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The Tien Shan, or “celestial

mountains’, are the most

northerly of the great Asian

ranges, and Khan Tengri

: 7,010m) is without doubt the

' _ ' 5 ] . jewel of the Tien Shan. An

% imposing ice-pyramid with
soaring, elegant ridges and a

. l summit of radiant marble,

Al Khan Tengri has the

JEWEL OF THE CELESTIAL RANGE b ol

Bar, == northern of any 7,000m peak
hy Paul SChWEi:Ef ' and is widely regarded as one
| of the most beautiful
mountains on the planet. lts
striking and mystical
presence has made a deap
impression since ancient
times - the name means
‘Lord of the Spirits” in the
local dialect and it was
worshipped as a godin the
indigenous shamanistic
culture. Later in history it
was observed from high
passes on the legendary Silk
Road trading route and was
celebrated by Chinese poets
as far back as the Tth
4 century. The mountain lies on
#'IE‘ horder of Kazakhstan and
Kf;_gyzstan and is only a

le of kilomelres distan!
Fom thiic mutual border
Wit China. Since it's a border

peak you can approach Khan
Tengri either by flying to
Bishkek in Kyrgyzstan or to
Almaty in Kazakhstan,
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nitop.of being a unigue and beautiful mountain

Khan Tepari s 2 widlly user-friendly expeditionary

objective - there's no expensive and annpying

Lizizon Officer to desl with, no porters and no

peak permit. You flyinta an erganised Base Camp

by helicopter, where you're provided with thres
cooked meals 2 day, all the Russian tez you can drink, a cabin
tent to slesp in and where ydu can hang oul ina lit. cornmunal
mess tent in the gvening, drinking vodka and watching third
rate videds: | got excellent logistical bets from Simon Yates:
wha's climbed the mauntain many tumes and, on his
recommendation, flew to Almaty, whera | metup with my
climbing partner Markus

Markus and | have an unusual partnership, Wea Hrst meat in
Peru in 2001 and climbed together briefly in the Andes. He
lives in Vignna and | live in Edinburgh and althaugh we had a
vary goot 1rip te the Khumbu Valley, firing off Pumaeri and
Ama Dablam in rapid succession, Tor Some reason we'va
never mananad to be in the same place &t the same lime
in Eurepe.

Arriving in Almaly we wers bath spaced oul lrom [ack ol
s{gap and (o4 much travel, On Simoh's advice-we'd purchased
a package deal from Kan Tangri Mountain Services, the man
tour aperator in thearea, and definitely the way forward, We
were metat-the-airpert and taken to a fancy suparmarket to
by hill food, which was quite taxing in our disoriented state,
especially since all the food labels were in Russian, But st
least we managed to purchase plenty of boozs. Then we were
shunted to s pash sporting goods store Inr gas canisters,
then whisked out of lewn in the minivan for the live-hour
driva to Karkars 12.200ml, In the remale feothills of the Tien
Shan range

It wis a relief to leave the sweltering heat and congestion
of Almaty - the place s singularly devaid of character or
charm, but swatrminy with BMWs, Mertedes and flash fxd4s
Dafinitely il your typical impoverished Asian cty = the mulli-
rational oil corporations who own the world are.dumping
sarjous money into the place. Karkara, on the other hand, is a

highly gleasant spet to hang owt, soak up the sunshine and
hike tn the local losthills to begin acclimatising. The camp
there caters o 3 wide range of clientele, from climbersand
trekkers to rich Japanese tourists indulging in helicapler
sight-sesing excursions, (o hali-mountain bikers: | didn’t
realise |l until | got thérg, but having & mauntain Bike:in
Harkars wolld bave been awssome. The entire operation is
tightly managed by Karbek Valiyev, a Kazakh/Russan farmar
mguntainear turned highly successful entrepreneur, Taciturn,
bear-like and undoubtadly the Boss = & sor of Russian
Godiather figure

