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She stares at me tempting from across the room, hoarfrost sparkling on her naked breasts in the 
fading light of my headtorch. The legendary Korona hut is little more than a yellow metal container 
perched at 3,900m on the moraine of the Ak-Sai glacier, Ala-Archa range, Kyrgyzstan. Prior to 
renovation it used to be the most decrepit human dwelling I had ever seen. At times, when the 
windows were broken and the vestibule was half-filled with snow, climbers used to pitch a tent 
inside. Sometimes they resorted to a makeshift heating system – from the outside you could insert 
a soldering torch into a metal pipe threaded through the hut. 

The walls and the ceiling were densely covered with posters from the 90s adult magazines. Not the 
most tasteful decoration but at least climbers stranded in the hut for days enjoyed a cheerful 
company. Last summer a group of local enthusiasts added some insulation from the inside, fixed 
the doors and installed proper double glazing. To preserve the hut's cultural heritage they pinned 
two posters with a contemporary porn star just above the table... 

Being visa-free and with very little restrictions, Kyrgyzstan is a buzz destination for climbers that 
boasts Patagonian-like granite spires, three 7,000m summits and a few remote mountain ranges 
with great potential for first ascents. However you do not have to be an alpinist from the top league 
on a sponsored expedition to enjoy climbing in Kyrgyzstan. 

Ala-Archa national park – a quiet gorge with pine trees by the river at the foothills of distant snowy 
peaks – is located just 1.5 hours drive from Bishkek. A 4-6 hours strenuous hike from the end of 
the road gains about one vertical kilometre and takes you to Ratsek cluster of huts at 3,300m, used 
as the basecamp. The newer huts are heated – in January it is at least balmy plus 5 inside – and 
boast a diesel generator and a canteen. 

With its high quality granite rock, Ala-Archa can be compared to Chamonix and the imposing North 
Face of Free Korea peak indeed resembles Grand Jorasses. The summits are somewhere 
between 4,100 and 4,875m high and feature a wide choice of rock, mixed and pure ice routes 4-25 
pitches long, graded mostly between AD- and ED+. There is also a few easier rock traverses at 
around PD. 

The climate is sharply continental so winters are extremely cold – we had minus 25 at the 
basecamp at 3,300m and it must have been about minus 35 near the summits. However that also 
means clear skies and plenty of concrete-hard climbable ice with little to no snow cover. With all of 
the above, no wonder that Ala-Archa is the most popular playground for winter alpinism in ex-
USSR. 

In January 2019 the Alpine Club held a 10-day winter climbing meet in Ala-Archa which gathered 
only 6 daring participants. Hardly anything can prepare you for swinging your tools at the altitude of 
Mont-Blanc at minus 35 yet we did our best! The routes climbed are: Uchitel peak PD-, an 
acclimatization walk-up summit at 4,526m; Boks, a delightful PD+ rock traverse with somewhat 
strenuous approaches; Ratsek peak PD; a good attempt on Izyskatel NW ice face AD+; another 
good attempt on the 1st tower of Korona peak AD. Unfortunately, one of the team members ended 
up with a frostbitten toe and a nicely- organized helicopter evacuation ensued in a few days. 

Still, having attempted a few mid-grade routes, we have grasped the great potential of the range. 
Some members are already keen to return during the summer months. Most of all, we were 
pleased with the warm attitude of Russian climbers – many thanks to them for socializing in the 
huts, for their advice on the routes and for looking after us! 

...hoarfrost on the ceiling sparkles like stars. The toughest mouse in the world rustles somewhere 
beneath wooden floor planks chipped with crampons. My watch shows minus eleven – god only 
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knows what the temperature outside is. Tonight we are staying at Korona hut to shorten our 
approach to Korona (‘Crown’) peak, the second highest summit of the range at 4,860. My only 
climbing partner does not seem to be asleep anymore. It is time to get up and melt the ice for the 
morning brew. 

Meet attended by Andrey Golovachev, Rafal Malczyk, Derek Buckle, Tom Davis-Merry, Iain 
Easingwood, Lewis Preston 

By Andrey Golovachev, a member of the AC based in St Petersburg, Russia, an aspiring mountain 
guide and organizer of climbs and ski tours in Russia and ex-USSR countries. 

 



  

  



 

 


