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Introduction

“So, Elbrus next year?” said Andy, as we drove across the Somme valley on our way back
from two very damp weeks in Chamonix.

“Yeah, sure,” Miles replied.

Further investigation revealed that Elbrus was better known for the appalling state of its
toilets than the quality of its mountaineering, but the idea of a trip to the former Soviet Union
had taken root. Kyrgyzstan, with its relatively easy access, minimal bureaucracy and wealth
of unclimbed Alpine-scale peaks, seemed the obvious choice: friends who’d visited the
country, whether for climbing or work, all strongly recommended it. Andy had previous
experience of expedition mountaineering from the successful Tagne 2001 trip to the Indian
Himalaya; Miles was keen to put the skills he’d learned in Scotland and the Alps to the test in
a more remote environment.
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Map data ©2017 Google Showmg the location of the Kmdyk Valley in Kyrgyzstan

Initial inquiries to ITMC (a logistics firm sharing premises and personnel with the Kyrgyz
Alpine Club) threw up a number of suitable areas, but we were drawn by the Kuiluu range in
the north-east, near to Enylchek and (crucially) far enough from the Chinese border that it
didn’t require special permits. Kuiluu is similar in size and height to the Mont Blanc massif
(the highest peak, Peak Constitution, is 5300m), and offers plenty of snow and mixed lines at
moderate grades. Andy had planned to visit the Kuiluu range in 2002, but had to abandon
the trip when his climbing partner was injured: to our delight, there were still unclimbed
peaks there. We settled on the Kindyk (Kyrgyz for “navel”) valley in the North-East of the
range, which had no recorded visits by climbers and was surrounded by three 4000m



mountains, which formed our main objectives. A further mountain (Objective B) at the head
of the nearby Taldysu glacier was our stretch goal.

Andy and Miles on a previous trip to Scotland
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Map of the Kindyk valley and surroundings, taken from the 1980 1:50,000 Soviet map series. May-Saz is 5km
east and 1km north of the top-right corner. Our suggested names are shown for the peaks we climbed.



Expedition members

Andrew Vine

Andy Vine (British, 38, mechanical engineer, climbing leader) has
been climbing in the Alps since 1998, and has spent 8 summer
trips climbing routes like Dent du Géant normal route, Barre des
Ecrins, traverse of Pelvoux (Coolidge couloir). Andy has also
completed the ski tour from Verbier to Zermatt. In 2001 Andy led
the MEF-supported “Tagne 2001” Expedition to the Himachal
Pradesh, climbing the previously unclimbed Mount Tagne
(6111m, http://elvum.net/tagne) and supporting the first ascent of
Sagar (6030m) from Camp 1. Andy now lives in the Peak District,
and enjoys climbing on rock, and making summer and winter trips
to Scotland and North Wales at every opportunity.

Miles Gould

Miles Gould (British, 37, computer programmer, expedition leader) has
been an outdoor enthusiast since 1995. He climbs up to VS on rock and
IV for Scottish winter. He has made two trips to the French Alps climbing
routes to PD+. He holds the Far From Help certificate for wilderness
medicine. This was his first trip to the Greater Ranges. On the
expedition, he was responsible for medical matters and speaking
Russian.

Two other team members were forced to drop out before we departed the UK:

Richard Fergie

Richard Fergie (British, 30, marketing data consultant, climber) developed a taste for
high(ish) altitude mountaineering on a long trip to the Cordiliera Blanca (Peru) with
successful ascents to 5500m and up to PD+ (Urus Este, Ishinca, Yanapaccha, Vallunaraju)
and failed attempts on Shagsha and Artesonraju.

Alia Sheikh

Alia Sheikh (British, 37, senior development producer and research engineer for the BBC)
has some trad climbing experience but no mountaineering/expedition experience. Alia was
to have been base camp manager, managing equipment and supplies and coordinating
climbing activities. She was also to have been in charge of filming. After dropping out of the
trip, Alia took on the job of sourcing medical supplies and climbing equipment.



Planning and preparation

Our planning started with an email to ITMC, saying that we were looking for unclimbed
peaks of moderate difficulty and altitude, and asking about transport and equipment hire.
They responded with a price list and an overview of the major mountaineering areas of
Kyrgyzstan, indicating several with unclimbed peaks. From this list, we were drawn to the
Kuiluu range, with its mixed lines at Alpine altitudes, and in particular to its underexplored
north-east corner.

