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'Half of our Army is deployed at high altitude. Why can't we organise some 
big moutaineering expedition?' Gen Raina had queried in 1976 and Bull 
Kumar had taken up the challenge choosing the toughest challenge 
available-the so-called 'Impossible North East Spur' route to the elusive 
Kanchenjunga. Two German teams had earlier failed and Lord John Hunt 
had concluded that this posed greater problems than the Everest. 'l'he 
expedition returned successful - yet another laurel for Col Kumar whosc 
remarkable mountaineering career had announced his farewell to arms, it 
was a natural reactions Ior me to call upon hirn to lead a regimental 
expedition. He accepted with his usual elan, chose a peak in the Kurnao~i 
Himalayas setting the expedition a dual task of climbing from both the 
Western and Eastern approaches. Expensive though it was, I was glad to 
agree to his proposal as ir would give my boys anexcellent opportunity to bc 
exposed to the higher reaches as also learning the intricacies of planningali 
expedition - often timed far more complicated than logistical planning ol 
military operations. 
Mountaineering is an excellent medium to inculcate a spirit of adventure in 
our olficers and men. It also brings to the fore qualities of leadership and 
courage to face severe adversity of the unforgiving mountain climbs. This 
would also act as a catalyst to many others to spend their pastime in trekking 
and climbing with the ideal opportunities that are offered alongside fol- 
studying our rich flora and fauna. 
The  expedition has b e n  a great success in many usaysand in qualifying Iny 
remarks I would like to add that the attempt along the Western approach 
has particularly warmed my heart. This will act as a starter in a Inorr 
exciting area of climbing and will no doubt lead many more of our young 
men and women to e~nulate the great c1imbel.s 01 world who excel in thc 
technical aspects 01 'face clirnbs' - Donath, Messner, Bonningron alltl 
others. It will also provitlr c l~~nber s  a Iresh look at the otherwise 'clir~llxd 
peaks: 

I h i s  is an intensively ~.ead;rble book and should prove robe an exc~llent 
ini t iato~ to the mountains. 

New Delhi P.N. KA'THPALlA 
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Initially I was hesitant to take on  the responsibility of the Kumaoni expedition to Kamet. I 
was close to retiring from the army and had to consider many a factor relating to my 
future. In retrospect, however, I am glad that the a l l  of my regiment and that of the 
Himalayas dictated otherwise. Many men of Kumaon Regiment acquired experience of 
climbing a high mountain which has given some of them opportunities to be selected for 
other major expeditions. Also, our attempt on  Kamet has brought to light the magnificent 
challenge that the North-West Face of Kamet poses, a challenge which I have no doubt 
shall be taken u p  by others in search of a truly noteworthy first ascent. 

A word about the book itself, the writing 01 which is a joint effort be~ween myself and 
my publisher-friend, Kapil Malhotra. We first met in 1977 and quickly became friends 
sharing among other things a love for the mountains. I wds fortunate he could spend 
nearly three weeks with our expedition on its western axis. As a return offering, he is thcone 
who actually wrote this book, based on my d;ctaphone notes, the dia~.ies of my two deputy 
leaders and other members. I am delighted th;tt he is not only the publisher of this book, but 
also its co-author. The narrative, however, is in first person singular due tomy co-author's 
insistence that the book would read more smoothly and logically if written in first person 
singular on my behalf. Originally, it was our plan to publish this book immediately upon 
our return from Kamet. Unfortunately, this has not been possible due to a chain of 
unexpected events. Fortunately, however, the book retains its value not only as an account 
of a major expedition to India's third highest mountain but also because the formidable 
challenge of Kamet's North-West Face s~ i l l  beckons undimmed and those who wish to 
answer i ts  call may find the account of our attempt useful. 

The  book owes a great deal of its beauty to the paintings and sketches of Ram Nath 
Pasricha, an eminent painter of our country whose deep love of the mountains is clearly 
reflected in his paintings, an ove~.whelming number of which depict the Himalayan 
landscape in wondrous water colours. He accompanied our expedition and volunteered to 
donate his paintings and sketches to the Kumaon Regimental Centrrat Ranikhet where, no 
doubt, they will greatly add to the attraction of the regimental museum. 'Though nearing 
sixty, he gallantly went till Camp 3 on the eastern axis, where 11e painted b m e ~  and some 
of its adjoining peaks. It may well be some kind of a world record of painting at high 
altitudes. 

As in any major en.terprise, so many contl-ibuted so much to our expedition that it is 
well-nigh impossible to acknowledge each inclividilal contribution. I trust my friends will 
not take this as ingratitude. It would, however, be very amiss i f  I did not put on record our 
gratitude to Gen. K.N. Krishna Rao, the then Chief of Army Staff, who was the pall-on of 
the Expedition. Lt Gen HC Datta, PVSbI, who was then GOC-in-C Central Command 
enthusiastically offered us logistical back-up and Lt Gen. K.K. Hazari, the then Director of 
Miliury Operations got our venture sponsored as an army expedition which meant we 
could draw upon the vast establishrllent of the Indian h y  as our secure base. Brig S.K. 
Issar, VSM, the then Commandant of Kumaon Regimental Centre (KRC) at Ranikhet was 
a tower of strength and also galva~lised the resources of the Cmntre for our training and 
preparation. All other officers and men 01 KRC also willingly put their shoulder to the 



wheel, none more than Lt Cm1 Sinha and Capt Ashok Mall who were out indefatigableand 
utterly reliable in getting our  expedition to the mountain, and getting it off Kamet safely 
and in comfort. The  Indian Air Force was a n  over-willing ally - its helicopter pilots not 
only t m k  us on  recce flights but also showed great courage and daring in evacuating 
casualties by making difficult landings on glaciers and moraines. The  Defence Food 
Laboratories and Mohan Meakins Ltd gave us donations of excellent precooked food, and 
State Bank of India, Ranikhet, came forward with a generous cash donation to supplement 
our budget. 

A special debt goes to all fellow-Kumaonis, with whom I have shared a precious 
regimental bond which is a gift to each soldier. As always, they rose in support and help, 
nobly and I~rlly. Asa token'of my gratitude, thisbook about their ownendeavour, 1 dedicate 
to all my fellow-soldiers of Kumaon Regiment. 1 am also happy to earmark all royalty 
earnings from this book to the Kurnaon Regimental Centre. I also take this oppor~unity to 
par~icularly remember Lt Raninik Singh Bakshi, a budding young officer who achieved 
the unique feat of climbing b o ~ h  Kamet and Abi Gamin during our expedition -an effort 
unmatched by anyone else in the annals of mountaineering. After this remarkable feat he 
was an  automatic choice for the ill-fated Indian Army Everest Expedition of 1985. Bakshi 
was among those fine young men who never returned from Everest and the mountains, in 
accordance with their own inscrutable laws, had once again taken away from us one upon 
whom they had showered so much success at such an  early age. 

Narinder Kumar 



L 
ate i n  1982, I received a letter f rom the Colonel of the Kumaon Regiment, Lt  Gen 
P.N. Kathpalia, AVSM, which said: 
'I a m  writing to you i n  connection with the Kumaon Regimental team attempting 
to scale Kametnext year. I d o  appreciate your personal achievements for the Army 

a n d  the country but it is very surprising that being a K u n ~ a o n i  you have never led a pure 
Kumaoni Team i n  the field of mountaineering where you are internationally known. l a m  
writing to you i n  the hope that as a good Kumaoni you will not refuse this request of the 
Regiment to lead their team to Kamet this year .... I a m  not prepared to accept n o  as a n  
answer.' 

I a m  a Kumaoni, and p]-oud to be one. Ask a soldier, almost an \  soldier, and you will 
f ind him utterly, even fiercely a n d  aggressively loyal to his regiment. 1'0 a soldier, his 
regiment is his second home. It is what nurture5 and shapes him, glves him a sense of 
identity with a g roup  of fellow-soldiers, gives him proud traditions t o r a n y  on,  and a heroic 
and  glorious past as  legacy. Not just that, i t  also gives him a sense of distinctiveness in the  
large Indian Army by giving him this speical turban or that special cap as headgear, by 
determining how he may carry his baton. o r  whether the can have a green pom-pom on his 
beret. A soldier owes his regiment much, and cherishes its honour as sacred. In short. 
regimental ties and feelings are among the strongesl bonds one can have in the Army. 
Within reason, regimental obligation, o r  responding to the call o l  one's regiment, is as 
much a duty 01 a soldier, as the direct order of a superior officer. 

O u r  regiment, bearing the name of a famous mounla i r~  region o l  India, had n o  
mountaineering expedition or venture to its credit. Gen Kathpalia was determined to 
set this right and had decided h a t  Kumaonis would attempt Kamet in thesummer of 1983. 
Kamet is a high mountain of about 7756 metres. An ascent 01 Kamet would, therefore, be 
dramatic eriough lor what he had in mind; it would certainly make the regiment as 
'mountainous '  as its name was. T h a t  it is in  the neighbouring Garhwal, al~iiost in liumaon 
itself, was a n  additional attraction. 

T h e  seniormost soldier of my regiment, who in the Army is called 'Color~el of  the 
Regiment'-  though h r  is invariably a General - was now making a strong request and I 
knew 1 could hardly refuse. 

My health and age weighed heavily against the pull of my regimental ties. Also.liatnet 
had hardly ever come to my mind as a worthy challenge, and 1 found little inner drive for it. 
111 contrast, when I had wagered very heavily by suggesting to the then Chief, the 1ateC;en 
T N Raina,  that the Indian Army should climb Kanchenjunga Irom tlle 'impossible' 
North East Spur  route, I had been a man possessed by a vision; that I-oute on Kanche~ijunga 
was the highest virgin route o n  any Indian ~ n o u n t a i n ,  and one to test the steel of  the best 
climbers ol ' the world. Yet I knew that my I-egimental call could hardly be left unanswered, 
and,  reluctantly almost. I began assembling the key facts in nl)- mind. 



