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CLIMBING AND SKI-ING IN THE ELBURZ RANGE, 

NORTH PERSIA, 1931- 2. 

HE night before leaving for Persia I spent at that well-known 
mountaineering rendezvous the ' Trois Couronnes et Postes,' 

at Brigue. I was welcomed by General Bruce as I took my 
place in the dining-room and was soon absorbing knowledge from 
the ex-presidential fount. Among other things I was taught to write 
my name in Arabic script, straightly charged not to return from 
Persia until I had climbed Demavend, and was told two anecdotes 
illustrative of certain facets of the Persian character. It is highly 
regrettable that the nature of the stories prevents thejr presentation 
to a wider public in these pages. 

Armed with this varied information I arrived in Tehran in Sep
tember 1931. It was too late in the season to think of Demavend, 
but the autumn was unusually fine and before the snows descended 
we were able to make an attempt on Tochal, the culminating point 
of the 13,000 ft. range that rises some 10 miles to the north of 
.Tehran. (The city lies, I should add, at a height of about 4000 ft.) 
There are no mountaineering difficulties on this peak, which indeed 
resembles the average English 'Fell' on a much larger scale, but, 
owing to circumstances into which I need not enter here, we were 
unable to follow the usual direct route, and the long detour we were 
compelled to make rendered success problematical. We were all 
grossly out of training and, in fact, gave up at about 10,000 ft., 
having climbed an outlying rock peak to satisfy honour. 

Early in the following June, C. H. Summerhayes and I took a 
week-end off and &et out for the peak with mules to carry our camp. 
There is a rough track all the way up and in about 6 hours, including 
long halts, we reached a magnificent camp site at a spot called Piaz 
Chal the spring of bulbs an apt name, for at this season the ground 
was carpeted with hyacinth and gentian which grew right up to 
the edges of the frequent drifts of snow. The height was about 
10,000 ft. and the view towards Demavend, 40 miles away, was 
most striking. The perfect volcanic cone, standing out against the 
western sky, beckoned to us with an invitation not to be refused by 
any mountaineer. To keep our hands in we spent the afternoon 
in an entertaining scramble up a detached rock peak a climb 
enlivened for the leader by the discovery of a small snake basking 
on the handhold he was just about to use, a form of mountaineering 
danger not dealt with even in the most profound text-books. 

The sunset on Demavend that night will remain one of the most 
memorable hours of the summer. The cold was piercing, and we 
watched from our sleeping-bags the change of colours on the distant 
mountain and the approach of night over the miles of crinkled 
snow-streaked hills between. 
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There was no need of an early start next morning, and it was not 
until 8 A.M. that we set off, accompanied by our two spaniels. We 
had only some 3000 ft. to climb, but the map distance was con
siderable, and it took us 3 hours to reach the summit. Our artival 
disturbed some ibex which disappeared down the far side with one 
dog in hot pursuit, the other, a ten-year old vete-ran, being too weary 
to show much interest. The wind was chilling in spite of the sun 
blaze and we did not halt for long. We attained, however, one of 
our aims in making the ascent which was to identify and place the 
most important objective of our summer's climbing, a peak called 
Takht-i-Suleiman the Throne of Solomon of which I shall have 
more to say later. . 

We had sent the mules straight home from camp and were there
fore free to choose our own route of descent, so we plunged straight 
9-own towards the plain, reeling over 4000 ft. behind us in a long 
series of glissades which brought us down to a narrow gorge choked 
with winter snow under which a stream boomed and roared. We 
pussyfooted down this, probing ceaselessly as on a glacier, and came 
out at the top of a steep 100ft. cliff over which the river poured in 
a magnificent cascade. Wondering hovv the dogs would fare we 
scrambled down_, only to find that they were far happier on the steep 
slabs than their cautious masters ; the combination of cr ampon 
and Kletterschuhe that makes up a dog's foot seems ideal for any 
form of mountaineering. 

