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Abstract 
ln August 2010 three Urifo,h climbers travell ed to the Torugart Too range in 

Kyrgyzstan 's Tien Shnn chain , with sights set on first ascents of 4,000m ~peaks. They 

made the first Ascents of Torolok. Free Tibet and Pik /\bu, and in add ition climbed a 

new route on Mm Snmir which was itself climbed for the first time earlier the same 

snmmcr by Proctor ct al. While the principle summits in the central region of the 

Tomgart Too have now been climbed. there is still good potential for first ascents 

fmthcr east and west, with some enticing peaks in the distance. 
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Introduction 
The Tien Shan in Kyrgy1,st1111 is a mystical and hea11tif11I region. rt has been the object 

of desire by mnny mnrn11di11g powers from .lcngis Khan to the soviets, but despite this 

i1 lrns remained rclntivc ly 11ntnmcd. Russian paranoia of a Chinese in vasion meant that 

much of the Tien Shnn were out of' hounds inn protected border zone, and thus the 

mountnineering revol11tion of the rest of the world largely bypassed Kyrgyzstan 's 

mountnins which languished behind the iron curtain . Since the fa ll of the USSR and 

the division of the Soviet bloc into separate slates, the Kyrgyz Republic have sought 

to eliminate red tape and open themselves up to tourists and trade. And so now, there 

arc a great many unclimbed mountains with relatively easy access. ft was this heady 

mix that attracted us to the Torugart Too, a range which had had enough exploration 

for us to realise it was wot1h visiting, but not enough to remove the spice of adventure 

or climb all the tasty looking prizes. We originally intended on climbing the second 

highest peak in the range and the only other 5,000m peak, but another expedition 

earlier in the summer climbed it, naming it Mur Samir. We turned our sights NNE to 

Torolok. a shapely peak strongly reminiscent of Tour Ronde in the French alps. 

Map 
See attached sheet. 

Expedition Members 

Sam Leach 
A chef and freelance writer based in Bristol, England, with a Bsc (hons.) in 

Geological Science from the University of Leeds. Ex president of Leeds University 

Union Mountaineering Club (LUUMC). Solid and experienced mountaineer with 

experience in the alps up to TD on rock and D on mixed/snow ground. Main organiser 

and nominal leader. 

Tom Nichols 
Medical student at University of Leeds and also ex president of LUUMC. Competent 

climber with depth of experience, climbed up to TD and Scottish V. Expedition 

medic. 

James Moneypenny 
Sports Sciences student at University of Sheffield. Part time outdoor instructor, 

previously full time before commencing studies. Strong climber with experience up to 

ED in the alps (Central Pillar of Freney etc) and Scottish VI. 

Objective 
To explore the Glacier west of Mustyr in the central Torugart Too, and attempt to 

climb Torolok. We had originally intended to attempt Mur Samir but another 

expedition earlier in the summer had climbed that by its North ridge. In addition we 

hoped to explore further West beyond all previous expeditions. 

Description of area 
The Torugart Too is in SE Kyrgyzstan and forms the border with China to the south 

and east. The highest peaks are above 5,000m but most peaks lie in the 3,800-4,800m 



range. The cent ral region which we visited is glaciated , though there is much evidence 

of retreat. nnd the s11rro1m<.Hng peaks arc onl y seasonall y snowy. The rock is 

predominantly limestone and deep sen tmbidi tc deposi ts which have been deformed 

into impressive fo ld structmes which nrc visible with Google Earth and dictate the 

strneturc nf the mountni ns to a great extent. The rock is brittle and has become hi gh ly 

frnc tmcd due to both the tectonic deformation and freeze thaw weatheri ng. 

Consequently the rock we found in the mountains was unreli able and unattractive 

from a climbing point of view. 

The landscape around the mountains is typical steppe: wide expanses of rough grass 

on poor. glacial soils. Travel by off road vehicle is possible on this terrain though 

slo,,r going and rivers can be completely impossible. The herdsmen by the river 

(indicated on map) were willing to supply horses, which can navigate almost any 

ground. To travel further east for more than a couple of days thjs would have been the 

best option. 

As would be expected in a limestone environment, the rivers have cut deep canyons in 

the mow1tains which made crossing difficult and in most places impossible - we used 

chockstones by which to cross, but these will not necessarily be there all the time. 

Research 
The useful reference materials were not numerous but they were organised and easy 

to find (see bibliography). Our irutial research started from a Mountain Info article by 

Lyndsay Griffin from Climb magazine. This lead us to contacting those involved for 

more information on their trips, particularly logistics. We found Google Earth a most 

useful tool in orientating ourselves with what had and what hadn't been climbed, as 

the different Russian maps we got hold of didn't correlate too well. 

