BREAKING INTO
HEAVEN

SPLITBOARDING KYRGYZSTAN'S
CELESTIAL MOUNTAINS

It’s a place that few can pronounce <G
can find on a map. But y
5 visited Kyrayzstan, we
@ powdery paradise
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will be a ook of withering contempe. In
general, Kyrgyz are some of the riendliest
people you could ever hope to meer, bue
this doesn't @xiend to anyone I a position
of authority. So thats immigration officiak,
erafficpolice and yes, waltesses

« What s written on your tatty, aminated
menu card bears lite or no relation to
the food they will actually have. Fistly the
English wranslations (when they exist) will
be amusingly terrible. “Womer's Whimsy”
452 maln course was 2 personal favourie,
‘And secondly,chances are only about
ehvee dishes will be avalable at any given
cime. There will be no explanation for
ehis, you will simply be told “plova nyeru”

“shashlik nyeru” (“Plov no. Shashlik

for your second, hind and fourth chofces.
‘Think Monty Pythor's cheese shop sketch,
and you'e halfway there.

On our final day in Karakol,the small

mountain town that h ur base,
e find ourselves xha\'lng i

When ordermg food nsctenrul
Ryrgyesan, ok

« IFyou're a vegetarian, don't bother. Even the
salads here have meat in. Ifyou speak enough of the

g been
hrough th nov-fumila vaeor zkag
for everything on the menu only to ind they
didrvt have it, we've finally established chat

Butonly tfwe
chese out. But even thi i not oolproof,as ourveggle nip
phorograpt Milner found tobi i across the road and buy the cheesel Having

be y
lefein his salad, “Chicken milk
B ol and Nescafé v been served insead o
« The menu may but th i coffee) ey

Soup with meat (solyanika or borsch) greasy noodles
with mea (beshbarmek or lagman), greasy rce wich

struggle. It rurns out they're the nextcrew.
following in our footsteps, staying In the

meat (plov), or gr

berncs Yo can e why veggies have sough.
«Tea s good, beer i cheap and vodka i preity much
mandatory. Bucwhasever you do, doncdrink kymy.

ol
o order like the seasoned pros we now fecl
ourselves o be, and then give them one final
plece of advice: “Dors be put offby first

China,the Kyrgy= make a big hing of tea. The booze.

s true thatae firse glance, Kyrgysstan s

Masl
Soviet Unlon hs lef them with 2 taste for voda.

eip.
food becomes thae diffcul, the uleural
helmirg, I a

local beer s good. i

‘asts like 2 sweaty sho gone sour.

find the geography sn'e eally
the problem. This small central Asan nation
bou

1K



Camaingn Kpion—
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"There are a handful of ski resorts but
most of these mountains are populated
by golden eagles in the summer, snow
leopards in the winter, and little else”

However, sthough th landscape could'ebe
betterfor snowboarding,the Inastruceure

s slmosenorsexiseene. While s wealhy
Furopean namesike i the7th riches country
nthe vorid, Kyrgyssunsis downin 139th
Plce.leused o be part ofthe worlds second
super power, che UISSR. But whik spects
ofSoviet ulture persst, the money largely
isappered it the Berlin Wall, eaving roads
‘pothold and power ables rumbling You

The
Tiensh:
the Pamirs here. The
7,000m. rugged
p igh look
hese stonal orcury wrack. They'e populcd
Kush and

central Asian mountain system, In fact, an

This of course, s exicdly whit arices

g pr y
scen their pawm\al

i s The

hi K
‘Vkmry‘) at7,430m, i ust 1,000 01 50

Ive long
‘oride e Finaing ot sbou o Trbes
B

fields, and the nland s ofsyk Kol have

by iselfoutofa
remote yure, seeels it Nowall  need fs 3.