Further descent appeared to be blocked by a series of cliffs, so 
:after a bathe under the waterfall we lunched and emulated Mr. 
Micawber. Shortly afterwards a providential shepherd turned up 
and directed us to climb up to the right to a bluff whence a track 
led down circumventing the cliffs. We ground wearily uphill and 
were lucky enough to find a boy who, for sixpence (Alpine porters, 
please note) was prepared to carry our sack and guide us down an 
intricate and very steep path which zigzagged down the cliffs . 

I have rarely enjoyed a descent more. The boy wore' giveh,' the 
local rope or rag-soled Kletterschuhe, and moreover the back of one 
of them was tucked casually under his heel like a carpet slipper, so 
that there was nothing to prevent it falling off if he tilted his foot 
downward. He descended in a series of short rushes, at the end of 
each of which he would turn and stare back at our heavy-footed 
blundering. The path, I should explain, was steep enough to make 
handholds welcome much of the time, and race as we might we could 
not hold him at all, nor did his speed seem to endanger the security 
of his one tottering slipper. He gaped at my heavy mountaineering 
boots and put the inevitable question: 'How much do they 
cost~ ' The fatuity of such elephantine footgear seemed incredible 
to him and, indeed, there was much justice in his point of view. As 
long as their feet have never been spoilt by boots these people with 
their 'gloved ' foothold could give points and a beating to all but 
the very fleetest Alpine guides across the hellish scree, iron-hard7 
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sunbaked earth and rolling boulders of their own hills. One sees 
t.he san1e thing so1netimes in the barefooted herd-boys of the Alps, 
whose dancing stride and balanced footwork shows up even the most 
graceful of booted men as slow and clumsy in comparison. Our guide ( 
took us down 2000 or 3000 ft. of cliff at a gallop, received his fee and 
then set straight off up again at scarcely reduced speed. We sank 
exhausted under a convenient bush and m.arvelled. The last swing 
down the gorge, where the heat oppressed us after the open uplands, 
was monotonous and fatiguing. The two tired dogs trailing behind 
needed constant rests and we felt the grind ourselves in knee and 
thigh, for the 8000 f t. descent had racked our untrained muscles, 
but we could look back on 48 very pleasant hours. 

Our· next objective was the one recommended by General Bruce
Demavend.1 I made two week-end trips to its base to gather infor
mation and spy out the lie of the land, since it proved difficult tQ 
obtain details in Tehran. Late in July we set off, Summerhayes, 
an American engineer , A. W. du Bois, and myself, together with a 
Persian schoolboy, R. Karrubian, who was anxious to make the 
ascent and whom we took along as our servant. 

Our first day took us 40 miles by car to where our mules, which 
had been sent out two days before, awaited us and thence over an 
8700 ft. pass down to t he village of Pulur on the Lar River, which 
flows round t he base of Demavend in a precipitous gorge on the 
S. and E . sides. We reached the river at lunch time and during 
the afternoon marched round the base of the mountain to the village 
of Rehna (6358 ft.) , on t he outskirts of which we camped. Here we 
picked up three self-styled guides for the climb. Our camp was 
shrouded in cloud during t he night and when we started next day 
there was still an impenetrable mist, and for the first and last time 
we had to rely on the guides. After an hour or two, however , the 
mists lifted and the cone of Demavend, now much flattened and 
foreshortened, stood clear above us, a menacing wind flag blowing 
off the summit rocks. 

There is some doubt as to the exact height of Demavend, estimates 
and surveys varying from 18,000 to 20,000 ft. (see, for instance, 
'A.J.' 8, 256), but it is safe to say that the mountain is between 
18,500 and 19,000 ft. and probably between 18,550 and 18,600 ft.
in fact, very slightly higher t han Elbruz. 

