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Adventures in the Maashey Valley

The view from the Maashey Valley base camp was one of which I never
tired. The black rock buttresses of Karagem to the east and the striking

North-east Ridge of Maashey itself to the west. I was amazed that the latter,
a snow an~te in its upper reaches, had never been climbed. We had arrived
at the end of a long day, but our position made me forget my tiredness.

We were four, Paul Knott and I from Britain, and Bill and Justin from the
USA. We had reached Novosibersk Airport two days before, met by Alexei
and Andrei from SIBALP. This was the agency run by Sergei Kurgin, with
whom Paul had been corresponding for some three years. Sergei had agreed
to provide transport and some advice but we were to look after ourselves in the
mountains. We loaded our bags onto the red SIBALP bus and with Andrei
at the wheel set off for the Altai Republic and the North Chuisky range.

At Gorno Altai we obtained a permit to proceed further and twenty
kilometres down the road came to a campsite on the Katun River, apparently
an adventure camp for young people where it was difficult to get food for
the evening and even harder to find breakfast. We got underway eventually,
the road becoming rougher and unpaved and by the afternoon we dropped
down to the Chuisky river, crossed a crude bridge and bounced along a
rough track to the SIBALP camp.

Sergei was up at base camp in the Maashey Valley, but we met Valery
and Vassily. After pitching our tents, we were given a meal and several
bottles of vodka appeared. It was a good evening. The following morning,
we were away early, with no breakfast, loading our bags onto a four-wheel
drive truck which would ferry our gear to the end of a rough track leading
into the mountains.

To avoid overloading the lorry we walked up, and after a while I saw the
lorry on its way down. We came across our bags, dumped by the track side
and had to shift our gear a further two kilometres to a transit campsite
where it would be safe to hide our spare stuff.

During this long process Alexei and Vassily appeared on th~ir way to
base camp. I commented that Alexei was wearing rubberised boots, which
I thought would be very hot. He replied that he knew these mountains,
which was rather ominous. When all the stuff was at the transit campsite,
we selected what we needed to take up to Base Camp on our ftrst carry.
This gave each of us a large rucksack. The rest of our equipment was hidden
in long undergrowth, out of sight of the track.

We then set off for Base Camp, which lay ftve hours away up the valley.
The track was mostly along the river which expanded to the width of a lake
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in the middle section. A little way below Base Camp an awkward stream
crossing brought us to a geological students' camp. A short tea break was
very welcome. Our arrival at the Base Camp was greeted with some surprise
by Alexei, who hadn't expected us to be so fast. We met Sergei and set up
camp just above his. This wasn't really satisfactory as it was by the path up
to the glacier, but we were too tired to fmd another place.

The next morning we walked back to the transit camp, loading all the
food and most ofour equipment in our sacks before once again concealing
the rest. The loads were lighter and we had a good breakfast inside us so
the walk back seemed easier. This made it all the more surprising that I
tripped and fell while going along the side of the lake. I didn't get a hand
out to break the fall and heard a loud crack. I thought I had broken my
glasses but when I lifted myself they were alright. The crack had come
from my nose which now started to bleed quite badly.

When I joined the others, Justin advised me to put a roll of cotton wool
behind my upper lip and squeeze when I wanted to stop the bleeding. This
worked well and I was soon at Base Camp. I was worried there would be a
lot of bleeding in the night but I took Justin's advice and was fine.

It was raining when we woke next day but it eased in time for us to brew
up at 8.30am. Justin and Paul explored the area and returned, having found
a better campsite near the river. The Russians were very untidy campers,
likely to leave cans and bottles all over the place. They cooked on wood
fires and were not too particular where they relieved themselves. The new
site was well away from all these problems, so we moved there and had
lunch. The Americans fixed a cooking canopy using a sheet they had brought
and their ski poles.

Next day we left camp at 8.15am going up the river to explore. At the
snout we put on crampons and explored the upper reaches of the glacier,
moving eastwards, and gazed up at the huge North Face of Karagem
(3972m). Back at camp that evening, two Russians camping at the other
site came over with some vodka. We discussed plans with them.

Next day we prepared to do some climbing. Justin and I were to attempt
the long North-east Ridge of Maashey (4177m), while Paul and Bill would
try the North Ridge, leading to a subsidiary summit of the mountain. We
sorted out the gear we required and went early to bed.

