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celcius. My summer was comfortably warm  
here with temperatures hovering around 
20 degrees celcius. Mongolia is a country of  
clear blue skies, with about 260 sunny days 
a year. 

My first solo adventure was when I was 19, 
and though often travelling far and astray, I 
had flourishing careers, first as a chef and lat-
er as a psychologist and criminologist. By the 
age of 28, I retired. I quit my job as an inves-
tigative psychologist with the Dutch National 
Police, I left my house and sold or gave away 
everything I owned. I took only what I could 
carry on a bicycle and rode off, not knowing 
where I was going, how long I would go for 
and whether I would ever return. 

By March 2018, three years have passed and 
I am still roaming the world, adapting to a 

that constitute the landscape of the country. 

Up north, closer to the Siberian border, there 
are some forests and the south contains the 
immense Gobi Desert. In this desert dino-
saur bones have been found and this apart 
Mongolia is also home to many archeological 
findings like ancient graves, icetombs, deer-
stones and turkish stones. Infrastructure is 
almost non-existent in this country and the 
horse is still the primary mode of transport 
here. 

The Altai Mountains are even more special. 
This region is home to an incredibly hospita-
ble, colourful, strong and welcoming culture. 
About 90% of the people here are of Kazakh 
origin and it is this area where the traditional 
art of eagle-hunting is still practised. You can 
find men on their horses, six kilos of eagle 
on the arm, trotting and gallopping across 
steep slopes, in search of marmots, foxes and 
sometimes wolves. When spotted, the eagle 
hunters split up, surround the animal, pull 
the hats off the eagles’ head and let them 
fly to go and catch the prey. The skins of 
the prey are used to make warm cloths and 
blankets to survive the harsh cold winters, 
when temperatures go down to -40 degrees 

Bayan-Ulgii province in Mongolia houses 
some of the oldest mountains in the world, 
and that includes the Altai mountains of 
Mongolia. Bordering Russia, China and Ka-
zakhstan, it is the most remote area of the 
least densely-populated country in the world. 
Only 3 million people live in a country half the 
size of India. Of this 1.5 million people reside 
in the capital Ulaanbaatar itself, where sky-
scrapers, Chinese pagodas, Soviet buildings 
and traditional nomadic gers make up an in-
credibly diverse city landscape. In sharp con-
trast, the immense emptiness of the country-
side mesmerizes adventurous travellers who 
have the courage to step back in time and 
explore a country that does not seem to have 
changed much since the hey-days of the 
highly celebrated conqueror Chinghis Khan. 
In the 12th and 13th century, he united the 
nomadic tribes of the Eur-Asian steppe and 
established the largest contiguous empire in 
history. 

It is said that one in every twelve men on this 
planet is a direct descendant of the Mongo-
lians. In Mongolia, however, the inhabitants 
mostly still live a semi-nomadic life, i.e. living 
in gers and herding sheep, goats, yaks, hors-
es and camels across the endless dry steppes 

1. Tamar, the eagle-huntress in Mongolia;

2. Nomads of Mongolia;

3. Mongolian gers (typical huts found in the coun-

try where the nomads live) on the steppe;

4. Ancient Turkish stones scattered on the steppes 

of Mongolia;

5. Ancient graves found in the country where life is 

still very primitive.
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On the first of June 2017, I arrived in Ul-
aanbaatar. For the most sparsely populated 
country in the world, Ulaanbaatar (or UB 
as the locals say) is an incredibly busy and 
overwhelming city: people, cars and develop-
ment everywhere. I moved to the countryside 
quickly to learn some skills I would need for 
my solo adventure. I had been on a horse 
maybe for ten days of my life so far and so 
I had arranged to stay with a nomad family 
in Mongolia to learn about horses, the lan-
guage, the culture and the customs. 

