spinning and I had lost
my appetite. I did not touch any food all day. More importantly, there was no space for me to
stretch my legs, to take a walk. The two square metres that remained of my ledge allowed me
only to sit since the stone block hanging above my head stopped me from standing up to my
full height.

I passed several more days this way. One morning, over the noise of the river, I heard some
incongruous sound. I poked my head out from under the rock, looking around me, but could
not see anyone. I settled down in my spot but the same noise came again. I peered out once
again but could not make out anything this time either. Yet the sound was growing clearer
and clearer, and with joy I realised that it was the bark of a dog. I raised my head from the



bluff and saw my dog running at pace along the bank of the river. The dog ran up to the bluff
and crawled up that same slope I had lowered him onto a month ago. Truth be told, the tears
welled up in my eyes when I saw him. He scrambled up to the place where previously the
edge of the ledge had been and came to a halt on some outcrop, whimpering mournfully and
looking at me, at a loss. I just sat there. With no strength to help him in any way, I cursed
fate, the downpour that had carried off my platform, and myself.

But suddenly in that moment, there came more unusual sounds from above. I lifted my head;
the dog began to let out sharp, though not angry, barks. The echo distorted the noises and was
joined by the noise of the river so I was not able to tell exactly what or who was making it.
Small stones tumbled down with a clatter and now I distinctly heard human voices!

Someone who has never been in such a situation will not comprehend what I experienced in
that moment!

I cried out but no-one responded to my yells. I continued to cry but it was only after a long
ten or twenty minutes, which felt to me like an eternity, that there appeared above me some
strange construction — a box or a crate suspended on chains. A person was sat in the box. The
man carefully lowered himself and once he drew level with me, he greeted me. After a
minute [ was in the box, and shortly later, with some effort, the two of us brought the dog on
board, after which nothing would stop me from bidding farewell, finally, to the scene of my
involuntary seclusion. Three men pulled us up. After some embraces, some long questioning,
and my recounting of the ordeals that I had chanced to survive, we set off. Ahead of me
waited my home, my family...



