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Saturday 8/26 and Sunday 8/27 -- Virginia, USA to St. Petersburg, 
Russia  
 

I left Dulles airport on a Lufthansa flight around 6:30 pm and arrived in Frankfurt, Germany at 
7:30 am local time. A short two hours later I boarded another Lufthansa plane bound for St. 
Petersburg. At the immigration facility in St. Pete I spotted someone I thought might be one of our 
climbing party -- based on her clothing and backpack. It turned out it was TA from Newfoundland, 
and we retrieved our bags and headed out into the airport terminal. Immediately we were met by 
Vladimir and Igor. 
  
Igor took us on a high-speed trip to the Hotel Moscow in his personal car, and TA and I checked 
into our rooms. Vladimir returned to the hotel about 5:30 pm with four more members of our 
climbing group. He and Igor will bring the remaining team members and Phil (from International 
Mountain Guides) later. Hopefully all will arrive safely. We are to meet in the hotel lobby for dinner 
at 8:30 pm.  
 
By 10:30 pm or so everyone had made it to the hotel, but Phil and Ed are each missing a piece or 
two of luggage. Jeff will be my roommate in St. Petersburg, Terskol, and also later on in Moscow.  

 
 

     
 

 

Monday 8/28 -- St. Petersburg 
 
 
We went sightseeing most of the day, using a mini-bus to get around St. Petersburg. Our tour 
guide is a woman named Maria. The traffic is heavy in the city, but it's fun to watch all the people 
along the streets as our bus moves slowly along. We took a boat tour on the river, which provided 
some great views of the city. We climbed up the bell tower of the Peter and Paul Cathedral and 
saw the bells, both old and new.  
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After a long day of seeing the sights, we made it back to the Hotel Moscow for a late dinner. I 
managed to get into bed around 11:00 pm and slept well. 

  
 
Tuesday 8/29 -- St. Petersburg to Terskol 
  
We visited the Hermitage museum in St. Petersburg today before flying to Mineralnye Vody. 
There we boarded two mini-buses for a three-hour ride to the small village of Terskol. We arrived 
and had a late dinner. We will be staying in Terskol up until we leave for the climb of Mt. Elbrus. 
Our party has the entire small hotel to ourselves, having booked all of the hotel's rooms. 

  
 
Wednesday 8/30 -- Acclimatization Hike in Terskol 

 
 

We had breakfast at 8:30 am before heading out for an acclimatization hike at 9:00. We hiked on 
a service road that eventually leads up to an observatory. The road begins just up the highway 

from our hotel. We made about 3,000 feet of elevation gain on the hike. The observatory was "off 
limits" to us, as a security guard met us at the gate to the facility and told Igor we could go no 

further.  
 

     
 
 
We returned to the hotel and ate lunch around 3:00 pm. Phil checked everyone's crampons to 
make sure they fit the boots correctly. He also checked harnesses and gave some instruction on 
knots, ice axe use, and other mountaineering elements. 
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Thursday 8/31 -- Glacier Practice in Terskol  
 
 
We took the bus for a 30-minute ride to a place where we could hike in to a glacier for crampon 
practice. Bill took a bad fall during the hike in and injured his ankle to a degree that he will not be 
able to continue the climb of Mt. Elbrus. It was bad luck, but he remains in good spirits and 
proved himself to be very tough by walking all the way down to the bus in spite of his pain.  
 
We walked in the crampons and Phil demonstrated various techniques, which we then practiced. 
I like to wear crampons, and prefer snow and ice travel over rock any day. We returned to the 
hotel and had a late lunch. The afternoon was spent just relaxing and hanging around, and then 
we had a nice dinner. Everyone is excited (and perhaps anxious) about tomorrow's start of the 
Mt. Elbrus climb. 

  
 
Friday 9/01 -- Mt. Elbrus  
 
 
A short bus ride delivered us to a tram station. We carried packs with climbing gear and clothing 
to see us through the next three days. I compulsively checked and re-checked my pack to make 
sure I had forgotten nothing. A forgotten pair of gloves, for example, could mean no climbing 
above the high camp on the mountain.  
 
The tram is in two sections, which meant that at the end of the first section we changed to 
another car and then continued on. At the top of the tram line we each took a single-person 
chairlift up to the mountain proper at a site called The Barrels. The Barrels is so named because 
of the half-dozen or so shelters made from metal containers shaped like huge barrels.  
 
There was a great deal of activity at The Barrels, with people wandering about in climbing gear. 
We saw a huge contingent of Asian climbers when we arrived. Many climbers stay in the barrel 
shelters before attempting the climb. 
 
We soon began trekking up the mountain to a shelter owned by Igor, who is assisting Phil and 
International Mountain Guides with the guiding and many other aspects of the trip. Igor is from St. 
Petersburg. He is in his 30's (my guess) and owns a trucking firm in St. Petersburg. Back in the 
Soviet days, he was one of the national champions in climbing. Phil met Igor on Aconcagua, and 
then spent time with him in 2002 when the two were in Nepal. Phil and his wife Susan were 
climbing Everest and Igor was climbing Lhotse. 
 