Previously I had read about the many rules 
followed in a Mongolian ger (the traditional 
nomad hut or tent) but yet I was surprised 
to find out that they are all abided by, even 
now. Some of the rules, for example, are: no 
whistling and pointing, always enter with 
your right foot and don’t step on the door-
step, turn clockwise and leave your hat, nev-
er put anything on the fire, and always ac-
cept what is offered to you, preferably with 

in Botswana, visiting jungle tribes in Indo-
nesia, down-hill mountain biking through 
banana and coffee plantations in Colombia, 
starting a band with non-English speaking 
Aboriginal kids in Australia, camel trekking 
through its deserts and howling with the 
wolves in Slovenia, learning natural bee-
keeping skills in Bulgaria, snorkeling with 
seals in South Africa, enjoying the Trans-
Siberian railway in autumn, exploring caves 
and lagoons filled with glow worms during 
three months of rock-climbing in Laos and 
Thailand, sleeping in my self-built snow cave 
in the French mountains, birdwatching in the 
jungles of Panama, crossing Norwegian wil-
derness in winter on skis and pulling a sled. 
But the highlight of my life so far has been 
the summer of 2017 though, when I trav-
elled across the Altai Mountains of Mongolia 
with my own horse, camel and dog while 
also taking a chance to learn the traditional 
skills of the nomadic eagle hunters that roam 
this area.

m o d e r n - s t y l e 
nomadic life. I 
have visited five 
continents and 
over 50 coun-
tries so far, most 
of it on my own, 
exploring cul-
tures and nature, 
most nights re-
tiring to my tent 
and enjoying the 
beauties of the 
natural world. 
Some of the
highlights of my 
travels include: 
cycling without 
a map or plan 
from Holland to 
Istanbul, observ-
ing wildlife dur-
ing baby season 
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killed the monks. Shortly after the democratic 
revolution in 1990, freedom of religion was

would hang buckets of water to the ceiling 
for support and hold on tight. Once as the 
ger seemed to be breaking apart, I looked 
outside and saw grandma and grandpa 
walking in circles around their ger burning 
herbs and praying to Tenger, the god of the 
skies. Luckily that strategy worked, and to-
gether we rebuilt the gers.

After staying with the family I moved to a 
local horse-trekking company to learn about 
long distance travelling with horses. I volun-
teered on a seven-day trek. The group con-
sisted of two Spanish tourists, two Mongo-
lian horsemen, a Mongolian chef and me. 

We passed by buddhist monasteries. Bud-
dhism used to be the state religion, before 
the Russians destroyed the monasteries and 

two hands. 

During my time with the nomads here, I 
learned how to milk sheep and goats, how to 
herd them, on a horse, with or without sad-
dle. And I learned how to collect the dung 
from the animals for cooking and how to 
prepare the meals, which consist almost en-
tirely of meat and dairy products. I learned to 
always hold your horse’s rope tight because 
a brief inattentive moment might give it the 
freedom to take off in a gallop and have 
the nomads chase it for hours before they 
manage to catch it. Similarly, I also learned 
to tighten the saddlestraps firmly so as not 
to unwillingly become the main character in 
some rodeo show. I learned to survive sand-
storms as there is no place to hide on the 
open steppe. As the storm approached we

1. A Ger camp with the herd;

2.  The nomads of Mongolia move their ger with 

the help of their camels;

3. Everything inside a ger is well decorated;

4. In Mongolian households, dinner is typically 

shared from one plate, and usually eaten with the 

hands; 

5. Chinghis Khan’s portrait can be found every-

where across Mongolia;

6. Photo taken during the lunchstop on the 42- 

hour busride from Ulaan Baatar to Ulgii;

7. Wild camels across the landscape;

8. Wild horse grazing;

9. Lynnea and Tamar riding;

10. Tamar had to learn the various Mongolian rules 

including those for parking animals.
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Lynnea had lots of horse experience and I 
had lots of solo travel experience in the wil-
derness. Also I was a bit ahead on learning 
the language and had already made some 
contacts in the Altai mountains. We decided 
to team up for the preparations and benefit 
from each other’s contacts and knowledge 
and save money.

