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Peaks, Politics and Purges
The First Ascent of Pile Stalin

On 3 September 1933 Evgenii Aba1akov reached the summit of Pik
Stalin. At 7495m, Pik Stalin was the highest mountain in the then

USSR. Its ascent was the symbolic culmination of a series of Soviet
expeditions in the Pamirs, the world's second-highest mountain range,
during the 1920s and 1930s.

Until the late 19th century, when Central Asia was incorporated into the
Tsarist empire, the Pamirs was a poorly known area, inhabited by isolated
communities of Tajiks and nomadic Kyrgyzs. Prior to the First World War,
expeditions to the region were limited in number. The most significant was
an Austro-German expedition, led by W R Rickmers, in 1913. A decade of
instability - war, revolution and civil war - deterred outside visitors until
1928. That year saw a joint German-Soviet expedition, led by Rickmers
and Nikolai Petrovich Gorbunov. The expedition explored the western
Pamirs and resulted in the first ascents of Pik Lenin and Ebner Grat, as
well as the discovery of Kholodnaya Stena. Amongst the German contingent
was Erwin Schneider, subsequently a member of the 1934 Nanga Parbat
expedition. The expedition also contained two renowned Soviet explorers,
Niko1ai Vasil'evich Krylenko and Otto Yulievich Schmidt. Schrnidt was
later made a Hero of the Soviet Union for his Arctic expeditions between
1937 and 1939.

Further expeditions took place between 1929 and 1932. These were led
by Krylenko and Gorbunov, veterans of the 1928 expedition. They mapped
the Pamirs and, if Soviet sources are to be believed, attempted to solve the
'puzzle of the Garrno complex'. This riddle was the discrepancy surrounding
the height of Pik Garmo and a possibly higher and unnamed peak discovered
in 1928. During the 1931 trip, Krylenko and Gorbunov attempted to solve
the problem by planning to climb the west and east flanks, respectively, of
Pik Garmo's southern ridge. However, the two parties failed to meet on the
top of the ridge and when comparing notes on their return to Moscow it
became clear that Gorbunov had attempted to climb a different mountain.
This was Pik Stalin.

In 1933, the newly-named Pik Stalin, the highest mountain in the USSR,
was to be climbed as part of the Tajikistan-Pamirs Expedition (TPE).
In words attributed to Gorbunov, the expedition 'was not just a climb, [or]
a matter of sport, but a scientific expedition'. The expedition contained
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forty teams, which were to survey the Pamirs for natural resources. One
unit, the 29th, was given the task of mapping the Garmo-Stalin region and
placing an automatic meteorological station on Pik Stalin.

The expedition probably had a political purpose too: to bring the ideo
logical and material benefits of communism to the USSR's periphery. The
Tajik Socialist Soviet Republic, in which Pik Stalin was located, had only
been established in 1929. It was also the home of the remnants of the anti
Soviet Muslim rebellion, known as the Basmachi. Mikhail Romm, the
expedition's official biographer, portrays the expedition as a means of firmly
integrating the Republic into the USSR, culturally, geographically and
politically. The expedition would act as a form of inspiration, conversion
and education, promoting the concept of a Homo Sovieticus. To paraphrase
Romm, the Pamirs' 'veil of legends [had only just been torn oft] and this
tremendous mountain's uplands complex ... put on the map of planned
socialist construction'. On the whole, however, Romm understates ideo
logical concerns to a degree that is unusual for Soviet literature of the period.
Neither the mountain nor the climb are used as explicit political meta
phors for the Soviet system. Stalin receives only cursory acknowledgement.
This is in marked contrast to the adoration the Kazakh poet Dzambul pro
fessed to feel for Stalin in his 1939 poem which includes the line: 'The
dazzling snowy peaks are singing the praises of Stalin.'

Romm is also critical of the quality of the equipment that the Soviet
authorities provided the expedition with. This was a brave or unwise
statement, given the fact that one of the expedition's senior members
responsible for the provision of this equipment, Krylenko, was also noted
for prosecuting alleged critics of the Soviet state.

