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Icarus in Kazakhstan:
The Remarkable Journey of
Gabriel Al-Salem
Margarete Dorsch and Viktoria Olskaia
(Parts of this story were told to Marc L. Greenberg 
by Margarete Dorsch)

Gabriel was born in Oakland, California on Febru-
ary 1, 1967, the son of Bader Al-Salem, Kuwait, and 
Margarete Dorsch, Lindsborg, Kansas, originally from 
Germany. Already as an infant he had lived on three 
continents.

In August of 1968 he returned, together with his 
mother, to the United States. He spent the following 
three years in Springfield, Missouri, where she taught at 
SMSU. For the next seven years he resided in Columbia, 

The Slavic Department faculty and students were sad-
dened by the tragic and sudden loss of Gabriel who, on 27 
November 2010 at the age of 43, died in a paragliding ac-
cident in the mountains near Almaty, Kazakhstan. Gabriel 
is survived his wife, Viktoria, and their daughter, Anya; 
father, Bader Al-Salem of Kuwait; and mother, Marga-
rete Dorsch (Lindsborg, KS). His family, colleagues, and 
friends have established the Gabriel Al-Salem Foundation 
(Фонд им. Габриэля Аль-Салем), which raises funds for 
initiatives to support young talents following in his foot-
steps in international careers in management consulting, 
including an initiative to establish a KU scholarship for 
students of Slavic languages. 

Gabriel was one of the most accomplished alumni 
of the KU Slavic program, having employed his Russian 
language skills to embark upon a unique and rich life journey. 
During his time at KU (1985–1989) he was touched by many faculty members, whose mentorship he valued and who in 
turn highly regarded his many talents and intellectual curiosity. Margarete particularly mentioned her memory of Gabriel 
talking about Maria Carlson, Tamerlan Salaty, Masha Kipp, Eugenia Felton (SLL); William Kuhlke (Theatre); Bob An-
derson (French); Jacob Kipp, Ron Francisco (Political Science); and Zouhuang Chen (University Orchestra), all of whom 
represent the many facets of Gabriel’s academic and artistic interests. A memorial page about Gabriel is found on the 
Slavic Department’s Doers’ Profiles page. This article gives a sense of his many accomplishments.

Missouri, while his mother completed graduate studies 
at MU. There, he started kindergarten and elementary 
school, attending the University Lab School. In Colum-
bia, Gabriel and his mother attended many student theater 
productions and concerts, hiked in the surrounding forest, 
built waterwheels in the nearby creek, or watched the 
bats flying on warm summer evenings.

In 1978 Gabriel and his mother moved to Lindsborg, 
Kansas, the town that he would always call home. He 
held many odd jobs as a boy, working in a restaurant as a 
salad bar attendant and waiter; he also enjoyed working 
as projector operator at the (now defunct) Plaza Theater. 
He became a lifelong friend to Professor John (Hans) 
Newfield (1905–1987), Chair of Fine Arts at Stony 
Brook University and also the Head of the Theatre De-
partment at the University of Kansas, and his wife Linda 
Newfield-Stormont, both of whom retired to Lindsborg. 
Confirmed in the Bethany Lutheran Church, Gabriel 

Gabriel, Anya, and Viktoria
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Gabriel Al-Salem (continued from page 1)

found his spiritual community there.1 He participated en-
thusiastically in various theater productions and enjoyed 
playing the string bass in the orchestra, first under Mrs. 
Kathleen Robinson and then under Mr. Dan King. Often, 
he would leave for school early and return home late after 
practicing the bass. He did not take direction well, when 
Mrs. Robinson said: “You basses, just play the beat!” He 
wanted to have sectional rehearsals for the bass players 
too! Making music and playing the bass was so important 
to Gabriel that he had an instrument wherever he lived. 
And even now, there is a lonely instrument sitting in his 
last home in Kazakhstan.

