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T he Transpamirs Ski Expedition, which took two years to organ
ise, aimed to break the stereotype of Russian winter ski expeditions.

These had often resembled a number of loops made by a hare over mid
height mountain terrain. But, seriously, ski mountaineering in the Pamirs
presents some very complex problems and we were advised by old hands
not to attempt it. The highest mountains of the former Soviet Union are a
wild uninhabited land. Moreover, the Pamirs combine a large number of
climate zones, differently structured mountain ranges and a wide variety
of incredible natural objects such as the Sarez lake and the Fedchenko
glacier. In spite of these obstacles, we felt that we had the necessary training
and expertise to carry out our plan. The other three members of the team
were Ivan Zabello, Eugene Odov and Leonid Skvortsov.

Ours was the first unsupported expedition to cross the Pamirs from the
SE to the NW - a distance of 480km. If you try to imagine spending 30
days as one of a small four-member group, at altitudes up to 6000m and
temperatures sometimes down to -34°C, with only 550 grams of dry food
per person per day, you will have some idea of the challenge we faced.

The expedition route started in the settlement of Murgab, situated on the
Eastern Pamirs plateau at an altitude of 370Om. After a two-day approach
through the Eastern Pshart valley, with its wide snow slopes resembling a
polar landscape, we surmounted the Ak-Tash pass (4200m) and started the
ten-day descent to our halfway point at the Bartang river gorge. The deep
snow, our huge backpack-plus-pulk weight of over 50kg and the problems
of high-altitude adaptation made the first part of the journey extremely
difficult. But fine weather and our tremendous enthusiasm gave us enough
motivation to attain the Ak-Tash pass and descend to the Western Pshart.

The Western Pshart river passes through a narrow gorge full of canyons,
some of which are unfrozen, and thick undergrowth. In some places the
bottom of the gorge was snowless, so that we could no longer pull the sleds
and had to backpack all our luggage. Twice we were unable to find a way
through along the side of the river and we had to wade along it, without
our boots, at temperatures of nearly -20°C. It took us three days to reach
the Murgab river which eventually flows into the 56km-Iong Sarez lake.
This lake appeared in 1911 after the massive Usoy collapse; it is one of the
most mysterious and unexplored places in the Pamirs. Even in summer
there is no easy way of reaching it. During the winter the lake is covered
wfth ice, which enabled us to cross it from east to west.
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61. The Transpamirs Ski Expedition: the Western Pshart river mouth.
(Vadim Vasiljev) (P175)

62. Sarez lake - S6 kilometres long. (Vadim Vasiljev) (P175)
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Surmounting the Usoy obstruction and the descent to the Bartang river
were perhaps the hardest parts of the expedition. Without the use of the
pulks and with no paths to guide us, there was no chance of travelling at
more than I.Skm per hour. The terrible stony chaos of the Usoy obstruc
tion, together with the almost impassable canyons of the Murgab, were a
two-day ordeal. Moreover, there was no snow in the Bartang gorge (the
largest gorge in the central Pamirs) so the next day we were again pre
vented from using our skis and pulks. At last, two days later, we were able
to continue on skis, but now we faced a new hazard. Very heavy snow on
the upper reaches of the Khavras-dara presented a real danger from ava
lanches. Twice we were pretty close to being caught, but thanks to our
previous experience of avalanche-prone terrain we were able to avoid a
disaster.

Thick fog, a head wind and a snowstorm didn't help us to ascend the
Kholodny pass at 4600m. Sometimes we were forced to stop altogether
while we waited for better weather, but finally we found ourselves on the
saddle. After the descent to the Gmm-Grzhimaylo glacier our speed was
checked by its rough and ruptured surface; the need to use ropes in the
icefalls slowed us down even more.

Two days later we were caught in a horrible three-day snowstorm at an
altitude of S300m. Thanks to the excellent construction of our tent we
managed to maintain a good level of fitness throughout this unpleasant
experience. The next day was sunny, with no wind and a temperature
of -32°C. With renewed enthusiasm we set out on the ascent to the
Zimovshikov pass at S900m and by five o'clock we were setting up camp
beyond the pass on the upper plateau of the Vitkovskogo glacier - one of
the sources of the vast, 77km-Iong, Fedchenko glacier.

While descending the Fedchenko glacier to the Seldara river, we ex
perienced the most dangerous incident of all. Three of the expedition
members got stuck in crevasses down to a depth of 8m, when two huge
snow bridges collapsed in front of them. Fortunately they were able to
extricate themselves. Finally three giant icefalls were overcome without
any further accidents. The last 80km of the route, which included the snow
free Seldara valley, the crossing of the Seldara river, the Tersagar pass
(3600m) and the ice-covered Altyndara, took us three more days. The
expedition arrived at the settlement of Daraut-Kurgan in the late evening
of the thirtieth day.

It was now time to take stock of pluses and minuses. Our losses were
few: one broken ski, one lost ski-pole, a few frostbitten areas of skin and a
broken video camera. On the other hand, we had the great satisfaction of
having achieved the first unsupported crossing of the Pamirs in winter.

Summary: Starting on 22 January 1994, the members of the Transpamirs
Ski Expedition, Vadim Vasiljev (leader), Ivan Zabello, Eugene Orlov and
Leonid Skvortsov, made the first unsupported crossing of the Pamirs, SE
to NW; from Murgab to Daraut-Kurgan, a distance of 480km, in 30 days.



63. The Khavraz-dara. (Vadim Vasiljev) (P175)

64. Approaching the Fedchenko glacier. (Vadim Vasiljev) (P175)
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Note: For further information, telephone or fax as follows:
0296-624-225 (UK) Att: Peak International
010-7-812-312-4128 Att: NERPA (Russia)
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