Karnct IS thc. tllird highcst n i o ~ r ~ l r ; ~ i ~ l  in 11icli;l. I h ; ~ d  ;llrc.ad) st~ccesslully led 
expeditions t o  rhr highest two; K . ~ n c h e n j ~ ~ n g ; i  arld N ; I I I ~ ~ I  I)evi.So it  could b e a  satisfying 
hat-trick.\\'itll .I littlc Inore enthtr,lasrn I t h c r ~  turned to thee.111ie1-acco~tntsol Ka~net .  And 
I began thinking of m!; I-cgimer~t 's rrcl~rirrlnents. It I V ; I ~  1i1.s~ clinlbed by Frank Smvthe's 
team in 1931, tlir Iiigllcst m o u n t n i ~ i  cavrr climbed till then. .l 'hcrealtrr, i t  had always I,ren 
climbed by t h r  01-~gins l  S ~ n \ t l l e  routt,; u p  the l a s t  K a ~ n e t  (;lac-ic,r to bleadc's C h l .  ancl them 
10 the surrimit. Surc.ly [her wrre othclr aspects t o  a ~ n o u n ~ ; r i n  a.r high ;is K a ~ n e t .  1 looked fol- 
photographs,  studied them, and  g ~ a d r ~ a l l v  a vision I~egan  to form in my mind.  

T h e r e  wrrr  other  aspec ts to Kamt.t, routes uutried, laces not grirpplrd with, challengrs 
not yet met. All rllese churncd t h r o ~ ~ g h  In)- mind  and ,  almost ;~g;linst Iny will, I lourld 
~ n y s r l l  in a state of some excitement. 1 had found sornr challenges in  Kamet; and  now I 
could answer nly regiment's call with the enthusiasm it deserved. 



he  third highest mountain i n  the Indian territory gets barely a second glance as 
one  looks o u t  with wonder a t  the galaxy of white-mantled mountains of Garhwal 
a n d  Kumiion o n  a clear morning from Ranikhet. Of course, the utterly beautiful 
Nanda Devi a n d  sister-mountains altract a very great deal of attention. And from 

Ranikhet,where the Kumaon Regimental Centre is located, even the innocuous Trisul 
seems to rise with a n  upward grandeur that unfailingly draws one's attention. Sweeping 
leftwards, the eyes are drawn to the icy Nilakantha, and then the Badrinalh and Kedarnath 
peaks. And, sure enough,  h a w  missed out Kamet, seemingly a mere bump,  there 
between Trisul  a n d  Nilakantha, hardly worthy of close sc ru~iny .  

And that 's how Ka~net  lies, farther north than thrse other nioirntains of Lrttarakhand, 
north of the Great Ilimalayan Range. [he tallest and niiglitiest of a group of four high 
mountains  - Xbi Gamin ,  Mukut  Parbat, hlaria Peak and Kamet itself - that mark the 
eastern extremity o l  the Zanskar Range. Its greater distance from Ranikhet - about l50 
miles - is what conceals Kamet's true pl-opal-lions. O n e  has to penetrate deep into its either 
flank before one is able to appreciate just how high a mountain it is. T h a t  it should rernairi 
relatively so undisturbed is qui te  strange when one corisiders how i t  lies between the high 
Niti  and  Mana passes, two of the best known, most trodden land routes between India and 
Tibet .  T h e  Niti and hlana passes have been imniortalised by a generation of British 
explorers in  the earlier part of this century. And my generation of Indian climbers could 
scarcely be unaware of the familiar romantic ring of these passages to Tibet.  T h e n ,  too, for 
the newer, younger mountaineers eagerly seeking fresh challenges which may make their 
reputations, Kamet should logically have bern more attractive than it has been.1 was qui te  
astonished, especially \\.hen I discovered that n o  one had attempted to climb the mountain 
from its Western Il;rnk since the intrepid Captain Slingsby's last unsuccessful efforts of 
1913. 1 just could not belic,\,e thib. Here lay the highest unclimbecl route o n  any Indian 
mountain,  and none had thought of it for over seventy years. I decided to go u p  and take a 
look at this ballling ri1yste1-y. \.\'as the route such a beice o f  cake as to be of so little interest? 

I asked the p ~ l o t  to take our  Clhctak helicopter round once more, my favourite 35 mm Nikor- 
mat glued to my eyes. I snapped pictureafter pictureof the imposingrocky face that shvered 
Lrp\zsards olr ts~dc t I ~ t .  \vindow. 1 - t i t .  chopper \ r r~ i led  t o  hang  n~ot~unless ,  a speck or a f l y  
j'astecl o n  [h;it h t ~ g r  ~ n o u n t a i n  \\.all. I \\.as [ace [o [;ice \\.it11 the \Vester11 I-outeof liamet, and 
I;II f ~ o m  being a pirc-e ol c-akr i t  \\.as one of rhe ~iiost i~rivosing routes wt. could have asked 
lor. Most mountains are pyl-anitdal 111 shape, ancl therr Ilat surfaces - three mostly --are 
c;~llcd Faces, while the edges that bound rhesc Faces are knocrn as Ridges in moun- 
~ a i n e e r i n ~  language. Our  helicopter was flyinr along the lowe~.  edge of the South-West 
Facc 0 1  Kamrt. ;I \\.all of huge rock and 1)orrlrlt.r-s climbirlg btrarght upo\'e1-?000 fect from 
tlie \\'t3st K;i~nrt <;lac irr Oelotv t o  the \\'v51 Ridge of t l ~ r  moi~ntnin.  1 wasc]uiteshaken tosee 
thia I)atrIr~iient ol a Face, almost c-ornl~letel) bar-t.oL ,no \ \ -  too windswept, or just roosherr 



- for any s ~ i o w  to stay o n  it. Either way it meant a tough cl imbing challenge. Was there a 
snow or  avalanchechute over to the left, a white streak o n  the rocky visage? Perhaps that 
could allow us to s l ip  up ,  praying 01 course all  the while that n o  avalanche should at  that 
t ime choose t o  come down.  I could really see n o  other  way to get o n  to the ridge above. Well, 
perhaps we could gingerly c l imb that at night,  when the snows are normally lrozen tight o n  
to  the slopes a n d  there is usually little danger  of avalanches. But there IS the cold. At night  
there is the severe cold, a n d  the raging winds. 

With a n  effort I wrenched my thoughts off the problem of climbing thegully, and  tooka 
closer look at  the ridge itself. From where thegully would leadone to the ridge, it crested u p i n  
a rocky. jagged line for about  two kilometres, climbing about 750 metres as  it swept upward to 
rhe summit  of Kamet. Looking  at  that ridge as it rose against the skyline, I was reminded of 
another  ridge o n  another  mounta in ;  a ridge that had beckoned to me for years, a ridge 
considereci qu i te  impossible unt i l  o u r  army team had overcome its challenge i n  1977. T h e  
North-East S p u r  of Kanchenjunga had f lung  at us monster ice towers. treacherous 
gendarmes, knile edge ice aretes over its four-kilometre length. Often o n  that ridge o u r  
daily progress was measured i n  mere hundreds of hol-izontal feet. Even now when I see a 
picture of that ridge - the North-East S p u r  oI Kiipchenjunga - I experie~ice a slight 
11-ernor. Did we ever really d o  i t ,  1 wonder. Did we really secure a passage u p  that knife- 
edge incline o n  which lay i re  a n d  snow masses frozen i n  every conreivable leap a n d  ]-oar of 
power. \.+'hat (lid the Kamet \.Vest Ridge hold? Was it broken too, a n d  jagged, i n  keeping 
with its I-ocky cha~.arter? ll!ould there be towers over a n d  down which we would have to 
clamber repeatedly? And what of the sur-face itself? T h e r e  was rock; would i~ also beglazed 
with rlerglas, that deadly layer of ice, hard,  slippery, and  loo thin to drive any lifesaving 
pitons in to  it? And sheer rock at that height also meant winds. I tried hard to  think how the 
wind would blow here. Wouldn't  it be westerly; and ,  if so, wouldn't it below across the bodies 
of the climbers cl inging o n  to the I-idge? I knew that there were chal lengesenough o n  this 
route. As the machine dipped and  took arl about  turn under the shadow of the rock face. 
Flying past Mana Peak, a n d  then the peaksabove the Arwa and  Badrinath area, I could finally 
relax a n d  rnjoy the beauty of the rugged mountains  below and  around me. Suddenly my eye 
was arrested by a magnificent pyramid of rock rising sheer to a height of perhaps 22.000 feet, 
not  a very great altitude a s  Himalayan mounta in  tops g o  but every vertical rock foot of  it 
was packed with challenges a n d  difficulties enough for the most skifull of climbers. And it 
wasn't even mark:d o n  the maps.  A mountain a day's march above Mana, a n d  as  imposing 
as C:hangab;ung, a n d  surely uncl imbt~d too, for  i~ did not even exist o n  the mar). Such is the 
sc ale o f  the 1li1nalasa.r. 

As the chopprl-  swung left for the flight back to Joshimath.  I turned for another look at 
K a n ~ e t .  Higher  as it stood than any rival in  that compariy, its perfec-t pyrarnitl was still 
bathed by the late afternoon sun  even as t h r  other  giants were already in cornplete shadtb. 
S lan t ing  lances of light of the sun  turned th't. mountain a glowing red a5 though ;I h u g ,  
cheerful fire was burn ing  in the glacier below a n d  its red heat a ~ i t l  light travcllccl upon  the 
walls of Karnet. Once  again I was str-uck by the sen!,ibilities of these rno~rntirin people, ancl 
the precision and poetry with which they christen these awr-inspir ing high r n o ~ ~ ~ i t a i n s  
they live amidst.  for Kaniet c-omrs from the Tibe tan  Kang-nicd mcariing, 'gl;rc ic .1  fire'. And 
mornings andevenings as Kamet shines red in  theearly ;rnd liltc liglit 01 t11c b1111, what better 
explanat ion can there hc I ~ u t  that  its glacier is o n  [ire thro\ving U[)  its cl-;rc k l i ~ i g  flamcs. 
licking upward a long  thc mountains  [aces, washing them recl. 

l turr>rd In), mind  hat k 10 the I)rcsenl. M'ta would I,c 9oon a1 K ; i n i k l ~ ~ t  ;111(1 0111- l ) l ;111\  11;1(1 

to I)r finaliwd. <;cn K;lthrxili;r a n d  Brig Satis11 I \b ; i r .  ( : o ~ n r n ; ~ ~ i t l a n t  of rlie K~~ri i ; ron 
Rt>grrnental Cknrrr, would be eagerly looking forward to a finill proposal from n ~ r .  Iclosrd 



A view of the high mounroins of Gorhwol from Ronikher 

my eyes and tried to marshal all that I knew, and had seen; so far. I had may be, thirty 
minutes to finally make up  my mind. 