Markus-and | took the first hellcapar flight of the seasan
(1ath Julyl from Karkara.te the Base Camp on the maraines of

the Morth Inylchek Glacier at 4,000m. In Karkara the tone is

sei by the descandants of Ghengis Khan, while in Base Camp
It's tha farmar Soviet militaristic sports cultyre that comes to
the fore: The camp was originally setup to host old style
Soviet climbing competitions as well &5 a yearly international
raca to thesummil of Khan Tangri vis-the West Ridge, Alex
Lowe, one of the brighter lights from the old days wha 15 sadly
no lengeramong us, won the race in 1993 and set a pew
spesd record of 10 houes eight minutes from the South BC to
the:summit - damned fast, He thereby shaved more than tour
haurs off the previous Russian record —an American victary in
a strange post-Cold War variation on thearms race,

On aur flight inte Base Camp there were two Amaricans,
bath named Dar, who lmd arrived in Karkara the marning of
our departure, The two Dans had climbed Everest the year
belore from the Tibetan side and, being American, they kad
the biggest cameras, the whitest teeth, and all of the latest
and most eXpensive gear. They started off with quitea cocky
attitude, not only had they aleeady ticked The Big One’, but
this wissr they'd spent lols of money using an artifical
acclimatization-system 1o get used to low partjal pressures of
oxygen without even leaving their Mew York sitting rooms.

Mot having lhed in the US for many years, | olten find
Amaricans mildly off-putting whean | first-meet them, Bul then
ance you teal with them lor a littke while they can turn out to



becool and down-to-garth people: In the end we
goton guite wall with the two Dans and were
genuinely disappainted that, like:many of tha
Khan Tengri contenders, they gol their asses
kicked and didn't make the summit, They said it
was technically much hiarder than Everest and
the weather was worse. Plus there were np high
altivude porters to carry their-loads and ne
bottled oxygen to suck.

Climbing Khan Tengri entalls a hefty 3,000m
altituds gain from Base Camp and the climbing
Segaon i very shafl So il you coma direct from
the lew-altilude hogs of Britain, you need a good
atclimatisation strategy to succeed. The:
Standard Route from the north makes use of a
Gamp 1 al 4,B00m; Camp 2.at 5,500m, an ascent
of the Morth Peak of Chapayey [6,700m|, then a
diescent to Camp 3 15,800m] in the saddie
between Chapayev and Khan Tengri. This is the
intersection point with the Standard Route from
the south and ust balow the saddle is an
elabarale system of lce caves thal many people
ulitise In lieu of tents. Then a very long sumemit
day Fram Camp 3 to the-topand back again. |
figured that once | dropped down to Camp 3
there was no way | wanted to relurn bafore
reaching the summit, Sowe decided to treat
Chapayev a5 a warm-up peak in its own right.
We climbed it in a-thrae-day push. then
descended to Camp 2 and then all the way back
down to Base Camp for & final bout ol R&R
before the real summit bid.

Back in BC altar climbing Chapayev we
wallowed In luxury, gorging on food, water and
thick air. There's even & Hussian bath' with
sauha dnd vats of boiling water that you can
fadte pveryourcell, plus this chance for @ bit of
seif-flagellation with myrtle branches = ideal far
the British peyche. Atter dinner we relaxed
drinking vodka and watching low-grade videos in
the ax-army mess leat, usually some obscure
Western fare gverdubbed in a strident Russian
that Stalin would have enjoyed. Bundied in fleecy
hats and duvet jackets ina freazing cold tent,
walching outdated Hollywood abscuraona
glatier in cantral Asia was strangs enough, But
an our third night back jn BC, Markus and |
underwent a truly surreal exparience - the video
wag a full-on Bollywood musical, replete with
mielodramatic sony and dance routines
averdubbed in militaristic Russian. For some
reason neither of us could lathermn, the
Kazakh/Russian guides and 8C staff loved it,
Markus and | had no chowee byt to consume a lot
of cheap vodka that evening.

