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Flag Number: xxxx 
 
 
Title of Expedition: Altai Expedition 2013 Search for Paradise 
 
 
Location of Expedition: 

 
 
 
 
Right in the heart of Central Asia, where the 
borders of Russia, Mongolia, China and 
Kazakhstan meet, lies the impressive Altai 
Mountain range. It covers an area of over 
600.000 km2. Borders split the mountains 
into four parts, but geographically, 
ecologically and culturally the Altai 
mountains are a coherent system, a unity. 
 
 

 
The mountain ranges are oriented generally north-north-west to south-south-east. 
Approximately between 45 52 30 N and 81 98 E.  
The highest point of the Altai is one of the twin peaks of Mount Belukha at 4506 m. The 
largest mountain massif is Tabyn-Bogdo-Ola, located at the junction of all four countries. 
Headwaters of the Ob, Irtysh and Yenisei rivers, which flow to the Artic Ocean.   

 
The Altai is recognized as one of the worlds richest centres in biocultural diversity. Its 
high conservation value is probably due to its location (guarded border zones).  

 
The region is characterized by a number of mountain ecosystems, consisting of tundra, 
forest, steppe and high montane vegetation. Endemic flora species estimated to comprise 
10% of the Altai flora, the latter an estimated total of 2800 species and subspecies. 

 
In 1998 five separate areas of Altai were inscribed into the list of the World Natural 
Heritage sites by the UNESCO under the common name “Golden Mountains of Altai” 
 
 
Dates of Expedition: 
Start 16 June 2013 in East Kazakhstan, Maymir 
Finish 25 September 2013 in Siberian Altai, Palamushka mountain  
 
The expedition was a first time circuit on horseback around the high Altai mountains in 
modern times. We covered 1506 km on horseback in 101 days.  
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Arita Baaijens had visited the Russian Altai several times between 2008-2011.  
Wayne Poulsen had also visited the Mongolian and the Chinese Altai in order to establish 
good relations with local authorities. Since our aim was to travel in border zones of a 
sensitive geographical hotspot, the key to success was to establish good contacts before 
hand with fixers and local authorities in the areas we intended to travel through.  
 
 
Expedition Participants: 
Arita Baaijens, Netherlands, biologist, explorer, author. She carried out more than 25 
expeditions, wrote books and numerous articles. The Altai-Sayan Mega Connectivity and 
Conservation Initiative appointed her as their ambassador for the Altai-Sayan eco-region. 
Member of WINGS Worldquest, RGS, Explorers Club, Long Riders Guild 
 
Wayne Poulsen, USA, mountaineer, author, director and participant in artisans and 
cultural programs for BioRegions International in Mongolia since 2001. Member Long 
Riders Guild. 
 
Independently from each other Arita Baaijens and Wayne Poulsen planned to 
circumnavigate the entire Altai Mountain range. When they met in the Russian Altai in 
2010 they decided to join forces. The expedition is very much the result of the 
cooperation of two like minded souls. 
  
 
Expedition Sponsors and Funding: 
 
The expedition was self funded.  
 
 
Purpose of Expedition: 
 
Background: 
When Arita Baaijens first visited the Siberian Altai-Sayan in 2008, she attended a 
workshop which aimed to lay the groundwork for transboundery co-operation and 
conservation management in the Altai-Sayan. Since then, Arita visited the region several 
times. She familiarized herself with the land, people, culture and the Altai indigenous 
worldview and belief systems. For the Altai indigenous peoples nature is sacred and the 
Altai is the axis and spiritual centre of the world.   
 
In 2010, Arita baaijens presented her plan to circumnavigate the Altai Mountains at the 
IUCN multi-national Altai-Sayan connectivity and conservation workshop in the Altai 
Republic. The project was well received. Participants of the workshop realized that their 
efforts to try and implement conservation management across borders could benefit from 
media exposure generated by a first time circuit on horseback of the Altai mountains.  
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Not only the inhabitants of the Altai have a limited perception of the mountain range as a 
whole. Outside of the 4 Altai countries most people aren’t even aware of the existence of 
the Altai mountain range and its unique flora, fauna, geology, culture and its important 
function as a spreading center of languages, human genetics and transmigrations. In other 
words: the impressive Altai mountain range with its snow covered peaks is invisible in 
plain sight. That is why we have called it the void in the center of Eurasia.  
  
