
The Altai Mountains

A Greentours Itinerary

Day 1
Arrive Almaty

We will arrive into Almaty in the early hours and transfer straight to our hotel.

Day 2
Cimbulak and transfer to Ust-Kamenogorsk

If flight times allow we'll spend the morning visiting the flowery Tien Shan Mountains that rise 
directly above the city. For a flavour of what we can find even in a short visit see the 
descriptions of Cimbulak in the Tien Shan holiday. Some highlights will include Codonopsis 
klematidea, Paraquilegia anemonoides, Primula nivalis, Tulipas heterophylla and 
dasystemon, the ice-plant, Trollius lilacinus, and tall yellow-flowered Eremurus fuscus. Songar
Tits and Black-throated Accentors call from pencil-thin Tien Shan Spruces and overhead we 
may see a Lammergeier or two! 

A two hour flight takes us to Ust-Kamenogorsk's provincial airport where we'll transfer to the 
Hotel Irtysh by the great river of that name. Monkshoods grow amongst the willows and 
aspens of riverine woodlands by the hotel, and Grey-headed Woodpeckers and Golden 
Orioles will be amongst the first birds we see.

Days 3- 7(am)
Maimyr: The Burkhat Pass and the Naryn Tundra

We'll travel eastwards from Ust-Kamenogorsk passing the huge Zaissan Reservoir and 
thence into the Bukhtarma Valley, a tectonic rift which separates the Altai into northern and 
southern halves, The flat valley floor has mires with a fascinating flora including Halenias and 
Musk Orchids. The edges of the valley slope up gently for a while before becoming steep rift 
'walls'. Maimyr is set in a side valley where the land is gently sloping and mix of steppe and 
birch forest. .

A rough track frequented only by occasional Kazakh horseman takes us up through forests 
and meadows to the Burkhat Pass (7,000 feet) where Siberian Tundra is surrounded by 
snowy peaks. 100km away to the northeast glistens Belukha, the Altai's highest mountain. 
Lovely Siberian Dog's-tooth Violets are common near snow patches where great blue 
colonies of Gentiana grandiflora mix with beautiful white Anemone crinita, Callianthemum 
angustifolium and the local windflower, Dryas oxyodonta. Claytonias and Bergenia crassifolia 
add a somewhat North American feel whilst an array of saxifrages include the gorgeous 
golden-yellow hirculus, purple oppositifolia, and local punctata and terektensis. The strange 
and beautiful blue Ahlbergia frivaldszkyi flies with Lapland Fritillaries and Oensis nanna. 
Ptarmigan, Willow Grouse and Dotterel breed amongst the dwarf birch and we can find 
abundant Bluethroats and stunning Siberian Rubythroats. Grey Marmots and Altai Pikas emit 
sharp warning calls from bouldery screes inhabited by Eversmann's Redstarts and both 
Brandt's Mountain and Hodgson's Rosy Finches.
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Beyond are boundless sub-alpine meadows, so unspoilt that livestock are a rare sight! 
Valleys are carpeted with gentians, bellflowers, edelweiss, dracocephalums, dwarf yellow 
monkshoods and beautiful blue Iris ruthenica and yellow Iris bloudowii. We'll see Aconitums 
leucostonum and decipiens, delphiniums, statuesque yellow-flowered Alfredia cernua, tall 
veratrums, and pretty Bupleurums aureum and multinervis. Fine displays of pink Primula 
longiscapa mix with the delightful umbels of Cortusa altaica, yellow Corydalis nobilis. Apollo 
butterflies include Small Apollo, yellow Parnassius eversmanni, and rare and local species 
like Parnassius stubbendorfii and Parnassius ariadne. Assmann's, Scarce and Asian are 
among a multitude of Fritillaries. There are many 'European' species - Esper's Marbled White,
Mountain Argus, the beautiful Alpine Blue, stunning orange Scarce Copper, and Fritillaries 
such as Marsh, Dark Green and Lesser Marbled. And many unfamiliar ones - Melitaea 
latonigena, Triphysa phryne and Tongeia fischeri amongst many others - the butterfly fauna is
very rich. Corncrakes call from the meadows whilst in flowery shrubberies we'll see Blyth's 
Reed Warblers and Scarlet Rosefinches in abundance. Capercaillie, Black Grouse and 
Hazelhen are sometimes flushed, whilst in open woodland Pine Buntings sing from larches 
and the somnolent calls of Oriental Cuckoo drift down to us. This is the stronghold of the giant
'red deer' subspecies known as the Maral, the stags with antlers of truly gargantuan 
proportions. Red Squirrels and Chipmunks are always a-chatter and Sable, Otter and 
Wolverine occur, and Lynx too, although we are unlikely to see any of these. 

Days 7(pm) - 10
Rakhmanovskie Klyuchi & Belukha Mountains

We now head east along the Bukhtarma Rift towards the great snowy peak of Belukha, rising 
to 15,000 feet on the border with Russian Siberia. We stay in the new cottages at 
Rachmanovskie Klyuchi, a hot springs 'resort' built in the great mountain's foothills. This is a 
quite stunning setting on the shores of a lake amidst beautiful Siberian Pine, birch and fir 
forests. The mossy forest floor is carpeted in Twinflower, various wintergreens (including 
One-flowered) and the beautiful Aquilegia brevicalcarata. Striking pinky-red umbels of 
Primula sibirica rise from bright green sphagnum by streams. Siberian Bellflowers, a range of
spectacular gentians and louseworts, and Martagon Lilies, make a colourful show. Camberwell
Beauties and Poplar Admirals join a host of butterflies along tracks through sunny glades 
whilst birds include Yellow-breasted and Meadow Buntings and the beautiful Long-tailed 
Rosefinch. A pair or two of immaculate Black-throated Divers and many beautiful Velvet 
Scoter, the males with striking orange and black bills, cruise the mirror-smooth lakes. White-
backed and Northern Three-toed Woodpeckers inhabit primary pine forest with typical 
Siberian species such as Pine Grosbeak, Siberian Tit, Siberian Jay and the raucous 
Nutcracker. Pacific Swifts carve speeding arcs through the sky on the pass above our cottages 
where the air is so clear it seems that great Belukha is within touching distance. Grey Marmots
and Altai Pikas emit sharp warning calls from bouldery screes inhabited by Altai Accentors 
and Great Rosefinches. Swathes of large-flowered Aquilegia glandulosa stretch away like a 
blue carpet interrupted by clumps of clear yellow Papaver nudicaule. In shorter turf are 
glorious blue Gentianas uniflora and grandiflora and white Gentiana algida. During the 
afternoon of Day 10 we will make the journey back to Maimyr.
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Day 11
Kalbinsky Hills

The graves of Djunar Warriors mark our westward progress through high steppe-covered hills
ablaze with vibrant displays of delphiniums, ligularias, pink Lavatera thuringiaca and 
thousands of beautiful Paeonia anomala. To the north the mountains rise in a wall as we 
parallel the main Altai ranges. The large and bright 'alpherakyi' race of the Apollo floats over 
this finery, and Dryads and Hungarian Gliders patrol streams where many blues and skippers 
gather to sip salts. Imperial and Steppe Eagles soar over relict Scots Pine Forests and as we 
near Zaissan Lake large numbers of Rose-coloured Starlings appear. The steppe is very 
flowery with the tall pink spires of the Burning Bush Dictamnus angustifolius a frequent sight 
amongst several monkshoods that include Aconitum septentrionale, pale Aconitum barbatum 
and blue Aconitum decipiens. Lilium martagon, Campanula volgensis, Scabiosa ochroleuca 
and Clematis integrifolia are common and along streams we’ll see swarms of Dactylorhiza 
umbrosa and various louseworts such as Pedicularis amoena.

