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‘Jenny Tough writes with the same talent, imagination and sheer courage that she displays in her athletic endeavours. This book will broaden the horizons of all who venture between its covers.’
– Emily Chappell, author of Where There’s a Will


‘I love that SOLO is part self-help and part adventure story. Jenny shows us all that the journey to self-belief comes with just as many ups and downs as the mountains she traverses and that, with a little trust in ourselves (and a few good cups of coffee), the next seemingly insurmountable pass is never beyond our reach.’
– Anna McNuff, author of Bedtime Adventure Stories for Grown Ups
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You’re tougher than you think.


I believe in you.
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Foreword


Mountains have always been a sanctuary for me.


For as long as I can remember, big mountain environments have been the places where I feel most at home, most like myself, and most inspired and curious about the world. I grew up in Calgary, on the doorstep of the Canadian Rockies, and – although I left my hometown at 18 – I always felt that I’d found my way ‘home’ when I travelled in mountains, wherever they were on the planet.


Throughout my adult life I’ve pursued challenges on mountains around the world, ultimately carving out a career as an adventurer and athlete – although adopting the latter title has always come with crippling impostor syndrome. But my journey into running and mountain sports was not a smooth or even a positive one.


I began running as a teenager as a way of burning calories and attempting to ‘fix’ my body. I was fat, in my eyes, and getting dressed for school every morning was turning into a daily crisis. I covered myself in baggy sweaters and retreated socially. At nights after school, I took my golden retriever, Tessa, out for runs around the neighbourhood. I only had my school shoes and clothes entirely inappropriate for Calgary winters, and I hated every minute of it. I hated running and I hated my body. I quietly resented my skinny friends who didn’t ‘have to’ exercise. I saw running’s sole purpose as punishment for eating: a weight-loss function.


Tessa, on the other hand, loved it. She brought the ‘positive mental attitude’ that I lacked, and spurred me to carry on.


Over time, I got distracted from my negative mindset, and started exploring the neighbourhood more on our runs. I got lost a few times and ran further than I had previously thought possible. I sometimes ran in the morning or on spare periods at high school when I could go home and take Tessa out. It didn’t happen overnight, but running slowly became enjoyable. That endorphin rush is nature’s way of convincing you that running is good and you should try it again. In addition to the endorphin hit, running slowly started aiding my self-esteem.


I noticed that on days when I ran, I was a happier person. More creative and focused, too. And I needed more of it. In my last year of high school, I ran a 10k fun run and found a confidence I had never possessed before. I set myself new goals, picked up training plans and achieved them. I ran a half marathon and then a full marathon. And then again, again and again.


Running became an important pillar of my life. Far beyond burning calories, it was a place to maintain my whole health – and it has got me over every hurdle my life has posed so far. It is also a place that has brought me endless joy, especially after I discovered trail running, where my love for mountains and nature finally met my love for endurance running.


I built my life around travel and adventure, finding myself in my second home of Scotland in my early twenties. Scotland became a base for me to explore the world and find my footing as an independent person. I travelled as much as I could during that decade, frequently combining adventures with athletic pursuits like cycling, paddling, sailing, running, skiing – whatever I could get my hands on. A pair of running shoes would always be in my backpack, and anywhere I landed I would go for a run as a means of exploring. Running became my favourite gateway to adventure, although I didn’t realize it at the time.


I set myself up as a freelance writer, too. I had no idea what I was doing or how to do it, but the lifestyle afforded me the schedule (if not the budget) to travel almost at whim. Over time my adventures grew in scale, and I raced occasionally as a way to really push myself.


But the expedition world always felt out of reach – just a little too high for someone like me. That world was for the star adventurers, the rugged bearded men who were members of exclusive clubs and had extensive qualifications. I was just a girl with too many backpacks. I had nothing in common with that elite world of international expeditions.


I wanted in, but I couldn’t even find the door.


*


I daydream about exploring all the time. I look at maps and I read about cultures far away from my own. This is how many of my adventures begin – by daydreaming and pulling at the threads of curiosity.


One day, an idea began to form.


Long-distance, unsupported, multi-day (or, more accurately, multi-week) running was not a qualified ‘thing’ when I started this project. It wasn’t something that I could buy a guidebook for, or learn from anyone else. It was a daydream I had, a curiosity about what was possible for me, and a desire to explore by my favourite means of movement.


Running the length of a mountain range seemed like the ultimate challenge to me. Doing it would mean getting to know an entire geographical feature, from start to end, and meeting the people who lived there. Doing it solo and unsupported would force me to rely on those people and interact with them as much as possible.


Without a support crew or companion, I would be totally vulnerable to the mountain range, and my experience would have a purity and integrity – the way I believe travel and exploration should be.


And what if it wasn’t just a single mountain range?


In essence, what this project became was an entirely individualized, entirely made-up set of challenges in mountain ranges around the world. Completed solo – with every decision made along the way mine alone.


No one else had done it before, and I doubt anyone would attempt to repeat it. I didn’t know where this journey would take me, or if it was even possible. I was always an unlikely candidate to complete any world-first athletic expedition. But I had a dream and a tunnel-vision focus.


Armed with little else, I booked a flight to Kyrgyzstan.





CHAPTER ONE



Starting Out: The Tien Shan
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The crammed, concerningly outdated plane landed with a few bumps and wiggles in the wee hours of the morning on the empty Bishkek runway. With only one other aircraft on the entire tarmac, the taxi to the arrivals lounge was a short journey, and soon they opened the doors, letting fresh Kyrgyz air enter the stuffy cabin after our uncomfortable redeye flight. I stepped out onto the metal ladder, squinting at the harsh Central Asian sun, and looked south: there, somewhat hazy in the distance, were the white peaks of the Tien Shan.


It was only 6am by the time I left the airport, and already turning into a hot July day. I managed to cram my overloaded expedition bag into a Lada almost as old as its elderly driver, and we bounced our way down a potholed highway into Bishkek. Despite the long flight, watching this mysterious city come to life gave me a course of energy. Adventure awaited.