Central Asian Switzzrland”.

ide. My frt pore o cal s Dan Milner. A
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hugely experienced backcountry photographer, Dan has not
only accompanied Jeremy Jones on most of his recent spliteing
missions, but lso his st for bizarre, our-there deseinations
— essential I you're going to propose a trip t0.2 country no-one's
heard of. With Dan's help I ecruit James Stentiford, also an
experienced backeountry prcttioner, whose name will be
famillar to regular Whitdines readers. At the last minue, we're
Joined by Tania Detomas, an eallan rider who combines a love
of adventure with a hippyish oudook. At one stage she takes
abreak from spliceing to, quore: “consider a ree”. But her
supremely <cn audtude proves useful when Acroflot decide (o
ose her bgs on arival

Having sorted that ou and made our way to Karikol,our
‘motley band of ired travelers s geeted by Ryan,che founder
of 40 Tribes. Born and bought up in Boulder, Colorado, Ryan

early age.
in China? and a job taking school kids on advencure holidays in
oy gave hima taste for Central i

He firsevisited Kyrgy:stan on a whim in 2008, “A buddy and 1
Juseflew in with our splitboards and went exploring’. Karakol
scemed a natural base. As wellis boasting a couple ofsmallski
resores nearby, the cown s someshing of  hub for climbers and.
‘mountaincers. Since the days ofthe Russian empire, bearded
explorers with names like Prshevalsky and Kozlov have been

"The driver wears a grubby
oilskin coat, a permanent gap-
toothed smile and has rather
worryingly acquired the
nickname 'Schumacher™



usingas a Jumping off poine for Inrepid
expediions ino the surrounding peaks.

‘And while its not exacdy Chamo

steady stream of (mostly Russan) climbing
enchustasts passes through each year. While
the seed of 40 Tribes had been planted by that

help of issster) runs the IsykKul Guides
and Porters Assocition. The sccond was less
foreuttous. Ryaris house back in Colorado
burned down n a bush fire, leaving him widh
4 fatcheque from the nsurance company and
o home to rerurn .

‘Aparefrom the yure up in he hills,
Ryan's base for this, che company's frse full
winter in operation, is a hostel called Yak.
Tours in Karakol. The building is an old.

sinee Tolstoy's time and a yard full o rusting
machinery. I¢ here that we spend our irse
evening, sipping botres of beer and geeing

well ~helped by a couple of oblgatory vodka
shors over dinner. Which i Juseas well,
because we'l be spending the nexe six days
almostlrerally living on t0p of cach other.

Our ride from Karakol to the base
ofthe mountain s an Interesting one. The

o digi 8 i, it
Ko e s .

Nurbek, where we'll b staying for the night.
1FKarakol fele far out, it nothing on Ichke-

hale and a seab]

Jerges.  made
The

e, looks more
bateered, the car o s driver. The vehice Is
an Uazlk - 2 Sovietera VWestyle van that
ehanks o is four wheel drive and abiity ©o
take 2 punishirg, I srandard issue in this
partofthe world. This one looks lke s
taken more of  punishing dhan most— the
windows are tied

iron roofs and thatched barns holding
horses, goats and cows. As well s keeping
his own livestock, Nurbek makes a iving
by operating a‘homestay’ - throwing open
hisfront rooms to visieors, most of whom
srvive via Ryan. “lloncay, there’s no way

cansee the road whizzing by through the
holes inthe floor. The driver wears a grubby
olski

Nurbel” Ryan tells us, “He did so
her e were seing up he yure st ahe end
of it great for people o stay

and has rather worryingly acquired the

here, because you get o see how Kyrgyz
el

once we've losded the bgs and hes touched

people live.”
water, but his family could no be- mmlm

d
dy he'searned

Pl

ehe name for his skill rather than his speed.
We unload an hour down the road at the
house of another of Ryan's local pareners,

with a frown, The only thing thatstops
anyone gerting a good nightssleep fsmy
snoring, which Stent n particular loves.




"It's sliding, it's sliding!
shouts Ryan. "Oh sh*t,
keep eyes on her, keep

eyes on her!

T
up and re-packing our bags

early. From here, we'l splt
upto the Jalpak Tash yurt,
but our empry board bags
our food and the majoriey
of our kit will be taken

up by horses. Horses play
abgroe n gy iy

has already got the tea on.