We got up at two in the morning and left camp within the hour, both
parties moving together up to the first lake above camp. Justin and I carried
on, up the moraine, reaching ice above the icefall on the west branch of the
Maashey glacier. Crossing the dry part of the glacier, we overcame a small
bergschrund and reached a snow-field which led to the ridge. We hadn't
bothered roping up but one or two rocks came down so we were glad to
reach its security.

At the ridge we roped up and moved together up the rather icy arete.
After some easy loose rocks we followed the snow ridge to a steepening
where we traversed left to some seracs. A 50° slope led up to the right of
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these and we thus came back to the ridge, following it easily to a small
plateau where the ridge was breached by a crevasse.

There was a basin on the left, which allowed us to avoid the crevasse and
climb to the upper rim where a bergschrund guarded the slope above. Justin
approached this while I belayed him. He complained about the poor state
of the snow which was now in bright sunlight and melting. After climbing
to some more solid snow he took an ice-axe belay, which was just as well
because the weak snow bridge he had used collapsed when I got on it,
leaving me hanging on the rope. I struggled up to him and we continued up
a rising rightwards traverse to a short steep shoulder. Here we traversed left
to a bulge which brought us to the ridge joining Karagem and Maashey.
Ahead lay two small summits. On the second of these Justin looked down
and saw Paul and Bill on the subsidiary summit. They would take an hour
to reach where we were.

Paul and Bill had reached this point by climbing 45° ice until forced onto
a rock ridge. This had given 300 metres of nerve-fraying climbing on loose
rock. Both climbers and rope had been struck by loose rock and the rock
section had taken over six hours. They had just done a tedious snow-plod
to the main ridge and the point where we had seen them.

Justin and I crossed another minor summit and saw the main summit of
Maashey ahead of us. The ridge had a huge, frightening-looking overhang
but we traversed along the left side and did a single pitch back to the ridge
above it. This led to the summit quite quickly. The weather seemed to be dete
riorating so we carried straight on to the descending ridge on the other side.

Soon, Paul and Bill caught us. They had been able to see this ridge from
their route and had more idea of what to expect than we did. The line was
the West Ridge, used as a voie normale by Russian parties. We all reached a
col and then had a tedious descent of a crevassed slope to a dry glacier we
could see below. Much of this had to be done facing inwards and front
pointing. The snow, which had been falling for some time, was getting worse.
On the glacier it turned to rain and the light faded. Endless boulder slopes
led from the glacier down towards Base Camp. These were tedious in the
extreme and it was four very weary climbers who reached the camp at two
in the morning. We had no thought but to crawl into our sleeping bags.
The next day, thankfully, dawned very wet and we rested.

After two very wet days the next morning was sunny. We decided to go
over the Tamma Pass and camp. As the mountains were not in good
condition, we could explore the area and possibly climb Karagem by an
easy route. We left at 12.30pm and climbed the glacier. I was going very
slowly, not having yet recovered from our 23-hour epic, and as we neared
the upper part of the glacier it became clear that the slopes up to the Tamma
Pass were not easy. We therefore decided to pitch camp beneath it and look
for another way. To get to the upper plateau of the glacier we had to negotiate
a l:>adly crevassed section.The camp was pitched between two large crevasses.
It was a beautiful evening.
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Rising at 4.30am, we chose the Aktru Pass as our new line. This was
further east, on the main ridge round the head of the valley. From there, we
would only have to cross two minor peaks to get to the Tamma Pass but we
had to pick our way through a maze of crevasses, having roped up at the
campsite, and eventually reached the pass. From there, we climbed
Burevestnik and traversed on over Tamma Peak. These were both easy snow
peaks. An easy descent to the Tamma Pass and we were looking for a
campsite. Bad weather loomed to the south, so Paul and I got our tent up
as quickly as we could.

Bill and Justin insisted on building a snow wall by way of protection, so
they were still outside the tent when the storm hit us. The afternoon passed
in a very squally fashion, snow showers interspersed with sunny spells. We
discussed climbing Karagem on the following day by an easy ridge. Just as
we settled down for the night we heard voices. They belonged to two
Russians descending from Tamma. They asked where they were, so Paul
told them. But he got the impression that they thought we were mad English,
who didn't know where they were.1'hey descended to the difficult ice wall
which we had seen below and already inspected from above. Then they
came back and asked to see a map. We gave them one, and having looked
at it, they pitched a miserable-looking tent and settled down for the night.