K-Y-R-G-Y-Z-S-T-A-N. Only a few months previously, I had known nothing of this place, least of all how to pronounce it. I have a bad habit – I wonder if you do this too? – of daydreaming while looking at maps. I can sit on the couch for ages with my laptop, just zooming in on places and wondering what journeys may exist, making promises to myself to go there one day. In one of these sessions, I stumbled upon the Tien Shan Mountains, and my heart stopped. They were perhaps the most beautiful, perfect mountains I had ever seen. Images of clear blue sky and pristine white snow gave a heavenly aura to jagged and dense tall peaks. This was the land of snow leopards, wild horses, nomadic herders, and a step back in time to the Silk Road. Tien Shan literally translates as ‘mountains of heaven’, and they are aptly named.


I had a couple of days in Bishkek to start adjusting, settling in and working my way up to altitude. I also had to find some gas for my small stove, as that was the only item I couldn’t fly with. I had learned that the Mountaineering Association sold some, and spent hours combing the city to find the office. Communist-style streets of perfect right angles and identical buildings, one after the other as far as you could imagine, made it a surprisingly difficult place to navigate.


‘What are your plans for your holiday in Kyrgyzstan?’ the young officer asked as I fumbled for some som to buy the canisters with.


‘I’m going to run across Kyrgyzstan! From Karakol to Osh,’ I beamed back.


The man stared. He had the look of someone waiting for the punchline.


‘Umm . . . No.’


‘No?’


‘No. You can’t run across Kyrgyzstan. It’s too big. The mountains are very tall. Outside of the city there are no hotels or shops for you. It can’t be done. No.’


I had worked so hard on this project. For once in my life, I actually felt really confident that this would work. So I dug my heels in and showed him, tracing my finger along a map of the country he had pinned to the wall, describing the passes and valleys I would navigate, the towns where I could resupply, and explaining my ultra-light equipment setup (‘I won’t need a hotel, I have a tent!’).


‘. . . and then finish in Osh. About a thousand kilometres. Hard, but doable.’ I pointed my finger at the city that marked the southwest edge of the country, directly opposite the northwest corner I intended to start from. By no means the most efficient ‘across’ route that one would follow if being the first – or fastest – person to run across the country was of high importance. It was nearly double the length it needed to be, and took a few meanders to see highlights and avoid a large mining region in the middle.


‘Okay,’ he slowly nodded, one finger over his lips as he thought through the presentation I had just delivered, ‘this is actually a good route.’


(A sigh of relief.)


‘. . . I think it is possible, actually. Someone definitely could run across Kyrgyzstan. But . . .’ he cocked his head a little as he took me in. Denim short-shorts and flip-flops, big reflective sunglasses pushing back messy light brown hair. Painted nails I still needed to remove before starting (for this exact reason). Not overweight, but certainly not the form you would expect for an ultra runner. And, most criminally, young and female.


‘. . . but not you.’


I felt like I had been punched in the face.


My eyes glazed over and ears shut partially while he gently showed me on the map more suitable ‘holiday’ activities I could take part in while in Kyrgyzstan, all under the watchful management of a tour guide and with appropriately comfortable hotels to sleep in. Places more suited to a lady. I did what we ladies always do in these situations: I screamed inside. On the outside, I smiled meekly and said, ‘Okay, great, thanks!’ Then I turned on my heels and walked away as quickly as I could.


It always seems impossible until it is done.


I branded that man a misogynist with bad manners – to doubt me so clearly and overtly based on my gender and appearance. But it wasn’t just that. Nobody had done this before. Man or woman. If something has never been done, it is generally assumed it is because it can’t be done. The four-minute mile. Commercial flight. Commercial flights with female pilots.


For two days I had wandered around Bishkek, learning about the new country I found myself in, feeling the bubbling courage in my belly that I would soon depart on The Hardest Thing I Had Ever Done. I only worried about my own personal trials ahead. My own low self-esteem and fear of failure. I had not, ever, accounted for the negative reaction from external parties. That as an unlikely candidate to come to K-Y-R-G-Y-Z-S-T-A-N and complete a world-first expedition, I would face a helluva lot of doubt, and even barriers outside of my own abilities, my own mind. I would need to build resilience not just against what I thought of myself, but what everyone else thought – and would be willing to say to my face.


A SINGLE STEP


I lay in my small guesthouse bed in the northeastern mountain town of Karakol, my head swimming from vodka that I hadn’t truly wanted to drink. My host family had insisted on me joining the revelry of a family wedding (which had happened last week and in a different city – but celebrations apparently continue for a while), despite my not understanding the mix of Kyrgyz and Russian spoken at the large dinner banquet. Thunder shook the metal roof and lightning snapped bright in the sky. I’ve never made my mind up whether I believe in omens, but if I did, I’m not sure an epic thunderstorm the night before The Hardest Thing I Had Ever Done would be a good one. I couldn’t stop going over how it would feel when such storms hit while I was high up in the mountains with nothing but a flimsy nylon tent to keep me safe and dry. Would I get scared? Would all my stuff get soaked, leaving me with hypothermia and needing a rescue? There aren’t actually any rescue teams in Kyrgyzstan, so, then what??


Eventually, sleep came, and in the morning a beautiful clear dawn greeted me with a smile that suggested the thunderstorm had been nothing but a dream. I gorged myself on an extra-large breakfast, more out of hoping to soak up the vodka than actual carb-loading, and then I spent several minutes pleading with every member of the family to believe that I would be all right, and not to worry about me. The grim, concerned looks on their faces as I departed with nothing but a compact 32-litre backpack gave me little comfort. It was overwhelming to be welcomed into the hearts of the family so quickly, but their loving concern was an extra load to bear as I hoisted my pack onto my shoulders. I flagged down a rickety taxi, an even older Lada and even older driver than my first ride, and attempted to communicate that I wanted to travel as far east as we could before reaching the border zone. Toylek, the gold-toothed driver, eventually resigned himself to the fact that I was insane, and seemed to assume that once I saw what he was talking about – that there was truly nothing out there – I would get back in the Lada and return to Karakol, and my safe guesthouse, and he would have made a good day’s wage from the trip.