 
General Aim  
-  Present the Altai mountains in the four Altai countries as a single unity 
-  Research the meaning of sacred landscapes   
 
 
Knowledge gaps we set out to address 
- The Altai mountain range is regarded by each Altai country as a border wall, leaving the 
massif as a whole scarcely acknowledged.  
 
It is important to address the knowledge gap because 
- The Altai mountain range is a very important global biodiversity hotspot and it is a 
Unesco World Heritage site. It is one of the last refuges of snow leopards and Argali 
sheep.  
- The Altai is also the spiritual home of indigenous peoples 
- Conservation management is fragmented due to the four borders 
- People across borders are largely unknown to each other although they share the same 
cultural roots.  
 
GOAL 
It is not easy to change fragmented policies in the Altai. Our expedition goes beyond 
solving practical problems and aims to change people’s mindset about the Altai. 
 
By connecting the dots, the expedition intends to 
- showcase the Altai as a coherent system 
- invite stakeholders to share their vision for the future  
- promote cultural exchange across borders 
- highlight the unique qualities of the Altai and bring the area to the attention of scholars, 
conservation minded people and organizations.  
 
 
HOW 
Story telling is a powerful tool to reach people and create a 2-way flow of ideas, 
knowledge, skills and experience. Arita Baaijens collected and recorded stories, and 
shares them with a wider audience: Interviews, publications, documentary, presentations, 
book. At the request of their Russian counterparts, Wayne Poulsen and Arita Baaijens are 
sending reports about their findings in Kazakhstan and the Russian Altai. To be published 
in  Russian.    
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Expectations 
 
- Travel around the High Altai Mountains on horseback for the first time in modern 
history. 
 
- Map the expedition in an alternative way and visualize the topography of the mind in 
relation with the topography of the surrounding landscape. Arita’s Search for Paradise 
project is a study about the meaning of (sacred) landscapes.  
 
- Showcase the Altai as a unity; a coherent geographical, biological and cultural system 
rather than four separate parts. 
 
- Meet stakeholders in the area and exchange ideas, expertise and views.  
 
- Actively establish links with local and international organizations and initiatives with an 
interest in the Altai. Such as The Altai Project, Foundation for Sustainable Development 
of Altai, Altai University in Altai Republic of Russia, IUCN Sacred Natural Sites 
Initiative, UNESCO, WWF and BioRegions.  
 
 
 
The Expedition Experience: 

- Film and document landscapes, flora, fauna, stories, nomadic herding families 
- Research the meaning of landscape by mapping personal experiences (topography 

of the mind) in relation to the physical surroundings (topography of the 
environment)  

- We completed the journey around the high Altai Mountains, 1506 km on 
horseback in 101 days.  

 
 
Per country: 
In Kazakhstan we mainly traveled in Katon Karakaisk National Park, in the far east 
of Kazakhstan. It is a marginalized area, we saw many abandoned villages and hardly 
any people. As we changed horses and horsemen about every 3-5 days, we did have 
many different travel companions with whom we could exchange information. 
  
In China we traveled with local horsemen. We met many nomadic families with 
herds of camels, sheep and goats on their summer pasture. We were often invited into 
their yurts to share tea and local food. This provided good opportunities to talk about 
nomadic life, also thanks to our translator and our horsemen, who came from this area 
and joined in the talks..  
  
In Mongolia we met several nomadic families, eagle hunters, Tuwan hunters, park 
rangers. We traveled with an experienced eagle hunter. We enjoyed the hospitality of 
Kazakh nomads and were able to learn more about their history, music, culture and 
way of life.  
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In Russia we connected with shamans, villagers, herders, musicians, park rangers, 
hunters. Many insights in different world views, beliefs and cultural heritage. We also 
shared ideas about the future of the Altai and took notice of the fact that tourism and 
plans for a gas pipeline across the sacred and vulnerable (permafrost) Ukok plateau 
are putting pressure on the environment and the indigenous culture.   
 
Environmental conditions  
 
The Altai mountains are located at the junction of four countries and covers an area of 
over 600.000 km2. It is recognized as one of the worlds richest centres in biocultural 
diversity. Its high conservation value is probably due to its location (guarded border 
zones).  
 
The Altai mountains covers a large area and mountain ranges vary in orientation. The 
result is much variation in character and patterns of vegetation. The region is 
characterized by a number of mountain ecosystems, consisting of tundra, forest, 
steppe and high montane vegetation. Endemic flora species estimated to comprise 
10% of the Altai flora, the latter an estimated total of 2800 species and subspecies. 
 
