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N AUGUST 1954 a Franco-Iranian party visited the Elburz massif in 
Iran. The party, organised by Kazeme Guilanpour and Bernard 
Pierre, \:Vas under the patronage of the Club Alpin Fran9ais, the 

Comite Lyonnais de l'Himalaya, and the 1\!Iountain Federations of 
France and Iran. It consisted of six Frenchmen Louis Dubost and 
Paul Gendre (Himalaya, 195 r ; • Hoggar, 1953), Claude Maillard 
(Spitzbergen, 1950), Bernard Pierre (Hoggar, 1951 ; Cordillera, 1952; 
H.imalaya, 1953), Georges Strouve (FitzRoy, 1952), Fran9ois Prevot
and some of the · leading Iranian mountaineers, including Kazeme 
Guilanpour himself (¥.rho had already made some climbs in the Mont 
Blanc massif), F. Masoconian, the leading aspirant-Guide of 1954, the 
brothers Minassian, M. Azami and Dr. Rechtian.1 

The chain of Elburz (not to be confused vvith Elbruz, the highest 
point of the Caucasus) extends for several hundred miles along the 
shores of the Caspian Sea. It contains several summits of more than 
4,ooo m. and one of 5,ooo (Demavend, 5,67o m.), the highest mountain 
between the Alps and the Caucasus on the one hand and the high ranges 
of Central Asia on the other. 

It is only since 1930 that foreign climbers have set out seriously to 
explore the north-west region of Elburz, where the peaks of Takt-1-
Suleiman (Solomon's Throne) and Alam Kouh (Mountain of the 
World) are to be found some sixty miles from Teheran as the crow 
flies. 2 These included the Austrian geographer Professor Bobek, our 
member D. L. Busk, and the German Steinauer, a climber of con
siderable achievement (third ascent of the North face of the Gran des 
J orasses ). The north-east part of the range where Demavend lies 
(about fifty miles north-east of the capital) has been known to the 
mountaineering world for a much longer time, as I shall show later in 
this article. 

Here is the account of our campaign, which lasted three weeks and 
\:vas all too short. 

North-west Area of Elburz 
I. CHANE l(ouH : ' Mountain of the comb ' (Kouh == mountain in 

Persian). Height, according to our altimeters, about 4,300 m. First 
ascent by the South ridge (on rock). First ascent of the North ridge 

1 Mountaineering in Iran is quite a recent development. 
2 It is worth noting, however, that as long ago as 1 902 Borntni.iller had paid 

A visit to the massif (·vide infra). · 
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(on rock). First ascent of the East face (on snow). One of these three 
routes had previously been followed by the German Steinauer, so in 
that case ours is a second ascent. 

All these climbs are easy and short. They really serve more as 
training climbs immediately accessible for base camp. 

0 

2. TAKT-I-SuLEIMAN. Altitude estimated to be 4,700 m. by H. 
Bobek and D. L. Busk. The first recorded ascent made by L. 
Steinauer in 1936. 

0 

Two of our ropes repeated this ascent, up by the South ridge and 
down by the North ridge and East face. At the same time they con
tinued for some distance towards the north over unknown country 
along the ridge leading to Gorma Kouh. The ascent had little of 
interest to offer. On the other hand, the North ridge gives a fine route, 
long and fairly easy, along broken ridges bristling with gendarmes. 
The descent is dangerous owing to falling stones. The whole route 
has a very wild atmosphere about it. 

3· ALAM KouH. Height, according to Bobek and Busk, s,IOO m., 
although our altimeters registered only 4,6 so m. I am not sure what 
conclusion one should dravv from this. Nevertheless, Alam Kouh 

0 

is the second-highest summit of Iran after Demavend. Its South face 
was probably first climbed by Bornmi.iller in I 902 much later by 
D. L. Busk and Bobek. There is a long 0 and difficult approach
mountain exploration in the widest sense but of very little interest 
from the climbing point of view. The North face, on the other hand, 
is a very different affair. It consists of a magnificent granite wall 
about 8oo m. in height, reminding one of the North face of the Grandes 
Jorasses, particularly when, as in 1954, it is covered in snow. Steinauer 
was struck by the same comparison, and named it the Persian Jorasses. 

• 
The following climbs were carried out on this magnificent mountain . 