Near midday, Toylek helped me into my backpack (at only 10kg I didn’t really need the help, but it was chivalrous) and waved as I began trotting up an old dirt track, directly towards the steep wall of the Tien Shan Mountains. He was still laughing heartily that I had insisted on being let out of the taxi ‘in the middle of nowhere’, and I’ll always wonder how long he waited there for me to come to my senses and return.


And so I began the first steps of The Hardest Thing I Had Ever Done. Then a few steps later, I stopped and remembered to turn my tracker on. It would be my safety blanket for the weeks to come, letting my friends and family know where I was, receiving messages from them in even the most remote areas and – most importantly to me – recording my route for posterity.


DAY 1


It was instantly encouraging to discover that I could actually manage to run with my backpack full of five days’ worth of supplies and three litres of water. It was crammed to bursting, but I quickly settled into the rhythm and felt completely at ease. I had practised running with a large pack and trekking poles a little bit over the summer, but admittedly no more than a couple of times. I had already learned that the ‘ski racer’ technique of pole use works better when running, whereas walking is more of a ‘left–right–left’ scenario. Digging the poles into the ground with the strength of my arms just took that little bit of extra pressure off of my legs and, with 1,000km ahead of them, they needed all the help they could get.


But after an enthusiastic start, less than an hour in and with the wall of mountain still looming ahead of me, I had to stop and gasp for air. I walked a minute, then began jogging again. Stop and gasp. Walk. Run. Gasp. This wasn’t good.


I wrote it off as stiff legs and lungs from a week of travel, logistics and the recent vodka addition. I hadn’t been able to make any time for fitness in the week or so leading up to this day. Eventually I climbed out of the dusty valley and into the alpine wilderness. Deep green fir trees welcomed me into the shelter of their shade. Squirrels scuttled among the branches, and the path became softer out of the dry sun.


I followed the fast-flowing river up the valley, and in the early afternoon a gentle rain set in. When I reached the bridge – or three logs strapped together, really – to cross the river and turn west into an adjoining valley, I decided not to bother getting my phone wet and took the junction without consulting my map. I had studied this route for so long now, and I knew it by heart.


Leaving the jeep track behind, I soon found myself reduced to a slow and careful walk up a very steep and very muddy trail, sometimes paddling through the ice-cold mountain stream when the sides of the valley were too steep or too overgrown to walk on. It was hard work, my feet were freezing and I was struggling to breathe, even at the slower pace. I leaned hard on my trekking poles and often stopped to catch my breath before taking a few more steps and stopping again. I became increasingly worried about how I was coping – I had only ascended to 2,600m elevation, and I was aiming for a 3,800m pass that day.


As I began to emerge from the treeline, the sun came back out and I found a large boulder to lizard on. Absorbing the returning warmth of the sun, I took a break, then wrung out my wet socks, ate a granola bar and checked my progress on my GPS.


‘Idiot!’ My voice echoed through the valley. The wrong valley. I had gone the wrong way.


I looked up, ahead of me, the direction I had been earnestly climbing towards, and saw a beautiful blue sky over an attractive mountain range. I wanted to run towards it with open arms. I looked down, the way I had just come, and saw a muddy, slippery, messy trail under a grey sky. I toyed with any possible reroutes to avoid going back that way.


This was the moment when I finally was able to admit to myself that I was suffering from altitude sickness and making mistakes. I was a hazard to myself – but I was also alone with myself. The knowledge sank in that all of the decisions I needed to make on this expedition would go unchecked by any third party – I had to rely entirely on myself to make this thing work. I couldn’t be nonchalant about anything, especially navigation.


I felt my face burning, sitting so high up in the sky, so I layered on some sunscreen and took some photos on my phone while I tried to make my mind up about what to do next. I finally decided to go back exactly the way I had come, and get back to my route. Being perfectly honest with myself, it wasn’t an easy choice in that moment. I had lost several hours out of my first day pointlessly climbing the wrong mountain, getting dizzy from altitude and having to return to where I had started with hardly any progress made in my overall mileage.


My mojo took an early hit that afternoon.


The narrow stream led the way, and soon I was back under the treeline. The rain came back, this time accompanied by booming thunder and sheet lightning. The storm came so close that some of the lightning strikes made me jump. As I tiptoed my way towards the valley floor, the grade became increasingly steep and the combination of wet, slippery grass and tired legs made the descent incredibly difficult. More than a few times I slipped and slid further down the mountain on my bottom, trying to cheer myself up by joking that at least I was getting there faster. A few times I fell awkwardly, and became petrified that I would break an ankle on the first day. What an unimaginable personal disaster it would be if I had to go home after only half a day of travelling in the wrong direction.


Finally, I hit the valley floor and the three-log bridge where I had made my original error. Almost ceremoniously, as I crossed the Wrong Bridge, the hail stopped, the clouds parted and I stepped onto the solid ground of the track from earlier, putting weight on my feet with confidence and picking up speed.


I began running again – part gratefully, because the terrain was run-able, and part hurriedly, because the sun was indeed disappearing and I had wasted almost the entire day. After about 5km of this steady run, I crossed a mountain spring and stopped for a drink. I took my head torch out, finally realizing that dusk was now well upon the land.


By the time I decided on a place to pitch my tent for the very first time on this adventure, it was completely dark. I found a clearing next to the river, and pitched my tent under the protection of a large tree. It was a perfect spot: flat, soft ground, access to clear water and shelter from the weather. Ticked every box . . . My only regret was that I couldn’t see it in the darkness.


I first collected water, as the tablets I was using needed an hour to purify it, and then under the light of my tiny head torch I began setting up the tent that I had only slept in once before, having recently replaced my beloved and well-worn tent with the lightest one-person tent available. I knew I would eventually get so good at setting it up that I could do it blindfolded using only my left hand, but I wasn’t there quite yet. I fumbled awkwardly and the rain started again. Although only a few minutes ago I had been running in just shorts and a t-shirt, as soon as I stopped I became aware of the cold mountain night, and rushed to pull out my layers and gloves so I could manage with the tent.