This apolitical narrative is significant given the fact that the TPE, and in
particular the 29th Unit, contained a number of leading Soviet public figures
and mountaineers. Some of these were both influential politicians, veterans
of the 1917 Revolution and experienced explorers and mountaineers. This
was most evident in the case of Gorbunov, leader of both the whole TPE
and the 29th Unit. He had participated in the storming of the Winter Palace
in 1917, and then became Lenin's personal secretary and scientific advisor.
Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, he held a series of scientific positions.
Krylenko's appointment as the leader of another Unit, responsible for
surveying the north face of the Peter I Range and the western approaches
to Pik Stalin, is even more significant. A lawyer by training, Krylenko had
been a Bolshevik since 1904, the first Soviet Commander in Chief, and at
the time of the TPE, Minister of Justice for the Russian Soviet Federal
Socialist Republic. He had recently acted as the Chief Prosecutor in an
early show trial. Consequently he was revered and feared by his
contemporaries. As well as being an accomplished climber he was also a
renowned chess player.

The involvement of these two individuals is indicative of the final
flowering of genuine revolutionary duty, idealism and social equality in
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the USSR. These ideals were soon to be destroyed by the rigidity and
violence of Stalinism and the subsequent stagnation within the Soviet
system. By the 1960s, the political elite was not encouraged to partake in
such dangerous activities as mountaineering.

A rough survey of the rest of the expedition's members shows a mixture
of scientists and blue and white-collar climbers. Many had fought in the
Revolution and Civil War, some recently against the Basmachi. In Romm's
description it appears that many of them saw the expedition simply as a
different but continued act of revolutionary duty. The 29th Unit contained
the USSR's 'best and most experienced mountaineers'. The most famous
of these was Evgenii Abalakov who, along with his brother Vitali, was
perhaps the best-known Soviet climber of the era. Born in Krasnoyursk,
Siberia, the brothers learned to climb on the local Stolby (pillars) granite
massifs. They then moved to Moscow, climbing in the nearby Lenin Hills
during the winter and the Caucasus in the summer. During 1931 and 1932,
they climbed Dykh-tau, Tetnuld and Jangi-tau. Whilst Evgenii was on Pik
Stalin in 1933, his brother Vitali undertook the first ascent of Belukha, the
highest peak in the Altai.

Another team member, N A Nikolaiev, was a Moscow University lecturer
and the leader of Organisation of Proletariat Tourism and Expeditions
(OTKE), Moscow's mountaineering section. The OTKE, a forerunner of
the Spartak organisation, helped select the Tajikistan-Pamirs Expedition's
climbers, as well as providing the 'sub-standard' equipment. Gautier, another
team member, was a veteran of the 1928 and 1932 expeditions. Like the
Abalakovs, he alternated his climbing between the Lenin Hills and the
Caucasus, where he had already climbed Bezenzi, Elbrus and Tetnuld.

Romm sheds light on his and other TPE members' attitudes towards
climbing. The vast majority of this cross-section of mountaineers are
characterised as 'matter of fact', or 'romantic' and 'extremely individual'.
One, Gautier, is attracted 'to the sporting side ... the difficult, tense struggle'.
He is said to have 'loved the expansive and carefree ways of ... climbing
expeditions, so different from the routine existence of towns'. Whether this
is Romm or Gautier speaking, the language is politically incorrect for its
time. Its Arcadian, romantic individualism is a departure from con
temporary Soviet literary and political discourses. Only the politically
important figures of Gorbunov and Krylenko are provided with politicised
views on climbing. Romm attributes Krylenko's interest in mountaineering
in very much a Soviet rational context. Krylenko is 'captivated by ... not
the mountaineering of records and climbing just for the sake of climbing,
but that mountaineering which is indissolubly connected with Science and
Exploration' .

The Ascent
Tl;1e Unit began to assemble in Osh, in southern Kyrgyzstan, one of the
four main TPE bases. Here the climbers trained on the cliffs of Solomon's
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Throne, a barren hill above the town. This amused the town's inhabitants
who tried to get the climbers to use the steps cut into the hill. The Unit then
travelled south via the Alai Valley and crossed the Kyzyl-Su river. Along
the route the party was concerned about the possibility of attacks from
local bandits and remnants of anti-Bolshevik forces. After entering the Tajik
Republic the party headed towards Altyn-Mazer and established their main
base camp at the snout of Fedchenko Glacier. The route selected up Pik
Stalin was on its East Face, via the Bivanchy (Bivouac) Glacier. The previous
year Gorbunov and Gautier had climbed this difficult route, reaching a
height of 5900m.