From there, our next task was to learn as much as we could about previous trips to the
range, a task complicated by the bewildering variety of spellings (in both English and
Russian) used for the name. The expedition reports from the two ISM expeditions (in 2000
and 2009) were extremely useful, but the most useful resource we found was a trip report
(with comprehensive photos and GPS traces) from the Moscow State University
Mountaineering Club. We were excited to learn of the existence of the book
Knaccugbukamop Mapwpymoes Ha NopHbie BepwuHsi (Classification of Routes on High
Mountains), which lists first ascents of peaks in the former USSR, but when we managed to
borrow a copy (from the polar guide Phil Wickens, with whom Andy had originally planned to
visit Kyrgyzstan) we were disappointed to learn that it only gave altitudes, not coordinates -
and the altitudes didn’t often match the spot-heights shown on maps. Eventually, based on
our research and ITMC’s records, we concluded that the peaks surrounding the Kindyk
valley were unclimbed, and started looking for potential routes on Google Earth.

The 4700m peak at the head of the valley was the obvious main objective, and it looked
climbable by either its west or east ridge; the peaks on either side of the Kindyk glacier also
made obvious objectives, and appeared on Google Earth to be accessible via moderate
ridges. A fourth peak overlooking the Taldysu glacier (Peak Taldysu?) was our final
objective, but we considered it a stretch goal as it was probably not doable in a day from our
planned ABC location and would involve moving to a higher camp.

We havered over our approach plans. The obvious place to camp was at 3800m at the
tongue of the glacier (shown in the map above), but we would probably want a lower base
camp. Previous expeditions to Kuiluu had established base camps in the main Kuiluu valley,
at around 3000m, and had approached base camp using four-wheel drive vehicles.
However, they had been visiting the western end of the range and had driven along the track
on the north side of the Kuiluu river. ITMC said they could provide a driver as far as Kuiluu;
we asked about hiring horses, but they said that this would depend on there being
shepherds in the valley, and they couldn’t guarantee this. We peered intently at some odd
dots on the satellite photos - could those be huts? We weren’t sure, until Google updated
their imagery to reveal regular walls, indicating human activity.

Having identified a valley and some feasible looking objectives, we decided to go ahead.
We asked ITMC to organise us transport to and from Kuiluu (a minibus from Bishkek to
Karakol, and a 4WD from Karakol to the roadhead), and accommodation in Bishkek and



Karakol on the way. We also hired a satellite phone and Base Camp stove from them, and a
set of three canvas horse-panniers in the hope that we would be able to hire horses. To our

dismay, their bill (denominated in US dollars) arrived the morning after the Brexit referendum
wiped 10% off the value of the pound.

Both planning and training were made more difficult by our geographical dispersal - Miles in
Edinburgh, Richard in Northumberland, and Andy and Alia in Manchester. Nonetheless, we
managed some training weekends in Wales, Scotland and the Lake District, in which we
knocked off some classic scrambles and easy rock climbs and refined our camping and
catering systems. Miles took night classes in Russian, and lost around 15kg through a
combination of dieting and gym-based exercise, based loosely on the programme suggested
in Mark Twight’'s book Extreme Alpinism. Altitude medication and pre-trip vaccinations (for
rabies and hepatitis B) were obtained from our local travel clinics.

We were nearly derailed by two last-minute disasters. First, the holiday cover Richard had
arranged for his clients fell through. As a self-employed contractor, he couldn’t afford the
loss of business that would result, and reluctantly dropped out of the trip. Then, we were
almost unable to obtain adequate insurance. Since helicopter rescue has to come from
Bishkek, ITMC insist that insurance covers a high helicopter call-out fee, and the only
provider we could find who would provide this was the BMC - but though we’d sent in an
application form requesting their High And Remote Areas policy, we’d heard nothing back
from them. A series of panicked phone calls to Jim Krawiecki at the BMC eventually
diagnosed the problem - the name of one of our medicines was being caught in their spam
filter. Once we replaced the brand name of the drug with the generic name our application
was received and swiftly processed.

Eventually, the day of our departure arrived. Anything we hadn’t managed to prepare, we’'d
just have to do without. The trip was really, finally happening.

Objectives

Our aim was to make the first ascents of peaks surrounding the Kindyk valley, Kuiluu massif,
in particular
e Objective A: 42° 5'54.00"N 78°53'47.83"E, Google Earth height 4660m, via W face or
NW ridge
Objective B: 42° 5'23.92"N 78°52'44.85"E, Google Earth height 4790m, via NE ridge
Objective C: 42° 7'2.34"N 78°54'47.21"E, Google Earth height 4560m, via E ridge or
NE face
e Objective D: 42° 6'58.28"N 78°52'37.21"E, Google Earth height 4550m, via north
ridge.
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Logbook

Summary of events

13 August:
14 August:
15 August:
16 August:
17 August:
3400m.

18 August:

depart from UK, layover in Istanbul.

arrive in Bishkek, buy bulk food supplies.

meet with ITMC, bus to Karakol.

