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THE DISCOVERY AND EXPLORATION OF GHAR PARAU, IRAN 
David M. Judson 

The 1971 Expedition 

The 1971 Speleological Reconnaissance Expedition to Iran selected a large area, roughly four 

mountains in a line N.W to S.E torming a portion of the central spine of the Zagros Mountain Range, in 

the northwest of Iran Our area o f i ntarest corresponded with the outcrop of the Cretaceous limestone 

and extended from near Paweh ia few kilometres from the Iraqi border), in the northwest, through 

Kermanshah to Harsin in trte southeast It took in the mountains of Kuh-e-Shahu (3366m.), Kuh-e-Naraman 

(2980m.), Kuh-e-Parau (3357m.) and Kuh-e-Shirez (2450m.). 

This large area was exami'ted in a very cursory manner in the hope of finding large resurgence 

caves rising onto the plains to the south of the mountains. The prominent resurgences were examined, but 

without exception the water either flows under great pressure from narrow fissures well below the water 

surface, (Paweh, Rawansir town, and Harsin), or into lake resurgences where it is filtering through alluvial 

material over a wide area. 
The massif of Kuh-e-Parau was examined in more detail, especially two large closed depressions or 

plateaux. 1) the Kershaqal Plateau at 2600-2750m. situated 6 km. due north of Parau summit, consisting 

of a string of depressions averaging about 600m. in diameter; and 2) the Parau South Plateau at about 

3100m. A numbe- of shafts were descended on Kershaqal Plateau, but all were found to be blocked with 

mud and boulders at depths of no more than 30 metres. All the shafts were similarly blocked on the Parau 

South Plateau, althougr some were found to be a little deeper. The deepest is just over lOOm. containing 

pitches of 30m., 25m. and lOm. We found one major swallet hole, almost in the centre of the Plateau - Ghar 

Parau. This was explosed on the first visit to the plateau, but not pushed beyond two large collapse 

chambers. On a later trip a way was found through the block fall, and through a short mud crawl to a 

large descending passage, Damavand Avenue. 
An expedition base camp had been set up adjacent to the large resurgence Kherzeh Zendeh, with 

the permission, and on the advice, of the Governor General of Kermanshah Province. As the potential of 

Ghar Parau came to be appreciated parties bivouaced on the Parau South Plateau adjacent to the cave 

entrance, The last of these temporary camps involved nine of the team, most staying for six nights. 

Either due to the effects of altitude )3100m.) or to the below-zero night time temperatures, or both, most 

members of the team were not able to sleep well on the plateau. However, three further caving trips saw 

the exploration of Ghar Parau and its survey down 25 pitches to a depth of about 740 metres. (A brief 

report of the 1971 Expedition has already been published - Judson, D.M., 1971, Preliminary Report of the 

1971 Speleological Reconnaissance Expedition to the Zagros Mountains, Iran; Trans. Cave Res. Gp., 

Vol 13 no.4, pp,307-31  1). 

The 1972 Expedition to Ghar Parau 
The 1972 Expedition was planned from the outset as an attempt to complete exploration, survey 

and photography of Ghar Parau. It was billed as a world depth record attempt. From the entrance to Ghar 

Parau to any of i:s possible resurgence points there is a minimum vertical difference of 1700m. (5600 feet). 

Of the sixteen expedition nembers, four set out two weeks in advance in a Land Rover towing a 

/2 ton trailer. The rest of the party flew out to Tehran by scheduled airline on Saturday 19th August, 

Over 15 cwt. of food and rope was sent out four weeks ahead on a regular lorry service - the rest of the 

supplies and equipment went with the Land Rover. When the Land Rover party arrived in Tehran from 

Kermanshah to collect the advance supplies they learnt that all three cases had been taken off the lorry 

and impounded by the Iranian Customs at the border post, Bazargan. It took a week to recover these 

three cases and transport them to Kermanshah ourselves. 

Although a helicopter had been promised to us, to lift all the equipment and supplies on to the 

plateau, this failed to materialise and we had to resort to donkey power, as we had done in 1971. 
With the shortage of food in the first week, a token force of five or s x was maintained on the 

plateau, steadily laddering up the k']own part of Ghar Parau. On almost all of the first ten pitches Hilti 

rock bolts were put in - either to achieve a safe belay or to achieve a good take off and a free hang for 

the rope. This early work proved to be most valuable later on. In most cases the walls were no more than 

about a metre apart and it was possible to use the "Champion" expanding rock drill. With this excellent 

tool, a 40mm. x 12mm. hole for a 9mm. bolt took only about seven minutes to drill. 

At the end of the first week the food arrived from Bazargan and, still with no helicopter, we 

initiated a big lift by donkey train. Parties moved up to the plateau on Saturday and Sunday 26/27 
August, leaving only Dai Ede down below, who continued working round Kuh-e-Parau sampling the 
resurgence waters. 