At KU Gabriel pursued a number of interests, includ-
ing taking French and Russian, as well as playing bass in 
the KU Orchestra, and performing in University Theatre. 
His first interest was in studying Germany, the country 
of his mother, and he was intrigued by the political divi-
sions into West and East. After a summer in Middlebury, 
where he finished second-year Russian, he spent a for-
mative year (1987–88) at two study-abroad programs, 
one interning with the Social Democratic Party in Bonn 
under Egon Bahr, the other at Leningrad State University 
on the Semester Russian Language Program. His native 
German, learned from his mother, helped him make the 
most of his time in Bonn. His rapid acquisition of Russian 
fluency helped him land a job in his senior year at KU 
as interpreter for cosmonaut G. M. Grechko and Soviet 
aeronautics inventor G. I. Severin during their visit to 
the Kansas Cosmosphere, where they donated a Soviet 
flight suit. The Soviet dignitaries insisted that Gabriel 
serve as interpreter on the continuation 
of their trip to Houston. His professors 
gladly accommodated his request to 
rearrange his finals schedule so that 
he could make the historic trip.

After KU, Gabriel was set to at-
tend Georgetown for graduate study in 
foreign relations. However, the Gulf 
War prevented his Kuwaiti father from 
transferring the tuition money and so 
he deferred his admission, taking a 
 1. Margarete notes that his confirmation verse 
(John 15:5), “I am the vine, ye are the branches: He 
that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth 
forth much fruit,” worthily reflects his life. As he 
traveled later in life he declared that he felt at home 
in the Mosque and the Orthodox Church. Russia, in 
the broadest sense, became an inseparable part of 
his life.

year off to pursue his passion for children’s theater. With 
his earnings he spent a semester attending a seminar on 
the European Union at Tilburg University, Netherlands. 
At Georgetown the following year, he served as a GTA 
in Russian and later as a research assistant for Prof. 
Angela Stent.

Gabriel’s family life, career, and 
hobbies

As a student of KU Gabriel traveled the world and 
lived in various countries. In 1987 he first came to Rus-
sia. Those were the first years of perestroika, and Ga-
briel, who loved politics, was fascinated by the changes 
happening in the former Soviet Union. It was at the 
University of Leningrad (today St. Petersburg), where 
he met Viktoria, his future wife. After the semester in St. 
Petersburg he fell in love with Russia and everything that 
was connected with Russia. As a result, Gabriel became 
a graduate student at the Russian Area Studies Program 
at Georgetown University in Washington, DC.

In May 1992 Gabriel and Viktoria were married in a 
small ceremony near Lindsborg, Kansas. After finishing 
graduate schools, the newlyweds moved first to Berlin 
and then to Almaty, Kazakhstan for a six-month stint on 
a USAID privatization project. They ended up staying for 
several years working on various economic development 
and reform projects. Besides Kazakhstan, Gabriel and 
Viktoria lived and worked in Mongolia, Vietnam, former 
Yugoslavia, Germany and Russia. During his consulting 

continued on page 18
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Having overseen the 
changes of the Slavic Depart-
ment since 2000, I am step-
ping down from the Chair 
position this year. It has been 
quite a ride—there have been 
many changes with both 
faculty and students having 
come and gone—with many 
successes to our collective 
credit. Over the course of the 
last several years our senior 
faculty earned four national 

prizes for their contributions to the field (Profs. Maria 
Carlson, Prof. William Comer [two prizes], and the 
undersigned) and all of our faculty have garnered national 
and international funding to further their research. Even 
as the book begins to disappear as a format, our faculty 
produced several of them (including three by Prof. Edith 
Clowes). We built a fine departmental library, the Parker 
Slavic Library, which has become the hearth of our aca-
demic home. We have a new (seems like 1917 was just 
yesterday!) mascot, the “Russian Jayhawk” (or “Hoff-
man’s Hawk,” also dubbed the “Bolshevik Jayhawk” by 
the Kansas City Star in 1921), about which you may read 
in this issue. We established our first privately-funded 
award for students, the Joseph L. Conrad Memorial 
Award and made significant progress on several other 
fundraising initiatives. Under the able leadership of our 
faculty, CREES, our area studies center, has continued to 
compete successfully for Title VI support, most recently 
under the leadership of Prof. Edith Clowes. (I began 
my chairmanship while Prof. Carlson completed her 
decade as CREES director; Prof. Comer also served as 
interim director for a year.) Our faculty took the lead as 
an early adopter of the KU Open Access Policy and we 
regularly deposit our articles to the KU Scholarworks 
digital repository. Since 2007 our works have been 
downloaded more than 41,500 times by readers world-
wide (and viewed more than 72,000 times), leading to 
higher citation and impact. This year Prof. Stephen J. 
Parker, my predecessor as Chair and also the colleague 
who hired me, retired. You can read about his long and 
illustrious career as a former student of Nabokov in the 