Virtually all the climbers and porters were involved in preparing the route
and establishing and supplying the four high-altitude camps. Two died
during this work. On 30 July Nikolaiev, already suffering from altitude
sickness, was hit by a rock on the second of six gendarmes and fell to his
death. This was soon followed by the death of a porter, Dzhambai Irale,
from inflammation of the lung. Romm claims that Irale's death caused
considerable friction between the porters and climbers. His death com
pounded an existing problem, the porters' youth and lack of experience.

Preparatory work resumed on 3 August, with Abalakov playing a crucial
role. The third, fourth and fifth gendarmes were crossed between 4 and 8
August. With this work completed and after six days above 6000m,
Abalakov, Gautier and Gushchin returned to the Glacier Camp. Obstacles,
however, remained. The sixth gendarme was unclimbed, two further
proposed camps, beyond this last pinnacle were not established, and the
existing high-altitude camps lacked proper supplies. Thus the ascent team
would have to start from the camp at 5900m and carry tents and stores for
the higher camps, as well as the radio-meteorological transmitter which
they were supposed to place on the summit.

Six climbers, Abalakov, Gautier, Gorbunov, Gushchin, Shiyanov and Zak
and three porters, began the final ascent on 22 August. Romm claims he
attempted, unsuccessfully, to dissuade Gorbunov from partaking in the final
ascent, as it would be dangerous for a man in his forties. Gorbunov
reportedly replied that he 'ought to go [as] this [was] a task set by the
government'. Reaching Camp 5900m, the team found their tents were
slipping into a crevasse and had to spend four hours cutting new platforms
on which to re-pitch them. By 24 August Abalakov, Gushchin and the
porters reached the foot of the unclimbed sixth gendarme. This pinnacle
caused serious problems. Gushchin injured his hand in a rock fall and the
porters initially refused to climb it. After bivouacking on its face, Abalakov
and Gushchin reached its top on 26 August. Beyond the pinnacle lay a fun
ridge and then a massive frrn field. At the beginning of the ridge was a
small platform where the two established Camp 6400m. The three porters,
after a change of mind, arrived at the camp later the same day. The other
four climbers reached the camp the following day. A final camp was
established at 6900m on the 27th by Abalakov and Gushchin, followed by
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the remaining climbers two days later. The lack of food and fuel, and illness
were now having an impact. Gushchin's injured hand had worsened,
Shiyanov was suffering from food poisoning and Zak from frostbite. All
three porters were suffering from altitude sickness. On 30 August these
three climbers and the porters began their descent to the Glacier Camp.

The remaining climbers, Abalakov, Gautier and Gorbunov, left Camp
6900m on the same day, carrying the meteorological station and heading
for the summit. Mist and physical weakness, worsened by the heavy load,
forced them back, and they eventually set up the automatic weather station
at 6850m. The weather worsened and Gautier probably suffered a heart
attack on 1 September. The climbers were tent-bound for three days.

Aba1akov and Gorbunov left on the morning of 3 September whilst
Gautier remained in the tent. After they had crossed two crevasses, the
distance between Aba1akov and the older and less fit Gorbunov increased.
Abalakov soloed the last few hundred metres. He remained at the summit
for forty minutes, where he reportedly built a cairn and made a sketch of
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the surrounding ranges. It is unclear whether Gorbunov reached the sum
mit. The two then returned to Gautier and together began their descent
on 4 September. By now all three were in a weak state. Abalakov was
suffering from snow blindness, Gorbunov from altitude sickness and frost
bite and Gautier from a suspected heart attack. However, on the evening
of 7 September they managed to reach the Glacier Camp.

After the Ascent: Prestige and Persecution
The 29 Unit re-traced its route to Osh where they rested, met with other
TPE units and wrote up their findings. Here the politics of the time
re-emerged. From Osh, Gorbunov sent a telegram to Stalin, the OTKE's
Central Committee, the newspaper Izvestia and the Committee of the Second
International Polar Year, led by his old colleague Schmidt. The telegram
stated:

Comrade Stalin. Glad to be able to inform you that the highest point
of the USSR, rust discovered byus last year, and named after you, the
beloved leader of the world proletariat, was reached on the 3rd
September by our storming party. ... Our party sends you heartiest
greetings. Gorbunov.