Alter three days in Base Campand a
Bollywaod musical [l was time to get serious.
We'd sbserved  fairly stable pattern of twa clear
dayslollowed by three or four stormy ones, so
we set off from Base Campinastarmaltera
colipts daysof biad wisather and bivwied 31 Camp
1 and ascended to Camp 2 the next day in gven
warse conditions, While melling snow in the
Bibler that:evening we heard the sudden
sickening roar of an-approaching avalanche.
Looking out of the tent we saw a massive saction
of the cornice breaking away from the ridgs
hetwean Chapayey and Khan Tengri, The break
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a portion of the globie 1hal has always been & cultural cressroadsand diverse
Influances have blage 1 e C i ve mixiure. Ancient Chinaand the Silk
Road, the Mongoli

| tha namadic herse tribes - the ‘Mongolian hordes” wha
f ows and dareling
pine forests i.rrﬁ_liuw 4otk - the by & es healih and strength. The
d, 1|rrLt_ﬂWﬂdW, ol 5
B Ariied 1.“1 wowed 1o new p1=t|.|rl:lan|! Har
! ‘ turing contesfs of skill and recklessne
highlight o ok & I & form of erazed rughy on horseback, Like rug
heras ne he n 3 Ei g an thewr sie But in place of & madesl laathar ball thoy
grappie with a veEgs i _ Wiy ey once rilled 3 vast porthan of the garth's shrfate,

was a way down from the summit of Chapayev, nearer 1o the'saddle of
Camp 3 - just where a party af German climbers wino'd lelt earlier in
the day should be by then. As we watched the giant crashing
avalanche from tha tent wewaited Lo sze tiny Garmans turmbling
dawn the face with It, but luckily there was nuthing but show and e
We learned the next day thal it was actually the Germans who
trundled the cornice. They were-following the sxisting broken track
line to Camp 3 when suddenly it gave way like perforation on a slip of
pager —tear-along the dotied line. The guy in front was left with.one
leg dangling in the void and-scared shitless

Mext day we climbed Chapayev for the second time, in mixed
weather — very windy and cold but the clouds ware being shredded by
the wind, which |s usually a good sign. We dropped down 1o the saddle
below the West Ridge to set up Camp 3 late:in the-evening under
clearing skies. Fortuitously, the day of eur Summit bid dawned still
and crystal clear. | left camp at around dam, just=s the first rays al
sun hit the tent, Markus had left about 15 minutes before— we'd
decidad to climbat our gwn pace bacause thal worked best, We
figured if the terrain got tricky we could just clip into the dubous
fixed ropes, which-2re better treated 85 an omergancy back-up rather
than-g safe jug line

After steadily ascending for two hours.and passing Markus and a
number of other peaple who had come up from the south and bivvied
in the-snow caves, | got stuck behind 5 whele gaggle of climbers
where the ridge turned steep and the ground gol mildly technical. U've
neveT been very patient in rush hour traflic and after gatting hit on
the shin by a falling stone | decided it wWas Lime to begin overtaking
even on technical ground. Maybe it's rude but you have to do the same
thing in the Alps I you wanl to get-anywhere on busy routes,

At 'one point the route Fscended a fairly steep rock step and it
bécarms obvious that the peopleabove werz going to clog this section
faraver, So [ unclipped fram the fixed line angd started saloing. | had o
move over to-the lett inta-a thin runnel of newd to bypass the hurman
ahstactes op the fixed line: For the first few metres | got = tingling
buzz of adrenaline and uncertainty being unroped on hardish terrain
with 3 9,000ft drop down to the glacier below. But my crampans bit
into perfect névé and the rock proffered bomber hosks and it started
to feel good. | passed aboutl 10 people to become tha first one on the
raute.

| didn’t think I'd be sesing anyane eise until the way down, but after
2 while | loaked below and saw that hia othar climbers had lollowed
iy example and soloed past the bottieneck of numpties. One had on.a
green jatkel and the other was dressed in bright red and they were
starting to gain on me. So | picked up my paceand for & good two
hours kept going at a rate somewhat faster than my natural tempo,
bust | just eauldn't shake the two below me and it was obvigus they
were making a huge affort trying ta catch me. The whple competitive
thing was getting on my nerves, but I'd been sucked into it too and
wanted to burn them off, so | turned on the pawerna bil mare