The full scale assault on Ghar Parau started on the Sunday, and laddering reached the top of the 
23rd pitch that day. At this stage, it was generally agreed that we were becoming overstretched. We were 

badly in need of a camp site. We had planned on setting up four main camps using hammocks stretched 

across the passage, but there was nowhere wide enough, except at the food o4  the larger pitches, and also 
no separate supply of water. 

9 This document has been downloaded from the RGS-IBG Expedition Reports Database and may be used for personal research purposes
only. It may not be reproduced or republished in any format without the prior permission of the Author(s) or the RGS-IBG



C 

Figure 1 The boulder chaos near the entrance. (J. C. 5dialley) Figure 2. The Eroica pitch. (.3. C. Whalley) Figure 3. FOrmations in Masjid Flail. (0. M. Judson) 
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Figure 4. Diagrammatic section through the Kuh-e-Parau massif 
showing simplified geological structure, the relative 
position of Ghar Parau and the postulated pattern of 
the cave beyond the limit of exploration. 
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Figure 5. Sketch map of Kuh-e-Parau and the approaches to the South Plateau. 
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On the Monday, Mike Jenkins and Pete Standing went down with the specific objective of finding 

a suitable camp site. If necessary this would have to be somewhere in the unknown, below the 26th pitch. 

They found a small inlet above the 25th pitch, but no space for a camp. Making the first descent 

of the 26th pitch they moved on into the unknown. Immediately the passage was 3-4 metres wide - ideal 
for hammocks - and there was another small inlet. Although at a depth of only 750m. (2460ft.), in a 

cave so continuously restricted, and therefore strenuous, this is a very considerable depth indeed for a 

first camp. The two continued along the passage, Ferdowsi Avenue, in search of the next pitch. After only 

a few metres the walls started to crowd in again and the roof came back into sight. Round a couple of 

bends and the roof came down more steeply - and then came the inevitable sump. Underwater the shingle 

floor went down steeply - the roof did likewise. 

Two further parties went down and both made serious attempt to by-pass the sump, by traversing 

high in the roof from the top of the last pitch. Neither were successful and we were compelled to admit 

that this sump - Sump 3 - constituted the end of our exploration of Ghar Parau - perched, as it is, 

almost 1000 metres above the general resurgence level of the area. 

Brief Description of Ghar Parau 

The cave starts out in the bottom of a deep semi-circular, quarry-like crater. From the remains of 

a snow plug, a steeply descending passage quickly opens into two spacious chambers littered with large 

fallen blocks. After the Greasy Slabs, and a five metre climb down among boulders, a high chamber is 

entered, but the roof gradually comes down at about 20 degrees, until a low point is reached in the Muddy 

Crawl - a flat out squeeze in mud and water about 2 metres long. The passage is soon walking height once 

more, and the size gradually increases into Damavand Avenue - the largest section of cave to be met with, 

being up to 10m. high and wide, and a most impressive canyon type passage. A major inlet passage enters 

from the right, Freshwater Inlet (the source of all of our surface camp water in 1971), and thereafter the 

section diminishes rapidly to another construction. The Corkscrew is brought about by a calcite barrier 

which almost blocks the narrow rift passage. This heralds the start of the first highly decorated section 

of Ghar Parau. 

The first two pitches follow - 6 metres and 7 metres - and then comes the much photographed 

stalagmite boss formation, "Cyrus the Great". Directly from Cyrus' Chamber is the first large pitch, The 

Eroica (37m.), a superb belIed shaft in the Yorkshire tradition, possibiy the finest in Parau. The Eroica 
is a completely free hanging climb and it was generally agreed that this was the hardest climb in Parau - 

perhaps the altitude had its effect? 

Below The Eroica the passage gives its first taste of things to come. Often it is no more than 20cm. 

to 40cm. wide - a meandering vadose slot, etched out of the floor of a much larger passage. 

The fifth pitch is a fine 15 metre wall climb - about a metre in width all the way down. Below 

is Quality Street - starting out with a well decorated aven-chamber with good stalagmite drip formations 

on its floor, and continuing as a narrow but well-decorated stream passage. A superbly decorated chamber 

in the roof of this passage has been called the Masjid Hall. 

Following the 21 metre seventh pitch is a tiring succession of small pots. There are seven or eight 

of these awkward little climbs in the 30 metres of passage leading to the next big pitch, Bootlace Pitch 

(39m.). Pitches nine and ten (5 and 30m.) follow in close succession before the tiny stream winds its way 

down into the first sump. The traverse above this sump, The Crunch Bit, was the farthest point reached 

by a Polish party in July, 1972, The First Traverse is both short and easy, quite different from the Slid 

Traverse which follows closely after another three short pitches - and is the by-pass to Sump 2. The mud 

which covers so much of the walls of Ghar Parau, is particularly thick in the lower section of the cave 

below the 13th pitch; the Slid Traverse is therefore particularly interesting. 