4WD vehicle to Kuiluu valley. Sleep in shepherds’ hut at May-Saz.
hike to Kindyk valley. Establish base camp at 3200m. Recce E side to

recce to snout of Kindyk glacier at 3800m. Cache gear there for Advance

Base Camp.

19 August:
20 August:
21 August:
Ridge.

22 August:
23 August:
24 August:
25 August:
26 August:

load-carry to ABC. Sleep at ABC.
recce East Kindyk glacier to 4070m, minor jobs around camp.
climb Tulkd Chokusu (Objective C) via East Kindyk glacier and East

descend to BC.

rest day at BC.

load-carry to ABC.

unsuccessful attempt on Karga Chokusu (Objective A) via the W ridge.
rest day at ABC.



27 August: climb Karga Chokusu (Objective A) via E ridge.

28 August: climb T66 Chokusu and Suurdun Chokusu (Objectives E and F).
29 August: strike ABC, descend to BC.

30 August: rest day and packing at BC.

31 August: walk-out to May-Saz, 4WD to Karakol.

1 September: driven to Bishkek, debrief with ITMC, souvenir shopping.

2 September: depart Bishkek.

3 September: arrive back in Edinburgh.

13 August - depart from UK

Despite our best intentions, the final packing went on late. We woke after far too little sleep,
threw the last few things into bags over breakfast, and then loaded ourselves and our kit
onto a taxi to Edinburgh airport.

Ouir first flight took us to Istanbul, where we spent our 7% hour layover trying to decode the
scan of the Kuiluu page of Classification of Routes on High Mountains that we had obtained
shortly before departure. With no grid references and no list of the abbreviations used, this
was not easy, and we worried that some of our objectives might, in fact, already have been
climbed. We also noticed a dot-in-triangle symbol on the summit of Objective D that we
somehow hadn’t spotted before - surely it couldn’t be a trig point? Lists of Soviet map
symbols that we found online were ambiguous, with some saying the symbol meant “trig
point” and others saying it meant “viewpoint”.

Then we got on another plane, caught up on some more movies, and mostly failed to sleep.

14 August - arrive in Bishkek

We arrived at Bishkek airport and were met by Andrei,
the driver from ITMC. He drove us in a minibus to the
Hotel Alpinist, where we arrived at about 10am. We

1 had a short nap, then took a taxi to the Osh Bazaar in
. search of bulk food supplies. Unfortunately the
confusing market layout, our rudimentary Russian, our
lack of Kyrgyz money and our extreme sleep
deprivation meant we only managed to buy a naan
and a couple of samosas (both common Kyrgyz
shacks, though not exactly like the Indian versions we
= were familiar with - the legacy of the Silk Road), so we
V; walked to the Beta Stores department store (pictured
left) instead. There we bought pasta, rice, chocolate
and nuts, but couldn’t find any sausage. We also
changed some money - though we later discovered
that we got a better rate withdrawing money from
ATMs.

We walked back to the hotel, then ordered a taxi to a
cafe for dinner. Ignoring our guidebook’s warnings, we




didn’t take a note of the cafe’s address before setting out; our taxi driver drove for ten
minutes and then admitted that he didn’t know where it was. Instead we went to Slim Jim’s, a
health-food café where the menu listed the calorific content of every dish. We left the cafe at
about 2230, avoided potholes in the dark until we were back on the main road, then caught a
taxi back to the hotel.

Apart from the potholes and lack of street lights, Bishkek felt modern and relatively affluent.
Although the communist aesthetic was apparent, there were also statues of Kyrgyz figures
and banners for the World Nomad Games.

15 August - minibus to Karakol

After breakfast at the hotel, we were collected by Andrei and driven to ITMC’s offices. There
we met their Programme Manager Lilia Saisheva, who had been our main point of contact.
We collected the panniers we had arranged in the hope of being able to hire horses in
Kuiluu, and asked about the ascents listed in Knaccugbukamop Mapuwpymoe Ha NopHbie
Bepuwunsbi. She didn’t know, so we met with Vladimir Komissarov, the head of ITMC/KAC.
He didn’t know either, but he did find that the 1956 expedition approached the range from
the south, so probably didn’t climb any of our objectives. He also confirmed that the
dot-in-triangle symbol on Objective D could mean a geodetic triangulation point. Andrei took
us to a meat stall and then a Narodnij Supermarket in search of sausages - initially kielbasa,
but we managed to explain that we wanted the dried kind.