The climate is overall strongly continental, but is modified by the relief and other 
factors. The winters are long (6-9 months) and cold (minus 30-65 Celcius). The 
summers are short and rather warm. Sharp seasonal and daily fluctuation of 
temperature. Well defined temperature inversions in the inter-mountains depressions 
2012/2013 had been a very cold winter, much more snow than usual. In June lots of 
melted snow flowed into rivers, rangers had never seen water levels that high. On top 
the summer of 2013 was unusually wet, lots of rain on our journey. 
 
Kazakhstan - abundance of grass and wild flowers. Immense variety and abundance 
of plant species, some of them endemic. A true paradise.  
 
In China - we did not see many wild flowers in full bloom, most were eaten by 
grazing cattle. At lower altitudes we did come across pastures reserved for hay 
making, lots of wild flowers.  In the high mountains local herders collected rare plants 
and certain larvae, to be sold to Chinese doctors in the city. Landscape strongly 
influenced by glaciers. 
 
Mongolia -  Steppe. Good grass due to the rains. Many ovoos (stones piled on top of 
each other) which mark places of power. Attached to the stones blue and white 
ribbons, the colors of the Altai. Blue representing the sky and the sky god. White 
being the color of all that is sacred and pure. Landscape strongly shaped by glaciers. 
  
Russia – many sacred natural sites. Places of power. Ancient graves. Wild rivers. 
Ukok plateau, an uninhabited valley between glaciers. Official zone of Silence, 
Unesco world heritage site. Sky, water, white capped mountains all around. 
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Permafrost. Peat and moss,  rivers are being born. Utterly moving. The high barren 
mountains, a refuge for snow leopards and Argali sheep. Many endemic plant species. 
Many lakes. High mountains, rocks, streams and rivers.  
 
Altaians consider the Altai a living being. For the indigenous people, paradise is not 
to be found in the afterlife but here on earth. The Altai is considered to be paradise, as 
it provides all what is necessary to live a good life.  
 

 
Surprises  
–  I never expected to see so many nomadic families living in the Chinese Altai 
border zone. Summer pastures were often very high in the mountains, no roads, no 
infrastructure. People and their herds sometimes had to travel for weeks to reach the 
summer pastures. The only way to transport their yurt, furniture, provisions and 
firewood is by camel. It also surprised me that in China authorities take good care of 
nomads: we met a visiting vet and engineers who checked the condition of migration 
routes and bridges.  
 
- It was surprising to notice that it is possible to sense the special quality of a natural 
(sacred) place. During former visits Arita had often wondered why certain natural 
sites were considered sacred by the Altaians. What makes one place sacred and 
powerful and an equally beautiful spot not? During those earlier and shorter visits she 
could not sense the difference. Traveling on horseback in the Altai for almost four 
months sharpened the senses and the ability to read a landscape not only from the 
outside, but also from the inside.   
 
- Looking back on the journey, the evidence of strong spiritual connection between 
endemic cultures and the mountain landscape had a huge impact on the way Arita 
perceived and experienced the landscape. In Kazakhstan and China we found little 
evidence of the ritual devotion to the landscape, but in Mongolia and the Russian 
Altai we found ribbons tied to tree branches, ovoos and offerings at significant places, 
such as mountain passes and vistas. As a local shaman told us: if you don’t honor 
Nature, the Altai will still look beautiful, but the mountains will not speak to you. 
And so it is. 

 
Expedition Techniques: 
We spend several years preparing the ground for the Altai expedition 2013.  
 
The team needed  
- travel permits for the four countries 
- border zone permits for each country, very difficult to obtain, especially for China. We 
were certain these permits alone would not suffice once we were on the road, so we also 
invested a lot of time and energy to find trustworthy and well connected fixers in each 
country. We also established contacts on the ground with officials and key people in the 
national parks we traveled through. This proved to be essential for the success of the trip.  
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- contacts with horse people, as we had to rent horses in all four countries. No fun, it is 
much better and cheaper to travel on your own horse, but it was impossible to cross the 
border of China with horses. We did not have enough time to buy and sell horses in each 
country. 
- a translator in each country, preferably someone who spoke all the languages spoken in 
the area. Our Chinese translator for example spoke Kazakh, Han Chinese, Uigur and 
English. This made it possible to communicate with officials, nomads, herders and others 
we met on the way. 
 
