
Ghost Ships and Golden Dunes: Three Days on an Aral 
Sea Tour 

Nobody warned me about the silence. I had read everything I could find before setting off — the 

history, the satellite images, the UNESCO reports — but nothing prepares you for the moment 

you step out of the vehicle on the edge of Moynaq and realise that the wind has stopped and 

there is absolutely nothing between you and the horizon. No water. No sound. Just pale earth, 

rust, and sky. 

This was the third day of my Aral Sea tour with AMU Discovery, and by this point I had 

already understood that the journey was going to be one of those experiences that quietly 

rearrange something inside you. 

 

We had left Nukus in the early morning, the road stretching north through flat, pale landscape as 

the sun climbed. Our guide, Rustam, drove with the unhurried confidence of someone who has 

made this crossing many times and knows that the desert reveals itself on its own schedule. He 

pointed out the old shoreline markers as we passed them — stone posts placed decades ago to 

indicate the edge of the water, now standing absurdly far from where any water exists. Each one 

told the same story. Each one hit a little harder than the last. 

Moynaq itself is a small town with a big memory. Its central square still has a mural of fish 

painted on the wall of a building that used to be a canning factory. The factory closed in the 

1980s when the fish ran out. The children playing in the square that morning were the 

grandchildren of people who built their entire lives around the sea. I thought about that for a 

long time. 

The ship graveyard sits on the edge of town where the harbour used to be. Eight or nine vessels 

in various states of collapse, their hulls gone orange with rust, their windows empty. One of them 

still has a faded name painted on its bow. I will not pretend I was not moved by it, because I was, 
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in the way that only a landscape shaped by a great human mistake can move you. It is not sad 

exactly. It is something more complicated than that. 

 

What surprised me most about this Aral Sea tour was how alive the region felt despite 

everything. The Ustyurt Plateau, which we explored on the second day, was extraordinary — a 

vast, flat-topped tableland where the light fell differently than anywhere I had ever been and 

where the sense of scale was almost difficult to process. Rustam showed us rock carvings made 

by people who passed through here thousands of years before any of us were born. The desert 

has never been empty. It has only ever been misunderstood. 

That evening we stayed in a small yurt camp on the edge of the plateau. The cook, a woman 

named Dilnoza, made shurpa over an open fire while the sky went from blue to orange to a deep, 

saturated purple that seemed too vivid to be real. I ate two bowls. We sat outside afterwards and 

the stars were the kind of stars you forget exist if you spend too much time in cities. 

 

I came on this trip as a small extension of a longer journey through the country — Samarkand 

and Bukhara first, then west toward Khiva and finally into the Karakalpakstan region. If you are 

planning Uzbekistan tours and wondering whether the Aral Sea is worth the extra travel, I 

would answer that question immediately and without hesitation. Yes. Completely, absolutely yes. 

 

The Silk Road cities are magnificent, and I mean that with full seriousness — the Registan at 

dawn, the Kalon Minaret in the late afternoon light, the walled old city of Khiva looking exactly 

like a set built to illustrate a medieval fairy tale. Uzbekistan earns every superlative that has ever 
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been applied to it. But the Aral Sea adds something different. It adds weight. It adds the sense 

that this country contains not just beauty but consequence, not just history but present tense. 

AMU Discovery built the entire itinerary around exactly this feeling. Nothing felt rushed. 

Nothing felt like box-ticking. Rustam had a way of letting places speak for themselves and then, 

once they had, offering the context that made them resonate even more deeply. By the time we 

drove back south toward Nukus on the final afternoon, the landscape I had found so alien three 

days earlier had become something I genuinely did not want to leave. 

 

If you are thinking about a Uzbekistan tour that goes beyond the obvious and reaches into the 

parts of this country that most travellers never see, the road to the Aral Sea is the one worth 

taking. It will not give you what you expect. It will give you something considerably more 

interesting than that. 
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