In a way the facrs were very simple. Having been one of the three highest mountians 
completely within the British Empire - the other two being Kanchenjunga and Nanda 
Devi - Kamet had attracted sustained attention of British explorers and mountaineers. 
T h e  names of  those who set out to reconnoitre and climb its slopes read like a roll-call of 
honour. Dr T . G  Longstaff and Brig Gen C C Bruce (1902), C F Meade (1910, 1912 and 
1913). Capt A.M. Slingsby (191 1 and 1913). Dr. A.M. Kellas( 191 1 and 1914). andagain, Dr 
Kellas with Col H T Morshead (1920). 

Except for Capt A M Slingsby'sattemptsin 191 1 and 1913, andMeade'sin 1912, all the 
other major attempts had been from the Eastern side of Kamet via the East Kamet Glacier. 
In fact, i r  was Meade's unsuccesslul attempt from the Western flank in 1912 which 
cor1v1nct.d him, and all others who attempted the mountain thereafter, of the 
imprac~ital) i l i~v ol linding a route from that side. And it was, in fact, Meade who also 
provided the key to climbing Karnet when in 191 3 he proceeded up  the East Kamet Glacier, 
and then tackling a snow gully and a small rock face higher up, reached thesaddle between 
Kamet and its northern neighbour, Abi Gamin. This  hollow, or col, has since been 
immortalized as Meade's Col Cruelly, Meade was beaten back from his col by bad weather 
and his party's poor acclimatizaton but he had hit upon the route which so many successful 
expeditions were to take. T h e  first of the many ascents of Kamet was achieved by the team 
led by that very well-known British climber, F S Smythe, who in 1931 succeeded in having 
six members of his team reach the summit in the autumn of that year.The floodgates had 
been opened. A continuous series of expeditions thereafter set out for Kamet. With India's 
independence, Indian climbers too found in Kamet a friendly and attractive mountain, and 
were successful in climbing it first in 1955 and then again, more than once, during the 1970s 
and again in 1980 and 1982. 

So  the basic facts were: one, that Kamet had been very often climbed from its eastern side, 
among orhers by girls and young cadets of the Indian Military Academy, who all followed 
the same route as used by Smythe in the lirst ever ascent of the mountain, i.e. over the East 
Kamet Glacier and Meade's Col, and two, no  attempt at  all had been made, s incecapt  
Slingsby's effort of 1913, to climb the glacier-fire mountain from its Western flank. So here 
was a much-climbed mountain, much climbed from only one side, and not at all fromthe 
other. Almost a paradox, and a strange ovesight on the part of keen mountaineers looking 
[or fresh challenges. 

l'he bankingof the helicopter as it descended to land made meopen my eyes. Wewereabout 
to land at Ranikhet and how I had a plan. Simple and clear. Kumaonis would launch not 
one but two expeditions. We would attempt Kamet not from any one, but from both its 
flanks simultaneo~~sly;  we would follow the route everyonedid, and alsoattempt a routeno 
one succrsslully had. 



New Delhi: February 1983 

L 
t Gen Kathpalia pushed aside the maps and papers, leaned back in the chair and 
turned to Brig Issar, 'So Satish, what do  you say?' 

T h e  Commandant of the Kumaon Regimental Centredidn't hesitateat all. 'I 
understand very little about the problems but it sounds grand,'replied Brig Issar. 

'Well, you will have to d o  a great deal, you know, Bull is based in Delhi, so the overall 
supervision of the preparations will be under your charge,' reminded Gen Kathpalia. 

'We'll take care of it in Ranikhet,' assured Satish. 
Gen Kathpalia glanced around at me enquiringly. 1 had nothing to adcl. Among the 

three of us ran a strong current of confidence. Satish Issar had comc down to Delhi for tht. 
weekend in order to finalize with the Colonel of the Kegirnen~ what I liadcarliet-sugges~etl 
after my aerial recce of Kamet. We had carelully gone ovel- the varic;us issues i~ivolvcd 
during a long sitting at Gen Kathpalia's home, ever ro often rrc h,rrged by thillrd beer. 
Now he raised his frosted glass and said, 'Right then. Here is the Commqnd Decision:thr 
Kumaon Regiment goes to Kamec in June  1983.' 

T h u s  the gears were engaged, and the expedition machincr\..c-hanged from idling to 
motion. It needed to gather speed rapidly, for the launching date was barely three months 
away and we had set for ourselves rather aml>itious goals. 

T h e  primary goal was, of course, to initiates thc regiment into serious mountaineeri~lg. 
Kamet at about 25.447 feet (7756 m) would certainly Ile a good blooding. A successful ascent 
would generate confidence and get Kumaoni tlirnl)ing ;activities oft to a good start. Then,  
considering that substantial commitment of elfort and money would be involved in the 
venturr we decided to make the most of i t .  WC, thus determined to make a full-scale 
reconnaissance of the Western flank o l  Kamet, arl approach never before seriously tackled; 
Slingsby's elfort was courageous but had not quite come to grips with the challenge. bly 
aerial recce had revealed that climbing Kamet lrom the West was a truly formidable 
proposition. I reckoned that the odds were against us succeeding in getting to the s~rmrnit; 
few high mountains have yielded at the first try frorn a new, difficult, and unknown route. 
-1'hus the Western side of Kamet remained a virgin route - too tempting ;r prospect not to 
try. 

If indeed we were successful in clinlbing Kamet from the West - admittrdly it was not 
very likely - we decided we would cap it with the firstever Indian cross-over of any high 
mountain; the Western sumrnit team would descend by the traditional Eastern route, thus 
involving them in crossing from one side of this mountain to the other, over the summit. 
Besides this ambitious plan we also decided that at least oneof the two neighbouringpeaksof 
Abi Gamin and Mana could be attempted from the two BaseC;amps which would be set up.  
These two are the second and third highest peaks of thezanskar Range, the highcst bring 
Kamet. We deterrninrd, too, that it would really enthusc the reairnent i l a  recruit - a soldicr 



trainee-were also to reach the summit  of Kamet, a n d  given the fact that we had amongthr  
K u m a o ~ ~ i s  about half ;I dorcn rx1)ert skiers, \*,c added t o  our  list of goals a ski-descenr of 
Kanlet. In 1931. Holdsworth had skied parr of t h ~ .  way dowrl t h r  mountain and I reckoned 
wr had a good chance of now doing berter. Of course, a coniplete ski-descrnr of Kamet is not 
possible owing to a 1000-fool I-ock lace t)c,lo\v blci~tlr's Col, and another vrry sleep i c e ~ u l l y  
lo\z,r~ down bur the rcw of the ~ n o u n r a i ~ l  otlrrod arl exhilirra~irlg skiing prospect. Indians 
had  earlier set a world record 11). skiing d o w ~ ~  I'risul i r ~  1'376. Having discoverrd the 
tremendous thrill of such long ski-runs I hitcl betonic. very e ~ ~ t h u s i a s r i r  a l n ~ u t  trying these 
o n  some orher rnountai~is  as wrll. I'hib rnultipliciry o f  goals srrrnrned from our  desire that. 
once launched, the Kuniaon Rcgirnent s t ~ o ~ r l d  have a> lull a nlu~rntirin adtenture as 
possible. I was also. therefore, rather kren rhar \%rather and o t h e ~  conclitiorls prrrni~t ing,  
one of the litter members should attempt a solo cl imbof Kamet. Few solo cl imbsof  high 
mountains  have been attempted - Reinhold Messner beinga shining exception - for the 
simple reason that c l iml~ing  solo multiplies the risks involved a hundredfold. A relatively 
minor mishap or accident - a sprained ankle, for instance - can prove f a ~ a l .  Getting 
caught alone o n  a difficult pirch - wherea fellow climber's belay could havr got oneacross 
-could easily result i n  tragedy unless o n e  is not only a very competent climber butalso 
possesses very steady nerves. 'Then,too, there is the psychological barrier to  overcome, to 
climb high on  a high mounta in  with the awareness that one has noonee,lseto talk to, draw 
sustenance from another's strength or will when one's own is flagging. All in all ,  it 
socrndrd a v r r \  intrresting prospect. 

We dibpes>rtl (h211 day with O L I I -  broad goals set. Ranikhet would become the nerve 
cc~ntsr of our  ~,r-c.lx~sations. I took o\:rr the respo~lsibility of arrirnging for the e c l u i ~ ~ m e n t  
and i t  was dt.citied th;~t a srnall tram would I)e established in Delhi to assist rne with that and 
val-ious other paperwork and legwork arl expedition entails. Finally, a sum of Ks. l ..50,000 
was earmarked from the regimcwtal funds ;IS our  budget. I was dt.c.ply gratified by the 
hundred percent support and  backing of both Gen Kathpalia and Brig Issar; rnor; than 
hat,  their total involvement and enthusiastic encouragement. We were on .  

Ranikhet: March -April 1983 

As the volunteers f rom the various battalions of the Regiment began trickling in to  
Kanikhet. Capt  Suraj  Dalal, one of the twodeputy leaders, took them under hischargeand 
inducted them into the gruelling training programme he had worked out  toensure that our  
final team would consist of tough, trained climbers. 

During the first week, he daily put  them through two hours of route march, hill 
c l imbing and load carrying followed by familiarisation with the use of equipment and 
rope. Many of the volunteers had already artended courses in mountaineeringand for them 
it was a useful refresher spell. 

As the muscles hardened. Suraj  began to train them on  rocks near the Somnath 
Ground  which was desigllated as the Advance Tra in ing  Area. Rock-climbing was 
interspersed with long marches of 20-25 kilometres and with loads of 20-25 kgs o n  their 
backs. T h e  final team was selected by Satish Issar. Suraj and myself. 