‘While Nurbek heads back down to the
village and his frnily, Asimat and Kasadin,
or Kas, will be our constan companions for
the week. Kas' excellent English, welcoming
manner and easy, high piched laugh make.
him excellens company. He could skia
bit before and under Ryan's turelage s

He's also developed a

ilkyoul
see horses used to pull carts, sleds
jusetree-crunks for frewood. I¢s incredible

The d
spek much English, but  combination of my
basic Russian, sign language and playing the

says

However,

alking young Kyrgy dude kerb-crawling
agirl he fancies, chatcing her up from his

P L

outside of the movrnful Kyrgys songs he

plays for us, his music tasee s slighdly more
he'son

horse like

d horses, ke good cars, change hands
forlarge sums of money. On a ler visie
ol weedy il ks, e

© that
blares out the very bes (or should thatbe
worsd) in Euro-dance. But over the course
e fondh

s sedrive, I
putting. Plus
peopl playlst, Kind of oudine.

usually

chem. P
forestry track In front of us,Its easy 1o see

below sero i he mornings,but b the

cwoanda plicup 3
but the horses are way ahead of us, By the

the stove and Ryan,
being an American,also makes sure he has



"Kymyz is a
traditional drink
made of fermented
mare's milk. It
tastes like a sweaty
shoe gone sour”

proper coffee to hand. Stend grumbles
abou the carliness of the hour and how
lieele hesslept because of my snoring, but
s usually 9,00 before we've all breakfasted.
and got ourselves ready 10 go. AVisi 1o the

Stnidons st trsing
ety oduniscape .

~ a ecling no doub helped by the stick P'm

pr gdrop

riding, 2 X

pro-model. ol

prope

anywhere, bu there's

the vally bel

‘partiularly proud of. We are blessed with

brighe sunshine for the majoriy of our time
Tash,

very few — IFany - people have ridden these
lines before.

much. We usually tea, biscults and a hearey evening
usually stareche day with 2 long spl meal Kasand
3000
level. P . and for those
skin tracks e dusting of

prisine.
Having reached our chosen face, e shred

e aday
of exercise In sub-sero temperatures It
aastesl

‘whooping with exhlratin is we throw
‘massive rooser talls. Although 1 haverc splc
boarded much previously, | quicky il in

'Dan spends the evenings reading by head
corchlight, while Ryan, Stentl, Kas and 1
play yahtsee - a game that cqires an extra

3




MEET THE 'STANS

The dysfunctional family of former Sovie sates

WHERE? Kazakhstan
WHAT? You know, the one that Boct daimed tohave

e e )
modern esots sround th commercial captl Alnaty.

WHERE? Tykisian

T? The oot relative of th amily. Blghted nthe
sy o ook o Rbe 15
et n ecent years
FONEACT? Tt o it A,
Tajistanis  otbed o heroinsmuggling. Desit s
small poulatio, i thir inthe wid o heroin and
opium confisetions. And thar obviously ot couning
the cnes tht get awy.
(CANSHRED THERE? There are some knackered
o resorts and Tjikistans majestic Panir mounains
could provide incredibl splitboarding, but acess,
nfrasructure andleft-over landmines ae  poben,
EaEst iienn

7 Home tothe istoicctes o Samarkand.

feenidpiti by one f the natiestdictataships
n the region,

every yahtsee scored equals  shot of vodk:
‘Tania, ever the hippy, zones out completely
— spending her time meditating in 2 corner.
Nothat there are really any corners n our
circular home.

Ifall this sounds precy

y for an
exureme’ trip in anexireme’ desination,
that's because It . Rather than running

ouof s or wonderng four s
Tlow away,we eatwel and seep
0t 0 say tha
cary momens. The

compac o bond o s n e wral
way. Take a step ofFyour splieskis,
the chances are yourll sink to

‘This makes for some comedy moments,
but it also means that avalanches are easy
o erigger. “I don't think Pve ever seen so

gor
FUN FACT?Despite i it o boting ponens e,
President Karimov i a rend o the freedom-ovi USH:
Heletthem use s ai bases o nvade Alghanistan,
(CANSHRED THERE? There ar  couple o escrts
o 1 i T, st e v
Bare visited back i 2006 fee WL

WHERE? Tuskmenistan

W caistcounty nacrazyregin. s

enoy aclturalpastime, erjoyingthe beauiul sceery.