I boiled my dinner, ate enthusiastically, then washed my bowl, spork, socks and underwear in the river, hung the latter up on my big protective tree and crawled into bed. It was only 9pm, but remarkably cold. I checked my GPS device, which I had paused now that I was stopped for the day, for any messages.


I texted with my boyfriend, who was at home in the flat we had just moved into together in Edinburgh, explaining my erroneous day. I felt slightly better after speaking to him, but once I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, thoughts began churning in my head. What on earth am I doing?? Here I was, mucking around and doing everything wrong, while he was on the other side of the world in our warm, comfortable bed, well inside the comfort zone. Why did I think an entire month was necessary? Couldn’t I just have planned a weekend hiking holiday like a normal person? Tears flooded my eyes and I felt incredibly selfish and foolish. I was way out of my league, and I had proven that in the first hours of the journey.


Sleep didn’t come easily that night. The beautiful river I had pitched next to was roaring to the point that I began to believe I might soon be engulfed and swept away with it. My brain was filled with anxiety and irrational thoughts now that I had been well reminded of the risks posed by my planned adventure. Was I really up for this? I covered again and again the potential dangers and the precautions I needed to be taking in order to avoid them. I had been reckless that day, making an easy mistake because I was too lazy to check my route. I needed to make sure I didn’t do that again. Going solo comes with many dangers. Being alone with yourself is the biggest one.


Next morning, I woke with the dawn and lazily rolled over in my tent, reaching my arms out to light my stove and get coffee and breakfast going. I boiled a little too much water, which I took as an excellent excuse to make a second cup of coffee. From the warmth of my sleeping bag, I sat in my tent watching the river go past and the forest waking up. What in the night had sounded like a torrent, ready to break its banks and drown my tent, appeared in the daylight as a glittering waterway, hastily delivering yesterday’s snow from the mountain peaks to the large lake systems below. The sweeping tree branches that played shadows on my tent walls greeted the morning sunlight with outstretched verdant arms. Birds chirped in the woods around me, and all was well in the world. I resolved to forget the woes of yesterday, and look forward to a successful adventure ahead. The sky was clear and my coffee was hot – what better place in the world could there be? I breathed a deep, mountain-air breath, and felt grateful to be in the beautiful outdoors. I was back in the mountains, exactly where I feel most comfortable. I’d never been here before, but I was home.


I stumbled out of my tent, startling some grazing horses nearby. I always feel terrible when I startle animals, and felt a longing pang of guilt as the troop of horses scuttled away from me. I did a few stretches, shaking my cold legs awake to prepare for the climb ahead. I had nearly 2,000m to ascend after falling behind schedule. I collected my almost-dried socks and underwear from the big tree, washed my cup, brushed my teeth, packed the tent and set off for a new day.


SHIT GETS REAL


As I neared the Big Pass, my most significant mark for the day, wheezing and panting in the thin air, a sight made me pick up my pace: a patch of snow. I had planned the run for the end of summer in order to reach the mountains after the snow had melted and cleared my path, but climbing high enough to reach the lingering snow still excited me. As I neared the patch, practically glowing next to the high-altitude landscape of grey boulders and shale, snow somehow began falling. Before stepping into the soft snowbank, I stopped to pile on my waterproofs and an extra wool layer. The gain in elevation had brought about a drop in mercury, and my hands were already purple and numb. Coming into contact with snow that went up to my knees as my feet rapidly sank through had an instant effect on my body temperature, and I was climbing higher and getting colder with every step. I was now at the foot of the Big Pass (I rarely found the names of back-country features, so I preferred to use the map in a way that was more memorable and meaningful to me, such as Big Pass, Questionable River, Long Slog, Spiky Mountain, etc.). The top was now out of view and I began my climb from directly underneath it. The rocks were loose and my shoes sank ankle deep into the fine alpine soil, pebbles pouring in over the tops of my shoes, wedging themselves between my socks and skin. I shortened my trekking poles to their smallest height and began climbing.


On and on and on and on, up and up and up I went. Right foot, left foot, right pole, left pole, stop. Breathe. Wheeze. Right foot, left foot, right pole, left foot, stop. Cough. Curse. Wheeze. And so on and so forth.


I blinked hard and my pink and yellow and green and black running shoes came in and out of focus. I turned back to see if I had actually climbed at all, and then suddenly with a sharp intake of breath clenched my poles tighter as my knees buckled – below my feet was only air. I became acutely aware of the steepness of the climb, and as my feet slowly drifted downwards in the dry scree I reminded myself to try to keep going. Stopping, faltering or, heaven forbid, tripping would lead to a swift return back down the slope to the snow patch that I had started from. Wheeze, cough, keep going. I grew so dizzy I forgot why I was climbing – I only knew that I had to go up. The only way to end the struggle was up. Eventually I accepted that I would never see the top. There was no top. The route to Osh disappeared, my real life at home disappeared, all grip on reality disappeared. Up I climbed, although there was no visible improvement in my elevation. I would be stuck on that scree climb for ever. And that was just the way things would be from now on.


Right foot, left foot, right pole, left pole, cough, wheeze, curse, cough, gasp, shake head. On and on.


When the view of sky began to enter my peripheral, I nearly cried. For what seemed like days, ahead of my face I could only see grey scree that I had to climb up. Slowly, the top of the pass crested and the bright sky above came into view. Only another 12 or so steps and I would be standing at the top.


Right foot, left foot, right pole.


