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In The Altai
John Town
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It was all due to my wife, Shiona. She insisted that in 1984 our activities should be
restricted to peaks below 5000m and where she would not have to carry heavy
loads for days on end. The search for promising candidates revealed that the
Russians had opened the Altai.
The name was vaguely familiar, the location surprising. A search of the
literature was quickly accomplished - virtually nothing. The highest peak,
Bielukha, is a double-headed mountain which, at 4506m, forms the highest point
in W Siberia. There appeared to have been no western expeditions since 1903, no
British ascent to date, no useful photos and no maps. A few days before departure
I uncovered one of the explorer Sapozhnikov's books on the Altai in the Alpine
Club Library. Inside the cover was a note from the author, in French, written in
Tomsk in 1901, donating the volume. I needed a knife to cut the pages - it had
never been opened.
The High Altai occupy an area about 300km deep by 300km wide just inside
Siberia to the NW of China and Outer Mongolia. The range continues SE for
another 1000km into Outer Mongolia, running along its southern border with
China until it finally peters out into the wastes of the Gobi. The hills become
progressively lower and more arid to the east, but those of western Mongolia
(known as the Great Altai) hold considerable amounts of snow and offer
worthwhile climbing. On the other side of the High Altai the range bends back on
itself to the NE and merges into the extensive and rugged Sayan range. Less
elevated than the High Altai, the Sayan form ridge after ridge which for millennia
isolated its primitive shamanistic reindeer-herding tribes in the basins of the
upper Yenisei. The Russians were still mounting full scale exploratory expeditions into this area in the thirties.
Compared with the Sayan and the Great Altai, the High Altai should have been
a little easier to research. It had, after all, been explored during the final decades
of the 19th century, above all by the indomitable Sapozhnikov. Time and time
again he set out from the University at Tomsk, making nine expeditions between
1895 and 1911, and publishing a number offascinating and exhaustive tomes. His
enthusiasm carried him high on Bielukha on several occasions, but though he did
more than anyone to reveal its complexities, its obstacles proved too great. His
work was continued by the brothers B. and M. Tronov, who reached the summit
on 26 June 1914, via the Katun glacier and the Saddle between the E and W
peaks.
The First World War and the traumas of the Revolution brought a sudden halt
to climbing in the Altai, as in the rest of Russia. When it eventually restarted
activity was primarily in the North Chuisky massif, on peaks such as Krasavitsa
and Maashei. The Aktru valley can be easily reached from the one major road
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running through the Altai, and this was the site of the first permanent mountaineering camp, opened in 1938. Bielukha, by contrast, is much more difficult to get
to, and was only accessible by a full scale expedition.
The second ascent of the mountain did not take place until 1933, when
Abalakov and his party traversed the mountain from north to south via the
Delone ridge. This was an impressive achievement for its day and, at Russian 4a,
remains a serious proposition. Between 1935 and 1938 a number of parties made
further successful ascents from the south, with the West peak receiving its first
ascent in 1936. Kazakov's expedition in 1953 made a thorough exploration of the
peak and the first crossing of the Delone pass, which is the key to the ordinary
route from the north.
The southern approach was favoured by the early explorers, because it offered
the easiest route to the summit, but to reach it requires an arduous journey round
the whole massif. In theory this can be avoided by entering the mountains from
Kazakhstan to the east, and there is now a road up the Bukhtarma valley to the
hot springs at Rakhmanovsky Kluche, a day or two's walk from the base of the
mountain. Reaching that part of Kazakhstan from the more populous areas ofW
Siberia must be a long business however, and that may explain why it is less
popular now. The sight of the N wall would 'have been enough to deter most
earlier visitors, but as climbing standards rose during the 60s and 70s its
attractions became more apparent, and these days most parties approach via the
Ak-Kem valley.
Today, the Altai are forgotten by the British, but it was not always so. Tales of
high snow peaks lying far into Siberia were enough to fire Thomas Atkinson to
undertake the nine month journey from London by horse and carriage in 1859.
He brought back a fascinating picture of the beauty and wildness of the range,
roaming the trackless woods and uplands on horseback. With his native
companions he made an attempt on Bielukha, getting high enough on the Katun
glacier to describe the route by which the peak would eventually be climbed.
