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EXPEDITIONS 

THE CAUCASUS, 1957. Follo,ving on a visit to Mosco-vv in July 1957 
to attend a conference with my husband, I was invited by the Soviet 
Government to climb in the Caucasus. The expedition was planned by 
Eugene Gippenreiter of the U .S.S.R. Central Sports Committee, whose 
proposal \Vas to spend two vveeks in the \iVestern Caucasus, two weeks 
in the Central Caucasus, and a few days by the Black Sea before return
ing to Moscow. He made all the detailed arrangen1ents and accom
panied n1e throughout. 

On July 14 we flew the thousand tniles to Kluhory in the Western 
Caucasus, where a waiting bus took us the two-hour journey to the 
Dombai valley. We stayed at the Mountaineering Camp of the Scien
tific and Medical \Vorkers, an encatnpment of wooden buildings 
catering for t\vo hundred people, mostly novices, who come in their 
holidays to get instruction and experience in mountain-craft, as des
cribed by 1\llr. Beletski in his address to the Alpine Club in June 1956.1 

The climbing in this area is comparable \vith that of Switzerland but 
less accessible: bivouacs are nearly always necessary. I visited the only 
alpine hut of the area and found it solid, clean and spacious. In 
company ,;vith two young Russian mountaineers, I climbed Sofridjoo 
(r2,350 ft.), a snow peak giving a good view along the chain as far as 
Elbrus (r8,48o ft.). 

At the end of the first week, Eugene Gippenreiter was recalled to 
Moscow for the Youth Festival and I had perforce to return with him. I 
received an invitation to complete the expedition later, but I was not able 
to return till the very end of September. This time we flew direct to the 
Central Caucasus via Piatigorsk and were accompanied by Alexander 
Siderienko, a meteorologist, photographer and well-known mountaineer. 

In view of the fact that it was already late in the season, we decided 
to make a bid for Elbrus straight away. After two days of preparation 
at the Spartak Camp in the AdyJ-Su valley, we left by truck, taking with 
us two Georgians, J oseph Kahiani and Micha Hergiani, as support . 
. A.t the snow-line we transferred to a tractor which took us as far as the 
Ice Base of the Meteorological Station on the slopes of Elbrus. The 
next day we went on foot to the ' Refuge of Eleven ' (I 3,6 so ft.), normally 
closed at this time of the year, but reopened specially for us. This 
curious dome-shaped metal-and-stone structure was built just before 
the war to accommodate two hundred tourists and skiers, but has fallen 
into disuse except for the more hardy mountaineers. 

1 A.J. 6r. JIO. 
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We spent two days on acclimatising walks, then made the climb on the 
third. Because of the extremely low temperature ~nd high wind to be 
expected on the climb, we had the additional protection of down suits, 
balaclavas and felt masks. In view of the acres and acres of solid ice 
which form the twin summits of Elbrus, we abandoned normal climbing 
boots and crampons in favour of Shackletons with their t\vo-inch 
spikes and warm felt uppers. 

Three of us set out at 5 a.m. on October 10, and .plodded uphill for -
five hours until the slope steepened and the wind reached gale force. 
This slowed us down considerably, and it was midday before we reached 
the col between the two summits at 17,ooo ft. We now had altitude to 
contend with as well as wind and progress became very slow. There 
were no technical difficulties and no apparent need to rope up. We 
·aimed at the sharp ridge to the south leading to the summit: some thirty 
feet before we reached it, a violent gust caught us from behind and I 
found myself flat on my face at the edge of the ridge. Alexander 
was blown clean over, but emerged after a few minutes unhurt. We 
then linked arms and marched resolutely to the eastern summit. 
Although the vie'v was magnificent, this was no place to linger, and 
at 3.30 p.m. we set off down the rocks of the southern face. Darkness 
overtook us before we reached the lower slopes, but we were met by 
Joseph and Micha and guided with torches down the final reach to the 
Refuge. It had taken fourteen hours of non -stop struggle to achieve 
our objective but I was able to share with my companions the pleasure 
they obviously felt at having made possible the first ascent by a British 
woman of ' the highest mountain in Europe '. 

