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A bad back,
adramatic
holiday booked
and adoctor
telling her
nottogo. It
alladds upto...

Sciatican

Kyrgyzstan

BY IMOGEN STUBBS




Imogen Stubbs
braves the Tian
ShanMountains
inKyrgyzstan




My riding trip to
Kyrgyzstan had an
unpromising beginning. Just before
the departure date I had been acting
in a play with a very violent fight
scene. One night, the table had
collapsed underneath me while I was
being beaten up and my fellow actor
came crashing down on top of me.
The result was a crippling back pain
and a constant fragility interspersed
with yelping agony. Undeterred, I
resolutely ploughed on with my travel
plans, deciding I could write an article
entitled: “Sciatica in Kyrgyzstan—
thank God I'm not dyslexic” (having
checked this with my dyslexic son
first, of course).

But when it became clear that I
could only walk like a Lowry figure
and sit down like someone being
lowered on to a hedgehog, my
osteopath sent me for an MRI scan.
This confirmed his fears that T
had a herniated disc at the bottom
of my spine. Four days before my
departure. Bummer.

He devised many exercises for my
back, none of which centred on riding.
I pleaded desperation, claiming my
disappointment might cripple me
even further. He rolled his eyes and
gave me sheets of exercises and a back
corset, recommended drugs for pain
relief and asked whether there would
be facilities for emergency airlifts.

At this point I realised I knew
nothing about where I was going. I
had been so busy with my back I had
not actually researched Kyrgyzstan.
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It turned out to be a landlocked
Central Asian republic, formerly part
of the Soviet Union, bordered by
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan
and China. Thanks to Borat and his
jokes about Kazakhstan, I assumed
there was something ridiculous about
this area.

Instead, it seemed to be a kind of
Shangri-La, unchanged for 2,000 years
since it was part of the Silk Route.
When I actually read the proposed
itinerary, it looked fantastic: camping
and riding for ten days across 13,000~
feet-high snowy mountains and
rock-strewn valleys with no signs
of civilisation—just herds of horses,
yaks and the odd yurt. Untouched
wilderness in all its mobile-phoneless,
A&E-less glory.

I had to go.

And so lwentinto
training witha

plan of action that involved taking a
taxi up and down a street with speed
bumps, sitting with my legs apart as
if on a horse and seeing if T could
bear the jolting. |,

Ride World Wide—a wonderful
company for anyone seeking
equestrian adventure—sent me a
questionnaire. “What standard do
you consider yourself? Would you
prefer a stallion or a stable hunter?
What is your ambition for yourself
as a rider?”

I had replied honestly and from
the heart, even though the angle of
writing was setting off my sciatica. “1
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would prefer a speed-impaired horse
called Snoozy, not Thunderbolt. T
like to walk either on or off the horse.
I really need a Western saddle or

an Endurance saddle (with back rest
and possibly a drinks cabinet and
stereo). I am a terrible, repeat
terrible, rider...”

I think it was at this moment that
I was forced to accept the fact that a
horse can never be a Volvo.

My husband devised an elaborate
contraption with two pairs of over-
sized bicycling shorts stuffed with
the down feathers from a cushion.
Another friend gave me some huge
sanitary towels that she had been
given for post-baby haemorrhoids
to stuff down my jodhpurs.

At the airport I couldn’t lift my
rucksack on to the weighing scales.
This did not bode well. The plane
journey was only made bearable by
doing my back-loosening exercises in
the aisle. Unfortunately, this looked
like an alcohol-induced disco-dance
and I was politely asked to go back to
my seat where I was plied with water.

We were met by Domenico Mocchi,
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‘I WAS FORCED
TO ACCEPT

THAT A HORSE
CAN NEVER
BE AVOLVO’

a gorgeous Italian who turned out
to be our guide. Having received my
questionnaire, he had been searching
in vain for a Western saddle and was
worried that without one I might keel
over and injure myself. Sadly, I could
not calm his fears.

The rest of the group included
two health-and-safety experts and a
doctor. On the downside they were all
alarmingly body-toned, experienced
riders. I felt my back cowering before
their riding anecdotes. Half of them
had special jackets to stop them
breaking their spines.

The journey to the
mountains was four

hours over rutted roads and potholes,
eventually arriving at Lake Issyk Kul,
a vast stretch of turquoise water
surrounded by mountains. We stayed
with the family of a famous eagle
hunter, Sogan Bai, who fed us and put
us up with immense hospitality.

The next day we got kitted up for
the beginning of the ride. The horses
were a beautiful, eclectic bunch, some
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