After a night of thunder and snowstorms our plan to climb Karagem was
called off. The Russians rose early and noisily packed away their camp. I
expect they were so uncomfortable they didn't sleep much. Then they set
off the way they had come, over Tamma. By mid-morning the weather looked
to be improving a bit, so we decided to follow in their tracks, back to the Aktru
Pass. The improvement in the weather didn't materialise so that the traverse
of the two peaks was done bundled up in all our weather-gear.

At the Aktru Pass the slopes by which we had ascended were obscured
by a minor blizzard so we decided to pitch one of the tents for shelter. The
afternoon was spent playing cards and brewing tea while we waited for the
weather to improve. We were not too worried as we had another day's food
left. At six in the evening the weather was still bad so the other tent was
pitched and we started to prepare our evening meals.

After a good night, I awoke to hear Bill enthusing about the beauty of the
morning. We struck camp and started our descent. In spite of the fresh
snow we managed to retrace our ascent route and didn't start any avalanches
although there were signs of avalanche debris. We reached the glacier in
good shape. The descent from there was over fresh snow for most of the
way, and we reached Base Camp at one. Very soon it started to sleet, which
made me very glad that we were not still up at the pass.

After a rest day, we left Base Camp at 9am and took a route up the
moraines north of the glacier coming down from Kurkurek. Reaching the
campsite at l.30pm we pitched tents and Paul and I went up the moraine
to have a look at Kurkurek (3982m). Bill and Justin followed us shortly
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afterwards. On the way back I tried a short section of rock ridge. The rock
was nice, but rather loose. Just as I got back to the camp it started to snow
and hail. We dined on a dehydrated meal, and went to bed. Bill and Justin
set off at 4.30am to ascend Kurkurek and traverse around the head of the
valley.

Paul and I set off about an hour later to climb Aktru (41 76m). The weather
was really good as we descended the moraine slope below the camp,
clambered onto the dry glacier, crossed it and started up the slope to the
ridge. We had one particularly bad crevasse crossing where a steep ice wall
led off the end of a snow-bridge. At a higher level, a ramp led to a steep ice
slope on which we had to use a couple of ice screws for protection. After
this, a long, tedious slope led to the summit ridge.

I was still not going well and was very tired when I reached the ridge and
since the summit of Aktru looked a long way away along a ridge of crusty
snow, I let Paul go on alone, while I sat on the 3930-metre minor summit.
I sat in the sun and watched Paul plod along the ridge and reach the distant
summit. Soon after this, Bill and Justin arrived having traversed from
Kurkurek. I pointed Paul out to them; he was now on his way back. They
set off to do Aktru as well, and I envied them their energy.

Paul got back, and we set off down the way we had come up. The steep
ice section went alright but the slopes seemed as if about to avalanche. We
were trying to get down as quickly as possible but Bill and Justin still caught
us up. We reached camp at around 6pm in time to sit outside the tents for
a while before a storm came.

In the morning the mountains seemed to be in a dangerous condition, so
it was suggested that we descend to Base Camp. By midday we were back
there. The two Americans wanted to descend to the roadhead and get some
sort of transport to the Mongolian border. They set off next morning just
before noon, carrying enormous loads. When they had gone, Paul and I
cleared up the campsite and burned all our rubbish in one of the old Russian
fireplaces.

The next morning we started to strike camp. The burnt rubbish was
condensed down into two small plastic bags and we took one each in the
bottom of our packs. We left at 11.15am and had reached the transit camp
and our spare gear by 4pm. Carrying on, now more heavily loaded, we
made the road-head camp where, to our surprise, we found Sergei was
awaiting a party of German trekkers. We had not been expecting him until
the following day.

Sergei's daughter gave us soup and we pitched the tent. I was delighted to
get my plastic boots off my sore feet. Bill and Justin appeared, as planned,
on the following evening. They had enjoyed their trip, managing to get to
the border. On the following morning, the German party was escorted up
to the Base Camp to start their adventures. But ours were over, and we set
off, back to Novosibersk, in the bus.
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