The next day we descended to the Spartak camp and made plans 
for crossing the main Caucasian ridge into little-known Svanetia. 
Here the t\vo Georgians were invaluable both for their knowledge of the 
country and the language. We entered Georgia on October 14 via 
the Betsho Pass (I 1 ,o65 ft.) under the shadow of Ushba, and, starting 
from Mestia, the tiny capital, spent a week tracing the course of the 
River Ingur to its source. In the few isolated hamlets we came to, we 
were received with the utmost friendliness, staying in the homes of the 
villagers and sharing their simple meals as welcome guests. The 
scenery was superb, and my only~ regret was that it was not possible at 
this late date to tackle the magnificent snow-peaks rising in profusion 
above this remote valley. We went as far as U shkuli, which nestles 
below the glacier of Shkara (16,875 ft.) at the head of the upper Ingur 
valley, then retraced our steps to Mestia and descended by bus to 
Sukhumi. Here holiday-makers were still sunning themselves on the 
hot beaches of the Black Sea and it vvas hard to exchange its warmth on 
October 29 for the grey skies of London. 

J OYCE DUNSHEATH. 
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WELSH MEET, MAY I95i· 
Standing (l. to r.): G. G. lVIacphee, lVI. H. Wilson, M. H. Slater, E. N. Bo\vn1an, C. G. Wickham, 1{. N. Irvine, 
Sir A. Lunn, D. G. Lambley, ............... , E. J. E. l\llills, H. R. A. Streather, G. F. Peaker, H. L. Stembridge, 

N. E. Odell, Sir G. Sumn1ers, G. W. 'Young. 
Seated: H. Westmorland, F. H. l{eenlyside. A. D. B. Side, A. 1{. Ra\vlinson, l\11. H. Westmacott, ............... , 

H. R. C. Carr, iVI. P. Ward, Sir John Hunt. 
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AIGUILLE nu TACUL, by the South-east face. July 13, I9S7· C. 
Bonington and H. Maclnnes. 

The South-east face of the Aiguille du Tacul can be seen from the 
Refuge de Leschaux and looks quite impressive. The route takes the 
face direct, following the line of an obvious fault which stretches up the 
length of the wall. 

The party left the Refuge de Leschaux at 6 a.m., ascended the 
glacier du Capucin and reached the bergschrund at the foot of the wall 
two hours later. The route commences in a narrow square-cut gully 
towards the right-hand end of the wall and just to the left of the main 
arete. 

Starting in the right-hand corner, we climbed steeply, branching 
across to the left. The right-hand corner crack is here steep and over
hanging and with the aid of an etrier and two pitons we climbed a thin 
crack to its right to reach a large ledge (Ar) and then continued up the 
corner crack until it was possible to escape to the left (V). 

The next few hundred feet were straightforward, the angle easing 
off. We followed the line of the fault until it branches and then took 
the right-hand branch to reach a shoulder on the arete at the foot of 
a pinnacle very conspicuous from below. This was ascended by its 
left face by way of a series of cracks stretching diagonally to the left. 
This section gave fine airy climbing, which became increasingly 
difficult until it was necessary to use etrier and pitons to escape from 
the wall into a gully. We climbed this gully to the top of the ridge, 
which was then followed to the summit, reached at 7 p.m., the climb 
up the face thus taking eleven hours. The rock on the actual wall was, 
in general, sound. D.-T. D. 

PoiNTE BEAUMONT. The East face, c. 6 so ft. in height, was ascended 
for the first time on August 7, I9S7, by MM. A. Strickler and R. 
Stahli, and A. Martin and J .-C. Muller. Six to seven hours and 
thirty-odd pitons were required for the ascent. 

The wall was descended en rappel in October 1928 by Baroness Ch. de 
t'Serclaes and E. R. Blanchet, with Kaspar Mooser.2 

TouR VERTE. August 18, I9S7· B. Biven, D. Holroyd. 
The new route starts approximately r so ft. to the left of the large 

abseiling chimney behind a prominent flake. After climbing about 50 ft. 
a diagonal left traverse follows over some very interesting moves of 
XS and VS standards. Moving upwards over small holds the route 
now joins that of M. E. B. Banks and M. Morrow which follows a 
diagonal right rake. _ Climb to the top of the abseiling chimney. In 

2 See A.J. 40. 39I and 41. 7r et sqq., \Vith illustrations. 
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between, three pitches varying from VS to S are climbed, the middle 
one consisting of an avvkward lay-back crack finishing over a prominent 
perched block. A piton belay, the only one of the climb, \vas used at 
the base of this crack. 