T h e  team was essentially a youthful one with a few mountain-scarred veterans who 
lent it the right blend of experience. We selected twelve members - including a Deputy 
Leader - for each Axis. 

Captain Suraj  Bhan Dalal, 38, had served as a n  Instructor at High  Altitude Warfare 
School ( H A W S )  and had been a member of HAWS Expedition to Sickle Moon, the highest 



~ n o u n t a i n  in  Kishtwar Himalayas. H e  was appointed Deputy Leader in-charge ot the 
Western Axis ream. 

T o  lead o u r  t e a m o n  the Eastern Axis, we p ickedcapta in  D B T h a p a ,  w h o  had been one  
of the summiteers of the Indian Military Academy (IMA) Expedition to Kamet in 1982. 
Cool ,  c o m p e ~ e n t  a n d  remarkably mature at 29. 

T h e  other  members 01 the Western T e a m  were: 
Capt  R S Sambial  w h o  had successIully attended basic and  advance mountaineering 

courses at HAWS, a n d  also a ski ing course. 
Capt  Sanjay Agarwal, 24, w h o  had climbed Gor i  Chen  in Arunachal Pradesh. 
L t  Balwan Singh.  24, fo r  w h o m  the expedition would be the first taste of high 

m o ~ i n t a i n s .  But what  he lacked in.experience a n d  training, he more than made u p  in 
toughness a n d  enthusiasm. 

Subedar  (Sub)  Kura R a m ,  S M ,  was, in  contrast,  a n  old, experienced hand.  At 42, he had 
years ol mountaineering experience under  his belt. H e  had climbed extensively in  Bhutan 
a n d  Kashmir, a n d  had  been a very valuable member of the Indian Army Expedition to 
Kanchenjunga i n  1977. 

Naib  Subedar  ( N b  S u b )  Su l i  Maon had  successfully completed basic and  advance 
mountaineering courses at  HAWS. H e  is also a fineskiier and  had been a runners-up in the 
National  Ski Competi t ion.  H e  had been a member of the Army Karakol-am Expedition, 
1981, where he had climbed Sia Kangri. At 30, he seemed to have the right experience and  
the r ight  age to play a key role. 

Havaldar  ( H a v )  L a x m a n  S ingh ,  another  30-year old had  been with me  to Teraln 
Kaneri  i n  the Eastern Karakorams. H e  too had undertaken basic and ad\.arlce " 
mountaineering courses at  HAWS. 

Naik ( N k )  Dan  S i n g h  and  N k  Abhai  S i n g h  had also undergone basic mountaint>e~.ing 
courses at  HAWS. N k  Dan  S ingh ,  a t  28, presenteda pictureof toughness and ragernrss and 
Abhai  S ingh ,  31, looked as  sturdy and  s ~ e a d y  as lie turned out  to be. 

H a v  Jeet Bahadur Ram,  Nk Rajendra S i n g h  Dev a n d  Nk Khushal S ingh  had also 
attended mountaineering courses at  HAWS a n d  had emerged well from Dalal's [ raining 
regimen a t  Ranikhet .  

Major  G Ravinder Nath of Army Medical Corps had volunteered as one  of the two 
doctors of the expedition. H e  had been oneof  the first toarrive for the training, and  though 
new to high m o u ~ ~ t a i n s ,  he  had  trekked i n  the Central Himalayas. I n  the expeditior~ he 
played a role far exceeding that of the doctor and  became a n  integral member ot the team. 

Nk S C Patil  01 the Army Medical Corps was the nursipg assistant attached to Maj 
Ravinder Nath a n d  he  too responded ful ly to  even the non-medical demands placed upon  
h i m .  

Under  Capt  T h a p a  o n  the Eastern Axis were: 
Capt  Daljit  S ingh ,  new to the mountains  but a university-level boxer. T o u g h  and  

sturdy. 
L t  R S Bakshi, w h o  had climbed Kamet as a n  IMA Gentleman-Cadet in  1982, when 

T h a p a  too had  reached the summit .  
L t  R K Singh ,  had also been a Gentlman-Cadet  member of the IMA Kamet 

Expedition, 1982. 
S u b  Soban  S i n e h ,  VSM, had served as a n  Ins t runor  at HAWS and  had been a member 

01 the 1976 pre-Kanchenjunga expedition to Siniolchu. 
Hav  Rai  Pa l  was another  trained mountaineer w h o  had served as Instructor at HAWS. 

In  addi t ion,  he  had  won a n  all-India ski competition 
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Hav Lalit Mohan Mathpal, 32, another trained climber and Instructor at HAWS, 
Lance Naik (LNk)  Bharat Singh Pakharia, 27, Sepoys (Sep) Kabiraj Singh, 20, and 
Subllash Singh Khanka, 25, and recruits (Rect) Khim Singh and Mhathung Loth 
completed the Eastern Tearn. 

A list of the complete team, and their support groups is given in Appendix 1. 
For the selected members, the pattern of t r a i n ~ n g  was continued till the take-off day. 

T h e  latter part of the training was at Mana which was still snowbound and this gave the 
team a feel of snow and cold. ManaTraining Campalsoafforded theopportunity of filling 
in some vital gaps in the skills of some of the members because as Suraj put it. 'Many of the 
team didn't know any cooking and I detailed them to the kitchen tent for a couple of days 
eachl ' 

Delhi: April 1983 

l 'he budget sanctioned was indeed very generous so far  as Kumaon Kegiment's capa- 
city went. On  the other hand it was .minuscule for what we had in mind. Boots, for 
instance. Good climbing boots must lulfil several esselltlal conditions; they must be 
.waterproof but must also 'breathe', be warm yet light, be flexible but must have hard 
enough soles to take on  crampons which are essential for climbing ice surface. I had 
suffered in 1961, and know ot several other Indian expeditions that had casual- 
ties on account of inferior footwear. I wasn't e o i n ~  to compromise on this. The  kind 
ot boots we needed aren't manutactured in India. I thought of b u y ~ n g  spcond-hand ones 
from .Nepal, discards of foreign expeditions. I enquired and received a quotation of 
Rs30,OOO-Rs40,OOO. T h a t  was clearly too expensive for us. I was in extreme quandary. 
T h e n  I thought o l  the boots we had imported [or the Kanchenjunga Expedition. They were 
five to six years old by now but I still had moreconfidence in these than in any Indian ones. 
1 made a weekend trip to C;ulrnatg where they were stored and was greatly relieved to find 
them in satisfactory condition.Only after Igot actual possession of these, and had put them 
in a truck for Ranikhet, did I finally feel that our expedition was on. 

II anything, the high altitude climbing clothes we needed proved an even more severe 
budgetary problem. T h e  ideal insulation from a climbing point o l  view is provided by 
eiderdown - the aown ol  a N ~ I - t h  Sea duck called eider. It is extrmely good insulation 
material, and ex~remrly light. Ever since theeat l y  explorations of rhepoles, eiderdown had 
remained the first choke [or arc-tic or mountain clothing notwithstanding the remarkable 
technological advancemerit in the field ol  synthetic materials. T o  equip twenty-five 
membel-s with c01n131ete do~711 outfits - down gloves. down jackets, down sleeping bags, 
doivn what-have-you - \vould have ruined 11s financially. Each set cost about Ks 10,000; 
add another Rs 10,000 for import duty - alas, such clothing is also not yet made in India - 
and we wel-e faced with a figurr of hall;i million rupees. -That would put ouraccountsvery 
much in the red. C:onfrc>nted with suc 11 insolubles I have often despaired For Indian 
climbers. As in the past, we set about making compromises, and I decided we could afford 
only six co~nplete srts. rhree tor e;~ch Axis. These ~8o11ld be used by the highest climbing 
members, and handed over- t o  otliers as the le;~d changed. l 'hcn a visit to rhe oltice of the 
Cmntroller of Imports and Exports.arld wrobraineci a waiver of import duty on these. Total 
outlay: Rs 50,000. 

?'hen, thrcr chcers [or 11ldia. The ;~rmy's Ski Trooper Slerpi~ig  Hag is lovely. light and 
warm. 'The j;~c krtb ~rbcd l)\. rllc arm!, at high altitude5 are very rval m too. 'I'hese would have 
to do  despitc tltei~ bulk ;~ntl  \vright - 1 to 5 kg. I n  f;ict ,  t)ccausc. 01 the t)ulk, thC members 
fourtd thcsr \c~~vcd ; I \  rxrcllent ~)i l lo\vs ~vhen  I)~rnc:hrcl ul,. BLII lot- rnattressrs wtl;lgain had 
ro look I O  lorcign \~~l>l,licb. \L'I. \\,elc- ; I I ) I ~  ro o b r a i ~ ~  bornr kapok ones l r o ~ n  within the 



country but we bought second-hand Karrimats in Nepal; extremely light closed-cell foam 
mattresses which provide excellent insulation from the ice and snow surface on which tents 
are pitched in the mountains. Also. these can hc rolled u p  and carried with ridiculousease. 
T h i s  is a far cry from thedays 01 our  earlier expeditions when air  mattresses were in vogue, 
and  alongwith them cold backsides as these wrrc pront, to punctures. Windproof cloth of 
decent quality is now made i n  India, and [his i sa  big help lor India11 climbingexpeditions. 
Wind  blows away the thin layer of warmth  hat the human Injdy generates around itself. 
T h e n ,  having laid bare the body, it multiplies the tbflect of cold. For instance, a temperature 
of -3 degree Centigrade at  45 kilometeres-an-hour-wind. is exacerha~ed to a n  effective-9 
degree Centigrade; wind-chill factor, which is why wind-protection is vital. Wehscovered, 
and  were able to hire, windprool parkas with hoods from a new source, the Kumaon 
Mandal Vikas Nigarn who have built u p  stoles for ihe Indian pilgrims who go  to Kailash 
and Mansarovar. 'l'hc hirecharges weresteep, but still it wascheaper than having to buy the 
large number. we required. 