previous Chronicle. We are pleased that he will now 
serve the Slavic Department as the Chair of the Friends 
of Slavic, which is charged with proffering external 
advice and coordinating fundraising for the department. 
More than half of our current faculty joined us in the last 
decade: Profs. Stephen Dickey, Ani Kokobobo, Renee 
Perelmutter, and Svetlana Vassileva-Karagyozova. 
While I am very proud of the fine, dynamic young talents 
we have been able to attract, who represent the future 
of our department, I still find it jarring to realize that I 
have entered the senior generation. But don’t put me out 
to pasture just yet: as I write this, I still haven’t reached 
the half-century mark! 

The faculty keep the shop running, but our students 
and our alumni are our real treasures, doing myriad 
good works in the world. In this issue you will read 
about such fine examples as senior David Samms, who 
volunteered this summer with two other KU students, 
Jenna DeGennaro and Mychal Augustine, to serve in 
Vladivostok in state-run orphanage and hospice facilities 
through FOCUS, the Fellowship of Catholic University 
Students. Our alumni, too, are doing amazing things, 
from teaching to advising presidents to presidents-to-be. 
Nicole Schmidt, who completed an MA in Education 
last year while studying advanced Slovene, now teaches 
high school in Radovljica, Slovenia. REES MAs (2004) 
Kristina and Jeb Adams continue to run a thriving pri-
vate elementary school in Macedonia, working to help 
underprivileged children from the Roma and Albanian 
minorities, to attend their school through private funding. 
Stephanie Smiros (BA 09) is moving up in the officer 
corps of the US Navy and rubbing shoulders with the 
top brass of the Russian navy. Anatoly Vishevsky (PhD 
85), professor of Russian at Grinnell College, published 
a new book on Russian detective novels. Howard Solo-
mon (PhD 97), having served in numerous high-level 
diplomatic roles, including as advisor to President Obama 
on Russian affairs, has been serving since summer 2010 
at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow as the Deputy Minister 
Counselor for Political Affairs. And this year fully four 
students of Slavic languages received Fulbright Fel-
lowships for the 2011—12 academic year. Zhulieta 
Kaludova (MA 09) is helping Meglena Kuneva become 
president of Bulgaria.

Sadly we lost one of our most illustrious alumni, 
Gabriel Al-Salem (BA 89), the subject of our lead ar-
ticle in this issue. Gabriel’s loss is mourned by us all, but 

Chair’s Corner
Marc L. Greenberg

continued on page 4
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career Gabriel was an employee of Ernst&Young, KPMG 
Consulting (Barents Group), and AT Kearney. 

In 2000 the couple returned to the US, where their 
daughter Anya was born. However, they always wanted 
to go back to Kazakhstan, where they felt at home. An 
opportunity came in 2001, when Gabriel was invited to 
take a position with the European Bank for Reconstruc-
tion and Development as Director of Business Advisory 
Services (BAS) Program in Central Asia. The program’s 
headquarters was in Almaty, Kazakhstan, but Gabriel ex-

tended the it to five countries of Central Asia. He became 
the driving force for the development of business advi-
sory services in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. He made the BAS Program 
one of the most effective and innovative programs for 
the development of consulting industry. Now consulting 
services often include a complex series of measures ad-
dressing enterprise’s needs. For example, the BAS Pro-
gram supported over a hundred of ISO implementation 
projects, which is important for the countries of Central 
Asia in their effort to join the global marketplace. Under 
Gabriel’s leadership the BAS Program became actively 
involved in the promotion of kaizen (‘lean manufactur-
ing’) in Central Asia. 