Gasping for air, I dragged my way to the top of the pass, and weakly flicked my trekking poles skyward for a feeble, breathless whoop! Using the very last of my energy reserves on the celebration, I doubled over and took a seat on a well-placed flat rock to take in the view. It was phenomenal. Before my eyes, starting from the top and working the way down, were a cloudy, big sky, a snowy range of spiny mountains, and grey, treeless slopes leading to the most stunning turquoise lake – Ala Köl, in the valley directly below me. The intense turquoise colour reminded me of Canada’s Lake Louise, where I have many childhood memories. I may have lost my breath on the climb and the 3,900m of elevation, but the lake below me took the second wind. A dumb grin spread across my face, and all I could think of was the usual trail-running mantra of ‘work for your views’. I soon forgot the work, but I’ll never forget that view.


It was at this moment that I realized it was snowing again. How long has it been snowing for? I wondered as I smiled upwards. It was a hard, icy snow – a very close cousin of hail – and then the thunder boomed through the valley, rumbling deeply and crashing loudly. Given that I was sitting so close to the sky and was the tallest thing on the ridge, the thunder had an alarming effect. In less than five seconds, sheet lightning encapsulated the sky, far more alarming than the boom. I decided to stop wasting time trying to breathe on my mountain perch, and get going with the scree run down towards the lake shore. There was now just an hour of sunlight left in the day, and it would simply be a matter of finding the first acceptable tent pitch and setting up camp. I lengthened my poles, taking them from the shortest height which had been necessary going up and switching them to the longest, offering me the best hope of steadying myself on what would be a very quick descent down the steep, loose scree towards Ala Köl.


I took a zigzagged approach to prevent myself from stumbling with flailing limbs, and let my sore and knackered legs unwind and spin down the scree slope. Rocks poured in over the tops of my shoes, adding weights to my feet, but stopping was not an option – I was spinning out of control and could only hope that I would be able to pull the brakes before running straight into the glacial lake. After a few extremely gleeful minutes, I had reached the shore.


By now the thunder and lightning were so near that I almost jumped out of my skin at the latest boom and flash. I scrambled along the damp, grassy edges of the lake, searching for a dry and flat tent pitch. I literally searched high and low, trying desperately to find a patch of grass where my shoes didn’t instantly sink into dampness, but utterly failed. The valley was drenched from the past few days of stormy weather, and as the thunder boomed and the sun sank, I knew I needed to suck it up and pitch anyway in the squishy ground, imagining the wet saturating my tent and my sleeping bag throughout the night, drowning me and my belongings inside. I returned to the bottom of the descent I had clambered down, and rolled out my tent on the only patch of grass big enough to fit my tiny red home.


I chucked everything under the vestibule or inside the tent and began setting up my cocoon. I stripped off my wet layers and piled on the cosy, woolly clothes that were packed in tight with my sleeping bag. Once I was snuggled cosily inside my wool liner and sleeping bag, I vowed that I would not, under any circumstances, head outside that night. If I had to pee inside my bottle, I would. It was simply too cold and wet out there. The only thing left to do was to boil my dinner along with a hot-water bottle to keep my sleeping bag warm.


Remaining within the goose-down comfort of my sleeping bag, I unzipped my tent to reach out towards my ultra-light stove, which I had already filled with water from the alpine lake. I dug out my bright pink lighter, purchased at a convenience store a few days ago, and pressed the lever to ignite the gas. With a pathetic cracking noise, cheap plastic mangled under my thumb and, in a devastating instant, the lighter was useless. The lever fell off into my hand. Whispering no, no, no, I desperately tried to position it back onto the flint that I needed it to ignite. Attempt after attempt and with frozen hands that now resembled prunes, I struggled to make it work again. It was hopeless. No, no, no, no, no, I cried into the abyss.


I remembered then the storm-proof matches that I had bought on a nervous impulse at an outdoor shop in Scotland. I dug them out and lit the first. A short fizzle and it died. Damn. Light another. Fizzle, damn. Light another. Fizzle again. Four more times, and I knew I faced a real problem. 1A night without food would be unfortunate. A night without the ability to get warm would be uncomfortable. Perhaps a little too uncomfortable. My exhausted mind began to swim with fear, imagining how cold the temperature would drop over the next eight hours as the snow/hail continued to pelt my thin tent, with me already shivering inside. I was up against a very serious problem.


Then I recalled that while sitting atop the pass earlier I had spotted a cluster of expedition tents that were probably only a kilometre or two away. I decided I would have to find them now.


I pulled on my wet track pants and jacket over my cosy layers, and forced my feet back into my shoes, which were already starting to freeze. With my headlamp on the highest beam, I made a dash for it.


I ran with surprising lightness of foot over the slippery rocks and boulders that populated the bottom of the valley, climbing up a steep slope that eventually led me to the path towards the tents. In the darkness, the beam from my light only lit up the flurries falling in front of me, and I had to keep wiping the snowflakes from my lashes so I could see. In only a few minutes I was at the little camp, panting and out of breath.


‘Hello?’ I tentatively called out, standing in the middle of three tents that were pitched in a cluster. It was only 8pm, but given the weather everyone had shut their doors and gone inside. Thankfully, a German accent answered back.


Grateful that the only other residents of the valley that night spoke English, I explained my sad situation and within minutes had a lighter on loan, and an offer of biscuits, which I declined, while offering my profuse thanks.


‘You have literally just saved my life!’ – that may have been an exaggeration, but it didn’t feel like it at the time.


I dashed back to my campsite, this time acknowledging just how treacherous the rocky path was in the snowy night. My tent was already covered in about an inch of snow, and I wondered how much the small structure could take. I brushed it off, hoping I wouldn’t have to get outside again later. I dove inside, trying not to take too much snow in with me, and renewed my vow to definitely not go out of the tent again : it really was not a night to be messing around outside.


With a working lighter, I had boiling water in a few minutes. I poured half of it into my instant chilli, which I had brought from home as a ‘treat’ before the diet of noodles took over, and half into my 500ml Nalgene bottle which I placed between my frozen feet. I had gone from desperation to heaven in just a few minutes, thanks to the German mountaineers. I will be thankful for them for the rest of my life, but I’ll also never forget that I was incredibly lucky that anyone was there at all.


