
Stairway to Heaven
Stairway to Heaven is one of the classic routes in the UAE, following an old mountain shepherds' 
route from Wadi Litibah, a branch of Wadi Galilah in northern RAK, up to a village in Oman.
 But be under no illusion: This is a serious undertaking and only for those comfortable 
scrambling with huuuge drops underneath your heels. The climbing gets more serious the further 
you go. The mountain route it most reminded me of is the Italian ridge on the Matterhorn in that the 
rock is generally good and it’s not that technical but it’s exposed and serious. People die here.
 Because plenty of people have 'mares on this route, we prepared this short topo guide to 
hopefully make life easier but the route marked here is at best an estimate of where the route 
actually goes and this topo has to be used in combination with common sense and mountaineering 
judgement on the day. Having this topo is no substitute for experience and good decision making. 
We also have a 54mb map showing the entire route. It’s obviously too big to put on here but contact 
us via the Alpine Club website and we’ll find a way to get you a copy.
 The route seemed very intuitive to our group, but we had several decades of mountaineering 
experience between us. You can read about our trip here: http://adalpine.wordpress.com/
2010/02/17/ Stairway to Heaven can become part of a round trip, including a visit to the UAE 
highpoint, but this is only for very fit, confident and experienced groups. The route down is much 
more treacherous than it appears – we had no routefinding problems on Stairway to Heaven but did 
on the descent, which is at the end of a long and tiring day when there’s the temptation to push on to 
the cars just a little way further. 
 Did we mention that this is a serious undertaking? Really, we’re not kidding! Be safe. If you 
make it, well done. You've earned a cold bee... er, culturally appropriate beverage. If you don’t 
complete it, remember that Stairway to Heaven will still be here tomorrow and your job is to make 
sure you are too.
 This is version two of the topo (all suggestions to improve it are welcome) and has been 
brought to you by the Abu Dhabi Alpine Club, with help from other sources, as acknowledged. If 
you enjoy this, you should make contact with us via the website and join us in the hills, or at least 
commiserate with being fans of high and frozen parts of the planet while we’re working in a 
particularly hot and sandy corner of it.

The Abu Dhabi Alpine Club 

http://adalpine.wordpress.com/2010/02/17/
http://adalpine.wordpress.com/2010/02/17/
http://adalpine.wordpress.com/2010/02/17/
http://adalpine.wordpress.com/2010/02/17/


The following description of the Stairway to Heaven loop comes from Andy Stark’s excellent 2005 guide, 
which you can find here: redarmadapublishing.com/beyondrak.pdf
This five star expedition with over 2000 metres of ascent and descent, is not for the unfit, inexperienced or 
the faint hearted. A Via Ferrata – minus The Ferrata. The complete circular route, including descent takes 
approx. 8 - 12 hours depending on fitness, heat and humidity. A stunning route that makes an elegant way 
from the valley floor, to the lowest point on the rim of the plateau. It continues over one of the minor summits 
before finding an equally spectacular but slightly less exposed route back to the valley floor. The very fit, or 
those prepared to bivouac, can also take in the ascent of Jebel Bil Ays 1921m, one of the highest mountains 
in the region. The route is highly exposed to flash flooding, and should not be attempted if there is any 
likelihood of rain.
From the head of the 4WD track, continue up the wadi bed for about 400m, passing a side valley on the 
right. The wadi bed can be follwed in its entirety to the head of the wadi, but in places it is a tedious struggle 
through a boulder field. It can be bypassed by a well used track, which halves the time to reach the wadi 
head.
A rock buttress (Lower Gorge Crag) extends down almost to the wadi bed. Leave the wadi bed, and gain a 
very faint track passing below Lower Gorge Crag. The track is indistinct in places, and can often only be 
followed by looking for rocks, which have been polished like black glass, through centuries of use. In places 
the path is exposed, and care must be taken especially where wash outs have occurred during the rainy 
season. The rubble slopes are highly unstable, and should be avoided where possible. Eventually the path 
leads through some deserted settlements and grass pastures, to an impressive amphitheatre of cliffs almost 
1000m high. Approx.½ - ¾ hr. (Honestly there were grass pastures there, -- I've got photos)
On the left side, facing up the valley, an indistinct path leads steeply upwards behind a ridge that falls from 
the upper left walls to the valley floor. Continue upwards, looking for telltale signs, eroded ground, polished 
rock, donkey droppings, discarded Flip Flops and food cans, until the lower section of the headwall is 
reached. The top of the wall is some 500 m vertically above, with no feasible direct way. A vague path leads 
left round a rib to a long sloping and narrowing shelf, with polish marks being the only clues. The exposure 
increases dramatically as the path weaves its way ever higher. Eventually the way heads back rightwards, 
and the angle increases, necessitating the occasional use of hands. Vertical sections, up to 20 m high at a 
time, are overcome by climbing stone stairways. About 200 m up the headwall, an exposed and polished 
traverse rightwards gives access to yet another long staircase. After this, the going becomes a little less 
exciting, then after another 60 or 70 m the rim of the plateau is reached. You have now crossed the border 
into Oman. Approx. 2-3 hours from the foot of the climb.
A collection of stone buildings and neatly tended fields surrounds a shallow valley. The local tribesmen are 
not used to strangers, so it is probably better to avoid contact if possible. From the dwellings, continue 
across the valley, bearing rightwards and ascend the rounded peak (1600m) almost directly ahead. There is 
no proper track, but rough ground makes the 2km,/250 m height gain seem much more. From the high point, 
continue in a clockwise direction, following the rim of the plateau, to reach another small settlement perched 
on a promontory.
A faint track leads down into a side valley, and then climbs to a bigger group of dwellings perched on a 
narrow spur surrounded by large cliffs. About 2-3 hours from the top of the stairway. From this village, a 
way can be found down another stairway, which eventually leads to some lower pastures. This descent is less 
exposed than on the other side of the wadi, but as you descend, it is easy to lose the best way in a large 
boulder field. Eventually upon reaching the lower fields, a vague donkey track can be found leading 
rightwards into an large gully system, which is an enormous waterfall in the rainy season, witnessed by very 
few people.
The path, which is fairly well defined at this point, continues directly under the line of the fall, where a large 
pool can be found under an overhang. The gully plunges down-wards for at least 100 metres, but a narrow 
ledge cuts across the cliff face. The walls overhang above, and are grossly undercut below. Rock debris from 
the upper walls litters the ledge, and in places makes passage awkward. It is an oppressive place with 
intimidating exposure. The ledge continues almost horizontally for 2 - 300 m, breaking out onto an easy 
angled slope and descent path. Continue down to rejoin the main pathway at the fork in the gorge. (About 2 - 
3 hours from the plateau) From there, the vehicles are reached in about 45 minutes of relatively easy 
walking.























These are a couple of views from high on the final section.





And this is the view from the top.

If you plan to retrace the Stairway to Heaven route to get back, it pays to 
keep an eye on where the lowest staircase is in descent. (We’ve included a 
pic on the next page) The big square block is a good landmark.

If you opt to do the round trip, be aware this is a much harder option than 
retracing your steps. Although it looks very straightforward when viewed 
from on the Stairway to Heaven route, the route-finding is more difficult 
and the scrambling a lot more challenging than it would seem.











Have a safe trip. We hope to cross paths with you in the hills sometime.