(a) First ascent by the North-north-west face by a very steep snow
and-ice slope 50°-60° leading to a breche between a large gendarn1e and 
the West summit. A great climb, difficult and impressive. We gave 
to this face the name of the Ice Curtain. 

(b) Second and third ascents of the North face by the North but
tress, which had been climbed for the first time by the Germans in 
1936. (See below.) Follo,;ved by the con1plete east- west traverse 
of the mountain over its many summits, rising to a height of between 
4,400 and 4,6 so m. The traverse of these ridges is easy enough, 
although very long nearly three miles to the West col ( 4,260 m.). 
This particular traverse constitutes a premiere (the German party after 
their ascent followed a different route for the return. See A.J. 49· 
z6s) . 

North-east Area of Elburz 
DEMAVEND. Official height, s,67o m. First ascent of the East ridge: 

A delightful climb, fairly long but without great difficulties, carried out 
in a setting strange to the eyes of the European mountaineers. Above 
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Pltoto, Fratzco-Ira1Ji-alt ExpediJioiJ to Elb11rz.] 

NoRTH FAcE, NoRTH SPUR A~D N .. W. FACE OF ALAM KouH. 

[To face p. 64 • 
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1-,HE ::'\' OrtTH FACE OF ALA:\1 }( Ot"H. 
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a height of 5 ,ooo m. obelisks of yellow sulphur and lava leap up on 
all sides and form a striking contrast ,;vith the' blue of the sky and the 
white of the snows. 

Technical notes on the two main routes, the North face of Alam Kouh 
and the East face of Demavend, may possibly be of interest. It may 
be that they will be of use to some of our friends thinking of planning 
expeditions amongst these mountains so ric~ in folk-lore . 

• 
· Alam Kouh, Nor·th Face 

The approach is made from the north-east by climbing the valley 
of the Sardabroud (River of fresh waters) from the charming Kurd 
village of Rudbarek (I ,300 m.). For the transport of stores and . 
material we made use of mules, vvhich unfortunately lacked the sure
footedness of their Andine sisters. From a height of 2,700 to 3,950 m., 
therefore, we ourselves had to take on the role of mules, and at this 
latter height we established our base camp on the North-east glacier . 
of Alam Kouh. 

The North face of Alam Kouh is divided by a buttress leading first 
-to Chane Kouh and thence to Takt-I-Suleiman. This buttress, which 
merges into the face at about half height a little to the west of the 
highest summit, is the one follo,;ved in I 93 6 by the Germans Steinauer 
and Gorter on the occasion of their fine first ascent. This is a great 
climb ; a serious undertaking in the best face nord tradition. The 
difficulties are maintained (passages of IV and one artificial pitch, diffi
cult ice couloirs ). The climbing resembles that on the traverse of the 
Drus, except that one is a thousand metres higher up. According to 
Fran9ois Prevot, the route follovved by the Franco-Iranian parties · is 
slightly different from that of the Germans in I936. This is his 
technical note. 

' From a base camp situated at a height of 3,950 m. on the north
east glacier of Alam Kouh, climb the glacier to reach the col ( 4,200 m.) 
between Chane Kouh and Alam l(ouh fairly steep snow slope (one 
hour). 

Follow the North ridge, at first easy and at an easy angle (two small 
steps), and gain the foot of a large monolith split by two narrow cracks. 
The left-hand one gives out on a smooth slab; climb the right one, 
reaching it by means of a delicate stride (IV) and follow it to the top. 
Come out at a narro'v breche on the crest of the ridge and climb a steep 
wall (one .piton AI) ; immediately afterwards climb two little snow 
slopes which lead to the point where the buttress loses itself in the face 
(if the year is a dry one it may be that these snow slopes will have 
disappeared). 

The face now presents a series of large cracks, couloirs and chimneys, 
generally lined with verglas if not snow. The route follows this general 
line. Go some way over to the right ('vest) following two of these 
chimneys, very steep and iced up at their foot. From the top an easy 
upward traverse on rocks leads to a couloir. The couloir, -vvhich at half 
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height becomes very narrow, is bounded on the left by an expanse of 
slabs lined vvith cracks and on the right by a very steep wall. 

