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Central Asia

The Former Winter Capital of Bhutan at Punakha Dzong 
Samuel Davis (1757-1819) 

1783. Watercolour, pen and black ink, brown ink, gouache, graphite,  
with scratching out and sponging on moderately thick, slightly textured,  

cream, wove paper, mounted on thick, moderately textured, beige, wove paper, 
17½ × 27½ inches. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.
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INES PAPERT & LUKA LINDIČ

Lost in China

Ines Papert warming up for Kyzyl Asker on the 2004 route Border Control  
on the so-called Great Walls of China nearby. (All images Luka Lindič)

The leading German alpinist Ines Papert and the Slovenian Luka Lindic made a 
much-fancied first ascent on the south-east face of  Kyzyl Asker (5842m) over two 
days at the end of  September 2016, via their new route Lost in China (1200m, ED, 
WI 5+, M6). It was Papert’s third attempt on the face, which has seen plenty of  
attention from other climbers too. These details are drawn from Papert’s account 
and other sources.

Kyzyl Asker, meaning ‘red soldier’, is a dramatic and hard to access 
mountain in the western Kokshaal-too which straddles the border  

between Kyrgyzstan and Xinjiang: part of  the Tien Shan. After it was first 
photographed in 1998, the south-east face became a magnet for some of  
the world’s leading alpinists. Among the feature’s most appealing lines was 
an elegant ice couloir. First to try were the British climbers Es Tresidder 
and Guy Robertson in 2002 and 2004. They found out that in bad weather 
the couloir is plagued with spindrift avalanches and in good weather the 
ice quickly melts out. Having found conditions too warm on their second  
expedition, when the couloir’s ice simply disappeared, the two speculated  
the line might only be possible in winter. They had plenty of  consolation:  
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their expedition, which included Matt Halls, Pete Benson and Robin 
Thomas, climbed five new routes, including Kyzyl Asker’s north face, the 
mountain’s second ascent, as well as a line on the granite walls to the south 
dubbed the Great Wall of  China, a steep ice chimney called Border Control 
(650m, ED2, WI5, A1).

In 2007, a Russian team from St Petersburg, comprising the late Alex-
ander Ruchkin, Mikhail Mikhailov and Alexander Odintsov, climbed the 
striking pillar to the right, coming in from the right to avoid the steep  
lower third; the Franco-Belgian team of  Nicolas Favresse, Sean Villaneuva, 
Stéphane Hanssens and Evrard Wendenbaum climbed the entire pillar in 
2011 via a hard new route, which shared some pitches with the Russian 
line, with climbing up to 5.12c and M6+, called China Jam. In the years 
since other lines have been added to the right of  the pillar, most recently,  
in July 2016, The Spear (1300m, A3, M8) from the Russians Oleg Khvostenko, 
Vasya Terekhin and Alexander Parfyonov.

Papert had made two previous attempts on the couloir Tresidder and 
Robertson had tried, the first in 2010 when she retreated 300m shy of  the 
summit due to heavy snowfall and avalanches. A second attempt a year 
later also failed after health problems in Papert’s team. Five years later the 
haunting appeal of  Kyzyl Asker persuaded Papert to try for a third time.  

She brought with her the Slovenian climber Luka Lindic, as enthusiastic 
about the project as she was.

Papert and Lindic warmed up with a repeat of  the Tresidder and Rob-
ertson route Border Control. Then they focussed on the ephemeral couloir. 
With only a narrow window of  good weather, the pair set off  at 5am on the 
morning of  30 September, simul-climbing the first few hundred metres in 
the dark. Papert and Lindic knew that they had to make progress quickly to 
reach the summit ridge that same day, before the weather worsened and they 
would have to retreat in the face of  a snow storm and the inevitable spindrift.

The pair gained ground quickly, soon arriving at the steep ice that consti-
tutes the route’s main technical challenged. Papert recalled hearing Lindic, 
who was out of  sight above her, screaming for joy when the upper section 
of  the couloir came into view and he realised it continued up to the summit 
ridge. Papert said that neither she nor Lindic had climbed such a perfect 
ice and mixed route at that sort of  altitude before. A thunderstorm set in 
as night was falling and the pair continued as darkness fell until they were 
two pitches below the summit ridge and then set up an uncomfortable and 
extremely exposed bivy exposed to heavy spindrift.

After a tough and severely cold night the two climbers began their ascent 
to the summit next morning, reaching the summit ridge at around 10am; 

Left: Papert preparing for the ephemeral couloir on Kyzyl Asker’s south-east 
face. The route takes the line above her head and slightly to the left. The pillar 
to the right was the route of first ascent in 2007.

Both Papert and Lindič described the ice climbing as the best they’d experienced 
at altitude.
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they left ropes and gear behind and raced to the summit, Lindic making 
way for Papert, telling her that she should be first after all her experiences  
and hardships on the mountain. Papert and Lindic reached the top at 
12.10pm local time.

The pair knew the weather was set to worsen so they rappeled down 
their route as quickly as possible, solely using abalakovs. They reached their 
ABC at 7pm and almost immediately a massive thunderstorm swept over 
the mountain, sending spindrift avalanches down the face. ‘Failure is part 
of  climbing,’ Papert said afterwards. ‘So is patience. After the second failed 
attempt I needed to let the idea rest, I didn’t want it to become my purpose 
in life … but it’s one route that begs to be climbed.’

Facing south, the couloir is prone to melting out in good weather.

Towards the end of the first afternoon, worsening weather prompted the route’s 
other great hazard: spindrift.

Papert photographed at dusk. The two 
climbers continued until it was dark to 
ensure success.

Despite a tough bivouac, Papert and 
Lindič were able to continue to the 
summit ridge.

Papert on the summit ridge. The pair descended the route on the same day, 
escaping just before another storm hit the peak.
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