With a warm tent and full belly, I lay down to try to sleep. It was still early, but I had hoped that I would be tired enough from the day’s exertions. The silence of the night was occasionally broken by the thunderous roll of landslides on the other side of the lake, less than 100m away from me. The noise of the rocks avalanching down the slope and then crashing into the lake was impressive, and I became irrationally nervous at the sound of each one. Although the slopes were much steeper on the side where the landslides were happening, I still felt that it wasn’t impossible that one would happen on my side. And my tent was pitched right next to the water – at the bottom of any potential avalanche. I tried to remember what the mountainside looked like directly behind my tent, and assess in my mind the potential hazard.


At this point my internal dialogue was going something like this:


So the storm-proof matches don’t work, and now I’m going to be buried in a landslide and never found. I’ve already been lost once, and I’ll most likely be lost again. I am remarkably incapable.


I have no business being here.


This. Is. Absurd.


Despite the heavy exhaustion, I had a very restless night between my anxious brain and the incredible cold. Every couple of hours I would wake shivering, and once again boil the water in my Nalgene to warm me up, tapping the sides of my tent to throw off the snow while I waited. The fresh warm bottle at my feet would calm me down again, and I would buy another hour or so of sleep.


By the third time I leaned out of the tent to light my stove, the snow had stopped falling, and to my pure delight the sky had cleared to reveal dazzling stars. Far away from any big cities that could cause light pollution, and at a high altitude that made me feel like I could reach out and grab them, the bright display of the galaxy above wiped the slate clean on the awful night I was having. I gazed up smiling at the stars for a few brief moments, before acknowledging the frigid cold and diving back into my sleeping bag to wait for the water to boil.


MANAGEABLE BITES


Plodding along the lake shore of Issyk-Kul, a change in route I had made after a combination of a scary weather system and my undeniable altitude struggles, the idea had sprung into my mind to set the dates for my milestones – knowing when I expected to celebrate the halfway mark in Naryn, and estimating the time of my finish in Osh, would help me assess if I was on track or not. I had knocked off 30km during the morning’s run, so I took a swimming break for lunch. Issyk-Kul is perhaps the best lake I have ever swum in, the water cool and clear, the saline element helping a weakened runner to float a little – so I needed no convincing to take frequent bathing breaks. After a cool-down in the lake, I sat on the rocky beach and took out my notepad where I had already scribbled notes about each stage, including approximate distances and speculative difficulty levels. I now wrote estimated dates on the top of each stage, guessing when I expected to be in each town I would pass. I went through the dates on the calendar, noting the passing of events – birthdays and dinners with friends that I had always known I would miss – but now felt that longing. The guilt at missing these people sank my heart a little lower in my chest. I was writing dates that were in late September – a whole flip of the calendar away. I could hardly imagine that a month from now I might still be wearing this same sweaty t-shirt, stretching out these stiffening hips and eating cereal bars that got smooshed and melted in my backpack. The idea of running through to mid-September suddenly overwhelmed me. I felt anxious, and doubts clouded my mind – could I really sustain this for that long? I missed home more than ever at realizing how long it would be before I saw anyone I knew again. This was all such a foolish idea!


I stayed on the beach for a while feeling terrible about everything, and then eventually decided that I might spend the rest of my life lying there and crying about how hard my self-inflicted challenge was going to be if I didn’t suck it up and get moving. Every kilometre I could get out of the way was a kilometre closer to home, and that was a very encouraging thought. I put my running kit back on, and started running again with a fresh determination.


Never again have I looked so far into the future when it comes to Hard Things. Whether it’s running across Kyrgyzstan, coping through a pandemic, finishing a project or whatever you’re going through: the key is always to take manageable bites. Don’t think about the next bit until you’re there. From then on, I only ever focused on the ‘stage’ of the run I was on – marked by resupply towns. I had eight stages planned out, and I was only on the second one. After that, I thought of nothing but arriving at the end of Stage 2. When and if I finished the stage, I would recover, reflect and reset. Then, and only then, would I even begin to acknowledge Stage 3.


That’s how you eat an elephant, or something like that.


INTO THE INTERIOR


My lungs began to open and adapt to the altitude; my legs were settling into the routine of running all day with the extra weight of a pack, and I finally turned south towards the interior, deep into the Tien Shan. I was glad to leave behind the relatively populated world of the lake shore, but heading away from the welcoming waters of Issyk-Kul and the endless summer heat, up towards the imposing white-capped mountains and their stormy weather, took a moment of courage. I completed that leg of the journey in Bokonbaevo, where a small tourism office helped me to find a ‘home stay’, a clever system that allows women to earn some money by renting out their spare rooms and cooking for guests who come through town. These visits were great insights into life for rural Kyrgyz women, and I preferred the time in real homes over hotel stays whenever I had these chances.


I only stayed one night, not feeling the need to delay any more – the memory of how far I still had to travel was heavy on my shoulders, and I knew I wouldn’t really feel better until I got more mileage behind me. In the morning, I returned to the tourism office to fill them in on my plans, as I had promised the day before. Ulvik, the manager, had suggested he could call ahead to the next town and help me out.


‘I reckon three or four days, so let’s say three to be safe,’ I told Ulvik. He tried unsuccessfully to suppress a giggle. Looking me up and down in a slow, judgemental way, he shook his head and responded, ‘Umm . . . no. It takes five – well, actually, for you, I would say six days to reach Kochkor.’


Smiling sweetly, suppressing my instinctive rage, I assured Ulvik that I was fast, and I would be there in three to four days. He laughed harder now.


‘It’s really hard. You will see. It will take you six days. You will see!’


I was beginning to see a pattern in these reactions, and over the course of the journey, I simply stopped telling many people what my real plans were, just for the sake of avoiding this repetitive conversation.


By now my feet were in excruciating pain. I had never run so far in the space of a week, and I felt the added weight of my backpack, not to mention the harder tarmac miles on the lake shore, more in the soles of my feet than anywhere else. As I ran out of town on the brief stretch of tarmac, already hot from the morning sun, I whimpered and hoped that I would be on a soft mountain trail soon. I felt my feet swell and throb inside my trail shoes, and spent most of the day keeping an eye open for any stream that I could briefly take my shoes off and soak my feet in. The clear alpine water was like an ice bath for swollen feet, and usually bought me 30 minutes with minimal pain before they began to throb again.