There are tvvo -vvays of surmounting this section. The second 
ascent party climbed the slabs on the left and reached the ridge above 
by a vertical -vvall (IV). The third party left the couloir and climbed 
the \vall on the right (IV), thus reaching a terrace at the foot of a pro
rninent gendarme. They continued over rocks and sno\v (delicate) 
and reached the ridge 50 yards to the right of the summit by \vay 
of a chimney (Ill). Follov\r the ridge, -easy, to the summit. Time, 
base camp to summit : 8-g hours in good conditions.' 

The members of the second and third parties, as I have already said, 
completed the traverse of the ridge of Alam Kouh by climbing all the 
summits do,vn to a col ( 4,260 m.) from " 'hich rises a ridge curving 
to-vvards the north-east and leading to the summit of Siah Kaman (the 
Black Ark). It is advisable during this traverse to keep to the South 
face. 

The return to base camp followed a fairly easy slope of snovv and later 
of scree \\rhich led to the North-east glacier of Alam Kouh. Time 
from summit to base camp : three hours. 

Demavend General 
The Roof of Iran is justly the pride of all Iranians. This ancient 

volcano is a majestic mountain built on most harmonious lines. It can 
be seen from great distances ; in fact, on a clear day even from Teheran. 
The enormous brown and reddish summit cone rising from a sno,vy 
dome shines over the countryside like a veritable Fujiyama, and in its 
aloofness gives the appearance of complete detachment from the affairs 
of this world. The alleged height of Demavend has altered considerably 
over the centuries. Marcel Kurz (Montagnes du ll!Ionde, I946, page 33) 
reports that in I 86o, according to Nicolas, it reached a height of 
6,63 6 m. quite a gift for those \Vho had climbed it at that time . 
rfo-day its official height is given as 5,67o n1. In the future it may well 
shrink even more, and thus share the fate of Aconcagua and l{iliman
jaro ; our own altimeters didn't agree at all with this figure of 5,670 m. 

However that may be, this volcanic cone, vvith its eternal snows, has 
been climbed on numerous occasions over the last century or more. 
According to Marcel Kurz ( op. cit.'), the first official recorded ascent 
was made in July I 86o by members of the British and Prussian embassies 
at 1'eheran. But it may \Veil be that in reality the first ascent had 
heen made at an earlier date, August I, I843· This \vas the ascent by 
au Austrian botanist, Theodor Kotschy, accompanied by a local guide. 
For further details of this ascent and of those -vvhich took place at a 
later date the reader is again referred to Berge der Welt ( I952, pages I27 
and I 28), -vvhere M. Kurz, with his usual precision and detail, gives a 
complete bibliography on the subject of the mountains of Iran. Those 
interested will find there all the information -vvhich they require. 

Why then has Demavend been so often climbed during the past 
Ioo years ? M. de la Palice vvould reply quite simply : because the 
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climb is extremely easy. In fact, by the southern and vvestern slopes 
the ascent presents no mountaineering problem whatsoever all that is 
needed is sound wind and limb, \Vith the addition, perhaps, of a reliable 
mule. The North-east flank, on the other hand, presents difficulties 
of a quite different order, and to attack the mountain on this side 
requires alpine experience. 

There is a great depression, carved out by erosion, topped by 
an enormous Y -shaped ice couloir bristling with towers of larva or 
shale v;rhich disgorge almost without a break loads of rocks and 
blocks of ice. These bombardments make the ascent of Demavend 
by this route a risky undertaking, so much so that no party as yet 
has attempted it. 

There are also t\iVO ridges coming down on either side of the great 
couloir the North-north-east and the East ridge of the mountain. 
The first, a snow ridge throughout its length, is free of objective 
dangers, and must certainly be the route followed in I 93 6 by Steinauer 
and Gorter. For several years this route has been follov;red by Iranian 
parties. The East ridge, however, presents a fine rock climb which 
had been attempted by various Iranian parties but never climbed. In 
1952 one rope reached a height of s,oso m. It is this East ridge which 
we had chosen as our objective. 

