TRIP TO ALTAI MOUNTAINS FOR THE ECLIPSE AUG 1ST, 2008
July, 8th
Got on board of Moscow-Beijing train. It’s wee hours, and the sky is colored in tranquil blue. Can not sleep. I am going to Mongolia! Our train is full of tourists. Most of them are from Europe and North America. Some plan to visit the Olympics in China, others – to see solar eclipse in western Mongolia. 

I did not decide for myself where to watch the eclipse... This circumstance adds an intrigue to my journey. Where to stop over for the watch? I do not want to be bothered with road issues, this is the key for current travel. I could go to Gobi desert. It’s said, there are dinosaurs’ skeletons lie down on bare ground. Dry desert wind covers them with sand, and, at the next moment, strips them out for an amazement of occasional traveler. I could reach for the Mongolian Altai mountains. The line of total eclipse will swipe over its rugged peaks in a matter of minutes. Or, I can go to Russian Altai via Mongolia, and watch the eclipse from Gorno-Altaisk, Barnaul or Novosibirsk.

My destination choice will depend on atmospheric condition and cloudiness over the region. 

Folk on the train is sleeping… Soon, orange sun will roll out. So far, I enjoy silence on the train and monotonous ride though yet sleeping country.
July 13th
Ulan-Bator. People jump out of the train on station platform. Four days inside the carriage… After landing my dormitory, I head for downtown. First stop is local museum of natural history. There are few interesting meteorites in the museum. The iron one is very big, weighing 1000 lbs or even more. Its surface is covered with deep holes occurred during the fiery flight through atmosphere.
But what is the most impressive here, it is a collection of dinosaurs’ remains. So many bones. Aged with cracks, chips and yellow patina. I touch them with hands. My attention is pulled to strange site with many round stones. The sticker says this is dinosaur nest. Eggs got petrified over the course of millions of years. What if one of them is still fresh, with horrible creature lurking inside? I recall the episodes from “Aliens” with Sigourney Weaver. Have you watched the movie? If yes, I do not need to describe the exhibition anymore. It is full of remains of such “aliens”. With no security staff around, with no visitors, with you imagination “on”, solitude walk in this museum becomes a thrilling experience.

July 15th
Met a nice local. He is artist at his early twenties. He uses a lot of English, French and Russian words to describe artistic supplies he possesses. Beyond fine art, the vocabulary is very limited. The problem is solved with appearance of pretty Mongolian girl, a professional English interpreter. Her name is Enhmaa. She is my new friend’s friend’s friend. I pick up Baatar and Enhmaa e-mails and promise to write. 

July 16th
Looking for travel mates to go to western Mongolia, where the path of totality is going to take place. The task does not seem to be very difficult. Almost any foreign visitor these days is planning to see the eclipse. Though, not everyone is sure which exact way to travel, when and how much to spend for the show. 

Finally, I found someone who is definitely willing to go. It is Diana, geophysicist from Berlin University. After having graduate practice in Chili desert, where she took measurements of telluric magnetism, she wants to see Gobi and black disk of sun over its dunes on August 1st. 

Other great finding is Teresa. She left Britain for living and teaching kids in Mongolia. Teresa is already spent 2 years in Ulan Bator and fluent in Mongolian. She has got a lot of stories about locals. It is fan to talk to her.
Three of us, we decided to hire a jeep and drive to country’s western border via wilderness. 

July 19th
Today we are leaving U.B. Have one more passenger. She pop up at the last moment. When my friend Amber Cripps told me about a potential passenger and introduced us to each other, I thought: “what a little shy girl is she. It is her first time travel without parents, probably.” To my shame, first impression was very deceptive. Next day I found out that Winnie (that is the name of the girl) is a professional photographer with worldly experience. More to it, she scored over 800 jumps to her 27th birthday. In fact, she is an instructor of skydiving. 

Long ago, skydiving was my dream. 

Chairwoman of our amateur astronomy society, which I was a member of, took our breaths with stories on her jumps with parachute. She was inspired by the advances of Soviet space exploration program and, especially, by the flight of cosmonaut Tereshkova, - first woman in supermundane world. Influenced with our leader personal example and deep interest in astronomy as well, many of us, secondary school kids, wanted to do things like she did. 
In my case, skydiving got realized in bedtime dreams. Those were weird visions, very realistic, by the way, of the flight above the earth. I could took off and being landed according my mental order only. I could fly far, far away. I could see things on the ground in their smallest details and, simultaneously, span entire view from horizon to horizon. Waking up always caused disappointment after such dreams. 

The teenhood’s dream is still unfulfilled. So Winnie came across my way as déjà vu for what I have been dreaming long ago. No wonder, it was a delight to meet her.

