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THE PAMIRS AND PAMIR: A
TOURIST MAP OF GORNO-
BADAKHSHAN

High in the heart of Central Asia, where
the sky scrapes against jagged peaks
and ancient glaciers carve their way
through silent valleys, lies one of the
most extraordinary and remote regions
on Earth: the Pamir Mountains. For

generations, this formidable range has
captured the imagination of explorers,
geographers, and travelers seeking the
ultimate frontier. At the center of this
awe-inspiring landscape is the
autonomous region of Gorno-
Badakhshan, a territory that remains
largely unknown to mainstream tourism
yet offers experiences that rival the
world's greatest mountain destinations.
This guide serves as a tourist map of
Gorno-Badakhshan, offering an in-depth


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

look at the Pamirs, the unique Pamir
culture, and the practical knowledge you
need to navigate this breathtaking
region.

UNDERSTANDING THE PAMIRS
AND GORNO-BADAKHSHAN

The Pamir Mountains, often referred to
as the "Roof of the World," form one of
the highest mountain ranges on the
planet. Straddling the borders of
Tajikistan, Afghanistan, China, and
Kyrgyzstan, the Pamirs are a vast, high-
altitude plateau characterized by soaring
peaks, immense glaciers, and deep, arid
valleys. Within Tajikistan, the entire
eastern half of the country is occupied
by the Gorno-Badakhshan Autonomous
Region, a territory that encompasses
most of the Pamir range. This region,

roughly the size of Austria, is home to
fewer than a quarter of a million people,
making it one of the most sparsely
populated areas in the world.

The name "Pamir" itself carries a sense
of mystery. Some scholars suggest it
derives from an ancient Persian word
meaning "foot of the sun," while others
link it to the Sanskrit "Upa-Meru,"
meaning "near Mount Meru," the
mythical world mountain. Whatever its
etymological roots, the Pamirs inspire a
sense of wonder that is immediate and
palpable. The region's isolation has
preserved not only its dramatic
landscapes but also a unique cultural
tapestry woven from Persian, Tajik,
Kyrgyz, and Ismaili Muslim traditions.

For the traveler, the Pamirs offer a
journey unlike any other. The famous
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Pamir Highway, one of the world's
highest and most scenic roads, cuts
through the heart of Gorno-Badakhshan.
A tourist map of Gorno-Badakhshan
reveals a network of routes that wind
through valleys dotted with stone
villages, past turquoise lakes, and over
passes that exceed 4,500 meters in
elevation. This is a land where the
horizon is defined by snow-capped
giants, where the air is thin and pure,
and where every turn in the road reveals
a vista that demands to be
photographed.

WHY A TOURIST MAP OF GORNO-
BADAKHSHAN IS ESSENTIAL

Navigating Gorno-Badakhshan is not like
planning a trip to the Alps or the
Rockies. The region's infrastructure is

limited, and reliable information can be
difficult to obtain online. A proper tourist
map of Gorno-Badakhshan is not just a
convenience; it is a vital tool for safety
and enjoyment. The map must account
for the extreme altitude, the scarcity of
fuel and supplies, the need for Border
Permits (often called GBAO permits), and
the limited accommodation options. It
should highlight the location of
guesthouses, police checkpoints, petrol
stations (which are few and far
between), and points of interest such as
hot springs, ancient fortresses, and high-
altitude lakes.

An effective tourist map of the Pamirs
goes beyond geography. It provides
cultural context, indicating the locations
of traditional Pamiri villages where
travelers can experience the famous



hospitality of the local people. It marks
the routes taken by centuries-old
caravans along the Silk Road, offering a
connection to history that is both
tangible and profound. It also identifies
areas that require special permits, such
as the restricted zones near the border
with Afghanistan, and highlights the
safest routes for travel during different
seasons.

THE GEOGRAPHY OF THE
PAMIRS: A LAND OF EXTREMES

To truly appreciate Gorno-Badakhshan,
one must understand its geography. The
region is dominated by the Pamir
Mountains, which are part of the larger
Himalayan-Alpine chain. The highest
peak in the Pamirs is Ismoil Somoni Peak
(formerly known as Peak Communism),

which rises to 7,495 meters. Other
notable peaks include Peak Lenin (7,134
meters) and Peak Korzhenevskaya
(7,105 meters). These mountains are not
merely tall; they are massive, complex
systems of ridges, glaciers, and hanging
valleys that create a labyrinthine
topography.