The golden days of Empire and the construction of the Trans-Siberian railway
and Chuisky trail brought a small crop of visitors to the Altai. Prince Demidov
and the Littledales encamped on the Chuiskaya Steppe and bagged their share of
Marco Polo sheep, as did Colonel Swayne. The locals, by contrast, made their
living by hunting marmots. Elwes returned from his trip to read a learned treatise
on the taxonomy of the Maral or Altai stag. In 1903 there was just one attempt on
Bielukha (4506m) by Samuel Turner who made up in determination what he
lacked in good sense. He came in the middle of winter, alone (his companion
declared 'that he had serious objections to being killed on the mountain' and 'as
the eldest of the family, his father could ill afford to lose him'), and tried a direct
route up the N wall. He was successful, however, in making a solo ascent of
Ak-Ayuk (named Wilier's Peak by him, and until last year known as Bronya)
though this was rather spoilt by his claim that it was l7,800ft (5425m) high and
thus the highest peak in the range. The AlpineJoumal expressed polite scepticism
concerning his claims but, whether fact or fiction, his book makes hilarious
reading and the effort showed tremendous endurance, even by local standards.
We flew via Moscow to Barnaul at the end of July and thence to Ust Koksa just
an hour's flight onwards. This is one of the large villages situated in the cultivated
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Koksinskaya Steppe, a flat valley about 20km wide and 80km long, surrounded
by mountains. The Katun flows through it - a substantial river with few bridges
- and to the south lies the Bielukha massif, at the end of the Ak-Kem valley. A
helicopter was to fly us to a base camp at the far end of this valley.
Our companions on this International Mountaineering Camp were two
Japanese, Shoji Miyashita and Tomoaki Harada, two West Germans, Waiter and
Gunther Kunz, and a party of eight Italian trekkers led by Gianfranco Bracci.
There were some 20 Russians running the camp led by Zhenia Tereshchenko,
Igor Meshkov and Grigori Petrashenko. The small numbers of people involved,
the surprising warmth of the Siberians and a common wonder at the beauty ofour
surroundings soon bound us into a very close group.
Base camp was on a patch of gravel by the side of the Ak-Kem lake at c. 1800m
where a collection of frame tents was pitched on a sloping meadow. The N wall of
Bielukha, topped by its twin peaks, blocked the end of the valley, formidable
with its serac bands and ice slopes. It had been climbed only twice; once the
previous year (Sa) and once, by a harder route, just a few days earlier (Sb). We had
no ambitions to be number three and, to our relief, learnt of the way round over
Delone pass - no pushover at 3b, but within our range.
We went for a training climb on Ak-Ayuk, last trodden by a Briton in 1903. It
rose directly from lush alpine meadows where we camped amid a profusion of
alpine flowers, just a couple of hours walk above the base camp. The next day we
climbed the NE ridge (2b). A scramble up extremely unpleasant slate led to an
easy but deceptively long snow ridge and some spectacular cornices. These took a
lot of effort in deep soft snow, but after a short fall Shiona eventually won
through. The weather deteriorated during the descent and it was 9.30pm before
we got back to base camp.
A day's rest and it was time for Bielukha. At mid-day we set off heavily laden
for Camp I at the head of the Ak-Kem glacier, having been told that it was a four
hour trip. It is necessary to wade two deep rivers to begin with, one of which
reached Shiona's hips. The alternative was some terrifying boulder hopping over
a white water section. The rivers rise fast in bad weather and there had been
considerable debate amongst the camp leadership about the wisdom of building a
bridge. Without one it is only a matter of time before someone is lost.
The track continues up old moraines, where the temptation is to climb too
high, until it is possible to climb directly on to the snout of the glacier. In dry
weather this is an excellent route, completely uncrevassed and level, running for
several kilometres up to the ice-fall which is easily passed via snow and boulder
slopes to the left. By the time we reached this point it was 7.30pm, and the final
section to Camp I took another hour. By the end we had made a few mental notes
about how to file future advice on route times. The climb to Camp I is about
14km, with 1000m of climbing.
The camp is sited in a boulder field in the shadow of the N face of Peak Delone.
It is not a particularly pleasant place, but there is a specfacular view of Peak XX
Let Oktabrya across the valley. There have been a number of hard routes done on
the mixed granite and ice of its E face in recent years. The next day brought bad
weather and we sat around with the Russians in their big tent drinking endless
cups of tea and conducting polyglot discussions. After another night of snow and
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thunder, things finally cleared up and we set off with four of them for Delone
pass. On the way we met Shoji, one of the Japanese, who had spent the last two
nights on the crest of the Delone Ridge during the storm and had decided to call it
a day. One of the trainers who was with him decided to try the ordinary route with
us. The pass had caused some problems for an Italian group the previous year,
who had rigged a fixed rope for descent when it had iced up. We were lucky to find
it in excellent condition and were able to kick our way up unroped. The long snow
slope is about 200m high and is probably about 50° at its steepest.
From the pass we looked out over the Men-Su glacier basin, the first Britons to
see the graceful outlines of Heroic Korea, Sapozhnikov and Sukhov - a
temptation for the future. Sliding down to the glacier beyond I only noticed the
bergschrund as it shot past underneath. There followed a long flog through new
snow down across the basin, avoiding hidden crevasses, eventually trending
round to the right climbing up a series of steep snow slopes into the mist to a flat
platform of snow which dropped away steeply to the south. This was the site of
Camp 2, where Waiter and Gunther together with two of the trainers had been
stuck for the past two days. Their tents were almost submerged by lm of new
snow.