July 20th
Arrived to Chingis Khan imperial court, ancient capital of Mongolia, Kharhorin. It was founded in 12th century A.D. It served as a country central nerve for a hundred years, or so. Chingis Khan’s grandson moved the court to place east of Kharhorin, and dubbed it Xanadu. Much later, this new Mongolian capital became known under another name. Beijing. Yep, modern Chinese capital was founded by Great Mongolian Riders. Of course, this is not a secret for most people. But for me, it came as wonderful surprise and proof of well known fact that travels are the best credits to constant learning.
July 21st
We dropped off Winnie at Tsetserleg. She is going to practice in horse riding, milking, etc. She wants to be a true nomad for a while. 

Our jeep is heading to White Lake. This lake is volcanic bowl, surrounded with magma banks. Lonely planet says this place is worth to visit. We are going to check if the guide book is correct.
July 22nd
Three days on the road. Boring… It looks there is nothing special in Mongolia. Well, numerous sceneries please the eyes, but what else, except landscapes, to see in this country?

Tibet, which I have had a chance to visit couple years ago, and which has certain resemblance with Mongolia in term of vast highlands, is more interesting for traveler. More cultural artifacts, more legendary sites, more ethnic diversity, I would say.
Here, we are immersed into calming beauty of nature, and can only see handful of white yurts scattered around.
July 23rd
This morning we have a visitor. He dismounted his horse and sit down on ground in respectful few steps away from our camping site. 
Teresa greeted him in Mongolian and gave a cap of just made tea with both hands (she knows the custom). The guest came along with fancy horse. It is all in white and brown spots, the breed of horses Native American Indians appreciate a lot. He herds sheeps on other side of the hill. That is why we did not see his yurt yesterday when pitched our tents.
Place where we stay is called Telmen Nuur (Nuur is “lake” in Mongolian). The water is slightly salty. The lake is full of islands with thousand birds nesting on them. Light breeze is gently touching my skin with warm palms.  I wish I can take a comfortable chair, stretch legs and watch birds’ life for a while at this nice place… 
But, we have to go. There will be Zavkhan aimag with its valleys and sand flats ahead of us, and then the basin of Great Lakes of Uvs. And only after passing these rarely visited lands, we come to Bayan Olgii aimag, - our final destination and the end of journey. We will split then. Each of us will take personal path. Girls will stay in Mongolian Altai and try to see the eclipse from there. I am going to northern, Russian part of this mountain range and will make observation with my altaiyan friends from their home. This is the decision I came upon in last days.   
July 24th
Drove through unspoken beauty of Zavkhan aimag. I do not remember anything that can match these mountain valleys in their breathtaking harmony of lush green, ochre, brown and intense blue palette. Nature is alive being. When one is wrapped in his or her artificial residencies in cities or in small towns, one does not notice this simple fact. But here, in Mongolia, it is hard not to feel our eternal link with natural things like running clouds, saturation of the skies, wind that blows, rivers and meadows,  forests and, of course, soil, from which everything begins and goes back when ceased to be.

We were approaching to the far western border of Zavkhan aimag. It was clear weather. Not too hot, but rather stiff, moderately warmed air. Just o.k. for the desert’s fringe. Azurite cap covered our sky. Tiny silhouettes of the mountains, sketched across horizon, outlined delicate white-bluish rim of the sky. Sea of endless space, remote mountains painted in mauve, brown and carmine, and the desert, - rich in its dense earthly flavor, exposed to the concave sky, all of it gave me an influx of non-motivated happiness. I began singing Russian songs, asking my fellows to sing songs of their own homes. I stretched arms at window and tried to catch lifting power of air with palms. I asked the driver to open electric sunroof. Then I throw, unexpectedly for myself: “Can I ride outside on the roof rack?” 
Our Mongols, who occupied front seats of the jeep, readily shook heads. They seemed to be under invisible desert fluids too. In rapid movement, I sneaked between them and jumped on roof rack. Wind hit my face. Desert focused in and out of my line of sight while the car smoothly run through the dunes. Sun rays came from everywhere. Space smelled with herbs and freedom. The entire world was mine, and I belonged to it. Then, the bird of my soul was out of brackets of self-control and rose to endless skies. It was a moment of truth. Never before I was so delighted with freedom, with free fly. 
I am sure such travels into one’s inner skies are the moments of genuine happiness. These skies are not someone’s private property, not a subject for privacy. They belong to all people. They penetrate every creation, every phenomena of life. Universe, stars, everything what is alive, up to that ant which right now is fighting with a crystal of sand. These skies have home into our souls too. How good it would be to have them at everyday life access! Feeling ourselves as parts of this beautiful universe, we could help other people without being asked for it, help at the times they need it the most. 
Because, if our world were united with such invisible skies, what would prevent us from seeing each others needs?
July 25th
Entered into flats of Gobi desert. It is already Uvs aimag. The contrast with Zavkhan is disappointing. Gobi here is lifeless plateau with no traces of nomadic activity. 