Initially, considerable publicity was given to the 1928-33 expeditions.
Gorbunov and Krylenko received public adoration as a result of their
mountaineering exploits. Throughout 1934 to 1936, Gorbunov continued
his cartographical surveys of Central Asia. In recognition of his regional
expertise, he was appointed President of the Central Asian branch of the
Soviet Academy of Sciences, in 1937.

However, within four years of the expedition, the two leading lights of
the TPE were victims of the system that had so recently treated them as
heroes. In 1937, Gorbunov was arrested and either executed or died later
in prison. Krylenko suffered a similar fate. Falling foul of Stalin, Krylenko's
interest in mountaineering was even used in an early political attack on
him. He was accused of being a British spy and of using his expeditions to
map the Pamirs for 'foreign agents'. His political enemies also asked whether
'Comrade Krylenko [was] a mountaineer or the People's Commissar of
Justice?', the implication of this accusation being that his leisure activities
diminished his credibility and effectiveness as a Soviet official.

Ultimately, however, Krylenko and Gorbunovs' mountaineering activities
were no more than a curious irrelevance in their political descents. At
Krylenko's trial in 1938, mountaineering and its associated 'crimes' were
not raised by the prosecution. He was executed the same year. The fate of
these two individuals was not unique, even within the sporting community.
Five Sports Ministers and probably thousands of leading athletes also died
in the purges.

The fate of other team members is more difficult to follow, although to a
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limited extent they can be traced through the routes that they put up.
Abalakov continued to undertake a number of significant climbs. In 1937,
he traversed Ushba. Then the following year he led a party that traversed
the Bezingi Ridge from Shkhara to Gestola, a feat achieved only once before
by an Austrian team. He was killed in 1948, when his bathroom water
heater exploded. Again the secrecy of the USSR clouded the story, for it
was rumoured at the time of the 1958 British Caucasus Expedition that he
had died in an alleged Soviet attempt on Everest in 1952. Another of the
ascent team, Gushchin, attempted to summit Evgenia Korzenevskoy in
1937, but failed by 200m. The summit was only reached in 1953.

Even the name of the mountain has had a turbulent history. There is
confusion as to whether the 7495-metre peak was initially called Garmo.
The name Garmo was and still is applied to a mountain of 5495 metres in
the area. The official Soviet position is that when the region was surveyed
and heights recorded in 1929, Garmo was erroneously applied to a virgin
and higher peak, the 7495-metre peak. However there is an alternative and
more conspiratorial explanation. This argument suggests that the confusion
may be a result of political sensitivities rather than poor cartography. Prior
to Pik Stalin's discovery, Pik Lenin, previously known as Pik Kaufrnan,
after the Tsarist general who conquered most of Central Asia, was the
highest peak in the USSR. As the Russian writer Arkady Vaksberg states,
once Kaufrnan was renamed Pik Lenin, the discovery of a higher mountain,
Pik Garmo, caused a problem: 'Who should be higher that Lenin? Why
Stalin of course and nobody else.' Thus if Garmo was really 7495m, it had
to be renamed and the title Garmo transferred to a lesser mountain.
Whichever version is correct, the mountain has been renamed twice since.
In 1962, as part of Nikita Khrushchev's de-Stalinisation campaign, it became
Pik Communism. In 1999 the government of now independent Tajikistan
renamed it Ismail Samani, after the founder of the Samanid dynasty.
However, as one Russian climber has commented: 'Pik Communism still
holds with climbers. Personally I would keep it as the highest memorial to
one of the greatest human illusions.'

The regular renaming of this peak is an exception. Most of the mountains
of the Pamirs have retained their Soviet names even when they are
particularly offensive, for example Pik NKVD. The NKVD was the brutal
predecessor of the KGB during the Soviet Union's most oppressive period.
As an aside, in 1978 the Tajik SSR named a mountain in the northern
Tanimas area Pik Gorbunov.

As Vaksberg notes: 'the feats of Soviet exploration offered relief from
the tales of treachery coming out of the show trials'. However, the
individuals involved in both of these dangerous arenas of Soviet life were
often one and the same. The two activities could not always be so easily
distinguished, nor could success and fame as a mountaineer provide an
escape from the political dangers of the time, as some members of the
Tajikistan-Pamirs Expedition discovered to their cost.
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