We bought our gear (saddles, hobbles, 
stakes, ropes etc.) at the local market, before 
a 42+ hour bumpy bus ride on unpaved or 
non-existent roads that would take us to the 

can add rocks from the ground or leave of-
ferings like money, milk or vodka. If you are 
in a car and don’t have time to stop, honking 
three times will suffice as well.

On the trek I learned to prevent the horses 
from grazing grass that is hot from the mid-
day sun, as by doing so they can get very ill 
and even die from it. For a similar reason we 
would not unsaddle untill their backs would 
have dried up the sweat from riding. I learned 
the horses preferred to go through the river 
over crossing a bridge and I learned the knots 
and ties to keep the animals as free as pos-
sible but firmly secured during the nights.

Back at the Stepperiders’ basecamp I met 
Lynnea, an American girl with, believe it 
or not, the same dream to do a solo trek 
through the Altai mountains on horseback 
this summer.

We complemented each other perfectly. 

restored and buddhism is on a come-back. 

Mongolia is also the country where Sha-
manism started and the Mongolians are 
highly spiritual people. Expecting it to 
be practised rather privately, I was very 
pleasantly surprised when we ran into the 
preparations of a ritual: men in long robes 
carrying drums were building big wooden 
structures that would be set on fire that 
night. 

We also rode past Khustai National Park, 
where we witnessed the famous Preszwal-
ski horses, long considered to be the only 
true wild horses in the world. On the wide 
open steppes we passed by many empty 
vodka bottles as well as ‘ovoos’: a pile of 
rocks situated at significant places like a 
mountain pass, functioning as altar for the 
spirits of the region. You are supposed to 
circle them three times in a clockwise direc-
tion in order to have a safer journey. You 

1. Tamar and her animals in the Tavan Bogd Na-

tional Park;

2. Traversing the Tavan Bogd National Park;

3. Hospitality inside beautifully decorated Mongo-

lian homes;

4. The beautiful interiors of Mr. Dalaikhan’s house;

5. Traditional dish of meat dumplings called Buuz;

6. Mongolians grow their hair until 18 when it is 

ceremonially cut.



19Vol 6, Issue 10, Touriosity Travelmag, March 2018

DESTINATION MONGOLIA



20 Vol 6, Issue 10, Touriosity Travelmag, March 2018

Ulgii town, or as I call it ‘the wild wild west’.

During the bus ride we witnessed endless 
empty steppes as we only saw about twelve 
gers on the way. We were the only West-
ern tourists on the bus and had a great time 
immersing into the Kazakh world. In Ulgii, 
cows and horses roam the gas stations and 
the street corners are filled with goat legs, as 
this is the only part of the animal the Kazakh 
do not eat. Stray dogs are everywhere and 
at any point in time you can look up to the 
sky and see at least ten birds of prey circling 
overhead. Here our Altai journey started.

Mongolian culture is incredibly friendly and 
hospitable. It is all part of a time-honoured 
tradition, allowing for the mutual survival of 
the nomads themselves as they travel across 
their vast nation. It seemed to be the case 
that the further from Ulaanbaatar we would 
get, the more welcoming the reception was. 

A few days ride from the big city, my local 
English-speaking contact Nurbolat Len wel-
comed us in his family, where, as per the ex-
isting custom in the region, the tables are al-
ways fully packed with snacks to accompany 
the never ending fountain of salty milk tea. 
The man cuts the meat and food is shared 
from one big plate from which we all are 
supposed to take with our hands. A strong 
sign of trust indeed!

Nurbolat told us: “the nomads here ride their 

DESTINATION MONGOLIA

horses, but they never pack equipment on 
them, they use their camels for that”. Two 
to four times a year they pack the entire ger 
on the camel to move to greener grass, to 
hide from the mosquitoes or from the bitter 
winter winds. I got very excited thinking of 
how my first pet could be a horse or a camel, 
but I had very little experience of horserid-
ing and even less experience with camels, so 
what to do? 