Meanwhile, the regimental ladies at Ranikhet had also been put to work. Satish had 
charged the atmosphere to  a high pitch and  the women organized themselves and knit 
furiously. Well within the schedule, they had ready for us  heaps of balaclavas and  woollen 
gloves. T h o u g h  we had eider mittens Ior the high teams, we wouldeven then need woollen 
gloves underneath for mittens are too clumsy for technical c l iml~ing  where handholds have 
often to be felt for. Such work can be done in woollen gloves; Ieeling around ice and ice 
rock-surfaces at high altitudes with bare hands is, 01 course, asking lor certain troublf!. 

Camping  equipment  and  lur l ;  again we had t o  make d o  with what we could hire o r  
obtain as Army issue T h e  alternative was to g o  broke even before putting ;I foot on  Kad!et 
for we needed thirty two-men tents, and each of these cost around Rb-l,000. \\'c decided to 
make d o  with the army's own Arctic Tent .  CVe also took along ten experinirntal pup-tents. 
T h i s  made our  tentage much heavier and I hoped we would he lucky arld get plenty of 
porters, some of whom could be persuaded to carry to  the higher camps on  the n l o ~ ~ n t a i n .  
Also, there still seemed'no alternative to the smelly, bulky keroseneoil in the matter of fliel. 
Co~int less  must be the number of Indian expeditions which have suffered - often their 
chances of success cruelly eliminated - on  account of faulty pr imus stoves at higher assault 
camps. My own experience leads me to distrust Indian stoves and matches above21,000 feet. 
Gas lighters must always be carried. and wecan only hope that oneday we will have butane 
gas stoves as easily available as they are in  the west. These are light, reliable, throw-away 
and  non-contaminating. We chided Indian Oil  Corporation about this and  they came u p  
ivith a lew small gas cy linders, heavy considering their useful life but may prove to be a start 
towards a solution to the fuel problem. 

O n  tht, food front, army- stores provided the basics and staples. For the specialities, we 
knocked on  kindly doors. Shri Aru~lachalam, Finance Advisor to the Ministry of Defence. 
got us great quantities of excellent special dehydrated food, like cooked chappatis, lialwa 
etc. frorri Deience Food 12;rbo~ ;ltories in Mysore. klohan Meakins camp u p  with Rs 15.000 to 
Rs20.000 \vorth ol juices with the company's compliments. Dehydration is a constant 
source of ansirty in the ~riountains  becaube in (.old clinlate the palatc cloes not rrgibter the 
fluid loss that the body suffers. M'atel- is often ~ ~ n ; ~ p p e a l i l ~ g  but juices are not. .Apart from 
rrplacing the water lost bv the body, thr  high bug;~l- coritent of fruit juice is a lsoan estellent 
source of quick-energy glucose. Chocolate is anothel.escelIt.nt quick-energy food, and goes 
down very well with most climbers. After some initial reluctar~ce. C:adbury's I-esponded 
with a very generous gilt o f  eclairs and \,arious kinds 01 chocc?lates, and we had saved 
jnother Rs8,000 01. so. For high altitude carnps - above20.000-footle\-el - ~ve .~ lso  bought 
~ i scu i t s ,  soups and sonit* raisins. hlohan hleakins also gifted us a batch of 'space food' 



sl,eci;~l, ready-to-ear canned Indian food like pulao, biryani, and somevegetabledishes. We 
Io~rnd thesc excellent. We only had to warm these a little before eating, even cold they were 
quite palatable. I don't see our  astronauts losing weight in space1 

A s  it wrls all collected, theequipment, food andclimbing gear was sent of toRanikhet in 
a coi ivo~ 01 tr~rcl is.  

Ranikhet: April  1983 

l ' h c  days became clearer. Open blue skies andalready one could feel the warmth of spring 
in the coursirig breeze. T h e  view became unobstructed and the chain of Garhwal 
mountains - the lamed view of Trisul, Nanda Devi etc - was visible till well into theday. 
And the team's training went on.  Already they were fitter and were running, jumping and 
~ .appr l l ing  with growing ease. and even some elan. 

Training session over, Suraj and his team members would then supervise the arrival 
and p;rcking of the stores. Everything had to be meticulously listed and then packed in 
por-rrr-loads of 20-25 kg. classified as to which one were meant for the approach march, the 

seemed to be needed. 



Delhi : May 1983 

'I 'm going to get married. It's all arranged. the dates and  all. I wouldlike to, but I just carl't 
come along o n  the expedition, sir, Captain Sambial unexpectedly turned u p  at my honie 
one  weekend when I had believed the entire team was training in Ranikhet. H e  looked 
anxious. caught o n  the horns of a dilemma. I persuaded him to go  to Ahmednagar and talk 
h ~ s  fiancee into agreeing to a postponement of their wedding. 'You can't let the regiment 
down.  can you? ' I played upon  the samesentinientsas hadearlier proved sosuccesslul with 
me. 

' G o  o n  to Ahmednagar and don't  worry about leave. 1'11 take care of that with your 
C . 0  ' I assured him. 

I didn ' t  want any changes in  our  team at the last moment. Capt  Sambial wouldn't be 
able to join the rest of the boys for training but there seemed n o  wav around that. 

Kathrnandu: 22-23 May 1983 

I spent two days with Maj A C Chopra buying the climbing gear and Karrimats. Also. 
ropes for climbing and fixed-ropes, about  10,000 lee1 of these. T h e  Western 'Team had in 
store a very great deal of technical climbing. so we also bought rock and  ice pitons of 
various sizes; pitons strong eriough to arrest falls of u p  to 50,feet when hammered securely 

11 was into the m o ~ l n t a i n  face . Expansion bolts, rock drill, karabiners, jumars, hammers ... . 
a l a i ~ l y  lolrg list 1,111 we rnanagvcl to get all that we needed in two days of non-stop activity. 
For good me,rurc.. also bought a dozrn headlamus: small torches that can be strappccl 
o n t o  ttle lol-ehead h - ~ t h  a wide, r l a s t ~ c  headbiind. Maybe, we'd have to work o n  somc 
sections a t  night to avoid Ialling stones ... 

Leaving Maj Chopra to load and  shepherd all the stufl by a truck toRanikhet,  I barely 
managed to catch my return flight to Delhi. 

Delhi: 24  May 1983 

I reached home at  10.30 p.m. keeping my fingers crossedabout our  film. It was there. Plenty 
of it. Maj Inder J i t  had managed to obtain all our  requirement and had delivered it earlier 
that afternoon. 

I finished my personal packing well after midnight. In  beween. I calledKapil o n  the 
phone, waking him from sleep to remind him to request Films Division to teach him the 
working of the 16 m m  movie camera, I had appointkd him to be the cameraman for the 
Western Axis since Capt Sambial,  the earlier choice, was away from the scene trying to 
smooth out  domestic trouble even before he was married. 

Lucknow: 25 May 1983 

Thecentral  command,  especially Lt Gen H C Dutta,PVSM,had helped us a lot inpu t t ing  
together the expedition in  a short duration of just two months. S o  before leaving for Kamet 
I decided to pay a visit to Lucknow to thank the staff in general, and the General in 
particular. 

A simple but solemn ceremony was organised whrn  1 was given thecentral  Command 
Flag by Gen  Dutta to be put  on  the top of Kamet. Gerl Kathpalia who hadespecially flown 
for this function to Lucknow, took this opportunity to present the Kumaon Regimerital 
Flag. 



1-0 [he media of I.uckllow, I gavc thC objerti\.es of oirr espedirion as follows: 
1 )  'To make a serious attempt on Kamet from the Eastern side, 
2)  To reronnoitrr [he Ct'estrrn route, anti 
3) T o  ski down if the slopes pet-mitted. 

T h e  same evening I lell f o r  Ran ikhe~ ,  from where I was picked u p  t)y a helicopter and 
drposited in Joshimath. 



F 
o r  me  Joshimath was a n  exquisite interlude between the frenetic&shingaroundof 
the previous week, and  the hard effort we had to put in  during the weekahead. O u r  
mountain was just behind and  around thewooded hills,no morr  than twenty miles 
as  thecrow flies,but I didn't  think about it  very much in the mild,sunlit weather. 

T h e  hillside was coming alive after the winter; there weren't any flo\r~ers yet but the leaves 
o f  the plants and  trees glowed in green arid the heather shone in rust. I ' h e a i r  wasclear and I 
breathed in deeply of its nourishment. A little below where wr  were in a n  army mess, the 
road dipped rathrr sterply to seek out the Alaknanda again which i t  had lelt when i t  rose u p  
the mountain and on it5 left l~arik in  quick switt-h backs just a few kilo~rietres before 
Joshimath. Ncar J o ~ h i r n ; ~ ~ h ,  the gorge Alaknantla c.urs is a narro~r.,  rocky one, and 
Alaknanda itsell is b r t o ~ n i ~ ~ g  more a ~ n o u ~ ~ t a i n  torrent than a rnvuntain river-. And so to be 
at a less asphyxiating position. the town of Josh i~na th  ~ i s e s  highrr  or1 the right side ol the 
mountain which flanks Alaknanda; high e n o ~ r g h  until it cornmantls quilt, a vista and 
expanse. 

Joshimath is a n  almost inevitable halting plac-e for anyone who comes along this 
mountain road of Garhwal. For the pilgrims who throng to Badr-inath with their uuly 
astonishing devotion and ardour, it is a back-breaking twelve-hour bu5 ride from Kishikesh 
at  the foot of the Shivalik hills. In their small and cramped buseb they have follcwed the 
Ganga from their start, early at  dawn. It is a curious fact that it is this road to Joshimath - 
a n d  Badrinath - that follows the holy river of the Hindus u p  from Rishikesh. T h e  road to 
Gangotri,  o n  the other hand, takes a sharp. right-angle turn to the left as ir (.limbs steeply 
from Rlshikesh towards Narendranagar, the summer capital of the erstwhile rulers 01 
Tehr i ,  one 01 the three districts oI Garhwal, and lollows the dry, rot-ky bed oI a rain-led 
watercoul-se. And o n  this road to Gangotri one does not nieet the C;anga, or Bhagirathi as 
she is the11 called, ~ ~ n t i l  over eighty kilometres away. 