As the sun disappeared the temperature dropped rapidly and when we woke in
the morning Shiona's leather boots had frozen solid and the roof of the tent was
lined with ice. The air was crisp and clear. A glacial ramp led us round the S side
of the Berel Peak and back up to the col between it and the main peak. As we
rounded the Berel Peak, which can be traversed direct, the main summit came
into view, a white pyramid, high above, supported by rocky buttresses to the
south and east. From the col, the route ran straight up the E buttress, giving
about 300m of steep but straightforward mixed climbing and, at about alpine
AD, the most difficult part of the route.
Disappointment followed, for just as we got to the top of the buttress the cloud
dropped. We knew we were within about lOOm or so of the summit, but also that
the ridge was sharp and corniced. Three of the Russians, who had done the peak
before, went ahead to see if they could find the route, while the rest of us sat for an
hour, getting progressively colder despite a welcome brew. Eventually the others
came back with good news, and we continued along the ridge to the bottom of a
steep snow and ice slope. This provided an exhilarating climb up to and through a
gap in the cornices into a mixture of sunlight and mist. The summit, a huge
overhanging cornice, was just a short walk away and the cloud was beginning to
clear. It was hard to believe we had made it.
It was a tremendous viewpoint. Our peak towered high above any of the others
in the immediate neighbourhood. South, was the hazy blue of China and the bulk
ofTaban Bogdo Ola over 100km away. To the east and west the lesser alpine peaks
of the Katun Range stretched away for perhaps 25km. To the north the
mountains declined fairly rapidly in height after a few kilometres, levelling off at
about 3000m to form less savage hills without glaciers, strongly reminiscent of the
Highlands, with high treeless uplands, eroded ridges and corries. These stretch
unbroken and unspoilt for 300km until they fall below the treeline to the Siberian
plain. Further to the east, a surprising distance away, the North and South
Chuisky massifs rose like islands beyond deep, forested, roadless valleys. Each
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displayed peak after peak, yet to be visited by anyone outside the Soviet Union.
We descended at 2.30pm as the weather deteriorated, with poor visibility and
blowing snow, and staggered back through drifts of new snow to reach the tents at
Camp 2 at 7pm. It continued to snow through the night, but a short break enabled
us to get away in the morning. It was a long flog back out of the Men-Su basin, but
the Russians somehow managed their smoking breaks, withdrawing like hermits
into their anorak hoods while the thunder and the avalanches rumbled. The
descent from the pass was the worst part of the climb, with patches of ice and
blinding rushes of spindrift threatening to blow us from our holds. Camp 1 held
few charms and the Russians seemed keen to get everybody back to base, so we
continued the rush downwards and, after fording the river at dusk, crawled into
camp at lOpm.
We spent as much of the next few days as we could in the bath house, since the
storm at base camp had overturned our tent and left us without dry clothes. The
rest of our stay was spent eating, drinking and botanising (Sapozhnikov listed 800
species), breaking off at times to spy on the Japanese during an epic ascent of the
Tomsk ridge on the N face of Delone (4b), probably the hardest route yet done by
foreigners in the Altai.
We regretted not having the leisured months of Turner or Atkinson to explore
and to absorb more of the magic of the Altai. The high valleys are the site of
numerous tumuli and neolithic monuments, obvious even during a quick drive.
In the early fifties one of these burial cairns, at Pazyryk between the Chuya and
the Chulishman, yielded a strange prize. A nomad chieftain, his wife, horses and
treasure, lay preserved in a lens of ice where they had remained undisturbed for
24 centuries. The indigenous inhabitants of the area, the Altaitsi, were still
pursuing much the same way of life as at the start of the century, including the
practice of their shamanistic religion, with its wayside symbols and offerings of
young ponies. Much has changed since then, with birch bark huts giving way to
houses and the arrival of conventional agriculture in the big valleys. Like the
eskimos, some of the tribes have found it difficult to adapt to the modern world.
The Russians themselves have a great interest in the ethnology of the area, but it
would have been fascinating to gain a first hand impression.
When Samuel Turner sat on the top of Ak-Ayuk, looking out at the peaks and
valleys untouched by man, he speculated on whether in the future there would
appear the guides, huts and hotels of the Alps he knew so well. I think he would
have been surprised to be told that it would be 80 years before anyone from
Britain would follow in his footsteps, but happy that their lonely magic had
survived untouched. The word Altai is said to be derived from the mongolian
'Altaun Ola' or the turkic 'Altin-Tai'; the Golden Mountains. Long may they
remain so.
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