Nurbolat brought us to Mr. Dalaikhan, the 
head of a local eagle hunter family that 
would teach us about camels. Their ger 
looked like many of the gers we would 
encounter: richly decorated with colourful 
carpets on the walls, beds alongside which 
usually fit at least two people, and a stove 
in the middle. The stove is used for cooking 
and heating and runs on animal dung; while 
dung is abundant, wood is not available. 

The nomad life is hard and the family spends 
all day collecting water and dung, caring for 
and milking the animals and preparing the 
food. The men would slaughter a sheep 
when visitors arrive and the women take 
over to prepare the welcoming meal. It took 
time and a huge amount of pursuasion to be 
finally allowed to assist in the chores.

I will never forget my fist encounter with 
Mr. Dalaikhan’s wife. She walked up to 
me, pointed at my nose-piercing and said: 
“Tuie!”, which is the Kazakh word for camel. 

In Mongolia, camels are lead by leadropes 
attached to their nose-piercings. The ice 
was broken, we all laughed and the children 
begged me to draw nose-piercings on their 
faces using markers. 

Mr. Dalaikhan took us on a five-day camel 
training and taught us the traditional way of 
packing the camels. The pack had to have 
equal weight on both left and right side, 
front and back and a lot of ropes and knots 
were involved, which all had to be secured 
very firmly as not to have to re-do it during 
the day and not result in abrasions on the 
camels.

Mr. Dalaikhan helped us acquire our animals 
(for about 400$ each) and a month after 
arriving in Mongolia we took off for a long 
journey full of adventures. 

We had researched on the qualifications our 
horses and camels should have. For exam-
ple a horse should not be too fast and not 
too slow, should have good feet and strong 
appetite and a camel should be young and 
healthy with firm humps. The camels Mr. 
Dalaikhan arranged for us were twenty years 
old with flappy humps, but we fell in love 
with them immediately and trusted Mr. Da-
laikhan. He is a member of the Longriders 
Guild, a very skilled horseman and cameleer 
and knew exactly what we needed for our 
adventure. He was also a trusted and highly 
respected member of the community and 
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behind in Mongolia. When winter was set-
ting in, my dog Tetti (meaning ‘sweet’ in 
Kazakh) would be repeatedly in bed before 
me, leaving me a pre-heated sleeping bag 
and tent. I started to enjoy the mixed smell 
of camel, dog and campfire. We washed our-
selves and our clothes in the rivers and lakes 
which were, in contrast to the rest of Mongo-
lia, usually abundant in the Altai mountains. 

Only a few days into our journey, we visited 
a small version of the famous Nadaam festi-
val, where, every year at the start of summer, 
competitors celebrate the three manly sports 
of Mongolia: horse racing, archery and wres-
tling. A colourful spectacle, enjoyed by both 
tourists and locals in UB (though it seemed 
like we were the only western girls at the 
tiny local festival we visited near Altai town). 
While singing and playing guitar we helped 
the girls prepare traditional dishes like the 
Huushuur (meat pancakes) and Buuz (meat 
dumplings). 

other or to us and it took some time to get 
to know them and understand how to work 
as a team. We learned all sorts of tricks to 
make the camels stand or sit, walk through 
rivers and over mountains, to teach the dogs 
how to cross rivers and the horses to not be 
scared of our family members or the noises 
the packs make when walking. Initially the 
horses would freak out regularly thereby 
taking off in a gallop. We learned from Mr. 
Dalaikhan to drop the camels’ leadropes 
and thankfully they were so level-headed 
to stand still and wait for us to return to try 
again in such cases.

Initially the dogs served the purpose of 
protecting us from both men and wolves. 
Wolves we never saw, unfortunately, except 
from dead ones hanging in gers as trophies 
and one on a leash outside a ger, probably 
used to help train their eagles. The dogs 
did a great job, barking at everyone com-
ing close to us, the animals or our gear. We 
had been warned about the many horse 
thieves in Mongolia and slept much better 
at night, knowing our dogs would wake us 
up if someone would come close. More than 
guard dogs, they were our companions and 
we developed a deep love for them; it still 
hurts thinking of how we had to leave them 

mentioning his name resulted in even more 
welcoming encounters with the nomads.