We set off for Karakol in the minibus. Bishkek had felt like an outpost of Eastern Europe, but
it quickly became more obvious that we were in Central Asia. We stopped for lunch at a
roadside café called Food Stop, where we held up the queue with our struggle to order; we
had plov and a very thin piece of meat (almost like a pancake) covered in ketchup. Both
were extremely tasty. The road was smooth and well-paved for the first half of the trip, and
somewhat dilapidated for the second half.

We arrived in Karakol at about 5pm, and eventually found our homestay. Gulnara’s B&B was
hidden down a side-street on a road whose name had changed - Andrei only knew the
road’s Soviet-era name, Stakhanova, but it's now called Ubukeeva. We unpacked and
discovered that Miles’s Platypus had sprung a leak and had leaked all over our folder of
documents and maps. Andrei handed over the satellite phone we’d hired from ITMC and
bade us farewell.

We walked into town, where we bought bread, a plug (into which Andy wired our various
USB chargers), a SIM card for the Beeline network (which offered up to 1.5GB of 4G Internet
for the astonishingly low price of 50 som (about £1) per week), and 3L of bottled water to
replace Miles’ Platypus. Dinner was more plov at the hostel: still tasty. The other guests were
all trekkers, who were impressed by the ambition of our plans but were loudly disdainful of
our maps. Miles tried and failed to set up tweet-via-SMS on the satellite phone; eventually he
gave up and arranged to send SMS messages to Ciorstaidh, back in the UK, who'd post
them to Twitter on our behalf. Karakol has a good 4G network, local SIM cards are cheap
and wifi is common.



The large wheeled duffel-bag that held most of Andy’s kit was not suitable for the remainder
of our journey, and its contents had to be transferred into the panniers. We arranged for
Gulnara to store the bag until we returned, did some repacking, and went to bed.

16 August - 4 x 4 to Kuiluu

We woke before seven. Andy made a phone call, while Miles had his last shower for a
fortnight. We ate cereal, bread and jam for breakfast, and wished one of our fellow guests a
happy birthday. Our driver Nikolai and translator Sergei arrived at about 0805 in a Russian
jeep. We loaded our gear into the jeep and set off. The roads were potholed, and Nikolai
frequently drove on the verges rather than the road itself. Andy was amazed at Miles’ ability
to sleep while being thrown around by the off-road driving. A particularly big bump jolted him
awake to find that we were nearly in Kuiluu. After nearly two years of looking at it through
satellite photos, this was an emotional moment.

We drove up the south side of the valley until we met some herdsmen, who we asked about
hiring horses. An older herdsman arrived in a Mercedes pickup truck and took the lead in
negotiations (which were conducted in Russian, via Sergei). Nobody knew how much
portering should cost, or what an average day’s wage was; eventually we offered 5000 som
each way (about $75, or £56), which was deemed acceptable. We asked if any other
alpinists had visited this part of the range, and were told that they hadn’t seen any.

Sergei (right) explains our plans to the head herdsman.

One of the younger locals got in the jeep with us and directed Nikolai to a two-room hut. We

were told that it was too late to set off that day, but we were welcome to either pitch our tent

or sleep in the hut. We opted to sleep in the hut. We unpacked the jeep into the porch of the

hut, and then slept in the back room of the hut (on a pile of mats and quilts) until about 6pm -
our first proper rest in days.



The young man who'd accompanied us in the jeep turned out to be Beck, 23, the owner of
the hut, which had been built 56 years earlier by his grandfather. Also present was his friend
Talai, 53. Beck and Talai gave us dinner of lamb stew and bread, and we showed them
photos of France and Scotland, and talked about our partners. Beck was recently married to
Samara, who was expecting their first child; Talai was not married, and from his gestures it
was clear that he had no wish for that kind of hassle.

We were surprised to see camels.

After dinner, Beck and Talai herded their sheep into the pen for the night. Their flock was
502 sheep in total, of which 100 were Beck’s and the remainder were his sister’s, mother’s
or friend’s. The shepherds also had a few horses, and surprisingly camels. They told us that
in the winter the snow in Kuiluu is up to 1m deep and the temperature drops to -35C; Beck
lives in the hut in Kuiluu in the summer with his sheep and spends the winter with his wife in
Ak-Bulak. Shortly after 8pm we laid out quilts on the floor in the front room for us and Beck
(Talai got the one bed), and slept.

Left - Talai. Right - Beck counting the sheep into the enclosure.

17 August - establish Base Camp

Talai got up just before six and made tea, to which he encouraged us to add jam and raw
garlic. Beck went off to fetch the horses while we ate breakfast. We loaded the horses
(called Tedia, Sirka, and Patro) then at about 8am we set off on the walk up the Kuiluu valley
towards Kindyk, with Beck riding Tedia and leading the other two horses. Beck told us that
“Kindyk” means “belly button”.