After a few hours we arrived at Igor's hut. The twelve of us squeezed into two sleeping 
compartments, each with two platforms. A common room contained a stove and dining table. The 
hut was cramped, but proved very snug and certainly adequate for our team. In comparison to the 
accommodations on some climbing trips, this was luxury. An outhouse was placed nearby along 
the cliff edge. We spent the remainder of the day settling into our new quarters and taking 
photographs. I noticed that the superb weather of the previous few days was starting to worsen...  
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Saturday 9/02 -- The Hut  
 
 
The hut sits at an elevation of about 13,200 feet on a rib of rock along the normal climbing route. 
The goal of the day is to complete an acclimatization hike to a rock band known as the 
Pashtuhova Rocks at about 14,600 feet. This hike will also help us "dial in our systems," a phrase 
Phil uses to describe a person's awareness and familiarity with clothing, gear, and tools. It is a 
necessity to know exactly where everything is stored on one's pack and what layers are needed, 
etc.  
 
Phil wants everyone to be efficient and quick. He doesn't easily tolerate delays with equipment 
while climbing. We climbed unroped in a line that gradually stretched out as time went by. The 
pace was moderately slow, but the stronger climbers gradually pulled ahead of the pack. The 
climb to the Pashtuhova Rocks took several hours.  
 
During the climb, a snow caterpillar passed us ferrying climbers up the mountain, and later 
passed us again going down. The machine is a diesel-powered tractor fitted with tank treads, and 
is capable of moving people and supplies from The Barrels to as far up the mountain as the 
Pashtuhova Rocks. Phil will have no part of the snow cat in assisting his climbers up the 
mountain, and all of us agree it doesn't seem like fair climbing (it should be noted that some 
groups first hike up to the Pashtuhova Rocks for acclimatization, as we were doing, and then later 
use the snow cat to cover ground they have already covered). 
 
At 14,600 feet, we stopped for a short break near the rock band, and then Phil told us to head 
down, which everyone did at his or her own pace. 
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Sunday 9/03 -- The Summit Attempt  
 
 
At about 1:00 am I heard Phil's voice as I lay in my sleeping bag in the hut: "Okay, let's go climb 
Mt. Elbrus." Soon everyone was hustling to get geared up. We had hot drinks and Pop Tarts for 
breakfast. At about 2:00 am or perhaps a bit later, we had our backpacks and crampons on and 
were poised at the glacier's edge.  
 
Phil stepped in front of the group and told me to get in behind him. Climbing behind Phil was the 
best thing that could have happened for me. He can maintain a precise pace, never speeding up 
or slowing down. And he knows how to best place his feet with every step. So for an hour or so I 
put my boots in every step he made. Sometime between the first rest stop and the rock band, 
word drifted up the line that Joe had decided to turn back. By this time, Igor had assumed the 
lead directly in front of me. Phil had moved back to monitor everyone's progress. He sent the third 
guide, a Russian climber, down with Joe.  
 
At the rocks, we stopped for another quick drink of water. I realized that beyond this point anyone 
who wanted or needed to go down would cause a problem -- Phil would send Igor down with any 
client in such a situation, leaving him alone with more clients on the mountain than he could 
easily manage should problems arise. Although I felt pretty good, I knew I was one of the 
marginal climbers, and I was worried that if I could not make it, Phil would force others to go 
down, too. He couldn't safely lead a team of ten people when the need to rope-up came near the 
top. Realizing I might slow the group down or cause Phil to turn others around, I told him I was 
feeling tired. I thought I could probably convince him to let me walk down to the hut alone, 
something all of us had done just the day before. I was thankful, however, that Phil had no 
intention of having me go back.  
 
Instead, Phil told the group to get climbing and suck it up. That's pretty much what we did. We 
caught up and passed some of the team members from the group that had taken the snow cat up 
earlier. I began to feel excited about the climb, and fell into a rhythm that helped me manage my 
breathing. As the sky began to brighten, I realized we were climbing in a cloud, and I soon was 
able to turn off my headlamp. I was directly behind Phil again when the sun broke through the 
clouds for a brief moment. It was just above the ridge off to our right, and it cast the shadows of 
the climbers in our line far down the snowslope to our left. I was in awe at this sight, and buoyed 
by the sudden warmth of the sun on my face. 
 
I mentioned this to Phil and he said, "I'm glad you're looking around and seeing this." At that 
moment, I was probably as happy and serene as I have ever been in the mountains. There is no 
other place like high on a mountain at sunrise. After this moment of sunshine and serenity, 
however, our climb became increasingly cold and windy. We moved in cloud and blowing snow 
and ice particles.  
 
Phil had again moved back down the line while Igor led us up toward the saddle between the 
East and West peaks of Elbrus. The ground became less steep for awhile, and we followed a trail 
marked occasionally by wands through powder snow. We stopped for a rest break and word 
came up that Matthew was out of gas below. Phil had parked him against a boulder and was 
coming up to join us. I knew immediately what would have to be done. And when Phil arrived he 
confirmed what I was thinking: he would send Igor down to get Matthew and lead him back down 
the mountain. By this time the wind was so fierce that Phil was forced to shout so that we could 
hear him. He told us he needed everyone to honestly evaluate their condition before deciding 
which way to go, up or down. He told Ed that he felt Ed was climbing well, but that he didn't know 
if Ed could fully take care of himself given the conditions. I asked Phil if he was going on as the 
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lone guide. When he confirmed he would be alone with the team, I told him I would go down with 
Ed and Igor and get Matthew.  
 