We were prepared not to see any towns, 
shops or tourist facilities for the duration of 
four months and stocked up on dried fruit 
and nuts, oatmeal, dried meat, flour and 
rice. Unexpectedly we fell in love with the 
notorious fermented mare’s milk and took 
every opportunity to have some of it. We 
counted on buying dairy and fresh meat 
from the nomads. 

When we first met our animals we decided 
to get to know them slowly, go on a few 
day-rides and have the horses and cam-
els get set to each other. But at 4pm on 
the first day Mr. Dalaikhan decided it was 
time: we had to pack everything quickly 
and take off. He stayed with us the first 
day and night, but left us on our own the 
next morning. Slightly confident, extremely 
excited and pretty nervous, we started our 
solo trek: two girls, two horses, two camels 
and two dogs.

We set off on our journey in the south-
ern section of the east region of the Altai 
mountains with a bit of a struggle as the 
horses and camels were not used to each

1. Tamar and Lynnea crossing dry steppes; 

2. Camels seen grazing near a colourful mountain 

village; 

3. Crossing the Death Pass;

4. Camping in the wilderness - a beautiful campsite 

indeed.
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Fulfilled and eager to continue our solo trek, 
we traversed the Tavan Bogd National Park 
up all the way to the high peaks that straddle 
the border between Mongolia, Russia and 
China. From there, we travelled Northeast, 
and back South again to the Yamaat Valley.

We didn’t have a set plan on where to go, 
trusted the advice from the locals and kept 
changing plans. The best maps we had found 
were the outdated soviet military maps and 
we used both compass and GPS to find our 
way. For navigating we mainly relied on the 
nomads to tell us where to cross a river or 
mountain pass. Our biggest concern was not 
to accidentally cross the Chinese border and 
our daily task to find enough quality grass 
and water. Once we did not find any rivers 
or lakes for three days in a row. We would 
ride as long as needed each night to find 
a nomadic family, as we knew they would 
probably have a well. The major problem was 
that with lack of water there is also a lack of 
grass for our animals. We finally were able 
to buy some time on a piece of land which 
was fenced to keep the grass for extra win-
ter feeding. We stayed a few days to get the 
animals up to strength again. 

As much as the nomads rely on each other 

when traversing through the mountains, 
so did we. Most of Western Mongolia is 
alpine, elevated 9,000 feet or above. The 
landscape is very diverse. Sometimes we 
walked through deserts, not knowing when 
we would find water, sometimes through 
swamps, through forests, over high moun-
tain passes, along rivers and lakes; some-
times we waded through grass that was 
taller than us. Once one wrong judgement 
made us struggle through a dangerously 
deep alpine swamp in a boulder field. It took 
us eight hours to go less than a mile, it was 
rough. We were worried about injuring the 
animals, but luckily we pulled through in the 
end without any injuries.

The animals brought us through the most 
beautiful terrain, many places we couldn’t 
have reached without them, like by walking 
or with motorized vehicles.

We had crossed quite a few rivers successful-
ly before we encountered a wide, rapid, very 
cold river on our way. Our search for a bridge 
yielded no success. We sent one horse first 
to see whether it could hold its feet. The rest 
of us followed. The horse was up to its ears 
under water but pulled through. The camels 
didn’t seem to mind. That was even more 

surprising since tiny little streams sometimes 
caused them trouble as they refused to step 
over. Nothing could motivate them!