We were in touch with John Proctor from the Edinburgh 2010 expedition which 

climbed Mur Sarnir. They let us know about the Lipin Russian expedition who 

climbed the S summit of Mustyr, and after their trip they also gave us tips and 

updated us on their activities so we knew what to aim for. In particular they sent us a 

good shot ofTorolok which focussed the mind after finding that our previous aim bad 

been climbed. 

In the country we spoke to Vladimir Commissarov who was on the ISM expedition 

with Pat Littlejohn. He showed us some photos from his trip and we looked at the 

map with him, which helped clarify a few things. 

Logistics 

Travel to Kyrgyzstan 
We flew from London Heathrow to Kyrgyzstan's Capital Bishkek via Istanbul with 

Turkish Airlines. This seemed to be the most economical route to take avoiding 

airlines with poor safety records. By splitting the luggage and packing light, we 

managed to scrape under the baggage limits. 

Travel within Kyrgyzstan 



ln Kyrgyzstan we used lTMC for logist ics, who nrc used hy the majority of 

expeditions in the coHnt ry (all of those we hnd been in touch with) and we found them 

to be excellent. They sent n taxi to the ai rport to coll ect us and had arranged an 

npa.t1mcnt fo r use in Bishkek. We hnd hired a large 4wd vehicle and a dri ver to dri ve 

us south to the Toiugnrt Too. which took two days right up to base camp. /\ sturdy 

vehicle like this wus a great help as is reduced walking and meant we didn ' t need the 

additional expense of hiring horses. ITMC come hearti ly recommended. 

Permits 
Kyrgyzstan is fairl y low bureaucracy and visiting is easy. For most of the country 

there are no pennits required, however in the border zone a border permit is required. 

This is easy to obtain and took only a few weeks. ITMC our logistics provider 

obtained this for us. It doesn 't seem to be possible any other way. There is a 

checkl)oint at the entry to the border zone where permits are checked. 

Insurance 
We used BMC worldwide expedition insurance for the trip. No claims were made but 

the cover is as extensive as any other we found. 

Food/accommodation 
We bought all food in the country except a few things we brought with us. Osh bazaar 

in Bishkek is great and has everything you need if you look hard enough - it' s much 

bigger than you think. We bought lots of pasta, noodles, potatoes, spices, dried fruit 

and sweets. The pasta was not very good and we 'd recommend testing a few brands 

before you buy. The noodles took a long time to cook and were not that good when 

cooked. We wished we'd brought more tinned vegetables, cured meats and savory 

things. We used Russian dehydrated meals which ITMC obtained for us, these were 

largely good, though the portions are very small, and the buckwheat porridge was all 

but inedible. The potato based meals were best. We couldn't find a source of smash in 

Bishkek. We had help from a student interpreting at the market, but that was not a 

huge amount of help, the traders are friendly and haggling is easy. 

We bought a sheep at At Bashy bazaar which gave welcome fresh meat mid way 

through our stay at base camp. The herdsmen incorporated it into their flock until we 

wanted to kill it. With hindsight we could have bought a sheep from them, but we 

weren't sure they'd be there. 

Kyrgyz nan bread is cheap, delicious and will last forever - it just dries up. It was just 

the thing we needed, and we should have bough a vast sack of it to take with us. 

Organising food for a month was new to us and is quite an effort. Plan well before 

you go, decide what you need and how much of it. Think about how much pasta 

you' ll eat at each sitting etc. and then buy that weight of it. Take plenty of foods that 

appeal to hunger. 

Communication 
Mobile phone coverage is remarkably good in Kyrgyzstan, the government have 

invested as a landline system is so impractical outside the cities. We didn't get signal 

near base camp but a Kyrgyz sim card would get some signal close by. We took a sat 

phone with us as a safety precaution but it proved to be completely useless. Don' t let 



people in the UK expect to henr from you, they' ll only worry when inevitably there' s 

no signal. The battery Ii fc wns very poor too . Don · t rely on it. 

Mcdiul Arr11ngcmcnts 
Tom provided the medical kit. He is a medical student and so while not qualified 

provided a degree of expertise to help us. James and I arc both trained in basic first 

aid. We took \\~th us a well-equipped first aid kit , some general antibiotics, 

painkillers. a traction device. a SAM splint , and various other pieces of equipment. 

Thankfully none of it got used. Our evacuation plan was to use the sat phone, which 

might have just worked if we'd sent a text message. 