Gabriel placed a special emphasis on developing 
high professional standards for consultants. This effort 
was important to him both professionally and person-
ally. He was the first to bring training on business ethics 
to the consultants of Central Asia. In September 2010 
Gabriel helped seven consultants from Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan to apply and receive the Certified Manage-

ment Consultant (CMC) professional qualification from 
International Certified Management Consultants Insti-
tutes (ICMCI), having passed comprehensive exams to 
earn the title. Gabriel’s approach was that professional-
ism has no borders and the global consulting industry is 
not a closed society of selected individuals. He proved 
that for Central Asian consultants, and, after his death 
his friends and colleagues have felt the strong need to 
carry on what he had started.

Gabriel was an outstanding diplomat, a charismatic 
man, and a kind person with a big heart, who did his 
utmost to support causes to which he was committed. A 
colleague from Canada, Heather Osler, wrote that “he 
was larger than life. He adored life and lived it to its 
fullest. And he always seemed to find the sunny side of 
every moment, even when there were problems.” 

Gabriel loved and adored his family and always 
insisted that his time with the family was the most 
precious. He travelled frequently for work, but he was 
always eager to come back home. Gabriel loved the 
outdoors and enjoyed mountaineering, skiing, and para-
gliding. In 2002 he climbed Khan Tengri (the famous 
and beautiful 21,000-foot peak on the border between 
Kazakhstan and China) and was the first in the world 
to fly down on a paraglider from Talgar, a 15,000-foot 
peak in the mountains near Almaty. He flew over France, 
Turkey, Switzerland, USA, the Dominican Republic, and 
Taiwan. He even flew over the Great Wall of China. An 
adventurer, Gabriel always loved to land in new places 

Gabriel Al-Salem (continued from page 2)

Gabriel at his office in Kazakhstan

Gabriel with colleagues in Tajikistan
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and meet new people. While paragliding is a dangerous 
sport, he loved being airborne and reveled in the many 
facets and beautiful colors of life from above.

Gabriel Al-Salem Foundation 
and Award Initiative

After Gabriel’s tragic death in a paragliding accident 
on November 2010, his friends and colleagues felt the 
need to honor his memory and to continue his legacy. 
Three days after the accident they created the Kazakhstan 
Chamber of Management Consultants (CMC Kazakh-
stan), a professional association promoting best consult-
ing practices and high professional standards. The idea of 
the award named after Gabriel came from Valeria Della 
Rosa, Gabriel’s colleague from the TAM/BAS team of 
the EBRD, who was visiting Almaty at that time. CMC 
Kazakhstan eagerly supported the idea.

When Viktoria came back to Almaty from the funeral 
in the United States, she met with CMC Kazakhstan to 
discuss the award and how they could attract funding 
for it. This led Viktoria to consider establishing the 
foundation. 

Viktoria and her colleagues launched the Gabriel 
Al-Salem Foundation and the award officially at a press 
conference at the Kazakhstan Press Club on February 
1, 2011, Gabriel’s birthday. They organized further 
presentations in Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, and 
Tajikistan. Viktoria registered the foundation as a non-
profit corporation in California, where Gabriel was born 
and where Viktoria’s parents currently live.

Ultimately, the Foundation aims to support sustain-
able economic growth, reduce poverty, and promote 
social integration in its countries of operation by equip-
ping citizens with access to innovations and best world 
practices through training and scholarships. The founda-
tion’s first countries of operation will be in Central Asia, 
where Gabriel worked before his tragic death. However, 
the foundation is considering expanding its work to other 
parts of the globe.

The very first project of the foundation is to establish 
and support the Gabriel Al-Salem International Award 
for Excellence in Consulting. The goal is to recognize 
outstanding achievements for consulting services and 
to promote high professional standards in the industry.

More concretely, there are five award nominations to 
recognize various aspects that help advance the develop-
ment of the consulting sector. The nominations include 

an award to the best consultant of the year as well as 
awards for the best consulting project. An award will 
also be given for consultants’ volunteer work that makes 
a significant contribution to the development of consult-
ing as a profession. Furthermore, there is a nomination 
for an award Consultancy Without Borders, reflecting 
Gabriel’s personality and rewards outstanding trans-
border, multinational projects. Finally, there will be an 
award for the most dynamic professional organization 
in the consulting sector.