The climate of the Pamirs is extreme.
Winters are long, harsh, and bitterly
cold, with temperatures dropping well
below minus 30 degrees Celsius in the
eastern part of the region. Summers are
short and relatively mild, though nights
remain cold even in July. Precipitation is
scarce, particularly in the eastern
Pamirs, which are classified as a high-
altitude desert. This aridity, combined
with the intense solar radiation at
altitude, creates a landscape of stark
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beauty—vast, open plains punctuated by
rocky outcrops and shimmering salt
flats.

The Western and
Eastern Pamirs

The Pamirs can be roughly divided into
two distinct zones. The Western Pamirs
are more mountainous, with deep river
valleys carved by glacial meltwater. This
area receives more precipitation and
supports a greater variety of vegetation,
including juniper forests and alpine
meadows. The valleys are home to the
majority of the region's population, who
practice subsistence agriculture, growing
potatoes, wheat, and apricots in small
terraced fields.

The Eastern Pamirs, in contrast, are a
high plateau with an average elevation
exceeding 4,000 meters. This is a land of
vast, windswept plains, salt lakes, and
sparse vegetation. The landscape is
reminiscent of the Tibetan Plateau, and
indeed the two regions share many
geological and ecological characteristics.
The Eastern Pamirs are home to the
Kyrgyz people, who continue a nomadic
pastoral tradition, herding yaks, sheep,
and goats across the expansive
grasslands.

THE PAMIR HIGHWAY: THE SPINE
OF THE TOURIST MAP

No tourist map of Gorno-Badakhshan
would be complete without the Pamir
Highway. Officially designated as the
M41, this legendary road stretches over



1,200 kilometers, connecting Dushanbe,
the capital of Tajikistan, to Osh in
Kyrgyzstan. The section that traverses
Gorno-Badakhshan is the most dramatic
and challenging part of the route.
Driving the Pamir Highway is a
pilgrimage for adventure travelers, a
journey that tests both vehicle and
driver while rewarding them with some
of the most spectacular scenery on
Earth.

The highway passes through several key
settlements, each with its own character
and attractions. Khorog, the capital of
Gorno-Badakhshan, is a vibrant town set
in a narrow valley at the confluence of
the Gunt and Panj rivers. It is the
administrative and cultural hub of the
region, home to the Khorog Fortress, the
Pamir Botanical Garden, and the lively

central bazaar. From Khorog, the
highway ascends into the eastern
Pamirs, climbing over the Shugnan
Range and crossing the Qalai-Khumb
Pass before descending into the vast
emptiness of the Murghab district.

The town of Murghab, located at an
altitude of 3,650 meters, is the highest
settlement in Tajikistan and a key
waypoint on the highway. It is a stark,
windswept outpost that serves as a
trading center for the Kyrgyz herders of
the eastern plateau. Beyond Murghab,
the highway continues to the Ak-Baital
Pass, which at 4,655 meters is the
highest altitude vehicle pass in the
former Soviet Union. Crossing this pass
is a rite of passage for Pamir travelers,
offering panoramic views of the
surrounding peaks and glaciers.
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CULTURAL TREASURES OF THE
PAMIRS

The people of Gorno-Badakhshan, known
as Pamiris, are a distinct ethnic and
cultural group within Tajikistan. They
speak a variety of Pamiri languages,
which belong to the Eastern lIranian
branch of the Indo-European language
family, and are distinct from Tajik, which
is @ Western Iranian language. The
majority of Pamiris are followers of the
Ismaili branch of Shia Islam, led by the
Aga Khan. This religious affiliation has
shaped the region's culture, fostering a
tradition of education, tolerance, and
community service.