We learned how to read our animals’ behav-
ior and speak their language. It was amazing 
to travel four months with them, building re-
lationships and learning about each other’s 
personalities. Our camel Mogi was the strong 
and brave one. Whenever he crossed a scary 
stream of water, usually Simbat would fol-
low. Our horse Izgi was a bit faster than Tor 
and preferred to take the lead. We would 
travel much more distance whenever he was 
in front. We invented a ‘river formation’ set-
up with Izgi on top, Mogi following, then Tor 
and then Simbat for a rather effortless way of

1. Crossing wild, deep and cold river with water reach-

ing up to the horse’s ears;

2. Hunting a rabbit;

3. Tamar with the traditional Mongolian instrument 

the horsefiddle;

4. The Bear Valley;

5. A beautiful camping spot;

6. Binoculars are indispensable in this landscape;

7. Cooking meals on dungfire;

8. Crossing the pass from Yamaat valley;

9. Curds drying in the sun;

10. Tamar’s dog Tetti overlooking the Yamaat Valley.
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to cross a stream or boulder field we would 
sometimes take another route if possible. 
That way we usually made it work and to-
gether we conquered steep high mountain 
passes like one called the Death Pass, lead-
ing us up to 3,200 meters high and down 
again along steep slippery rocky icy slopes. 
The views from up here were stunning. 

Finally we became a loving family where 
we would not only have the dogs running 
around free, chasing rabbits, marmots and 
ground squirrels, but also my camel Simbat 
and later my horses would be free to follow 
or lead the group, while choosing their pre-
ferred food on the way or finding us water 
when we couldn’t find it. Sometimes Sim-
bat would be chewing on his favourite bush 
when he looked up and realized we were al-
ready far ahead. He had not heard me calling 
him. Afraid to be left behind he would start 
running after us, while losing things from 
his pack, resulting in us having to repack the 
whole thing. It was worth it though it meant 
to detach the lead ropes and give our ani-
mals as much freedom as possible.

During our adventure in Mongolia, every-

crossing rivers, as I could provide Mogi with 
some encouragement from the back and 
have Simbat follow Mogi’s good example.

Though slightly harder to control them, we 
worked out different approaches to encour-
age the animals. We made halters for them 
and removed the cruel nose-piercings. We 
talked to them, sang them songs, hugged 
them and scratched them behind the ears, 
sometimes slapped them gently on the butt. 
The nomads didn’t understand our affection 
and would come running at us to check the 
tightness of the saddles when they saw us 
walking alongside our horses instead of rid-
ing them. 

All the time I was making sure everybody 
was happy, not too hungry or thirsty or tired. 
When the animals had a bad day, we some-
times decided not to travel and give them a 
day or a few days off. 

On average we took two days a week off. 
When our animals were cranky we gave 
them another day. When one of the horses 
went too fast we would use the other horse 
to lead the camels. When they didn’t want
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-where we came to, we were welcomed 
very hospitably. In turn we made sure we 
had enough to share: food, snacks, solar 
lights, binoculars, balloons for the children 
and sometimes we would also take both 
the children and their parents around for 
hilarious camel rides. 

I had entered the country as a vegetarian 
but adapted to the diet of the nomads: 
meat and dairy. Fresh vegetables and fruit 
were lacking and we felt very lucky when 
sometimes a piece of potato would find its 
way into the dish we were served. We were 
also extremely happy when we found wild 
seabuckthorn as well as wild rhubarb grow-
ing alongside the river. 

Luckily we were not that desperate and 
took the time to do the universal edibility 
test. We picked some of the stems and ap-
plied the juices on our skin and waited a 
few hours. 

No reaction, no rash appeared. We put some 
on our lips, no reaction. The tongue, all good. 

vulnerable as two women alone in the wil-
derness. But each experience taught us that 
there was little to be nervous about.

This man galloped up to us one night fully 
clothed in army outfit, including balclava, 
screaming and busy gesticulating. I was wor-
ried and told Lynnea to stay in the tent. I 
tried to speak to the man in my three words 
of Kazakh and explained him my husband 
was sleeping and asked him whether he 
could come back the next day to address 
the issues. He didn’t seem to understand or 
agree and started pulling the pens from the

Lynnea took a bite and we went to bed, 
looking forward to the fresh rhubarb break-
fast in the morning. That did not happen. 
Lynnea got incredibly sick. Later we found 
out that there is both laxative and poisu-
nous rhubarb growing in this area. 