De1navend by the East Ridge 
Point of departure for the approach march : the village of Abegarm 

(rneaning, in Persian, hot water). At Abegarm (2,100 m.) one can hire 
mules for the transport of loads. After a long traverse one is able 
quickly to reach the East face of the mountain. Climb up through 
upland pastures, keeping alv;,ays on the right bank of a great ravine 
which runs along the foot of the North-east face. The approach 
march is of quite a different character from that which we had ·met on 
the Takt-I-Suleiman. As far as the eye could reach there is nothing 
but desert and treeless mountains strangely resembling the Atlas 
mountains in Morocco. In between are deep valleys where running 
\!Vater provides its life-giving force. A fev1 villages are to be found 
hidden amongst the greenery. 

The base camp vvas set up at a height of about 4,300 m. right at the 
foot of the East ridge (water can be found three-quarters of an hour 
a\;vay in the South-east couloir ). 

1'he Ascent. At its foot the East ridge is broad and progress is easy 
vvalking. Then the ridge becomes narrower as it gains height, until 
the summit of a tower is reached (s,oso m. according to our altimeters). 
rfhe crest of the ridge becomes even narrower and the climb more 
airy. Cross the top of an ice couloir which descends in a cascade to 
lose itself in the North-east face of Demavend. The scenery here is 
most impressive : a forest of red and black towers, labyrinths of 
couloirs filled with black ice and raked by falling stones. · 

A typical alpine obstacle soon presents itself : a second .tower, which 
is the key to the ascent. Climb the lo\iVer part of the tower and then 
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make a traverse on to the left (southern) flank. Gain in this way a 
little breche situated so yards to the left of the summit of the second 
tower (Ill and IV). (The first ascent of the second tower was made 
by Georges Strouve during a reconnaissance.) Descend into a broad 
gap which separates the second from the third tower, much higher than 
the first two. Turn it to the left by means of an ice couloir until it is 
possible to step out onto a summit snow dome (5,300 m.). Then 
follow the g~ntle slope leading to the summit (from camp to summit : 
six hours). 

The summit itself is in the form of a crater about a hundred metres 
in diameter. The depression is covered with snow and from it pro
trude deposits of pure crystallised sulphur. Jets of sulphur burst here 
and there through the snow crust with a most unpleasant smell. 

The view is magnificent, and on a clear day it is possible to see the 
Caspian Sea. Unfortunately, on that day an enormous sea of cloud 
lay at our feet on which the high summits of the Elburz chain seemed 
to toss like phantom ships. 

The descent is very easy and extremely quick. Follow the South
east snow couloir. One reaches the level of the base camp in an hour 
and a half, and all that remains is a horizontal traverse for three
quarters of an hour across the stony flank of the mountain. 

The ascent of the East ridge of Demavend (which we climbed on 
August 25) had for us the atmosphere of a grande course; but the diffi
culties bear little comparison to those which present themselves in the 
course of a difficult alpine expedition. This climb belongs, in fact, 
much more to the field of exploration than to mountaineering in its 
proper sense. The North-east face is a different affair, but that is 
another story. . 

The chain of Elburz deserves to be visited by alpinists who are 
rather apt to forget that there is more than the Caucasus between the 
Alps and the Himalaya. There is still much interesting alpine explora
tion to be done and there is no shortage of new routes to be made on 
known sumrnits. 

May I make one or two suggestions to those who would attempt 
an alpine season in this lovely massif ? 

The western link of Alam Kouh is little known. There are certainly 
three or four summits of interest there. To the north of Takt-1-
Suleiman, Gorma Kouh, which we only approached, appears a most 
attractive mountain and still waits to be explored. To the south there 
remains Lach Garak, and further off to the east, Azad Kouh, neither 
of which has been climbed. Even ~pecialists in artificial climbing can 
find routes to gladden their hearts in Elburz. The great slabs of Alam 
Kouh on either side of the North buttress are waiting for them. And 
there is about 2,500 ft. of face-climbing, reminiscent of the West face 
of the Drus. 

On Demavend, itself, as I have already said the ascent of the North
east face offers an alpine problem of the highest order, which would 
have interested us if we had had more time. 
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Those mountaineers who regard an expedition not only as the con
quest of a mountain or the discovery of new routes, but also as a unique 
opportunity to , travel, to look around and to rediscover from the 
wonderful lessons of nature what one has learnt in books, in brief to 
'frotter sa cervelle a celle d' autrui,' as Montaigne himself said long ago 
. . . those mountaineers will certainly return enriched from an expedi
tion amongst these mountains of legend, standing in a country whose 
civilisation goes back to the very source of history. 

• 
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