The route now eases off until the chimney is reached, whence the 
normal route can be follovved to the summit, although it is possible to 
wander anyv1here on this part of the climb. The rock is good and firm 
and the pitches vary from VD to XS. Time: 4-4~ hrs. 

PETIT CAPUCIN nu REQUIN, by the North-east (Envers de Blaitiere) face. 
August 19, 1957. B. Biven, D. Holroyd. 

Looking at the North-east face of the Petit Capucin du Requin from 
the Envers des Aiguilles hut a crack will be noticed running up the 
face until it joins the couloir on its right. Our route utilised this crack 
until three-quarters of the vvay up we were forced out onto very loose 
rock with no belays. So far, the standard of the climb had been VD, 
but at this point an awkward swing round a block jammed in the crack 
made an interesting VS pitch. 

Conditions \vere very bad, a storm reducing visibility to a few feet, 
adding more discomfort to our already frozen state. 

The breche of the couloir was reached over boiler slabs running with 
water. Owing to a storm we missed the correct way off and, after 
falling into a crevasse, reached the hut in darkness after an absence of 
fourteen hours, bet\Neen seven and eight of which had been spent on the 
climb itself. 

Two or three pitons were used owing to the loose rock and one \vas 
used for the swing round the jammed block. 

PREDIGTSTUHL WESTWARD. August 8, 1957. P. H. Biven and T. 
Peck. 

The party set out to do the ' direct ', but ovving to insecurity in the 
German language soon got off the line and did a new route about 200 ft. 
to the left of the Fiechtl-';y einberger route. The climb ~ras found 
very hard, about extreme by English standards. Five pitons were left 
at the crux. The climb \Vas about a I ,ooo ft. and took six hours . 

• 
AIGUILLE DE LA VANOISE, North face. August 22, 1957. P. H. Biven 
and T. Peck. 

This climb runs up the 'Only feasible line to the right centre of the 
face ; hard very severe, or grade 6. No pitons were used, the party 
having none with them. Belays were poor. Strata sloped downwards 
and the climb is smooth. The climb was about 2,ooo ft. and took five 

• 

hours. This climb is said to have been done once before by a French 
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clergyman, who took eight hours in 1955, by a route to the left of 
ours.3 

PuNTA VALETTE, North face. August 26- 27, 1957. P. H. Biven, 
T. Peck and C. Fishwick. 

As the face had several times been attetnpted before without success, 
the party set off with tension climbing gear, but found free climbing 
feasible. After ten hours' climbing, in gathering darkness the party 
bivouacked on a ledge. The succeeding section climbed the next day 
proved easier. Fourteen pitons were left at the crux at the request of 
the Corps de Guides of Pralongnan ; a number of other pitons were 
used to protect very hard moves. The leader considered this climb the 
hardest he had ever done. 

GRAND CoRNIER, by the South face and South-\vest ridge. August 2, 

1957. Miss E. Murray Speakman with Henri Salamin. 
Starting up a nose of rock immediately to the right of the highest 

point of snow, as shown in Guide des A~pes Valaisannes, vol. ii, p. 153, 
the party followed the obvious line of ascent to reach the South-west 
ridge in two hours from the glacier at a big reddish gendarme a little 
to the west of the summit. 1"'he ridge \vas then followed to the summit 
in one hour. 

The rock was excellent throughout, the climbing interesting but not 
really difficult, and the route, which has not previously been followed, 
could well be utilised for the descent. 

3 ' On enquiring fron1. M. Pittier of the Syndicat d' Initiative de Pralognan 
~re vvere told that no one had climbed the face where our route goes. This was 
borne out by the an1ount of loose rock we removed. In fact, it was quite 
obvious that our route had not been climbed as "'e spent ! hour digging out a 
crack which proved to be the crux and the key to the ·whole face in that area. 

The French route is, I think, on the North-east face of the Vanoise. P. H. B.' 
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