We were, of course, anxious to camp as high as possible, since we 
feared the effect t hat altitude would have on our pace, but it proved 
impossible to persuade t he mulemen to go higher than 11,800 ft., 
which left us with a long climb for the morrow. Since we shirked 

1 Demavend was first climbed in 1837 by Mr. (lat er Sir W.) 
Taylor, who in the 'seventies was British Minister in Tehran. 
Probably the first ascent by a woman was made in 1933 by 
Mrs. J. P. SummeTscale, the wife of the Acting British Consul in 
Tehran. -
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the discomfort and even danger of lantern-lit stumbling over the 
endless scree and prickly camel thorn that cover the lower slopes of 
the mountain, we delayed a start until it was just light. For about 
2 hours we kept together, but the going was abominable., not even 
the Rockies could equal it in rottenness, and the line began to 
lengthen out, so that at 8.30, when the leaders were between 17,000 
and 17,500 ft., a halt was called to allow the ranks to close up. 
Du Bois and Karrubian were both feeling the altitude acutely, 
and since they were not sure whether they could complete the 
ascent, Summerhayes and I went on ahead, and after passing some 
interesting nieves penitentes, reached the edge of the snow-filled 
crater at 10.45 A.M. , some 6! hours from camp (of which li were 
halts) . 

Volcanoes, even when extinct, are always rather uncanny, and 
Demavend is no exception. The final slope and summit rocks were 
all deeply encrusted with greenish-yellow sulphur crystals, and 
there was an unpleasant sulphurous reek in the air which the howling 
gale probably helped to neutralise. 

An hour or so later duBois and Karrubian arrived, a very gallant 
effort on the part of the former, whose years had begun to tell, and 
who was deathly sick. We made but a short halt, and then glissa
ded rapidly down the scree, which flowed almost like water round 
our ankles, to the top of the first big snow gully. Here Summer
hayes and I, who alone were equipped with nailed footgear and ice 
axes (the others were climbing in ' giveh '),glissaded down the snow 
back to camp, leaving the others and the guides to follow their own 
route. 

Next day we moved camp by a shorter route down to Pulur, and 
then, as the others had to return to Tehran, I trekked off by myself. 
The climbing of the next few days was only that incidep.tal to ibex
shooting and need find no mention here, save that I made the obvious 
discovery that steep rock, when one is encumbered with a rifle, is 
not an unmixed blessing. 

With Demavend safely in our pockets our thoughts turned to 
Takht-i-Suleiman. The existence of this unclimbed peak, probably 
the third highest mountain in Persia, 2 had been brought to my notice 
by Captain Gueterbock, who mentioned an unsuccessful attempt on 
it just after the war, but I first heard full details from Miss Freya 
Stark, who, during the summer of 1931, made a most enterprising 
journey round it, and who, though unfortunately prevented from 
attempting the peak, brought back an admirable sketch-map of 

2 During the summer of 1933 we ascertained that Takht-j
Suleiman was not the highest peak in the group. Kuh-i-Sialan 
(ca . 15,500 ft.), of which we made what was probably the first 
ascent, overtops it by some 200-300 ft. This is the third highest 
peak in Persia, the first and second being Demavend and the 

avalan Dagh in Azerbaijan (15,810 ft.), r espectively. 
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the neighbourhood, which, since the existing maps are hopelessly 
confused, was an invaluable gift . The peak is apparently between 
14,500 and 15,500 ft. 

During the summer of 1932 a new road was being pushed up the 
Karaj valley across the ranges to the Caspian, and, since this was 
obviously going to facilitate access to the moun~ain, we took an 
almost maternal interest in it : I frequently spent my Sundays 
inspecting progress and urging the engineer to mighty efforts. It 
was essential for our purpose that it should reach the village of 
Gachisar, some 45 miles above Karaj, from which a pass led over to 
the Talaghan valley at the foot of Takht-i -Suleiman. 