The deadline for submissions is November 30 of each 
year and prizes are awarded to the winners on February 1, 
Gabriel’s birthday date. To be as objective as possible, the 
foundation will engage an independent research agency 
to conduct interviews with clients and gather feedback 
on the consultants and firms proposed for the award 
nominations. Finally, an international committee which 
includes leading experts from the consulting industry will 
judge the submissions and choose the winners.

In addition to the Award, the Gabriel Al-Salem 
Foundation will also provide various types of training for 
consultants and entrepreneurs, for example, on business 
ethics, which is essential for creating a civilized market, 
or on core consultant skills, which was Gabriel’s favorite 
training course. Moreover, the Foundation will work 
in the area of education by providing scholarships and 
creating internship opportunities for talented students, 
including those from the USA, and Central Asia. Vikto-
ria has met with the faculty of the Department of Slavic 
Languages and Literatures at KU and discussed possi-
bilities for establishing a Gabriel Al-Salem Scholarship 
to support young talents who will follow in Gabriel’s 
footsteps in foreign language studies and international 
development work. 

Visit the Gabriel Al-Salem Foundation website: 
http://www.ga-foundation.org

Gabriel taking time to smell the flowers

http://www.ga-foundation.org
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 We are grateful for the continuing support of our donors, listed below. Without their support, we 
could not have supported our students as much as we have by providing conference grants, awards, guest 
speakers, and purchase of library materials. Still, we lack the big-ticket items that would most directly help 
our students succeed—undergraduate scholarship and graduate fellowship monies. Many of our students 
work part time and take out loans to pay for their education and the share of their contribution continues to 
grow steeply as state and federal support drops. Please consider a donation or a bequest to the Slavic De-
partment to fund a scholarship to support excellent students and to help strengthen the unique educational 
benefits that the Department offers. 
 As always, checks may be made out to “KUEA – Slavic Dept.” Write on the memo “For Slavic 
Dept. programs” for the general fund, send to: Marc L. Greenberg, Chair; Dept. of Slavic Languages 
& Literatures; University of Kansas; 1445 Jayhawk Blvd., Rm. 2133; Lawrence, KS 66045-7594. 
Alternatively, secure credit-card donations may be made by following the link:
http://www.kuendowment.org/depts/slav/dept 
 If you would like to discuss setting up a fund in honor of a special person or for a particular purpose, 
please call Prof. Greenberg at (785) 864-2349 or (785) 864-3313 or write to him at mlg@ku.edu or the 
mailing address above.

Send us your news
We are always delighted to hear from you and learn what you are doing and to feature your stories in The 
Lawrencian Chronicle. Please keep us informed, stay in touch, and send your news to the Department: 
slavic@ku.edu or mlg@ku.edu Be sure to include your degree and date of degree award.

You can also write to us at:

Dept. of Slavic Languages & Literatures
University of Kansas
1445 Jayhawk Blvd., Rm. 2133
Lawrence, KS 66045-7594

Support Your Department

http://www.kuendowment.org/depts/slav/dept
mailto:mlg@ku.edu
mailto:slavic@ku.edu
mailto:mlg@ku.edu
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Join the KU Friends of Slavic

I am contributing in the amount of:

_____$25 _____$50 _____$100 _____$250 _____$500 _____$1000  _____Other ________

to:

 _____Slavic Unrestricted Fund

 _____The Conrad Memorial Fund (undergraduate and graduate grants)

 _____The Czech Opportunity Fund

                          _____ Gabriel Al-Salem Scholarship Fund 

 

                 If paying by check, please make payment to: Dept of Slavic Languages and Literatures c/o KUEA

                  Please send to: Professor Marc L. Greenberg, Chair
  Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures
  University of Kansas
  1445 Jayhawk Blvd., Room 2133
  Lawrence, KS 66045-7594

Please tell us your news:

Profession:

Family:

Other:


