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Homer, the Gobi, and me in Mongolia
By Claudia Flisi

“You go to Mongolia? ALONE?” The handsome young Russian sitting next to me on the plane was aghast. He
shook his floppy blonde hair. “I live 600 kilometers north of Vladivostock. Is very far away. But is not different

like Mongolia. Mongolia is most exotic country in the world, I think.”

S
everal hours later, looking down on Ulaan Baatar, the cap-
ital of Mongolia, I didn’t see an “exotic” landscape. I saw
a city set among undulating ridges of greenish brown, the
color and texture of a dinosaur’s back. Dinosaurs were on

my mind, because among the attractions of Mongolia for me were
the dinosaur fossils of the Gobi desert. 

I was “alone” in the sense that I wasn’t traveling with a tour
group (I would join up with one eventually). However, I was never
lonely. Manda (Yadamjav Narmandakh) was waiting for me at the
door of the terminal and I recognized her immediately from a pho-
tograph I’d received before my departure. 

Manda’s regular job is as a government translator. But during the
summer she works as a guide for Boojum Expeditions, which had
helped me meet my three objectives for Mongolia: seeing the
dinosaur excavations in the Gobi; attending the Naadam Festival,
Mongolia’s biggest national holiday; and riding on the steppes to
enhance my understanding of the local culture. There are more
horses in Mongolia than people, and in a country with no train
service, no bus service, and few paved roads except in UB, the
horse is the key mode of transportation. 

Not in the Gobi, however. Here the Bactrian (two-humped)
camel reigns supreme. The Gobi (the word means “desert”) is the
least densely populated region of Mongolia, in turn the least dense-
ly populated country on earth. It is four times the size of France,
with only 2.6 million inhabitants.

Manda and I flew to the Gobi in a Russian-built prop plane run
by MIAT, Mongolian Airlines. We left our bags at Juulchin Ger
Camp, a five-minute walk from the airstrip, and hired a driver,
Byambaa, in whose spartan Russian jeep we spent many hot, boun-
cy hours over the next three days. Our first destination was
Gurvansaikhan (The Three Beauties) National Park. This 2.7 mil-
lion-hectare park contains dinosaur fossils, sand dunes, wild ani-
mals, rock formations, and an ice-filled valley called Yolyn Am
(Vulture’s Nest). 

The 200-kilometer (125 mile) ride took all morning, so it was a
relief to have to walk the last four kilometers (2.5 miles) to the ice
at Yolyn. The scenery is Swiss-like, with green valleys and gray
cliffs, but the camels on call to escort tired travelers (for a price)
redress the Alpine illusion. 

Every day, we stopped at gers, the felt tents in which most coun-
tryside people live. The gers all look the same from the outside,
and the inside basics are the same as well – beds along the walls, a
stove in the middle, a bureau with family pictures, sometimes a
chest. No bathrooms, kitchens, or electric lights, but – increasing-
ly – solar panels to power radios, televisions and, occasionally, a
refrigerator.
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After Yolyn Am, we rode/bounced 180 kilometers (112 miles) to
the Khongoryn Els sand dunes, among the largest in the world.
When we scrambled to the top of one of the lower dunes, we saw
no trace of humanity in any direction, all the way to the horizon.
Only a herd of camels and undulating waves of emptiness stretch-
ing to the bright blue sky (Mongolia means “Blue Sky”). 

Our next stop was Bayanzag, the Flaming Cliffs where the first
dinosaur eggs were discovered in 1923. Our driver knew three of

the camel drivers who had been on that expedition. He
also knew what a fossil LOOKED like. Manda

found something that looked like a dinosaur
bone, but he told us it was from a goat. “A

fossil is sticky. When you touch it with
your tongue, the rock sticks,” he

explained. He inspected the terrain,
then began digging at a sandstone
rock with white flecks in it.
“THESE are fossils,” he
announced. I tried the tongue test .
. . and it worked!

En route to another famous
dinosaur site, Togrigiin Shiree, we

stopped at a ger where I sampled
my first airag, the Mongolian nation-

al drink made of mare’s milk. Airag
tastes like a mixture of beer and yogurt,

a fizzy melted feta cheese. It is as ecologi-
cally pure as you can get: milk the mare,

shake the output, and voila – frothy and ready to
drink. 

I mentally toasted the next part of my trip – an eight-day trek on
horseback, including a countryside Naadam Festival. I’d be riding
with four other Americans, all of whom were traveling solo – three
women between the ages of 47 and 50, and a man, 67. Three of the
four women had left husbands behind because Mongolia was a trip
that ‘WE wanted to do, and our spouses didn’t’. 

Our destination was an aimag (province) called the Arkhangai,
400 kilometers (250 miles) west of Ulaan Baatar (UB). En route
we stopped at Kharkhorin, the capital of Mongolia during the time
of Chinggis Khaan, and Erdene Zuu, a complex of temples dating
from 1586. 

Erdene Zuu was impressive – a white wall with 108 white stur-
pas cutting a swath across green plains. There are 18 temples with-
in the walls today, but originally there had been 62. The others
were destroyed in three successive waves, as Chinese and Russians
battled back and forth across Mongolia’s borders. 

Our first campground was across the river from Tsetserleg, the
capital of Arkhangai. Tsetserleg (“garden”) is a cowboy town, with
horses walking, trotting and galloping down the dusty main street,
tied up at posts in front of shops and the local bar. It was market
day and stalls with food, drinks, clothing, Russian and Chinese
products narrowed the dirt-lined streets. Our head wrangler, Teye,
led us through the labyrinth shouting “Yowee” (let’s go) whenever
we dawdled.

Back at camp, we were introduced to our horses for the week.
Mongolian horses are short and stocky with cut manes unless they
are stallions. But they are tough and sturdy and low-maintenance.
My horse Gomer was a hardy chestnut that complained little and

TOUR OPERATORS WITH ADVENTURE TRIPS TO MONGOLIA
ENGLISH 
Discovery Initiatives www.discoveryinitiatives.com

Steppes East www.steppeseast.co.uk

FRENCH
Terres d’Aventure www.terdav.com

Explorateur www.explo.com

U.S.
Boojum Expeditions www.boojum.com

Nomadic Expeditions www.nomadicexpeditions.com

HORSE SPECIALISTS
Equitours (U.S.) www.equitours.com

In the Saddle (U.K.) www.inthesaddle.com

PICTURES:

GER CAMPS
Most tourists outside of Ulaan Baatar stay

in ger camps. These are clusters of genuine gers,

built in traditional fashion with wooden frames and felt

coverings, flanked by communal toilets and showers and a

restaurant. Inside furnishings are real beds and linens, a stove,

and may include chairs, tables and chests. Some are more lavish

than others, but all are comfortable and cozy at night. 

By far the most upscale ger camp in the country is Three Camel

Lodge in the Gobi, opened in 2003 by Nomadic Expeditions. As you

approach the camp, camels are strategically positioned near the

entrance. Capacity is 60 guests in 22 gers, and the construction

was done in accordance with Buddhist principles, without

nails. The use of stone and wood is modern, and the

communal bathrooms are gorgeous. Cost: about

$60 a day per person, all meals included. 

www.nomadicexpeditions.com



s Travel

shattered   O November/December 2006 www.shatteredmagazine.com

ran a lot. Within our first half hour we were galloping across the
steppes. By the end of the afternoon we had covered 30 kilometers
(18.6 miles) instead of the 20 programmed by Boojum.

The rhythm of the next five days was set by our rhythms.
Someone who didn’t want to ride could travel in the van. If some-
one wanted to ride more quickly or slowly, one of the wranglers or
guides would accompany them. Campfire-style meals were
designed to assuage Western-style hunger – beef and chicken,
soups and vegetables, instead of the Mongolian stalwart, mutton.
Except for the size of our horses and the equipment (Russian sad-
dles, because Westerners could never ride wooden Mongolian sad-
dles), the mechanics of our horse trek were no different from horse
treks in other parts of the world.

What was different was the setting. No roads, no telephone
poles, not even an airplane droning overhead. Pure nature, punctu-
ated by an occasional cluster of white gers with their goats, sheep,
horses, sometimes cattle or yaks, and the boundless hospitality of
their inhabitants. 

On July 10 we arrived in Tsenher (“Blue”, because of the blue
mountains in the background), another small “wild west” town
where Naadam had already begun. At least 70% of the population
was buzzing around on horseback, the rest were in Russian jeeps
or on motorcycles, a few Korean cars, one bicycle. Confusion
reigned amid the dust, whooping and yelling and drag races with
horses, men in dels and Cossack boots and fedora hats or the tra-
ditional toortsog, women in blue silk dels or modern shorts, baby-
jockeys who wore all manner of finery, including silk capes that
billowed like flags as they rode. 

When the wrestling began, we all crowded around the sports
arena – on horseback. Yes, there were spectators seated on bench-

es in the ring, but the majority was like us, crowd-
ed together horse cheek to jowl, watching the pro-
ceedings. 

En route to the festival the second day, we visit-
ed a horse trainer who had brought 13 horses to
race. I asked, “Why do you race your geldings?
They can’t be used for stud and the prizes for rac-
ing here in the provinces are not huge.” 

He smiled. “We are Mongolian and we have
horses. So we must race.”

Post-Naadam, on my last day in Mongolia, the
indefatigable Manda brought me to the Hustai
Nuruu National Park, about two hours from UB. In
this 50,000 hectare preserve roams the
Prezwalski’s Horse, or takhi, the original wild
horse of Mongolia. These small horses look simi-
lar to today’s Mongolian horses but are genetically
different, with two extra chromosomes. They came
close to extinction in the 20th century but are grad-
ually being reintroduced through international
funding. 

I was lucky, and tracked a herd of caramel-col-
ored takhi in the wild. There are now 15 such herds
at Hustai, plus two smaller reserves in the south
Gobi and west of the Arkhangai. Their resurgence
holds promise for the rescue of other breeds threat-
ened by human greed and ignorance. 

This was an ideal way to end my trip. Mongolia
too has been threatened throughout its history by its proximity to
China and Russia. Today, with aid from the West, it hopes to
reestablish its own identity and rediscover its history. It’s a thrill
for visitors who, like me, can literally come along for the ride. 

ORGANIZING A CUSTOM TRIP
A few years back, 70% of visitors to Mongolia came through organized

tours. Now independent travelers constitute 55% of visitors, thanks to

Internet cafes and cell phones that enable them to make arrangements

after arrival and stay in touch with their families. 

I wanted to travel independently, but didn’t want to be entirely on my

own. So I started by researching “horses + Mongolia” on the Web, and came

up with several operators in the US, UK, and France (Italian operators did

not offer a horseback riding option). I wrote to all of them, then compared

their proposals with information in Lonely Planet, the literal BIBLE for

Mongolia-bound travelers. I narrowed my search to Boojum and Nomadic

Expeditions and eventually chose the former, based on itinerary and price.

Meanwhile, I booked a flight on Aeroflot, arranged for my transit visa

through Moscow, decided on appropriate vaccinations (none are required

but I had hepatitis A and B, meningitis, and tetanus anyway), and was ready

to go.

Boojum was at my side from the day I arrived till the morning I left,

when they picked me up at my hotel and squired me through the depar-

ture confusion at the airport. Calculate about $200 a day for a pre-arranged

custom trip, not counting airfare. 

If you make your own arrangements after arriving in UB, you can reduce

that cost dramatically. For example: a jeep and driver can cost $20 a day, a

translator $10 a day, $200 buys you a horse. Internet access at a cybercafe

is under a dollar an hour and a restaurant meal in UB is about $7.00.