By the beginning of September the road was open as far as 
Gachisar , and shortly afterwards we set out. The only snag was that 
Summerhayes could not spare more than 5 days for the trip, which 
was perilously short. This time limit was, indeed, to prove one 
of the causes of our failure, the other being the block-headed 
obstructiveness of the natives. This showed itself straight away. 
Our first pass, the Asalek, looked close enough, and we were assured 
that the highest village, Garab, on the other side, was about 5 hours 
away. We left Gachisar after an early lunch, but it was not until 
5.30 P.M. , after 4! hours' fast going, that we reached the top of 
the pass, which is just over 10,000 ft. in height. The local guide 
we had had the misfortune to engage (our own efficient muleman 
did not know the route), then calmly informed us that we were 
only half-way. By desperate efforts, however, we managed to get 
down to Garab at 7.30 P.M., in spite of wind and rain, t he last bit of 
ankle-racking, unknown path being unamusing in the darkness. 
Our only solace was the glimpse we had had of our peak from the 
summit of the pass , three huge tusks 3 standing out grandly in the 
distance against the sunset. 

Next day we moved fast down the attractive valley, where the 
path follows a crystal-clear stream, and at lunch-time reached the 
delightful village of J oistan. We were by this time hearti]y fed up 
with our guide and paid no attention to his suggestions, but the 
unanimous opinion of t he village wiseacres pointed t o the Shir 
Pashm valley as the best means of approach to the mountain, and 
though Miss Stark's map seemed to show that the next parallel 
valley to the E. (the Parachan valley) was a better line, we gave 
way, thinking that the local folk must know. We were told that a 
good camp site existed two farsalchs 4 up the valley. 

3 This summer we discovered we were incorrect in supposing 
these tusks to be Takht-i-Suleiman. 

4 A farsakh is suppo3ed to be the distance a mule can cover in 
an hour : it is an elastic measurement, and depends on the going. 
Usually one speaks of 'farsakh-i-sabuk' and 'farsakh-i-sangin,' 
'light ' or ' heavy ' farsakhs ; a light farsakh is an hour or less~ a 
heavy one anything up to 3 hours. 
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After lunch we set out, and soon realised the depth of our stupidity. 
After an innocent beginning the valley closed down to a vast gorge, 
and we were forced to climb up some 2000 ft . to circumvent it. 
After 3 hours' going our guide still murmured ' two farsakhs ' in 
reply to all questions, and it was not until after sunset that we reached 
the camp site and simultaneously realised that we had been fooled 
to the top of our bent . The valley now curved round to the west, 
straight away from our peak, and the local shepherds told us it 
would take a· day's journey to get round to the foot of the mountain. 
As they had actually been to the foot of the mountain, which it now 
transpired that our 'guide,' in spite of his earlier protestations, had 
not, we preferred to believe them rather than him. If we could not 
do the climb on the morrow we were beaten by our time limit, and 
though it was humjliating to admit defeat in such circumstances, we 
had at least gained much valuable knowledge. We discussed the 
possibility of my staying on and making the attempt alone, leaving 
Summerhayes to return by himself, but I did not much like the idea 
of attempting a virgin peak by myself, so we devoted the next day 
to an exploration of the neighbourhood, which gave Summerhayes, 
who went out after ibex, a distant view of our peak. We camped 
that night at Joistan under the huge walnut trees which are an 
unusual feature of the village. 

Two days later we returned to Gachisar, still simmering with rage 
over our stupidity, and Summerhayes departed for Tehran, while 
I stayed on to fish and shoot . This story has many morals . Our 
primary mistake was in trying to rush an unknown peak, but we 
ought, of course, to have realised from the first the unreliability of 
the native guides, whose object always is to tell you, not the truth, 
but what they think you want to hear, and who will always try to 
save themselves trouble by suggesting an easy route, even if it 
takes you to the wrong place, should they consider the proper one 
likely to fatigue them unduly. Our only defence is that the natives 
of the Talaghan valley hold the P ersian championship for prevarica
tion, and a Persian champion is, ipso facto, a world champion at that 
game. Now that the route is clear, I live in hopes that 1933, which 
it is unanimously decided shall be a guideless season, will see us 
successful. 

