
Kotur glacier, Pik Judith-Brian, south ridge; Nomad Domes, various ascents; Son Kul Canyon, new 

rock climbing area. The In tern atio n al School o f M o u n tain eerin g  (IS M ) organized its regular 

expedition to th e  Tien Shan. It proved a successful trip , despite o u r n o t achieving o u r m ain 

objective, Pik Byeliy (G ra n d  P oohbah, 5 ,6 9 7 m ). W ith  guides A drian N elham s and  V ladim ir 

Komissarov and m em bers James Bruton, A nthony Froud, Neville H ow arth, Leif Iversen, Simon 

Liebling, Jacki Liebling, G areth Read, and Stephen Taylor, I set up  base cam p below the Kotur 

Glacier in the same spot I had used 10 years earlier, a perfect cam psite at 3 ,950m . Glacier reces

sion was striking; in the intervening period the retreat appeared to be several h u ndred  meters. 

O u r plan was to  establish an advanced base as far up the K otur as possible, clim b a couple o f 

peaks to acclimatize, and traverse the head o f the next glacier to the east, the Nalvikin, to reach 

the base o f Byeliy.

T he cam p was on th e  east side o f th e  K otur below  Pik Judith-B rian (5 ,0 5 0 m ), a nice 

snowy sum m it clim bed on  the 1999 ISM expedition. Its south ridge was unclim bed and looked 

attractive, so my group  m ade the first ascent via th e  easiest line, at PD+. The rem aining 

clim bers reached the K otur Pass at the head o f  the glacier and clim bed the adjacent Pik Pyra- 

m ida (5 ,1 4 0 m ) via the northw est ridge, repeating the line o f o u r 1999 ascent (P D ), and alm ost 

certainly th a t o f the Russians w ho m ade the first ascent in the 1980s.N ot long after, A drian’s 

team  clim bed the south ridge o f Judith-B rian by a m ore direct line, going straight over a huge 

gendarm e that m y team  had outflanked. This gave a stiffer route, at AD+. However, the w eath

er was beginning to deteriorate, and my group had to w ork h ard  for an ascent o f Pik Pyram ida 

in hostile conditions, experiencing severe crosswinds on the sum m it ridge.

Repeated heavy snowfalls th en  p in n ed  us at cam p, until it becam e unlikely th a t co n d i

tions in  the m o u n ta in s w ould im prove sufficiently to  achieve any o f o u r p lan n ed  objectives. 

Instead, we retreated before deciding to  visit a couple o f low er-lying destinations, w here we 

could guarantee som e clim bing. The first o f these was N om ad D om es n ear the h ot sulfur 

springs o f A rashan. The D om es were opened for clim bing by ISM in 2001 and are in a lovely 

area o f “classic” Kyrgyz nom ad life, open pasture dotted w ith yurts. We feasted on local produce 

(fresh flatbread, cream , yogurt, and cheese balls) and enjoyed excellent rock climbing. Existing 

routes were up to three pitches long, and we added three m ore from  British VS to E2, bu t m any 

unclim bed lines rem ain.

We then continued tow ard Bishkek, and, after covering around half the distance, discov

ered Son Kul Canyon, w ith lim estone hills w ith the potential for alpine rock routes up to 700m  

long. We p u t up four routes on good rock, from  British HVS to E2, the longest 12 pitches. We



were excited by the discovery o f this area, which has the greatest potential o f any rock clim bing 

venue yet found in Kyrgyzstan. An idyllic cam psite beside a river added to the experience and 

guaranteed th at we will re-visit Son Kul on o u r next expedition.
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