Besides the edibility test, I have also learned 
many survival skills during my years of solo 
travel including navigating, purifying wa-
ter, making fire, building shelters etc., but I 
think the most important one of them all is 
how to make friends. So we made sure we 
spoke some language, we carried a game 
of chess, a polaroid camera and a guitar. 
Music is a huge part of the Mongolian life-
style and almost every horsemen would 
sing beautiful songs about his animals, the 
mountains, the nomadic lifestyle. In turn I 
would sing our songs and we would teach 
each other how to play guitar and dombra, 
the Kazakh two-stringed version. 

Many a night, even in the most remote ar-
eas, our campsite would be visited by locals. 
First we used to be a bit nervous and felt

1. Snow in August at 1,400 meters;

2. Tamar relaxing on her camel Simbat;

3. Tamar and two horses taking off on solo ad-

venture;

4. Tamar leading the camels through Tavan Bogd 

National Park;

5. A brief stop to drink water;

6. Passing some border;

7. The dogs joining in the tent;

8. The dogs would cool down from the hot sun in 

the cold river.

DESTINATION MONGOLIA
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ground with which we had tied up our 
animals at night. Did it finally happen that 
someone would come and steal our ani-
mals? I thought. But not really. I could final-
ly understand that we were camping on his 
wintergrass and he just wanted us to move 
the animals to the other side of the river. 
So we did. Slightly uncomfortable we went 
back to bed only to wake up again the next 
morning to find the man returning. 

“Oh dear, what now?” We thought. This 
time the man wasn’t screaming and he 
brought us yoghurt and cheese. He helped 
us prepare a fire and we all had tea, played 
chess and guitar, he showed us his winter 
house and told us about his children. With 
a motorbike full of balloons and pens for his

Mongolia to Hungary) that the nomads 
leave Yamaat valley by August 15th. We 
decided to go there. And indeed, we saw 
many packed camels and cars and people 
herding big flocks of sheep and goats, mov-
ing to the river valleys along the Kovd river 
where we would later join them. Arriving in 
Yamaat valley we didn’t see a single person 
for about eight days, apart from one mar-
mot hunter passing by totally unexpected, 
marmot on the shoulder, gun on the back.

The valley was gorgeous and full of lush veg-
etation for our animals. One morning in this 
valley I was shocked when I opened my tent; 
the world had turned white! Apparently it 
had been snowing all night. This was in Au-
gust! And we were not even that high, it

children he finally rode off; we had made a 
new friend. This was a good example of the 
hospitality we would encounter all along 
our trek.

Many times children would come running 
after us, wanting to say hello and giving us 
dried curds for the road. This time the chil-
dren were bouncing a bag on the ground.  
They emptied the bag to proudly show us 
their newest toy... a baby eaglet! I thought 
to myself: “This only happens in the Altai 
mountains of Mongolia…”

We decided on our route as we went, talk-
ing to locals and contacts we had made be-
fore. I had heard from my friend Tim Cope 
(who rode his horse for three years from
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was at only 1,400 meters. That day we had 
planned to cross a high mountain pass but 
we were worried because the big soft pads 
under the camel’s feet slip and slide in the 
snow. For this reason it is not recommend-
ed to travel with camels from September 
on. However, by eleven that morning all 
the snow had disappeared though, thanks 
to the strong summer sun, and we were 
able to cross. Temperatures were dropping 
rapidly from this point on as winter started 
to set in.

On the other side of the pass Lynnea and 
I split up. Her journey in Mongolia had 
come to an end and she went back home 
to America. Briefly, I tried to take all four 
animals but that was no success. With pain 
in my heart and tears in my eyes I decided 
to set the camels free so they could graze, 
grow fur and get fat for the upcoming long 
cold winter. I continued the trek with my 
dog Tetti and the two horses Tor and Izgi to 
make my way back to Mr. Dalaikhan, where

them with daily chores wherever I could. On 
good days, Alpamys would lend me his own 
eagle and we would go up in the mountains 
eagle-hunting. Lucky me!