"Still half-cut, I
manage two thirds
of the descent
before misjudging
aturn and
collapsing into

a powdery heap.
Best run ever?
Quite possibly”

ly g one area
before,” worries Dan.

‘On our second full day up the hil, Tania
hikes up t04 peak 1007 s0 metres 0

burial, o
indeed any injury, out here would be no oke.

1¢s amazing how quickly such thoughts
are banished by a few vodkas round a

i

. After a few par

i i, Ry

e
he puts her
hand

Kas and 1 decide to go
for only

i by veher e “hricing
oh, ol

e xhdmg s sliding!” shouss Ryan. “Oh
shit, keep eyes on her, keep eyes on hert”

enough, but It pales in comparison o
ehe thrill of blasting through virgin pov,
weaving between the moorshadows of
‘pine trees. Sl halfcu, | manage aboue

Looking
expected her to emerge, all we can see s a
corrent of tumbling snow. “Tania?l” cries
S, running up the summic o ge
better vantage point. Two nerve-wracking
scconds pass.

“Pm okay” we evenrually hear her siy.
“I managed to dig my board in and hold

dging
4 turn and collapsing Into an Inevitable.
‘powdery heap, giggling uncontrolably. Best
run cver? Quite possibly.

P'm certainly Sorry w pack up and
leave what has become our home
following day. We've been there 3 week

‘many lines unridden. The potential in the

K
loudin r:lkE “Tanis bing ot she ﬁtrly

ve barely
scrisched the surface of even this one zone,
Ryan's

hilosophic

e ar. Thee hoursout from the yure,

“Eventually” he explains, “the idea i 1o have

ge,
and even then youtd sell be miles away from

between them.”



Listening to Ryan talk about developing

with a western-looking president. It may not
the richest nation on carth but ourism s
a big source of s ncome and government
s taking aceive seeps to encourage foreign
visiors. Sine our visic they ve changed the
rules s0 westerners no longer need to go
ehrough the hassle and expense of getting 2
visa. You can even see the beginnings of 2
winter sports tourism Industry developing.
Atone stage we take a day trip up to Krakol's
ski resore and are pleasantly surprised to
find, 1Fnota modern super resore,a hill with
well‘groomed tralls, 3 newlooking snow
car, and even one o two baxes scartered.
around. We're even mre surprised when
e reach the top and meet a snowboarder
witha Whichnes ticker on his board! It
eurns ou Sergey and his friends are tourlsts
from nelghbouring Kazakhstan, a country
where many of the new oflenriched middle
dass are eaking up snowboarding, “We
come here because the resores are bigger,
the mountains are better and I¢s so much
cheaper than riding over in Kazakhstan,”
he explains. Down In town that ight we
Rotie several other groups ofconsplcuously
wealthy Kazakhs, asight that s apparently
Increasingly common.
“Thatsaid, some of the localsare il

coming to terms with the Idea ofskilng as
4 spore.Juse before we fly out of Bishkek,
the capital city 1 have the slightly bizarre
experience of being Interviewed by a local
TV news crew sbout our rip. Like all the
Kyrgyz people we've met, they are super-
friendly, exeremely welcoming and very

werested in us, But when the reportars
ehatevening, both the anchorman and the
Journalise scemed bemused as to why anyone
would come all the way from Europe to ide.
the Kyrgy. mounains. To us though, having
been there  week, is no mystery. AS Ryan
puts it “ehe porendial s all here you know.
‘The terrain, the snow, Ies all incredible. And

not be an obvious destnation, and certainly
tan casy one, but Fyou're prepared o

push through the inifal difficules then

Kyrgyzstants 4 leeslce o heaven. ©

DO OUR TRIP

Buy a Venture Splitboard rom Snow & Rock
(snowandrock.com)

Fly to Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan around €400 returr)
with Aeroflo (aeroflotcom) or Turkish Airlines
(turkishairtines com)

Stay with Ryan and Kas from 40 Tribes
Backcountry (fortytribesbackcountry.com)