Soon I was climbing steeply into the mountains, following a very rough track of loose rocks. My feet rolled backwards over large pebbles, sometimes forcing me to treadmill, running in place and not managing to propel forwards, thanks to the loose ground. It felt a lot like running in sand. My quads screamed; I was slowed to a walk, and even then taking plenty of breaks. The loose surface was also a nightmare for my feet, and by the end of the day the clusters of small blisters already there had converged into mega blisters. Eventually, thankfully, I reached the top of the climb and the terrain – for the most part – levelled out: I had made it up to a jailoo.


Jailoos are high summer pastures, where hardy shepherds move with their herds for the limited summer months to benefit from boundless grazing before snow blocks the mountains off once more. They are open, green and totally free, in every sense of the word. As I crested the climb and caught my first glimpse of one, I marvelled at what lay before me: a heavenly land of short grass, glittering streams and undulating gradients. Essentially, trail-running paradise. Although the long day had me running tired, the sight of the jailoo uplifted me with a second wind.


As I ran straight through the middle of the jailoo, I felt spectacularly alone, yet comfortable in that solitude. Somehow, though, shepherds had spotted me, and as I passed through the extensive domain of one and then the next, a horse-mounted herdsman would appear to wave hello and ensure that I was okay – they had been alarmed to see me running, and wanted to ensure it wasn’t from anything.


I set up my tent in the open grassy plain, next to a small spring which I cooled my throbbing red feet in. In this time, I was paid two separate visits by shepherds who were both so far away that I couldn’t see their yurts, yet they each saw me. I got the impression that they had been aware of my presence all day, but had seen no reason to bother me until now. Seeing that I intended to camp, they came over to voice their concerns about me sleeping alone – exposed to the wolves. They were also very curious about my tiny tent, perplexed that I could sleep in such a flimsy structure, and had a proverbial kick of the tyres around my kit. I asked each of them if it was okay for me to camp where I was, not wanting to intrude on anyone’s territory. They were both enthusiastically positive that I could camp and roam wherever I wished, but remained extremely worried about the wolves as well as the cold, and offered their hospitality. With my camp already set up and their respective yurts about 5km away, I wasn’t able to move, but promised I would visit in the morning, which I did.


Of course, these conversations, like most I had been having in the country, were had through a hilarious combination of charades and Russian – the latter of which I knew about eight words in.


Not wanting to insult, but equally not wanting to climb up the sides of the mountains to his yurt, I invited the second shepherd, Oshkar, for coffee, as it was all I really had to offer (mental note: buy tea in the next village!). I boiled him some sweet Nescafe, but he still asked for more sugar, which I sadly did not have. We sat by the tent and managed with surprising success to communicate about his family and lifestyle and my adventure. Nearly 60 years old, Oshkar was spending this summer at the jailoo working with only his wife, as all of his kids were now in Bishkek, nearly a day’s drive away. It was clear that although he was sad that they wouldn’t be with him this year to help, he was proud of them for getting an education and starting jobs in the big city. Oshkar was enthusiastic about my adventure when I showed him the map, and although he knew of all the places (and helped me to pronounce them better), he had not visited anywhere outside of his small region. He had spent every summer since he was a baby at the same spot on the jailoo where his family herded their livestock, and every winter in the village of Bokonbaevo at lower elevation.


As the sun lowered, Oshkar returned to his yurt and left me to bundle up as the temperature plummeted. The wind was picking up as well, and I worried that there would be another big storm in the night. I piled up my backpack and spare items on the left side of the tent to keep it upright against the battering wind that was coming from that direction. The storm didn’t die down until nearly dawn, yet I managed to have the best sleep I had had so far inside my tiny red and grey home. Perhaps it was the beauty of the jailoo, or the comfort of knowing that the friendly shepherds were nearby, or simply the pure exhaustion of over a week on the road, but I slept soundly and comfortably through the cold, raining and windy night.


My morning run along the middle of the jailoo would go down as one of my favourite running memories of all time. It was the perfect combination of a pleasant morning with clear skies, the beauty and silence of nature, and easy running thanks to the naturally short grass and simple navigation: the spiny ridges of mountains on either side of me pointed me straight onwards, following the path of least resistance as if through a funnel. Overhead, hunting golden eagles swirled, their cries providing the only other sound to remind me that the place was real, and not a dream.


By mid-morning, and far too soon, I reached the end of the jailoo and the beginning of the downhill run. From the top of the descent I could just see Kochkor, my next supply stop, in the distance. It seemed entirely feasible that I would make it before nightfall, finishing this stage in just three days – more than a day faster than I had planned.


The steep descent took me towards the dusty valley floor. My heels skidded down the powdery, red-dirt trail, loose rocks occasionally flying up and bouncing uncomfortably off my ankles. The vegetation had changed completely from alpine to a drier, sparser, almost desert-like ecosystem. Crickets flew over the path and were teeming in the bushes next to it, often colliding with my legs as I continued my fast descent. It seemed odd to be so dry after being so close to the snow-capped mountains in a heavy storm only hours earlier.


My trail widened into a dirt double track and, as the temperature rose with every drop in elevation, I really did feel like I was running into a desert. From the hilltops looking across the dry valleys, I could always spot villages by the sudden and remarkable presence of greenery where trees were planted around houses and irrigation channels. I was learning this as a navigational tactic in order to spot towns and, most importantly, running water from afar. As a larger town in Kyrgyzstan, the view of Kochkor from more than 10km away was of a great patch of green in the middle of a red dust bowl, nestled low inside the Tien Shan.


When I hit the bottom of my downhill run and the track flattened out, I was startled out of my skin at the roar of an engine behind me – I hadn’t seen a car in three tranquil days. I leaped off the path to let the rusty farm vehicle lumber past me, waving at the family inside and trying to disguise my startle. In fairness, they were probably feeling the same at the sight of me on their remote commute.


