
No Bullshit Guides 
 

Lake Issyk Kul 
 

This is the No BS guide to swimming in the second largest alpine lake in the world, lake Issyk 
Kul, in the Kyrgyz Republic.  
 
Where is it? 
 
Issyk Kul is about 200 kilometers east of the capital of the Kyrgyz Republic, Bishkek.  
 

 
 
How to get there 
 
Major airlines (Aeroflot, Turkish Air, Fly Dubai) fly into Bishkek’s Manas International Airport 
(FRU). Most fly into Bishkek from Istanbul, Turkey or Dubai, UAE. Once in Bishkek, you need to 
arrange a taxi or marshrutka (small bus) to the lake. A taxi to the closest swim crossing from 
Bishkek (“Historical,” see below) can run you anywhere from 300-500 som (about $4.45 to 
$7.50 as of July 2016), depending upon how much ​foreigner tax​  the driver adds. You should 
agree on a price prior to getting into the taxi; there are few metered taxis here. 
 
There are also direct flights from Almaty, Kazakhstan, to both Bishkek and into the Issyk Kul 
airport, located approximately 20 miles (32 km) west of Cholpon-Ata. 
 
There are community-based tourism companies in several parts of the country. Kyrgyz Concept 
is one such company which can help you with hiring cars, finding lodging and even with flights. 
The Kyrgyz Concept in Bishkek can be contacted at +996312900883 or on their ​Whatsapp ​ at 



+996709900887. Tell them you’re swimming the lake and they’ll find a Kyrgyz Concept close to 
the village you’re starting from. They are also at ​www.​concept​.kg/eng. 
 
What routes are available? 
 
There are three recognized routes for crossing lake Issyk Kul. Distances range from 13 
kilometers to 60 kilometers. To date, only three people have crossed the lake.  
 

a) Historical route (~13km): This route has historical significance to the Kyrgyz. The 
traditional route is from the village of Kara-Talaa in the south to the village of Toru-Aygyr 
in the north. I was the first person to swim this route (6:02). Peace Corps volunteer 
Sarah D’Antoni was the second person to cross, the first woman, and the fastest (4:43). 

 
 

b) Eastern route (~33km): This route has been swum once in 1982 by Akhmed Anarbaev, 
member of the 1968 USSR Olympic swim team. The route is between Ananyevo village 



in the north and Boz Beshik in the south. 

 
 

c) The Big Cheese (~60km): This route is the widest part of the lake, between Kormudu in 
the north and Barskoon in the south. No solos have been done over this route, although 



a 4-person relay (including Akhmed Anarbaev) completed this swim in the early 1990’s. 

 
 
 
The lake 
 
Issyk Kul in Kyrgyz means ​hot lake​ , thus named due to the lake never freezing. Water 
temperature May - September ranges from 12C to 23C. The lake is slightly salty, from mineral 
content in the water. Due to the mountains surrounding the lake, swimmers can expect sudden 
weather changes, bringing winds and rain with little notice. The lake is at approximately one 
mile (5269 feet) above sea level, so make sure you prepare with that in mind. 
 
Currents 
 
The lake has strong currents depending upon where you are on the lake. I found the following 
picture from a paper entitled “Currents and Vertical Water Exchange in Lake Issyk Kul” which 



can be found ​here​. 

 
 
Logistics 
 
There are few boats available on the lake, but mostly due to the infrequency of swimming 
events on the lake. For help in finding boat pilots willing to escort you, contact the Lake Issyk 
Kul Swimming Federation at ​SwimIssykKul@gmail.com​. You can also contact Kyrgyz Concept 
(see above for contact information). 
 
Kayaks, incredibly, are almost unheard of here in Kyrgyzstan. If you intend on using a kayaker 
along with a boat, you should bring an inflatable kayak. There is a company in Grigorevka 
(about 35km east of Cholpon-Ata on the northern shore of the lake) called ​Bel-Zhan​  that rents 
kayaks. Their contact information is:  +996 652405467 and ​http://www.belzhan.org/​ . 
 
Grocery stores here stock plenty of water and other food, but you will not be able to find any sort 
of feed powders here.  
 
Hotels 
 

http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-94-010-0491-6_7#page-1
mailto:SwimIssykKul@gmail.com
http://www.belzhan.org/


For the historical route, I recommend you stay in Balykchy in the ​Hotel Aliya​ (link goes to FB). 
Tell the staff you’re swimming across the lake and they will be terribly excited. As with the taxis, 
negotiate on the room prices prior to agreeing to book the rooms. The hotel is wonderfully 
equipped, with an indoor and outdoor sauna, small breakfast room and a larger room which can 
be reserved. They can arrange meals with enough notice (morning notice for evening dinner is 
usually sufficient, depending upon time of the year), or walk a couple of blocks to ​Smak​  (link 
also FB), a great restaurant featuring Kyrgyz food. The hotel has a pier on the lake where the 
boat Appak (captained by Kurbat) can pick you up the morning of your swim.  
 

 
View of the lake from the pier at the Hotel Aliya 

 
For the other two routes, starting on the north end you should probably stay in or around 
Cholpon-Ata (nearby villages of Chong Sary Oy and Sary Oy recommended). There are many 
“resorts” along the north side of the lake nearby Cholpon-Ata. ​Karven​, ​Raduga​, ​Kapriz​ are all 
recommended. During peak times (July-Aug) one can expect European prices (6-person 
stand-alone house at Karven in July 2015 ran 430 euros a night).  
 

https://www.facebook.com/Hotel-Aliya-%D0%9E%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BB%D1%8C-%D0%90%D0%BB%D0%B8%D1%8F-302447973228016/
https://www.facebook.com/welcome.smak/
http://www.karven.kg/en/
http://www.raduga.kg/index.php?lang=en
http://www.kapriz.kg/kapriz-issyk-kul


 
View of the lake from Karven resort in Cholpon-Ata 

 
Alternatively, there are two guest houses in Cholpon-Ata that I can recommend:  
 

1) Vera runs a nice guest house featuring two rooms (one 3-bed room and one 2-bed 
room), a sauna, shower, bathroom, and outdoor eating area. Prices are approximately 
1000 som (~$15) per person per night. Breakfast comes in the price and other meals 
can be arranged with Vera if you give her enough time. (She is a great cook.) The guest 
house is about 100m walk from a pier on the lake. Vera’s husband swims in the lake 
every morning at 7:00. Vera’s number is +996 555 678 594 (Russian language). 

 



 
View of the lake from Vera’s guest house (brick building right after the green sign on the right) 

 



http://worldnomadgames.com/en/