Our journey is coming to end. Tomorrow we will reach Bayan-Olgii. We will have to say good-bye to this magical country, where friends easily acquired and left with regret.

I will not dig into that secret of Mongolia’s influence on my soul anymore. I think I found the answer. I like this country, its narrow black eyes, and its people. I like its urban dwellers, which are fluent in either Russian or English apart from their own language.  I like people from countryside. But what I like the most, it is “no-man-land” random meetings. Nomads come to your camp at early morning. Being benignly curious of you, they bring radiance of their modest hearts. And, it does not matter your Mongolian is limited with “Uu Saibainu!”, their English – with “Hello!”. The joy of meetings of such people is unforgettable. 
July 26th
Have a cap of freshly browed arabica (it is my habit to take a stock of ground coffee to trips).
Our spot is suddenly attacked with hundreds of butterflies, which make a lot of crackle. 
The night was terrible. Wind blowed, tents wanted to fly away. As only we were asleep, our tents shook as if someone evil wanted to scare us. This continued for quite long. Finally, getting bothered with that one outside the tents, we sent fears to hell and fall asleep.
Now, with a cap of hot coffee tightly held in hands, looking at yesterday’s night campfire, I realized we made strategic mistake in positioning our tents. Despite of amazing panorama we have, - hills and zigzagging river with dense saxaul forest on its banks, we pitched our tents on very windy spot. Next time I will prefer to have a camp with less windy positioning. Panoramas are not seen at nighttime, anyway.
P.S. Those butterflies are gone with the same cracking noise. They are not butterflies, but large flying grasshoppers.

July 28th
Crossed the last Mongolian frontier. Welcome to Russia… Off track is replaced with good asphalt road starting from Tashanta, and all the way to Gorno-Altaisk. I have visited these places before, so I try to sleep on the cab we arranged.

Few days later, on August 1st
Weather is spoiling. Storm and showers came to Altai Mountains. Siberian cities Barnaul and Novosibirsk are already covered with thick layer of clouds. Huge cyclone is moving from Siberian plains toward Altai. Here in Gorno-Altaisk, the central town of the mountainous region, we observe weird sort of cirrus. It looks like low altitude water vapors, shaped in form of white feathers, stretched above our heads. We can see their fast progress in southern direction, to Mongolia border. Over these clouds, there is absolutely clear sky. Sun reigns in it like a king. I began to blow with mouth at the clouds. How did they dare to obscure the sun? Folk around laughed… At the next moment, small hole appeared between “feathers”. The hole grow up in size and moved toward sun that already has been eclipsed with moon. Two minutes remained until totality. I guessed if there is enough time for the hole to come close to sun and be on our line of sight. Things seemed it is our day today! The closer the hole approached, the brighter the sun appeared. One minute remained until totality. And thanks God, here we are, - sun is inside of clear patch of sky. Narrow crescent of solar disk is blinding our eyes. We pull out, thought being useless, Baader filters, designed especially for solar eclipse observations, and covers our eyes.
Few last seconds, and moon shadow lies on Earth. Everything around looks surreal. Cold, extraterrestrial illumination penetrates the air. Sky color is turned dark navy, with strange silver afterglow that is never seen during nights, - when sun is below horizon and nature is sleeping. I notice bright star on the left. It is Venus. 

Eyes catch chaotical movement with peripheral vision. It is a bird. It looks completely disoriented. It tries to stand on wings, and then fall down, and then tries to fly again. 

Next moment, subtle glow of black sun brightened with golden Bailey’s Beads. This is the very edge of solar disk pulls out from obscuring lunar body. Now I can see mountains and canyons on the moon. This happens because sunlight enhances the contrast of moon edge in thousand of times, thus making all details visible even as far as from our harboring planet.

We all have understanding something extraordinary just has happened. In a glance, we feel we are cosmic travelers, speeding though celestial bodies in darkness of empty space. 
Now I know our star is overwhelmingly huge. I saw it! And, at the same time, it is very cozy and good, if it decided to go back to us.
Well, somewhere there, between earth and sun, my mind got stuck. The journey came to end, but I can not shake off the feeling it is continuing, now in imaginary, much grandeur world.
Sitting in front of PC and deciphering my diary notes, I muse why not to accept that our emotional responses to remote places calls, our wanderlust and soul searching, are the brightest events of our entire lives? If it is so, then which journey is more real – to hit dusty road or to dream of far, hazed horizons? You’ve got the answer. Me too.
Vlad Popov,
Ulan Bator - New York City