I learned the ancient art of eagle-hunting as 
different eagle hunters from the area took  
me up into the mountains. The strength of 
these men and their horses is incredible. 
I wouldn’t expect to see a European horse 
gallopping up and down these steep moun-
tains, chasing prey.

I would stay for few more weeks. 

I had come to Mongolia to travel solo with 
two horses and a dog through the Altai 
mountains and after four months this was 
finally happening. During a few weeks we 
conquered difficult terrain, met beautiful 
people and enjoyed each other’s company 
as we rode across amazing landscapes. I 
was the happiest girl in the world!

On the way back to where we had started, 
I attended a small eagle hunting festival 
where I met an unfamiliar man that ad-
dressed me with my Kazakh name ‘Aiculu’. 
Mr. Dalaikhan’s son Alpamys had heard 
that I had planned to attend the festival and 
so he rode his horse for 150 kilometers to 
come find me and bring me back ‘home’.

We had never met before but he recognized 
me from a tiny polaroid picture I had left 
behind. Alpamys, his wife and his children 
took me in as part of the family. I helped

1. Tamar with Alpamys;

2. Sharing some moments with the eagle hunter 

friends;

3. In conversation with an eagle hunter friend;

4. Tamar and Jennisbek, Koekbar champion;

5. Photo of an eagle flying on the steppes of Mon-

golia;

6. Typical sight of Mongolian eagle hunters riding 

on the steppe;

7. Eagle hunting with gun;

8. The eagles are kept on a leash.
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Finally it was time to go to the eagle fes-
tival in Olgi town, which is celebrated an-
nualy at the first weekend of October. I felt 
uneasy seeing tourists again and having to 
speak English. So I stayed close to the eagle 
hunters and cheered for them during the 
competitions.

The last leg of my journey was riding, with 
the eagle hunters, back to Altai town where 
I would finally set my animals free and leave 
them in the careful hands of Mr. Dalaikhan 
and his family. 

This final journey showed me once again the 
unrivaled strength of the nomads. Where I 
had ridden a maximum of 30 kilometers in 
a day, we were now covering distances of 
up to 90 kilometers in a day. Which meant  
that we were solely trotting and gallopping 
(hardly any walking), while balancing eagles 
on our arms. My legs, my bottom and my

back hurt, while the nomads didn’t seem 
to be affected at all. It was October now 
and the cold wind hurt my skin. Violent 
snowstorms made it impossible to bal-
ance the eagles and we had to wrap them 
in blankets and sweaters, attaching them 
to ourselves or the saddles. I noticed the 
nomads hardly carried anything with them, 
not even a bottle of water. When thirsty, 
we would search for a ger to go in and 
drink some tea. 

With night time approoaching in I would ask 
as to where we would sleep. They took their 
binoculars and searched the mountains. We 
gallopped up to the first ger, unpacked and 
unsaddled, housed the eagles and only then 
opened the door to introduce ourselves as 
guests for the night. I thought of it as a bit 
rude but they explained to me that this is 
how Mongolia works: traversing these 
wide open spaces the nomads rely on each

other’s hospitality. No one ever knocks on 
a door, everyone is always welcome. I was 
welcome! 

I rejoice with the thought of returning there 
next summer! 

The story of Tamar’s adventure is interesting. 

She says that she loved Mongolia so much that 

she can’t wait to go back there. She plans to 

organize small group tours in the summers for 

people to experience the highlights of her trav-

els there. Amongst other things, there is the 

opportunity to go horse riding with her, meet 

the eagle hunters, see the Nadaam festival, 

climb Malchin peak, or go on a 10-day survival 

trekking through remote Western Mongolia. 

Readers may contact her on: tamarvalkenier@

hotmail.com.

1. The Kovd Valley;

2. Tamar needed to learn how to ride a horse.
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Pic: Author Tamar Valkenier during a light moment 
in the middle of her adventure in Mongolia
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