
MARIAN ELMES

Hills, Horses and Hunger

The 1994 Anglo-Russian Expedition
to the Tien Shan Mountains of Kyrgyzstan

T hree years ago, I was fortunate enough to visit the Asan region of
western Kyrgyzstan when this area had only just been opened up to

Westerners. The quality of the scenery and the climbing, as well as the
friendliness and warmth of the local shepherds, had greatly impressed me.
Memories of those soaring rock faces, impressive snow peaks and horse
tours with friendly yak-herders were constantly in my mind through the
next two summer seasons, in the sub-Arctic Siberian Urals and the more
familiar Bregaglia Alps.

Through the friendship I had developed with an English-speaking Rus
sian, I was able to realise my fantasies of returning to Soviet Central Asia
in the summer of 1994. The trip could not be organised without a great
many problems along the way, since good relations with the West have
barely been established in these areas and they are only just beginning to
provide tourist facilities. Moreover, it wasn't easy to find a like-minded
team of explorers. So many climbers seem to be content with easy options,
and reasonably so given the usual shortage of funds, limited holiday time
and family commitments. However, by Easter five others had agreed to
join me, drawn from the ranks of the Alpine Club, the Fell and Rock Climb
ing Club and Chester Mountaineering Club.

Despite many last-minute problems with visas and travel arrangements,
we eventually got ourselves to Alma Ata and thence to Lake Issyk-Kul on
a minibus arranged by Dostuck Trekking of Bishkek. We stayed overnight
at the lakeside camp there and enjoyed an idyllic swim at dawn, with peaks
all around us seeming to float on the early morning mist. Ajolting two-day
truck-ride got us into the area we had been looking forward to visiting, and
we set up Base Camp at 3400m in a broad grassy valley on the north side of
a range of snowy peaks rising to 5000m. Herds of glossy-coated, well-bred
horses, as well as sheep and little black yaks, grazed all around.

We had taken goods to trade with the local shepherds, who were mostly
interested in ropes and basic foodstuffs, so we didn't go short of fresh meat,
though our fuel (petrol and camping gaz) and most of our food ran a bit
short, and at the end of the trip we were almost reduced to burning yak
dung to boil up our last few grains of buckwheat. I lost a stone in weight
- unwillingly, since I was skinny to begin with; but the lack of fat and milk
products in our diet must have been the main cause. Unusually, the people
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in our valley were not milking the mares or yaks, and were pretty lean and
hungry themselves.

The nine summits climbed by expedition members were all virgin peaks,
as the area had not been visited before by climbing or trekking groups. The
rock was mostly limestone and somewhat dubious in quality, except for
the glacier-worn valley sides where good routes could have been enjoyed
for their own sake; but they looked unpromising higher up, so we left them
alone. Our climbs were a mixture of scree and ridge and snow. The snow
consistency was mixed too, with some good ice on the SW faces in the
early morning and waist-deep crud on the other faces. There was also a
peculiar breakable crust with big holes underneath, together with enor
mous crevasses.

After some initial forays up various nearby valleys and low peaks to get
an idea of the layout of the area, we launched ourselves on a peak-bagging
spree, tackling first the easiest-looking options in the area, and saving up
the nearest big summit for the end of the trip in the hope that the whole
team might ascend it together. Sadly, this was not to be, since several mem
bers of the expedition had severe problems with acclimatisation.

The most obvious and attractive summit in the area, standing high above
its satellites and presenting ranks of ferocious seracs on most sides, was a
mountain we called (rather unimaginatively) 'Three Crevasse Peak'. I set
off from Base Camp with Phil and Mike at first light one morning, up one
of those interminable ridges of steep scree and loose rock, which we be
lieved would connect eventually with the upper snow slopes and crevassed
faces of our peak. Seven kilometres later, after various excursions around
gendarmes and along ibex trails, we descended a chimney onto the snow.
It was soft and fresh and deep - and it balled up our crampons at every
single step; but there was good ice underneath and several steep front
pointing sections to overcome before the final knife-edged snow arete. On
the summit we enjoyed breath-taking views of the wide open spaces of
central Kyrgyzstan, stretching a hundred miles east to the high snows of .
the Inylchek glacier ranges gleaming in the midday sun.

The descent was much enlivened by a joint decision (in keeping with the
best traditions of the Alpine Club) to perform a sort of kamikaze dive off
the ridge down a scree gully that looked as if it might run out safely onto
the glacier far below. Needless to say it didn't, and the vertical iced-up
waterfall halfway down had to be duly overcome by abseils and some intri
cate manoeuvring. Soaked with icy water, we raced down the final screes
to the afternoon sunshine, and a wonderfully vivid emerald green lake at
the foot of the glacier where I indulged once more in my passion for skinny
dipping. (There weren't many days when I didn't find a glacial pool or
river to swim in, having been trained in Siberia!) Just beyond the lake, a
yak and her calf grazed among blue trumpet gentians and edelweiss.

Some of the most striking memories of this trip came from the last few
days, when we borrowed horses from the local shepherds and went trekking
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round into the next valley. The etherial quality of the evening sunlight
across the vast plains and distant mountain ranges, combined with the
tremendous welcome we received from local nomads along the way, was
unforgettable. Though I am no novice to riding, I found the experience
totally hair-raising - struggling across boulder-fields, cliffs, ravines and near
vertical screes - all the while clinging on to our guide for dear life, on his
pony's bouncing rump! We had to share horses, as a stallion had made off
with our two best mares.

On the final night we partied with the shepherds in one of their summer
yurts (they winter down in the Karakol valley). Later, I found myself gal
loping off in the moonlight with a drunken shepherd hanging round my
neck, the fiery pony leaping streams and marmot holes, with wild Asian
songs drifting across the valley. Fortunately I succeeded in locating the
whereabouts ofBase Camp in the gloom and unshipped from the pony just
in time!

Summary: In the summer of 1994.the Anglo-Russian Expedition to the
Tien Shan spent a month in the Khrebet Borkoldoy range.

Team members: Phil Bartlett, Marian Elmes, Larry Hooton, Nadia Lukina,
Alan Martley, Jane Sanderson, together with five members from Russia/
Kazakhstan/Kyrgyzstan. Helpers included a cook, a doctor, a Chinese
speaking liaison officer and a masseur/radio operator.

Peaks climbed: Mike Parsons, Phil Bartlett, Marian Elmes and Larry Hooton
between them climbed nine virgin peaks at 4500-5000m, including 'Three
Crevasse Peak', c5000m.
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