In tenns of inoculation, we all had the relevant shots from previous trips - hepatitis, 

polio. rabies etc. There is no malaria in the country and aside from a bought of gastro 

intestinal trouble towards the end of the trip we were fine. 

Risks and hazards 
Our trip faced the usual hazards of a trip of this nature. Briefly I will outline them 

below: 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Road travel: Kyrgyzstan's roads are patchy in quality, busy in places and 

traffic is dangerous. 
Political instability: we arrived in the country during a political upheaval that 

nearly stopped us going at all. The president had been exiled during a 

revolution and there had been violence in the capital. While there we saw no 

signs of unrest, and while the political upheaval continued during our stay, 

things were peaceful while we were there. In reality it was probably no more 

dangerous than visiting London during large-scale protests. 

Water quality: we didn't purify most of our water. A purifying pump would 

have been a convenient way to purify water but we didn't have one with us. 

This might have stopped our gastro intestinal upset we experienced late on in 

the trip, though this was probably from food. 

Theft: our base camp was looked after by our driver the whole time, but 

nonetheless a few things were stolen by the local herdsmen. We were vigilant 

having been warned by a previous expedition. 

Climbing: the primary risks while climbing were of falling rocks (the rock was 

very poor) and the usual trips/slips while moving fast unsecured. We took 

helmets and were careful of rocks, sticking to North faces, while rocks poured 

down E faces. 
• River crossings: some of the rivers we crossed were in deep canyons and we 

had to cross via chockstones or jumping. With heavy packs these were often 

dangerous maneuvers, however crossing the rivers was unavoidable in getting 

to the glaciers. As always, vigilance and care is the best solution. 

Finances 
Our trip was frugal and not complex. We each bought our own flights and arranged 

our own insurance. In-country travel and accommodation which was booked through 

ITMC I paid via international bank transfer from the grant money. Our sat phone was 

paid for on return from the grant money. Food, drink and additional expenses in 

country we paid for with our own money communally. 

A summary of our expenditure is as follows : 



Fli~hts: £640 cnch 

Transfers nnd accl,mmodnt ion : £ 1 700 

Food: £450 
Snt phonr £240 

FundinJ? 
\Vr were nwnrdcd grants from the BMC and MEF. which made the expedition 

possihk. All other funds were contributed by expedition members. In the future we 

would explore more of the grants available to exped itions. some of these requi re huge 

:mmunts of notice. which we didn 't have. 

Environmental and Social Impact 
We carried in all fuel and food. and carried out all waste, aside for human waste 

which " ·as buried deeply away from water courses. We were extremely careful not to 

drop litter and to keep our campsite tidy, unexpectedly, we found the herdsmen who 

frequently visited to share no such care. and they would cast rnbbish aside with 

imptmity. As a result we spent a great deal of time picking up their fag butts before 

" ·e left! The locals were pleased and intrigued to see us, and we spent a lot of time 

\\ith them. sharing food and jokes across a significant language barrier. In general 

they were kind and welcoming. They were grateful of gifts, but what they were most 

keen on was those things most valuable to them: rope, fruit/vegetables , cigarettes and 

tools - the market was a long way away. 

Diary 
17/08/10- Fly from London Heathrow to Istanbul 

18/08/10 - Arrive in Istanbul, stopover, fly on to Bishkek. 

19/08/10-Arrive in Bishkek early morning. Taxi to apartment in city, sleep and then 

meet with ITMC in the afternoon. Reece Osh Bazaar for following day's shopping 

trip. 

20/08/10 - Bought food for trip at Osh Bazaar, ferrying it in taxi back to ITMC 

headquarters. In the afternoon we wandered around the city centre and relaxed. 

21/08/10- Nipped to Osh Bazaar to get a few final important purchases, then set off 

on the road with our driver Sashka. Drive south and camp by the road side south of 

Naryn. 

22/08/10 - Pick up a sheep at At Bashy's Sunday bazaar, then continue to base camp, 

turning off the road and driving across the steppe for the last few miles. By the river 

which lies between the road and base camp (BC) we meet the herdsmen who become 

regular visitors to BC. 

23/08/10 -Attempt a new route on E ridge of Pik Kurnay. We climb successfully up 

the couloir which faces our base camp, but shortly along the ridge are repulsed by a 

deep col which would require several abseils and a distinct lack of snow or ice on the 

far side. We down climb the route we took up, and walk back to base camp. The 

clouds that had threatened all day opened a couple of hours after we returned and we 

were treated to our first storm in the Tien Shan. 



24/08/10 Ycstcrdny's s\01111 is lingeri ng, and we rest ond organise base camp. 