Day 12
Ak-Baur – East Kazakhstan's 'Stone Henge' and transfer to Almaty

This morning we'll head out of Ust-Kamenogorsk into the flowert steppe that surrounds one 
the region's more important ancient sites, the 'henge' of Ak Bauer. 

In the afternoon we'll fly back to Almaty. There should be a little time to explore Almaty and 
you might like to visit the famous wooden cathedral, some local museums or the main 
shopping street of this green and pleasant city.

Days 13 & 14
Cosmos Station & Big Almaty Lake – The Talinskiy Alatau

An hours drive south of Almaty the Tien Shan rises sharply to heights even greater than in the
Aksu-Dzhabagly region. Here the highest peak, which is only a few kilometres away, reaches 
just short of 17,000 feet. The scenery is truly grand and above a stunning turquoise lake we 
shall have the chance to explore some of the most beautiful and majestic mountain scenery in
Central Asia. There is surprisingly little fauna and flora in common between our two regions, 
so expect a bonanza of new species! A roaring river feeds Big Almaty Lake from a glacier just
up the valley. These waters spread over a huge boulder-strewn delta as they enter the lake 
and this is where we shall look for the rare and beautiful Ibisbill, a most strikingly marked 
wader. Growing amongst the boulders is the local form of Edelweiss and the stunning pink-
flowered Arctic Riverbeauty. Streamsides are lined with the glorious violet-red Primula 
turkestanica and large yellow Corydalis gortschakovii. Roseroots include the immaculate red 
and green Rhodiola coccinea, whilst the brilliant orange flowers of Trollius dshungaricus are 
only surpassed in their beauty by another globeflower which grows higher still, Trollius 
lilacinus. This has large white flowers shot with pale blue and a colony on the edge of snow is 
quite breathtaking. Cliffs and screes hold domes, some of them a couple of feet across, of the
beautiful Paraquilegia anemonoides with large deep mauve flowers set atop turquoise-green 
aquilegia-like foliage. Adorning high passes are the weird-looking Saussurea gnaphaloides 
and Schmalhausenia nidulans, the latter looking like it ought to be more at home on the 
Andean Altoplano! The pretty metalmark butterfly, Polycaena tamerlana lives on screes amid 
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Androsace akbajtalensis and glorious Papaver tianshanica, whilst blue and red spotted 
Parnassius delphius and the oddly-named Boloria generator drift over slopes carpeted with 
blue Gentianas, in this case, karelini, kaufmanniana and falcata! Some of Asia's most 
beautiful birds are easy to see here. Himalayan Rubythroats, their traffic-light scarlet throats 
ablaze against black bibs, whilst lilac and strawberry-coloured Severtzov's Tit-Warblers 
inhabit dwarf juniper. Red-mantled Rosefinches and White-winged Grosbeaks are frequent 
whilst overhead Lammergeiers are seen on a daily basis. Further up towards the snows will 
be the lure of the beautiful Guldenstadt's Redstart, Red-breasted Rosefinch and Himalayan 
Snowcock, whose eerie calls will drift down to us even in the observatory.

Day 15
Depart Almaty

Call 01298 83563 or visit www.greentours.co.uk for the latest trip report from our tours to the 
Altai. If you would like to ask about any other aspect of this holiday, please call 01298 83563 
or email us at enquiries@greentours.co.uk. 

To Book a on this Holiday please fill in the booking form which you can download from 
www.greentours.co.uk (also found in the Greentours brochure) and post/fax to Greentours, 
Leigh Cottage, Gauledge Lane, Longnor, Buxton SK17 0PA, UK. Tel/Fax +44 (0)1298 83563.
After booking your place you’ll receive a confirmation letter and a detailed information pack 
will be dispatched twelve weeks prior to departure. Flower, bird and butterfly checklists are 
available.
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