T h e  road to J o s h i ~ n a t h  loltorvs thc Ganga into the mountains. ant1 at Dev Prayag, 
some 60 kilometres above. two equally po\verful currents k ~ . t o ~ n e  one, the Cianga. T h e  
westerly o f  the two is Bhagirathi, the one considered to be the main. holv Ganga bursting 
forth from the snout of the Gangotri Glacier a t  Gaumukh and worshipped by millionsof 
Indians. But at Dev Prayag who can say which is the C;anga. At Drv Pr;r!ag d~iyone can be 
forgiven for mistaking the A l a k n a ~ ~ d a  as the Gang;!. lor hrl-e thr! ;II-c both equally powerful 
and  one is i n  n o  way less than the other. 

O n  the road between Rishikesh - at the base of the Shivaliks - and Badrinath, thereare 
in  all five such conflirences - pra\ags, as thry al-r k ~ i o w n .  Severitv kilorrietres beyorid Dev 
Prayag is Rudra Prayag. where the Marldakini joins Iorc-es \\.ith .-\l:rkr~anda. Alandakini has 
its origin in the Kedarnath mountains, and the motor road ' to  liedarnath also bifurcates 
here I r o ~ n  the one that goes o n  to Joshirnath ;rnd Badr-inath. liedarnath Shrine is oneof thr  
twelve rnost sacl-ed temples of Sliiva and Kirdra is one 01 the many names by which this 
formidable god is k n o w ~ i .  Beyond, a t  li;lrna P r ~ y a g ,  th r  Pindar Irolitking do \v~i  I r o ~ n  the 



. . (  
famous  Pindari Glacier joins Alaknanda. and t l ~ c n  at N ; ~ n d  Prayag i t  i \  M a n t l ; ~ h i ~ ~ i  \ \ , l ~ i c  11 
merges with Alaknanda.  Vishnu P~-ayag ,  rhr Iifth 111-ayag, lies t)rr~,c.en ,Jo~hirn: t~Ii  
a n d  Badrinath and  here i t  is the ttrrn of Dhanli C;anga to lost, i t h c * l f  in r l l c .  rnigll- 
tier Alaknanda,  or Vishnu Ganga as i~ is now callrd. Each of tlicst. I,r;1\;lg\ i\ 11oI\ in 
i t sown bra).; each I I ~ I ~  tcnil)Ic\ to \at,io11\ god, ,111ci ( I ( , I ~ I C S ,  ; I I I ( I  \ I )  I I I O  ( . , I(  11 I I , I \  I I I , I I I \  '111 

in tr iguing Irgcnd as\ociatctl \vith i t .  Intic~c~tl, t11c \ \ , I I o I I . o I  <;.l1 h \ , .~l  1, L I I I I \ \  11  111 ,1111 I ( . I I I  1o1(. 
as Kedarkhar~tl anti it i \  \;lit1 t l ~ ; r r  in r l ~ i \  rcgloll I C I I I ~ ) ~ I . ~  , I (  r ~ l . r l l \  O I I I I I O I I I ~ ) I . I  1 0 c  k \ !  

C;arhwaI, ii101ig \v i t I i  K I I I ~ ~ ~ O I I ,  lie\ 111 111c ( ; V I I ~ I : I I  ~ I I I I I ; I ~ , I \ : I \  \ \ , J I I (  1 1  \]):l11 O I I I \  3 5 0  
k i l o m e t r e  of the mighty ?.:,00 k i l o r n r t ~ - c - l o ~ ~ ~  I l ~ ~ r i , t l . ~ \ ; ~ ~ .  I t  I \  ,111 ~ ~ i c r c ~ t l i l ) l \  I ) ( . .~~ l t i l~ l l  
mounta in  country. I'hcsc a le  I ~ i g h .  \not\,-rn;rntletl r n o ~ ~ ~ ~ t a i ~ ~ s ,  gl,~c I I * I \  r l1.11 g ~ \ ( .  I IS(. 1 0  t l ~ c ~  
mighty rivers C;anga ;rnd l ' a l r ~ ~ r ~ ~ a ,  ( l c ; ~ ~  I:~kcs, p a \ ~ u ~ c . \ .  I I I T . ~ .  I)iltls ;111cl thr  \ ' :III~,v 01  
Flowers. European,  anti I)ar tic I I ~ ; I I  I \  Kri~ish.  rla\c.llt .r~ dt~liglrtt~ti in <; ; l1  I1\v~11. ~ O I I I I ) ; I I . I I ~ ~  1 1  

very favoura1)l) wirh th(. hcbt rh;lt ~ l l r  ,Ill,\ I ; I I I  ofic.1. H I I I  ~ , \ ( , I I  t)c.forc. 111c111. 111c.  : \ I ) ; I I I \  



celebratrd I!ttarakliancl in a qu i t e  diller-ent \ v ; I ~ .  I'hey anointed it t h e ~ r  temple-land, (or 
\vhe~-' elbe could  gods br  e ~ ~ b l i r i r ~ r d  but in the ~na je s t \  . ~ n d  g r d n d e u ~  olC;arli\val. T h e n  e\,en 
a s  :I sucre>sioti o l  Kolii l l ;~s a n d  <;url\Iia\ fought  ior burrrainty. the H i n d u  gods reigned 
rcs l~lendent ly  in  t l~ese  er~\ , i ronh.  In  the e ighth  c.rntIrr\. Shankarachal-ya trekked here from 
th(> so~rtl iet-n t i p  ot t h r  s u b - c o n t i ~ ~ r n t  seeking light and.  so it is said,  l ound  it in Jos l i i~na th .  
t h r n  c ;~l led  J y o t i ~ r n a t h ,  the Inonaster). of l ight.  

'l'lirn, wise and shining,  he led a tountt-y-\\ , ide H i n d u  rrnaisbance. First lie went to 
Bacl~in;rtli and re-established in the ternplc the dvity that had I ~ e e ~ i  l l ung  in to  therivet,  and  
w1ie1-c it had la in ,  s ~ n o o t h e d  a n d  scl-uljbrd by the rush ing  waters. And  Badrinath became 
holier t han  ever beiore, a beacon to all  H indus ,  the pi lgr image of p i lgr in~ages .  



No\v  the p i l g ~ i n i s  r l o ~ m a l l \ .  halt at Joshirnath for th r  night o n  the i~-  j o ~ ~ l - n c y  t o  
Hadrinath.11 is a long  enough  drive from Rishikesh i n  the bus - over twelve hours -and at 
GO00 lee1 i t  is ;I rnolr. hobpitablr night-halt than the inlinitely r o l d r ~  Batlr-in;itli, \chic-I~ is 
over 10,000 Lert. AI that height,  the holy ternple-town c.oultl a150 posr. all ,rlt i t~~iic. j)~-oblrrn 
o r  t\vo to  solnr of I he dcvotcrs, marly oC \vhonl ;ire eldcrly and h ; ~ \ - c  nr.\.er hc~lo~-c. t1t.c.11 r\.eri to 
Io\~rrr  hills, Irave alunc t o  t h r  haw o l  lnighr) snow-tappet1 t I i r l ~ ; ~ l ; ~ \ a ~ ~  ~ n o u n t : r i ~ ~ s .  And so 
the 11usr.s tira\\: u p  for the night  a long rhc sides o l  the road a n d  rh(. stiM, wc;ir-). t~;~vel lers  
di51nount. WI-ap  themselves in t l ~ e i r  woollen sha\\,ls a n d  mclt ab.a): vrr-y. \.tary quickly into 
the roadside. dhab0.c f o ~  a hot meal and then, equally rapidly. into the serais and  
dharam~lrn1a.c for the night.  It is a truly fasc inat ing sight; IIOW the borr~nolent bazar colnes 
alive as  the tonvo)  o l  I~user starts arriving in the late afternoon light,  disgorges their 
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ha t lg i r~g  glatict- atici totall!. rxposcd to the likely path o l a n y  avalanches that might break 
olf I h t w .  

Could  11it.1-r br  ;I third possible alternalivc by lollowing the glacier around the West 
Ridge to Kamc~t's Not-th-West Face, a n d  then strtke u p  for Meade's Col from its western 
slopes? Once i I t  [ h e  &l. ourrolr te  would then link u p  with the normal route to Kamet and 
follow the North Ridge to the summit .  If this were possible, the two teams would follow the 
same route f rom Meade's Col. a t  23,500 feet, to the summit .  But there was n o  way ol 
knowing  whether this was a possibility a s  we were now near the unbl-oken range of 
mounta ins  which Iorms the border with Tibet.  T h e  valley had narrowed down and  
climbing. the chopper  was closing i n  o n  its safety limits, both of altitude and  
manoeuvrability. and  so  we returned for Joshimath,  not all that much  wiser about  the 
routr .  

'We will have to decide about  the route when we actually get there, sir, ' Suraj remarked 
when we landed. ' T h e  inlantr! can't  expect to solve its problem from the air.' 

I was impt  esscd by C;ipt Dalal's tough.  pragmatic a p p r o G h .  H e  was not deterred even 
when  the porter contt;hrtot brought the nrws that he had so far lnanagedonly a thirdof the 
porters we needed for the b'estern Axis. 

' L r t  me  start tomorrow with a n  ad\,arlce party to open the route,' urged Suraj.  'Tha t  
\<a)- \ye sIi;111 start making  some progress.' 

T h e  ad\!ance parties having taken off from Joshimath,  the rush o f  events of the past few 
days markedly slowed down.  Suddenly Ior the lirst t ime in weeks time seemed to move by 
liesurely. O f  course there was much  go ing  o n ,  what with thedaily transportation ol loads to 
the road-heads o n  either side, setting u p  of commtrnication lines between Ranikhet and  
Josh imath  o n  the o n e  hand ,  a n d  Joshirnath and  the two axes or1 the other, rounding u p  01 
porters, solving of nunierous last-minute snags but.  h a v i n ~  experienced thesr almost 
inevitable labour pains ofHimala: ,an expeditions Inany times earlict-. I could be somewhat 
detached a n d  sa\,our the joys of being back in the rno~inrain\ .  'I'Ilt. vanguards of the 
expeditior? were now the charge of yoirnger. fitter, toughet-. Kumaonis, and I gratefully let 
L t  Col  A K S i n h a  a n d  Capt  Ashok Mall wrestle with tlir ,icl~ninisttative rail and  allowed 
myself to roan)  a round  a lit t lr ,  and  rny tnernorirs \v;~r~i lr t .  