25/08/10 - Walk up to advanced bnsc camp (A IJC) 0 11 the John Charles I lall glac ier 

(route described below). We make camp 0 11 the moraines beside the obvious co l on 

the cast bank. There is a stream flowing which provides good water. Briefl y rccce the 

lower slopes of Torolok. 

26/08/10 - We oversleep and decide to abandon our planned ascent and just have a 

rcccc of the bcrgshnmd. We climb easily to the bcrgshrund and quick ly our recce 

tums into a summit attempt. Unfo rtunately we have only half the ice screws, no rock 

gear and no quickdraws with us, but we muddled on with what little we had. There 

was no call for rock gear anyway - the rock was very poor. The route is described 

below. and is truly excellent, continuous ice climbing in a stunning setting. 

27/08/10 - Exhausted we sleep in. Rest day. We recce the upper part of the glacier for 

potential routes for the following day. Decide against E face of Mustyr which is 

almost stripped of snow and has large amounts of rock fall coming down it. Spy a 

couple of lines on Mur Samir - an elegant line which became Diligent Epiphany and 

an impressive but perhaps boring W face of open snow. 

28/08/10 - Set off early to attempt the N face of Mur Samir in crisp perfect air. We 

make the bergshrund in good time but I am feeling unwell and so return to ABC 

which Tom and James continue. They return later having climbed the first ascent of 

Diligent Epiphany (described below). 

29/08/10 - Return to BC. Kill and butcher the sheep with the help of the herdsmen, 

then feast. 

30/08/10 - Rest day at BC. Heavy rain/snow/hail and strong wind in the afternoon. 

31/08/10 - Weather improves and we pack for the following day. 

01/09/10- Walk east to establish another ABC in the next glacier system east. We 

camp on a flat moraine a few hundred metres ahead of the glacier proper, and it is a 

comfortable camp. James heads up the glacier to look at Pik 4522, which looks 

somewhat like the Aiguille Verte, while Tom and I walk SE to look at the attractive 

peak E of 4522. James finds that the going over the glacier is difficult and the peak is 

further away than expected, so he is unable to add to our observations from ABC 1 

where we could look from the col across to 4522. Tom and I find an attractive glacial 

lake with shapely but straightforward mountains above. By now Tom has injured his 

finger making ice climbing impossible, so we decide to plump for a snow plod up the 

mountains above the lake. 

02/09/10 - We wake a bit late to the sounds of heavy snow on the tent, which 

continues for the rest of the morning, before stopping briefly in the afternoon. We 

bask in the sun for half an hour before a gust of wind brings more weather our way, 

and we retreat to the tent again. 

03/09/10 - The weather is clear and crisp as we set off in darkness and walk up past 

the lake, all feel ing very Scottish. The snow is fai rly fresh and soft but not bad going, 



nnd we make good time to the col between Pik Abu and Free J'i bct. We leave qomc 

gcnr nnd wnlk up the N ridge of Free Tibet. which steepens ni ce ly, fi riishing with a 

frw sh011 scrambling sections ns the ridge Onttens out. Unfo rtunately the cloud 

descends ns we rcnch to s111ntllit. nnd so we arc al111ost depri ved of the view, just 

cntching n few seconds. Co111ing back down the same way. we quickl y walk up to the 

summit of J>ik Abu from where we arc treated to a super view of our footprints 

stretching up to the sulllmit of Free Tibet. With the last of my camera battery f 

managed to snap it. Back at AUC2 we cat and then get back in the tent to weather the 

stonn once more. 

04/09/10 - Out of food we head back to BC. Tom and James leave early to attempt 

the N face of the peak SE of Snow King, but are repulsed by stone fall. Suffering with 

bad knees. I walk back and meet the others at BC. 

05/09/10 - Restocked with food, I help Tom and James ferry a load up to ABC2 

which they are moving further cast into the glacial basin E of Pik Abu. I take back 

some superfluous things and leave them to it, walking back to BC. They walk round 

and camp. 

06/09/10 - In BC by myself, I rest my knees, while up at ABCJ Tom is suffering 

gastrointestinal problems. 

07/09/10 - Tom and James return unsuccessful but sure that there are attractive 

mountains in that basin, two potential good ones. [A possible trip for someone, taking 

a taxi (cheap) to where we left the road then picking up horses and riding round into 

the va!Jey]. 

08/09/10 - Spent the day washing, packing and sorting out our kit, and clearing up 

BC, making sure that no litter was left etc. 

09/09/10 - Depart BC and have tea with the herdsmen at their yurts before setting off 

on the road again back to Bishkek. We stop off for the night at Tash Rabat. 