Visiting a Pamiri village is a highlight of
any trip to the region. The villages are
typically built on steep valley slopes,

with stone and mud-brick houses
clustering together for mutual support.
The Pamiri house, or "chid," is a
fascinating architectural structure. It is a
rectangular building with a distinctive
four-tiered roof, each tier symbolizing an
element of the natural world: earth,
water, wind, and fire. The central room
of the house is a sacred space, where
the family gathers for meals,
conversation, and prayer. Travelers are
often invited to share a meal and stay
overnight, experiencing the legendary
hospitality of the Pamiri people.

The Silk Road



Legacy

Gorno-Badakhshan was a crucial link on
the ancient Silk Road, the network of
trade routes that connected China with
the Mediterranean. Caravans traveling
from Kashgar to Samarkand and beyond
would pass through the Pamirs,
navigating the high passes and resting in
the valley settlements. Evidence of this
history is still visible today. Ruins of
ancient fortresses, caravanserais, and
watchtowers dot the landscape, offering
a glimpse into a time when this remote
region was a bustling crossroads of
commerce and culture.

The fortress of Yamchun, located in the
Wakhan Valley, is one of the best
preserved examples of Silk Road

architecture in the Pamirs. Built on a
rocky promontory overlooking the Panj
River, it commands a strategic position
that controlled access to the valley. The
fortress is a testament to the ingenuity
of its builders, who constructed it
without mortar, using only carefully
fitted stones. The view from the fortress
walls, looking across the river into
Afghanistan, is hauntingly beautiful.

NATURAL WONDERS AND
OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES

The Pamirs are a paradise for nature
lovers and adventure seekers. The
region's dramatic topography and
pristine environment offer a wide range
of activities. Trekking is perhaps the
most popular pursuit, with routes
ranging from gentle valley walks to
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demanding multi-day expeditions on
high-altitude glaciers. The trek from the
village of Porshnev to the Kul-i Kalon
lake is a favorite among experienced
hikers, offering stunning views of the
surrounding peaks and the opportunity
to camp in remote, untouched
wilderness.

Cycling the Pamir Highway is another
iconic adventure. The combination of
rough roads, extreme altitude, and
unpredictable weather presents a
formidable challenge, but the rewards
are immense. Cyclists often report that
the sense of accomplishment upon
reaching the Ak-Baital Pass is matched
only by the breathtaking beauty of the
descent into the Alichur Valley. The
landscape along the route is constantly
changing, from the lush, green valleys of

the western Pamirs to the arid, lunar-like
plains of the east.

The region is also home to a wealth of
wildlife. The Pamirs are a stronghold for
the Marco Polo sheep, a subspecies of
argali with distinctive spiraling horns.
These magnificent animals can be seen
grazing on the high plateaus, often in
herds of several dozen individuals. Other
notable species include the Siberian
ibex, the lynx, the snow leopard (rare
and elusive), and a variety of birds,
including the Himalayan griffon vulture
and the golden eagle.

PRACTICAL INFORMATION FOR
TRAVELERS

Traveling to Gorno-Badakhshan requires
careful planning. The first step s
obtaining the necessary permits. All



foreign travelers need a GBAO permit to
enter the region, in addition to a valid
visa for Tajikistan. The permit can be
arranged through a travel agency or
obtained at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs in Dushanbe. It is important to
note that some areas of Gorno-
Badakhshan, particularly those near the
Afghan border, are restricted and require
additional permits from the border
guards.

Getting to the Pamirs is an adventure in
itself. The most common approach is to
fly into Dushanbe and then drive or take
a shared jeep along the Pamir Highway.
The journey from Dushanbe to Khorog
takes two to three days by road,

10

depending on road conditions.
Alternatively, travelers can cross into
Tajikistan from Kyrgyzstan via the Kyzyl-
Art Pass, or from China via the Kulma
Pass. The latter route is increasingly
popular, offering a direct connection
between the Pamirs and the Chinese
region of Xinjiang.

Accommodation in Gorno-Badakhshan is
basic but improving. In Khorog and the
larger towns, there are a few hotels
offering simple rooms with shared
facilities. In the villages, homestays are
the most common option, providing
travelers with a comfortable bed, a
home-cooked meal, and an authentic
cultural experience. The Pamiri people
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