The 15th pitch is a climb down from Slid Traverse back into the stream passage. The Shahanshah, 

at 42m. the largest pitch in Ghar Parau, follows immediately, and about half-way down two windows open 

rather surprisingly into another parallel shaft. Two more pitches of 7m. and 22m. follow closely and bring 
this extremely steep section of cave to a close. With the exception of the three-stepped Yek Do Se Pitch 

all the following pitches (numbers 19 to 26) are short. This is certainly the most cruel passage of all, for 

between the pitches there is a continuous string of short drops of one, two or three metres, all in a passage 

meandering for the most part - which is in effect a topless narrow slot in many places less than 30 

centimetres wide. We called this section the Thirty Nine Steps. 
All this, to the top of the 26th pitch, had been discovered by the 1971 Expedition. We had 

planned to use the normal ladder and lifeline techniques down to this level, make a camp, and then press 

on exploring deep into the unknown, from the camp, using a single rope with abseil and prussik techniques. 

As it turned out it was really too deep - in a cave so continuously strenuous as Ghar Parau - to have a 

first camp at - 750m. There was no suitable site below about - 350m. Apart from sufficient space we 

needed an independent water supply; the stream which we had been following all the way down was quite 

tiny (about one litre flow in five metres), and of course polluted by our own presence. If the cave had 

continued for any distance, we would have been faced with a serious tactical problem. 

Caving Equipment and Techniques 
We took with us 450m. (1500ft.) of conventional flexible wire ladder. 150m. were lent to us by 

both the South Wales Caving Club and the Craven-Pothole Club, and for this we thank them most sincerely. 

The other 150m. was built by our members, John Harper and Mike Jenkins, the wire being donated by 

Latch and Batchelor. 
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Because we wee anticipating relying on abseil and prussik techniques for all large pitches below a 

depth of about 700 metres, we carried out a certain amount of research to establish the most suitable rope 

for our purpose. We felt that a non-spin rope was desirable, but that the kernmantel rope as used by most 

rock climbers was both oo expensive and, more significantly, was too elastic. British Ropes proved to be 

most helpful and eventually we purchased a total of 1400m. (4300ft.( of their 11/2"inches circumference 
8-plait nylon log-line rope on very favourable terms. We had two test lengths of 45m. each and they kindly 

made the main order up for us in hanks of 10 x lOOm, and 2 x 150m. Although prussiking was only 

carried out on a few of the lowest pitches, for self-lifelining and aoseiling we found the rope to be ideal. 

Ghar Parau seems to be singularly short of belays. Where there were belays they were either 

insubstantial (viz weak stalagmite columns), or were not well sited. Both for abseiling and prussiking it 

is absolutely essential that the rope should have a completely free hang from its belay. A not exceptionally 

sharp edge of rock can cause dangerous chafing of the rope after only one or two descents, even when the 
angle involved is as little as 100 . For these reasons we used Hilti bolts for almost all of the first ten pitches; 
furthet down multiple piton belays were used. The Hilti bolts were of the thin sleeve type; holes being 

drilled with the "Champion Rock Drill" This is a rotary expanding device requiring a wall to push against 
at 300mm. to 600mm. from the site 

Descendeurs used were either Clog or Fisher types. Clogs were most commonly in use for 

prussiking and s&f-lifelining as well as safeguard for lifelining and tackle hauling. 

We were supplied with 1" wide red nylon webbing by Brough Nicholson & Hall Ltd. of Leek. This 
has a breaking strain of just under a ton and came in useful in a great many ways - for ladder belays 
where pitons were used, for prussik slings and perhaps most of all, for assistance in lieu of ladders or rope 
on the more awkward of the many short drops in the lower half of the cave. 

We made up eight lightweight sheet hammocks from unproofed 5oz. nylon, threaded with a loop 

of the 1" nylon tape. These were to be used for two small underground camps, together with "Karrimats" 
and best quality down sleeping bags - unfortunately the camps were never required. A trial run in Notts 
Pot in July proved the arrangement to be quite practical and also very comfortable. 

With regard to our personal clothing for underground use, I think that we were the best dressed 

team of cavers ever to set out from England. Each man was kitted out with two sets of Damart Thermawear 

(and a third set for camping), which consisted of long socks, long-johns and long-sleeved vest. On top of 

these, most members wore Ken Pearce nylon/neoprene dry suits, and, outside, a water proof boiler-suit 

made to our own design by Ladysmith Busywear Ltd. The boiler suits were found to be so good that for 
many of the trips the 'Pearce' suits were not required. The boiler suits had elasticated ankles and wrists, 

inside chest pockets, a hood, and a zip protected by a velcro fastener. The narrow winding abrasive nature 
of Ghar Parau was a severe test, but they stood up to it extremely well. 

Received January, 1973, D. M. Judson, 
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