Logistically the expedition was a true nightmare. To obtain all necessary visa before hand 
was not only complicated, but at times seemed impossible. Let alone to obtain all the 
other papers and documents we needed. Plus the challenge of having to coordinate and 
manage all those different contacts from afar.  
 
Another difficult issue: border crossings. We had to cross borders at a certain date. If we 
would arrive later, we would not be allowed to enter at all. So it was important for the 
horses, guide and horseman, fixer and translator to wait for us at the appointed time and 
place, with the correct travel documents. We had no time to lose if we wanted to 
complete the circle before winter snow would make further travel impossible. The travel 
season in the Altai mountains is short, about 3-4 months, due to harsh climatic conditions 
the rest of the year. On the last two days of our expedition snow started falling. 
 
 
Day to day work 
We spend a lot of her time and energy filming the journey.  
Arita’s other focus was the Search for Paradise project, a study about the meaning of 
(sacred) landscapes.   
 
Every day 
Check equipment, discuss route for that day, check provisions.  
Most of the day we traveled on horseback.  
During the day: film + photography + taking notes 
Also: Keep a record of moods / emotions + environment data for the project Search for 
Paradise 
 
In the evening: download footage from memory cards onto hard drives, digitalize footage 
descriptions, write day to day diary, check camera’s and other equipment   
Took several hours each evening. 
  
Helpers: a horseman to look after the horses. A fixer/translator. Sometimes park rangers 
would join the expedition for a few days.  
 
What would I do differently 
To be honest, I would have done a lot of things differently if mother Nature had given us 
more time to complete the circumnavigation. But we could not start earlier than mid June, 
when there was still a lot of snow on mountain passes and the water level in rivers was at 
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times so high we could not cross those rivers. By the end of September snow started 
falling in the Russian Altai, so we were just in time to be able to finish our circle. 
 
Given time, I would have preferred to travel on my own horse. Rental horses meant we 
were tied to the owner, who accompanied his horses. Not always a pleasure, as the 
horsemen sometimes preferred to stick to their own plans rather than serve the expedition 
leaders. Very frustrating when you are used to run solo expeditions.   
 
During the expedition we often felt like Alice in Wonderland. The Altai mountains offer 
great vistas. We traveled in magnificent places: snow capped mountains, canyons, wild 
rivers, lakes, steep paths, valleys and their endless fields of wild flowers in all colors of 
the rainbow. But also extensive grasslands, standing stones, ancient graves, rock walls 
covered with petroglyphs.   
 
We were busy all the time, hardly any time to just sit and relax. That was okay though, 
what was not so okay at times was to be in company ALL the time. Traveling solo, even 
for a few days, gives a completely different perspective. Being alone sharpens the senses.    
 
Looking back, we could not have done it differently. It is a miracle that we managed to 
complete the circle as we had to overcome many obstacles en route.  
 
Expedition Results: 
 
We are processing the results of the journey, so it is too early to give a full account of all 
lessons learned. Our activities fit in with transboundery co-operation and conservation 
management initiatives in the Altai. And also with local and international initiatives to 
preserve sacred natural sites in the Altai and indigenous culture.  
 
Results  

- Altai documentary 
- multi media presentation of results (project Search for Paradise) 
- Articles and interviews 
- Online presentation of results (info graphics, FAQ, links) 
- Promote artist in residence program in Altai 
- Book 

 
Next step 

- Documentary about the expedition is produced by a third party 
- Arita completes the Search for Paradise project 
- Wayne and Arita co-author articles to be published in Russian, as requested by 

our Altai partners in Russia, Kazakhstan, Mongolia and China 
 
NOTE: Arita wants to thank Milbry Polk, founder of Wings Worldquest, for her support. 
Her encouragement during the preparation phase gave Arita wings, so to say.  
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Advice for young explorers 
1. Don’t believe people who tell you it cannot be done! 
 
2. If you don’t have the money to pay for your expedition, go anyway. 
 
3. Do it your way. 
 
4. Learn about the local culture and learn the basics of the local language before you set 
off. 
 
5. Buy a horse or camel if you travel with animals, and be your own boss 
 
6. If you decide to work with an interpreter, TEST him or her first under trying 
circumstances if you can. May save you a lot of trouble.  
 
7. Never give up.  
  
 
LINKS 
http://www.aritabaaijens.nl 
http://www.expeditiontoparadise.net 
 
 
 


