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with red webs stitched across the shoulders and faux-fur platform Crocs, 16-year-
old Aymoldyr Dayanbek flicks through her Instagram feed and rapid-fire messages 
with friends, seemingly oblivious to the backdrop of western Mongolia’s glacier-
licked Altai Mountains. But asked about falconry, the tradition of hunting with ea-
gles practiced in these highlands for centuries, she ditches her phone and lights up.  

She talks of her father, who took her on hunts even though they were historically 
men’s domain, and she recalls clambering up cliffs with him to capture her own ea-
glet. She affectionately calls the now-adult eagle Ana (“mother”) and hurries away 
to a nearby ger, or yurt, to retrieve the creature. What she doesn’t mention is that 
she and Ana won Mongolia’s Golden Eagle Festival in 2023, making Dayanbek only 
the second woman ever to take that honor. 

Cofounded in 1999 by Jalsa Urubshurow of tour company Nomadic Expeditions, 
to preserve the local tradition of falconry, the festival came to widespread acclaim 
with the 2016 release of The Eagle Huntress. That documentary followed another 
teen eagle hunter, Aisholpan Nurgaiv, as she became the first woman to win the 
event. The film’s exposure drove tourist travel to Mongolia. “Visitors used to be 
mostly interested in the Gobi,” says Boulder, Colorado-based Virtuoso travel advi-
sor Jessica Walker, who spent a month exploring the country. “But now the majority 
want to know about the Golden Eagle Festival.” 

Mongolia is a compelling destination: birthplace of Genghis Khan, one of the 
great – if most ruthless – leaders of all time; seat of history’s largest contiguous em-
pire; home to the planet’s most intact grasslands and largest nomadic population; 
and full of empty landscapes. But with a fledgling tourist infrastructure, it’s not for 
everyone. “Travel here isn’t always seamless,” Walker says. “It’s definitely for the 
seasoned traveler looking to delve into the culture.” 

Autumn’s Golden Eagle Festival in the Altai, along the western border with Ka-
zakhstan and Russia, is one of the most obvious cultural lures, but so is Naadam, 
the July independence celebration of Mongolia’s three traditional sports: wrestling, 
horse racing, and archery. These two events, along with the Gobi, which spans the 
country’s southern border with China, are the country’s largest tourist draws. Since 
spending time with eagle hunters is possible throughout the warmer months from 
roughly May to October, my wife and I planned our trip around the Naadam. Over 
ten days in July, we traveled from Ulaanbaatar, the central capital, to the Altai and 
Gobi to try to distill Mongolia’s allures. 

 
IN THE ALTAI, when Dayanbek emerges from her yurt, she’s traded streetwear for 
brightly stitched satin beneath fox and rabbit furs. She carries Ana, nuzzling and 
stroking the bird to keep her calm. When they hunt, Dayanbek tells me, she rides on 
horseback with the 15-pound eagle on her arm until they find tracks, then she looses 
the raptor to triangulate from the sky. Once Ana locates a fox, she can dive at up 
to 150 miles per hour to dispatch her prey. Good training ensures that the creature 
returns to the hunter, a mandatory skill at the Golden Eagle Festival. 

I ask Dayanbek whether she thinks she can win the festival again. “I don’t re-
ally think about it,” she says. “I like that people are interested in our traditions. 
But mostly I look forward to winter, when we can go to the mountains and hunt.” 

Whether she knows it or not, her re-
sponse captures the moment in Mon-
golia. With a rising tide of tourism, the 
country is contending with how to ca-
ter to visitors while remaining true to 
its heritage. 

Visitors may flock to the Altai Moun-
tains in October for the eagle festival, 
but in July, life goes on as it has for 
centuries. Nomadic Expeditions’ Three 
Eagle Camp, at the foot of 13,783-foot 
Tsambagarav Mountain, is the region’s 
only lodge, and for five nights my wife 
and I are its only guests. The 12-yurt 
camp is seasonal for now, though No-
madic is constructing a permanent 
structure. It’s part of a plan to create 
camps throughout the country, allow-
ing visitors to explore Mongolia via 
bush planes, without repeated connec-
tions through Ulaanbaatar. 

Three Eagle’s yurts look traditional, 
but where nomads’ digs are decked 
with carpets, furs, and sparse furniture, 
these have hardwood floors, en suite 
bathrooms, and hand-carved furnish-
ings. One yurt functions as a lounge, 
with maps and literature about the re-
gion; another is the dining tent, where 
plated service belies the remote setting. 
Yet thanks to local hospitality, we’ll eat 
fewer meals here than we’d planned. 
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Aymoldyr Dayanbek  
and her eagle, Ana.
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Three Eagle Camp. Opposite, clockwise 
from top left: Ayu Saylou’s horse-racing 
medals, archer Dagvadorj Baatarkhuu, 
Naadam wrestlers, and the festival’s  
winning jockey. 



 

 



 

 

 

His granddaughter cries, “You only hit 
two of 40!” Too much airag last night, 
Baatarkhuu confides. It’s festival sea-
son after all. 

The constant encounters with locals 
make this adventure feel like travel 
from a different time, when you could 
wander a landscape and interact with 
people going about their lives. Where 
itineraries in overtouristed destina-
tions often feel canned, this is genuine 
discovery. Even when we climb high 
into the mountains to hike or spot ar-
gali sheep, shepherds on stout Mongol 
horses emerge from the landscape to 
brew tea on an open fire and chat.  

“So much of travel today has be-
come overcrowded,” Urubshurow tells 
me. “But rural Mongolia isn’t much 
different than it’s always been. Food, 
shelter, and hospitality – it’s still our 
unwritten code.” 

WHILE THE GOBI conjures visions of 
black stony plains, golden sand dunes, 
echoing canyons, and paleontological 
dig sites, the first thing you notice is 
the grass. A tawny carpet of needle-
grass and swishing sage stretches in 
every direction to the horizon. This 
prairie is as inextricable from Mongo-
lia’s fortunes as its equestrian heritage. 
The open plains allowed Genghis Khan 
to feed the livestock that propelled his 
ambitions and covered the distances 
expansion required. In his push for 
empire, he sought silk, precious met-
als, and gemstones, and princesses for 
marriage. But the greatest plunder of 
all was the grasslands. 

Urubshurow took this history to 
heart at Three Camel Lodge, Nomadic 
Expeditions’ signature eco-resort in 
the Gobi. Huddled at the center of 40 
guest yurts, the beam-and-stone lodge 
flanks a flaxen mesa with unobstruct-
ed prairie views. It’s more permanent 
than Three Eagle, with guest rooms 
comprised of double yurts and a colo-
nial-feeling lounge with porch swings.  

The morning after our arrival, we 
speed across the prairie to Dalanzadgad, 
the regional capital, for the Naadam. The 
opening ceremonies are a cross between 

From left: Dressed for the Naadam 
and a yurt at Three Camel Lodge.



 

 



 