L o o k i n g  OI I I  towards Hadrinath Irom Joshirnath, rllt~r-c. is a wooded a n d  rheerftrl hill, 
rounded and  Irietidly, that looks uncanrlily likc a n  elrl)h;ltlt, ;inti aptly c-alled Hath i  Parbat.  
But tt131 is wher(a a11 a ~ - t v i : ~ r !  arid roundriess ends, fal- btyond risrs a morintairi chain ol a 
completr l ) .  dillrrt~rlt  c1iaractt.r-broken, b;~rc rorky spires thrusting upward in jaggrd 
edges, piercing the evcming c-loucl 1n;lbsrs. 'This range clrarly hints at tlir barren, high-  
mounta ln  country beyond; there alread! is a n  echo o f  mcnace.of advrntute .  O u r  \Vrbtrrn 
R o u t e  lips that way. As does Badtin;ith. 

T h e r e  are  li\,e temples associated ~ i t h  Badrinath, called P ; ~ n r h  Bailri --Raj Badri. Yog 
Badri. Dhvan Badri. Narasinha Badri and Bhlr\,ishya Badri. Nat ;~sinha Badri dt~set-\,c\ out 
special attention. Olie  a rm of tlie idol Narasinhir at Jobhimat11 which i5 orle o l  the P:itich 
Badri, is growing thiriner day by d;ly. 'l 'he day i t  falls off or d i sap l~er r~s ,  tllc I O ' I ~  10 

Badrinath will br closed by a landslide which \<ill d;im u p  t h r  rivrr \ ' i shnu Gang;) arid thy 
temple a t  Badrinath will get submerged in water. T h r   lace 01 t h r  lanclsliclc will I)? t\r,o 
miles br lorr  C;ohind G h a t  a n d  has been narned P ; ~ t ~ n i a l .  Nar and  Nar;r)-;~na will also join. 
T h e  new t tmple  at Bhavishya Badri near Tapo\ ,an  will become the main shrine. 

Or) 30 May I dtove u p  from Joshimath to  o u r  Mana <:amp at the ro;rtllleacl, ;I little way 
above Badrirlath. Evcn before Hadrirlatti, my eyes werc itievit;rbl)- drawrn 1 0  th r  majestic. 
Nilakaritha, tht, mountain 01 such t r iumph and  tragcd) for tny stn;ill tram ~n 1962. And 
hcrr  it 1, ,is, unchanged, unchanging,  grand. I have h~rndr r i i so l  nicrures of its rnagnilicence 



and  still took hundreds more. T h e n  over the next twoor threedays1 wandered about in this 
holy region. Not just the Badrinath temple, but all the boulders andcaves and waterfalls are 
holy here. This ,  it is said, is the locale of the last act in the lives of the five Pandavas, the 
mighty and  noble warrior kings who won a victory for righteousness in  the war of 
Mahabharata. 

A huge concave boulder is Vyas Gupha ,  the cave where Rishi Vyasa is said to have 
composed the epic which he dictated to that [abulous god Ganesl~a,  who wrote it all down 
sitting in  another cave nearby called Ganesh Gupha .  A little above the Mana village is the 
tumultuous gorge of Saraswati, which we shall Iollow on  our  approach march to our  
Western Base Camp,  and which merges in tov ishnu  Ganga near the village. I took a walk 
u p  along the Vishnu Ganga and after a few kilometres the vista of Bhagirathi and 
Satopanth Glaciers opened up; the icy highway we had followed when we climbed 
Nilakantha. I looked that way a long moment, into memories of unremitting cold and 
sweet success.Nearby, the Vasudhara. Falls descended in a shining sheet of steel, now a solid 
mass and then drawn into finer strands. T h e  waters hurtle down for over400 feet and a large 
area underneath is centuries-wet but legend has it that the Pandavas had a bath in  its waters 
so not even a d rop  of it will fall upon  an impure one even if such a one stood directly 
underneath. We clamberd u p  a slope still clad in  its winter snow to take pictures, and  were 
reassured by the cold spray that hit  us. 

U'e turned back in the late afternoon. Near Mana a mule grazed peacefully by a stone 
wall. T h e  little bell round its neck tinkled gently and the mellow light of the sun cast it in  
tones o f  eternity. O u r  footfalls seemed to fall softer andeven the unreligiousamong uswere 
strangely moved into quiet. T h e  first lamp lights of Badrinath shone clearly in the dusk, 
and  the sentinels of the shrine - Nar Parbat and Narayan Parbat, the mountain of Shiva 
and  the mountain of Vishnu - were dissolving into the mysteries oI darkness as wereached 
Mana Camp.  

T h e  camp had been set u p  a little short of Mana village, by the side of a road just below 
the temple dedicated to the village lass who could not keep to herself the secret of the 
unimaginable treasure she had stumbled upon. A spirited young thing, she had once 
followed her nimble-footed and  wandering sheep u p  to the glacier region of Nar Parbat. 
She must have walked fast and climbed strongly half way around the mountain, for that is 
where the hanging glacier called Kuber juts out in icy blueness from the mountainside. But 
then distance and altitude are the concerns of scientisrs and mountaineers, hardly those of 
youthful legendary heroines. 

S o  this young Mana shepherdess found herself in  the domain of Kuber - the divine 
treasure-keeper of the gods - and there came upon precious stones, rubies and diamonds, 
pearls and sapphires that n o  woman could ever even have dreamt of in  her dreams. Dazed. 
then delighted, she bent over to gather all she could. T h e  divine treasure-keeper finally 
realized the human trespass. His command from the heavens froze the girl into stillness. 
'You shall not tell anyone of what you have chanced upon, '  the disembodied but all- 
powerful voice ordered. 'Nothing at all, or you shall come to grief. Now take a souvenir or 
two and go  away. And never try to come back here.' 

T h e  poor girl was frightened out o f  her wits but with theextraordinary resilienceof the 
young she hurriedly gathered a precious stone or two, and collecting her flock together 
quickly drove them down the slopes. Not until the stone roofs of the houses of blana came 
into sight could she begin to relax. T h e  power of the mighty voice from the heavens had 
truly terrified her. But, there, now she could see the narrow, winding lanes of her village, 
and  her friends and others going about their daily chores. T h e  scene of everyday normalcy 
gave her courage and she sat down o n  a rock to get a hold on herself, and to gaze in utter. 
disbelieving joy at the dazzling treasure she had gathered; a large, glowing stone in each 



hand.  Her  fear evaporated ;~ltnost as suddenly a s  it Iiad descrn(1cd uj,o~t l t ( , t ,  10 I)(.  rc*plilc-erJ 
byexuberance. She had had a n  adventure n o  other could ever have had; imagine, she hadric h 
evidence of having seen the treasure o l  [he  gods! Anti, th;rt voice. from rhr sky! I l o w  it had 
stopped her dead in her t ~ a c k s ,  rooted her to the \pot lvith a Ir;lt t h ; ] ~  h ; ~ d  ~)t.rme;~teti her 
very being . Surely others wsould have heal-tl rhar voicc. too. 11lr \()ice \\hit11 scerned 
loud rriough to girdle the ral-[h. All ~ h r  vill;~gr \vould ask he1 at)out i r ;  w l i r r e w a s h e w h r r i  
it had spoken. But blie had to keep th' sec-ret co~nl~ le te ly  in\.iol;~te, she scoldcd hersell. 
reminded of thc srern warning.  She  mustn't  ever) whisprr a w o ~ t l  of i~ to anybody, not even 



to  the best of her friends from whom she otherwi\t~ had rio sec.rets. 7'oday's advc.nrtt~.rs she 
must press tightly withill herself; if one diwbryt.tl the gods, the ~ ~ u n i s h m e r i t  would br 
unbearably sevc3re. . . 

T h e  punish~neri t  was severe, and  meted out  swiftly. I-1c.r village proplr  wercslc)pped in 
their rush u p  the rnou~itain by complete darkness in the middle of what had k e n  a clear. 
sunny day; a total darkness followed by av;rlanch(,s that urnr  roaringdown themountain's 
higher slopes with a noise and thunder not known since tlie epic-(.lash of the Mahabharata. 
T h e  simple Bhotia folk, born and raised among high rnountairi5, had never ct.e~i nor heard 
o f  such furies. It  was the [ace of prnlaya.  the cataclysm itself, they told each olher. And in 
utter panic: and  rout they fled, rolled and  tumbled d o w ~ t  the gradient, then rushrd illto their 
huts  and  crouched under overhangs, but surely it was pitifully inatlequate protcction 
against the mountain that followedlhem. They crouched and waited for hours but nothing 
at all happened. Gradually they stirredout into the lanesand pathways in ones and twosat 
first, and then more and  more ofthem, slowly filling u p  in  hec centre of village, peering u p  
apprehensivily at Nar Parbat. T h e  evening glow gave it a look of utter quiet. It stood as it 
always had, firm. strong and unmoving. N o t a  stone seemed out of place. But then whatever 
became of the avalanche that looked capable of ending the world. T h e  growing murmurs 
died down as each one came to the same realization and instantly a new knowledge grew in 
them all,  not a superstition, not a myth or a legend, but knowledge itself, knowledge based 
on  what they had all lived through that day. T h a t  girl was right; she had indeed chanced 
upori the treasure of the gods. She had been where n o  human should have been, o r  would 
t,\;rr reach again. Her youthful excitement had bubbled over and she had whispered the 
secret to her best friend, under all sorts of oaths of secrecy o l  course. And her friend, half in 
disbelief, half in excitement had similarly breathed it to another, and another . .  . AI1 of  the 
villagers, save the young girl ,  had gone u p  for the treasure that day. All of them, save the 
girl, were saved. T h e  girl ,  the Iree-spirited keeper of the sheep, was found dead that strange 
evening. N o  one could understand the cause of her death, for she was quite unmarked. 
Actually, n o  one really tried to. Instead, the next day they began raisinga small memorial to 
her at  the foot of Nar Parbat. And, as  is only to be expected in this valley of gods, over the 
years the memorial turned into a temple. 