So far I have dealt only with summer climbing, but it is worth 
mentioning that Tehran is rapidly developing as a ski-ing centre. 
(Probably t he first ski r ace ever held in Persia took place in Feb
ruary 1933.) While the capital is not comparable with R amadan, 
which lies higher and has more snow and better slopes, there are 
some fine runs in the neighbourhood if you know where to go. 
Probably the best within easy reach runs up the E. ridge of Tochal. 
During the winter of 1931- 2, E. Briicklmeier and I were twice able 
to try it. The first time we only r eached a height of about 8500 ft., 
which gave us 3000 ft . of running, but on the second occasion we 
were able to gain our objective, an outlying peak of the Tochal 
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r ange so1ne 10,500 ft . in height. I t took us over 5 hours to n1ake t he 
ascent and only 48 minutes to come down, but we felt amply com
pensated for our labours by t he delights of t he 5000 ft . of fast 
running on t he steep and narrow slopes above the Laskarak valley. 

The climbs I have described in the foregoing pages are, I am afraid, 
a chronicle of small beer a history of triumphant success on easy 
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peaks and fatuous failure t he first time anything complicated was 
attempted. Unless difficulty is deliber ately sought, t here is prac
tically no mountaineering, in the usual sense of t he term, to be fo11nd 
in North P ersia . It is true t hat Takht-i-Suleiman may still prove 
t he exception to this rule (its appear ance5 would certainly suggest it) , 
but apart from this peak most of the mountains, even Demavend, 
are walks rather t han climbs, and their only difficulties are t hose of 

5 Sec footnote 3 . 
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approach in badly mapped and much cut-up country. But they 
are not less worth climbing for that, and I wish I could convey the 
joys of camping in these hills, which have an arid beauty of their own, 
though it is perhaps not likely to appeal to eyes accustomed to t he 
snows and fresh greenness of t he Alps. It is a pleasant life, this 
trekking through the hills with ice axe, rod and rifle, lazy or energetic 
as you care to make it, untrammelled and care-free, under skies that 
are practically cloudless from June to September. You can camp 
for a week in one place, if it takes your fancy, or move on t hrough 
the deep valleys to new spots every day, in search of pools where 
monster trout await the fly or crags where the horns of ibex and 
mouffion grow to unimagined vastness. Though there are no 
Grepons or Brenva routes, there are mountains around you for the 
climbing, and when you have killed your 2 lb. trout and the proud 
horns of your great ram hang before the t ent, you can slip out in 
the bitter dawn, ice axe in hand and rope on ·shoulder (who knows, 
it may be useful) , and steer a course for the chosen peak, lulled by 
the familiar music of hobnails on rock and certain of yet another 
perfect day among hills whose fierceness and loneliness are an 
abiding charm. 

D. L. BusK. 

Note on the Map. Reduced from General Staff surveys, except 
in the region N. and W. of the Asalek pass, where Miss Stark's map 
has been followed with some minor alterations suggested by our 
experience. I am greatly indebted to Miss Stark for permission 
to incorporate her map in this sketch. I hope that further work 
during 1933 will r ender possible the publication of her whole map 
on its original scale of 4 miles to 1 inch. · 

In the present sketch map only the minimum of detail has been 
inserted for the sake of clearness. 

THE FIRST A scENT oF MT. O uBLIETTE. 

S a rule we do not remember the mountains materially as they 
are, but rather in a particular mood which i].f turn is usually 

transit ory and often subjective. Of the Ramparts we had four very 
distinct and contrasting mental recollections, all extremely vivid. 
The first impression was that of the view from Meadow Creek at sunset, 
with the summit peaks of the Ramparts appearing in the distance 
through the pines as black silhouettes against the setting sun. The 
next view is that across Amethyst Lake, in full daylight, with tre
mendous contrasts of form and colour ; the sight is of great inspira
t ion, although resthetically a bit too violent. The third view, pro
foundly real, of a much more thoughtful nature, was t hat which we 
had from the summit of Simon Peak. F orest fire had filled the huge 
gap with a bluish haze. The peaks of the Ramparts as seen from 
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