10/09/10 - Arrive back in Bishkek late and stay with our driver Sashka. 

11/09/10 - Spend day relaxing in Bishkek and eating. 

12/09/10-James and I are struck with the same Gastro Intestinal bug that Tom had in 

the mountains, and are stuck in the apartment. 

13/09/10 - Drove to Issuk Ku!. 

14/09/10 - Issuk Ku! 

15/09/10 - Issuk Ku! and back to Bishkek 

16/09/10 - Packing, sight seeing in Bishkek, drinking. 

17/09/10 - Fly from Bishkek and arrive back in UK 



Description and notes on new routes climbed 

Appro11ch to ,lohn Ch11 rk!i Hnll rn11cicr 

We named the glncicr in memory of Tom 's fri end John Charl es Hall. rt is a fairl y 

benign glncicr in it s wet/dry pan wi th little topography and negligible crevassing 

when we were there. making it quick nnd easy to nnvigatc. As wou ld be expected 

from n glacier in rctrcnt. there arc significant morai nes at its terminus. and these made 

tough gl)ing. We approached on the East bank then crossed at the joining of the ri vers 

where a chockstonc made crossing easy. The canyon to the west is deep and mostly 

impossible to cross safely. With care. it is possible to avoid the worst of the 

undulating moraines by sticking to the grassed areas and tryi ng to go around piles 

rather than straight up. 

Torolok - North face, Difficile 60° ice continuous 

The face offers superb climbing on continuous hard ice, and stays in shade for a 

significant portion of the day. Below the bergschrund is snow of 30°-50°. We took a 

fairly direct route up the right hand side of the face (see topo) so as to avoid rock fall 

from the wall on the left and to try and find rock belays on the outcrops to the right. 

No good rock gear was found. Exact route will depend on bergschrund position - it 

was easy to cross for us. The route took good ice screws. Towards the top the angle 

eases where you come to the small summit ridge, which is easily walked across to the 

small summit rognon of very poor rock. It is not possible to arrange belays so care 

must be taken on this final section. Descent is by abseil on good threads to the 

bergschrund. This route was climbed by all the team 

Mur Samir- Diligent Epiphany, TD- 50°-80° ice, one section of 90° 

Climbed by Tom Nichols and James Moneypenny. An impressive route which leads 

through ice runnels on the North face and joins the NW ridge to the summit. Easy 

snow slopes ofup to 45° lead to the bergschrund which is crossed easily. Snow and 

ice steepens gradually to a maximum of 90° in the narrowest part. The face shallows 

off to the ridge, which is followed to the summit. Descent followed the descent route 

of Procter et al, down the east side of the wide serac covered north face, including a 

couple of abseils. PD- has been suggested for the descent. 

Free Tibet (Facile/PD-) and Pik Abu (Facile) 

We climbed these two peaks in a brief break in the weather. Approaching via the lake 

from the west, we climbed up behind the lake to the col between the two peaks easily. 

The ridge to Pik Abu is a short easy walk, the ridge S to Free Tibet on the Chinese 

border is steeper and longer, with a couple of very short scrambling sections on the 

final part of the ridge. The views from here would be superb but were mostly blocked 

by cloud on our climb. 
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Conclusion/future potential 
The Tomgart Too range is fabulously beautiful and very accessible despite its feeling 

of remoteness. In the centra l range most of the appeti sing summ its have been climbed 

now. the notable exception being the peak between Torolok and Free Tibet, which has 

a mixed section high up which looks difficul t, though it is hard to say. Certainly it 's a 

shapely peak. There arc peaks to the east still unclimbed which Tom and James 

reported to be good looking. and there arc certainly many new routes to be clim bed in 

the range on existing peaks. though none that stood out as stellar lines to us. Away to 

the west. the chain stretched to the horizon with glacial peaks looking excellent. 

Access is fa irly easy and a good trip could be had leaving the road where we did and 

striking out towards new mountains. 
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Appendices 

Notes on equipment 

We were advised to take the same equipment we 'd use in the alps plus an extra layer 

and found that advise helpful. We used typical alpine leather/composite boots, a mix 

of fleece, softshell and breathable waterproofs, plus a belay jacket/duvet each. An 

extra fleece layer proved adequate. Tom had trouble with his new boots which are of 

modem lightweight design, and some of the trim/fittings broke. It hammered home 

the importance of robust and easy to mend equipment on expedition - this is more 

important than saving 50g. The only changes I'd make in the future would be to take 

more equipment to make base camp more comfortable - washing up bowl, chopping 

board, cutlery and crockery etc. 
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