Phil and Igor made sure they each had their radios turned on, and they exchanged a few words. I 
gave TA my Alti mitts but we could not get her ski pole straps to adjust to them. I returned her 
gloves and told her, "You've got it made now. It's in the bag." I wanted TA to make the top.  

 
Sunday 9/03 -- Coming Down  
 
 
Igor, Ed, and I retraced our steps from 17,100 feet down perhaps 100 vertical feet. We located 
Matthew and he joined us as we marched down. All the way to the hut the wind kept blowing. I 
was soon very tired, mostly from the disappointment of not reaching the summit, and from 
constantly fighting the wind. It took several hours to get back to the hut. Soon after our arrival, the 
team members who had gone forward with Phil started to drift into camp. Jeff actually caught up 
with me just as I came in. They reported high winds had turned them back at the saddle, perhaps 
600 feet from the top. With everyone safely back at the hut, we all settled in for a rest. The 
weather at the hut deteriorated and we had strong winds an snow of about and inch or so.  
 

Monday 9/04 -- Back to the Valley  
 
 
We had a brief meeting in the morning at which Phil agreed to make another summit attempt with 
anyone who wanted another shot at the top. TA and Jeff agreed to stay with Phil and try again the 
next morning. The remaining team members decided to go down. We collected and packed all 
our gear and Phil distributed some of the group gear to everyone. At 9:00 am Igor led the way 
down to The Barrels, with everyone wearing crampons. The chairlift was not running, so we 
continued to hike from The Barrels down to the tram. Two sections of the tram and we were back 
in the valley. Igor bought us beer from a place near the tram station while we waited for our bus. 
We were soon back at the hotel enjoying hot showers and a good lunch.  

 
 

     

 
 
Tuesday 9/05 -- Terskol  
 
 
We hiked to the nearby ski area of Cheget after breakfast. A chairlift took us up the mountain to a 
ski lodge where Igor treated us to some wine. Igor reached Phil by radio and we learned that the 
second summit attempt had also been aborted due to cold and high winds -- this time near the 
Pashtuhova Rocks. Phil, TA, and Jeff came all the way down and joined us for lunch at Cheget. 
We had chicken and lamb kabobs on a patio where the meat was cooked next to our table. The 
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group had beer and soft drinks while Phil, TA, and Jeff told more about their latest attempt on 
Elbrus. Everyone seemed happy in spite of the failure to reach the summit, and the food was 
delicious. 

  
 

     

 
 
Wednesday 9/06 -- Terskol  
 
 
The day of ice climbing was cancelled when we awoke to rain in Terskol. After breakfast, Phil 
gave a demonstration of more mountaineering techniques -- setting anchors, crevasse rescue, 
etc. During the demonstration, which was held in the dining hall of the hotel, the electricity failed 
and would remain off throughout the valley until 5:00 pm. Phil continued his talk by candlelight.  
 
We took the bus to Cheget and had another round of chicken and lamb kabobs for lunch. The 
restaurant had no electrical power, but this did not prevent them from serving a great meal. We 
were able to convince the drivers of an army truck to give us a ride back to Terskol. Our team 
piled into the cab and covered back of the truck and we were soon bouncing along the road back 
to our hotel. I took a nap until the lights came on again. The plan is to have dinner here at the 
hotel, pack our bags, and be ready to leave for Mineralnye Vody at 3:30 am.  

 
 

     

 
 
Thursday 9/07 and Friday 9/08 – Moscow 
  
 
We endured the long bus ride to Mineralnye Vody and took an airplane to Moscow. We stayed in 
the Hotel Ukraina there, commissioned by Stalin. It is a beautiful hotel. Jeff was again my 
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roommate. I was impressed with him for making a second summit attempt on Elbrus even though 
he was feeling ill after the first attempt. We were led on a sightseeing tour of the city by our tour 
guide Marina. It was amazing to see how Moscow has flowered since the end of the Soviet era. 
We went to Red Square and the Kremlin, among other places. 

 
 

     

 
 
Saturday 9/09 -- Heading Home  
 
 
Many of us flew to Frankfurt for a night before continuing home. Jim and John took off for 
Amsterdam, and Howard and Kevin flew through London on their way back to Boston and New 
Hampshire. Matthew was staying in Frankfurt to see his children for a day. In my case, a gate 
change Saturday at Frankfurt made me a bit anxious about making my flight (there was no 
announcement about the change). But I made it and was soon headed home on a 747.  
 
I really enjoyed the trip and can't say enough about how great my teammates were. What a 
bunch of cool people. The best thing about these adventures is meeting the adventurers. I also 
think International Mountain Guides and Phil are superb. I highly recommend the company and 
especially Phil. I also appreciated Igor and the Russians who made our stay in their country an 
experience I will always remember. Thanks, everyone for making it a great trip for me!    
 
 