It was early afternoon when I strolled into the small but lively town of Kochkor. It had a bit of a Central Asia meets Wild West feel to it, and the relative bustle was alarming after my jailoo holiday. The main central street was abuzz with marshrutkas – shared taxis – shouting destinations and numbers of seats left in the cars, vans coming and going, and street vendors selling back-to-school supplies. I wasted no time in heading straight for the most available-looking restaurant, regaining humanity bite by bite. I also managed to access wifi, but then sat staring at my phone wondering what to do with it. As the various apps on my screen lit up with red dots indicating the number of messages and notifications needing my attention, my eyes glazed over and I put my phone back away, not acknowledging any of them.


STAGE 4


After taking a full rest day in Kochkor, I packed a hefty bag, prepared for the fourth and longest stage of the run. I dropped in to say goodbye to the friendly young woman working in the Kochkor tourism office, who in a lowered tone asked again about my plans.


‘I’m worried about you. You have to be careful . . . there are some bad people out there.’


The fear painted on her face was familiar to me – I’ve seen it on many faces in all parts of the world – but it sank in regardless. As I jogged along the dusty road out of town, I reflected on what truly bothered me about it. Was I worried about my safety? Not really. Kyrgyzstan was a safe and welcoming place. Sure, there are bad people everywhere, and no country is exempt from the worst aspects of humanity, but as a female runner, that is a burden I carry with me on every run I ever go on, regardless of how safe and welcoming the place is. I think what bothered me about her warning was how affected she was. A recent grad, she was just a young woman who was held back in all the choices she made in her daily life due to the ‘bad people out there’, as she put it. No doubt an echo of what her family, teachers and even local police had drilled into her throughout her life. It saddens me to know that even in a country where, as a woman, I felt more safe than usual, the local girls carry the same burden. They are still held back by this universal truth. The truth that the world is not a totally safe place – and it’s a woman’s responsibility and burden to keep herself protected from it.


I had merrily blasted through my late teens and early twenties travelling far and wide, backpacking and bike touring through as many countries as I could get to. I was aware of the ‘danger’ as much as I had ever been, but the gender factor was something I just accepted. I hadn’t dwelled on it yet. But, year on year, I’ve become more aware of the different lives my male peers are living. The further we get from childhood, the more apparent it is to me that we have grown up to different realities – two versions of the experience of freedom on this planet, one for each gender.


I felt helpless receiving a warning from a younger generation, knowing that the cycle was far from being broken.


I spent most of the day stuck running on the side of the road, due to the sprawling farmland and communities around Kochkor. The occupants of many of the passing vehicles – open farm trucks carrying a handful of labourers, marshrutkas filled to the roof with passengers well beyond their seatbelt capacity, and of course more grumbling Ladas with entire families crammed in – would stare, open mouthed, at the spectacle of me. I hated being looked at, and after a few hours lost my resilience to it, pulling my hat down over my eyes and trying not to receive the glances. I knew they weren’t sinister, but there was nothing comfortable about being gaped at so much. The only passing vehicles whose occupants weren’t blatantly staring at me pulled over to offer me a lift, which turned out to be worse: I was in a very quitting mood. Something about my time in Kochkor and the resounding no-it-can’t-be-done that I heard from everyone I engaged with, in addition to a day of being stared at (I really like my privacy), had bothered me, and the offers of a free ride up the road became far more tempting than I had ever expected them to be.


In the afternoon it started to rain, and I pulled my hood tight over my face, leaving only my eyes and nose exposed; I put a podcast on through my headphones, effectively shutting the road out. I decided that what I needed now was to just get this section done and get myself off the Road of Negativity, as I had now dubbed it.


The time finally came, late in the afternoon, when I had passed all of the sprawling Kochkor farms and could turn off the road and head once more into the wilderness. I had refused seven offers of a free ride in an array of rickety vehicles, especially once the afternoon thunderstorm started and passing motorists expressed deep concern and pity for me, not to mention many reminders that what I was doing could not be done.


I dove off the unpaved road, running excitedly downhill towards a small river that I would have to cross in order to make it to the great wide open. Behind me was the road, with plumes of black engine exhaust and the occasional speeding lorry; ahead of me loomed new mountains. In the rain I couldn’t see very far ahead, but all that I could see was green. Clean, natural, peaceful green. I was happy again.


In the morning I woke to a battered body. Tight hips, fatigued calves, a twitched hamstring and an aching shoulder. I lay staring at the roof of my tent, willing the pain to disappear. The long day on the pavement heading out of Kochkor had clearly taken its toll. I went through my morning routine of porridge, coffee, stretching, reviewing my route for the day and then packing more slowly than usual, moving so stiffly it was like my muscles had been mixed with glue.


I followed the contours of the foothills to make an easy run around the rolling green hills that stood between me and my next big climb. I planned to start the climb by midday, assuming I would have an easy morning. The sky was clear blue and the mountains beyond the foothills beckoned. It was a beautiful place, and I felt at incredible ease.


After crossing the jailoo with its short grass and hitting the edge of the hills, I joined a goat track that led in the direction I wanted to go. Planning this trip from Scotland, I had been worried about finding trails and routes, as there was almost no information available online, and I was delighted to learn each day that route planning was relatively easy – there was almost always a goat or horse track to follow. I had been progressively getting more confident at navigating, and most days I found great trails stamped out by hooves.


I twisted through small valleys between the lumpy green hills, and then turned briefly downhill towards a small river, the river that led to the larger river that would be my main navigation source to take me to the afternoon’s planned mountain pass.


Gradually, so gradually it was almost imperceptible, the path began to vanish under overgrowth. Now and then I would rediscover my goat track, only for it to be swallowed by dense and prickly vegetation again. I had now been walking for a while, not finding any ground accessible enough to run. I used my poles to push thistles out of my way so my bare legs could pass without bloodshed. The track wound along the side of a steep crag, bringing me finally down to the swift-flowing river.
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