WESTERN AXIS 

N 
o ,  there is n o  way this way.' Suraj  Dalal called o u t  cheerfully to Balwan, 
Maon a n d  Lakpa. 'We'll have to g o d o w n  a n d  cl imb upover  theglacier.' T h e  
others groaned naturedly a t  the prospect of losing some hard gained a1 titude 
by their gamble i n  cl imbing the slopes to the left or the West Kamet Glacier in  

a n  at tempt to f ind a shorter, direct route  to C a m p  I which was obviously lost; they stood 
h i g h  above the glacier with n o  easy way down.  Below, looking down the way they had 
cl imbed they could  see the Base C a m p  o n  the flat snow-covered plain of Ghastoli.  In front, 
the s lope tumbled down to the left bank of  the glacier. But there was plenty of soft snow o n  
that steep slope, clearly unsafe fo r  the heavily laden porters. They  sat down for a rest, laugh- 
i n g  a n d  chat t ing despite the prospect o f  having to retrace their steps. They  felt fit and  
excited to  be o u t  i n  the lead o n  this new route to Kaniet. 

From the Base C a m p  at Ghastoli t l l C  hotrlt1t.1- strr\vn terminal moraint. of the \\'ebtcrn 
Kamet Glacier is a l ~ o u t  a k i l o m e t r c ~ ' ~  walk a long  the left bank o l  Saraswali. T h e  g l ; ~ c i e ~  
irsell is almost vxactly at l ight angles t o  th r  Sar;~swati ,  a ninery degree turn to the right as 
o n e  \v;alks u p  fl-otn C;hastoli. I 'hc S ; ~ r a \ ~ , ; r t i  ; ~ n d  the \\'cstern liarnet Cilacier thus fo rm two 
sides o f  ;I right ang l rd  triangle ;rrrd llalal and  his pathfinders had been after thehypotenuse 
of this 11-iangle i n  a n  effort t o  find tht. shot-resr route r o  C a m p  I .  Only ,  the hypoten~rse ran 
 bout a thousand leer above ~ h r  I-rst o f  t h r  triirnglc and now the) were. literally, left to cool 
thcir heels o n  the snow-pc.rch. 

'Balwan,  didn ' t  anybody c w r  teach you nrvrr  to be ternpted by short-cuts in. the 
mounlains? It is a very basic r ~ r l r . '  c-racked llalal in mock-anger arid mock-admonishment. 

'You lorget, sir, that I ;rIn riot a t ra i r~rd  rnount;rineer like you, '  rcturned L1 Balwan 
gr inn ing  cherrlully, 1,-ith nor even a tract. o f  tirednebs o n  his tough fare. 

'\Y(.ll in tllat casr remind us 10 makt. sure never to bring u p  a novic.t. agai11.' Ilalal is 
cluitc in\-inc il)lt. a t  rq)artt>t.. 'S r r  how much t4lort this riovic-c has cost us.' he tontinuc3d, 
turni rig t o  Xlaon ancl 1-akpa w h o  h;rd brc.11 l i s t rn i~ lg  10 this exchange in growing 
; ~ r l ~ u w r n t ~ r ~ t  a n d  mir111. 'l'tit>ri r i s i l ~ g  ~o his frrt ,  <:;~pt S B Dalal led thcS way back down the 
\vay lie had led rheni all u p  in thc l i r b t  pl;rct. tvi t l~ his light,  s~rrc-footctl. measured tread; Ird 
thtxrn nearly all th r  way down to wllt.rr the tt.rtrlinal rnoriiinr o f  the glacier spent itself juht 
short o l  t h r  Sa~.as\&za~i. l ' h r )  now had r ~ o  o p l i o ~ ~  I ) I I I  10 t;rc  klr the trrrnin;rl morainr ,  a n  
irtrxoral,l, ~ t t . r p e n i n g  c-onltrsion of snow-rnot~nt ls  wllicll ~ . ( ~ r c  ;1ct~1;11ly b o u l d r ~ . ~  ol \,drying 
silt.\ ovrrrd with t h r  wintt,r snows. Suraj  c o n t i ~ l u r d  i r ~  his ~nr;rsurc.cl 11-catl. to all rht. world 
complrrcly ol,li\,ious 111;rt 1 1 1 ~ .  a c - r n l  now rn;~clcs the ( ;~lves a c l ~ c  ; ~ r ~ t l  the br-eatliir~g hard. 
\Vith Irel \ inking i r ~ t u  thc in( rr;~\irlgly SI I I I - so l~c~nrd  snow. steatl~ly hc Ird hi \  c-o~nl>act, 
c lose-str ~ t r ~ g  I) ; I IO tow;rrds t h r  silent, unrxl~lorct l  I-c.gions. 



hly heart seemed to pound  in defea1lingstrokes;at least that's how it seemed to lnc even as I 
la l~oured over the first steep slope o f  the ~noraine.  We were a large party, a fc-rry o l  porters. 
Kura Ram's  rope 01 three going u p  to support the lirst rope who were scheduled to start 
work o n  the mouritair~ as soon as we decided about tllc route to take beyond C a m p  11; Kapil, 
and l i ly  own helpers carrying my tanieras and other e q ~ r i p m e ~ ~ t .  Now, about  a kilometre 
out o l  thr  Base Camp,  the rest of  the heavily laden party was last disappearing out o[ sight 
ovrr t11t. i.rrtically rising moraine. T h a t  first kilometre had looked a gentle walk u p  the 
snow (.o\.cred valley lloor but then those are the guiles of the mountain; the subtlr trick 01 
lorrshorteni~lg that the cornbination of expanse and light plays. True ,  that first stretch 
olfertd n o  prominent or challenging steepness, yet it had risen enough to quickly drive out 
any thoughts the younger onesof the party might have hadabout  caking011 witha flourish. 
Already at 11.000 leet the mountains demanded that one walk theonly way that mor.rnrains 
like; in smooth co-ordination o l  breath arid step. one exactly pacing theother. I was content 
to bring u p  the rear. One 's  passing years are brought home sharply in the mountains. But 
then the edge of one's c-~mpetitive streak wears olf too, and onecari allord to  get left behind 
and not mind. Earlier I revelled in competing, now it is pleasure enough to match at one's 
pace. I could guess it would be a long march, so why not enjoy it1 

Coming  to think of it, the walk from Mana C a m p  to the Base C a m p  at Ghastoli had 
been long and tiring enough; a sixteen kilometre walk, most of it over the snow covered 
right bank of the Saraswati. I t  lifted us [I-om 10,400 feet to 13.700 feet and took meover seven 
hours. ;I nice trrting walk lor startrrs. I lpon  reaching hlana two days earlier, the relaxed 
l rr l ing 01 ,Joshirnarh hacl quickly disappearetl and I was sucked back into the vortex of 
adrninis t~at i \ , r  I~radac-l~rs .  T h e  problem oI porwrs seems to be an insoluble one for 
climbing exl~editions in India. \Ye needed all \ve could get. M'e had hardly a n ) .  T h e  people 
o l  Mana are surprisir~gly well-oll considel-i~ig how remote the village i* and how barren 
most of the land around appears to be. Whatever their sourceof livelihood, i t  certainly isn't 
porterage. Col S inha  and Capt  Mall were desperately trying to rourld u p  porters with the 
help of the two porter-contractors of Joshimath. Finally. they wereable togather filty on28  
May. U'e put  them in a n  army truck andcarted them off to hlanaCamp. Capt Agarwal a n d  
Sarribial who were trying to keep the disorder of Man;] C a m p  lrorn becoming a chaos. 
gleelully welcomed them and promptly sent them of1 with loads towards Ghastoli. They 
finally seemed to be making some dent in the mound of loads. they congratulated 
the~nselves. At fifty loads a day, well. it wouldn't be too long before they toocouldextricate 
themselves lrom the tail-end of the expedition and get in some real climbing. After a 
satislying c u p  of hot tea they put together another lifty loads lor the next day. 

T h e  nex! d;~y o r ~ l )  t\\.ent\ I,ol-tcrs \\.ere to be seen. T l ~ c  oth(>r thirty had ~nelted away 
d u ~  ing the night. l'hry h;rd I)c,rn 111 i\.cn ol l  b) rhr 1;rtr ~ ) ~ - i ~ l g s ~ i o \ \ . h  that (n\.ere(i [no\( O ~ I I I C  
route. It was  tough. \\.et going. too long IOI a (i;~y'b f e r ~ \ .  ~ r ~ ~ d c r  3111 I1 c.oriditiorl\, toocold a ~ i d  
rough o ~ i  rhr l t ~ > t .  Xlro. 111;11i\ 01 r h r n ~  h.rtl 110 goggles ~ I I J  t l ~ c i ~  eyes had hirrr. \\ 'c trieciour 
brst to get rtie111 \voollt*~i so(-ks. 311o1v \ l i oc ,>  :111d ~ ; I I  k g1;isres. \\'r b o ~ ~ o i \ f ~ ( i  rorlle. t)o~rgIit 
otliers in Joshi11l.rrI1 l ~ u t  clirc o ~ ~ ~ - a g i r ~ g  \\.or(is had g011r n>u11iI . I I I ~  110 I~IOI-C<;,II I ~ \ \ . ; ~ l i r  were 
fo r thcorn i~~g .  OLII  porter-cont~acto~s \co~rrc.d [lit. hill \ i l l a ~ t . r r  ;11o~r11d. I :p- \al l r \  or 
Joshimath and do\\.n-\ ;~llta\. up-slop(* 01 Joshi~nat l l  and t io\ \ ,~i- \ lopr  \vent Illr\engcr, birt 
to n o  ;lvail. I ' h c  big pi1311 ~it~rtlcct to clr ;~r  rhr s t ~ ~ l l  cluiclil\ tliroi~gli to (;hartoli 11;itl firrlrd 
( J L I I .  An ~11il~l;11111e(i ~ I L I I I ~ ~ J - ( : I I ~ ~ )  ( ; I I I I C  L I ~  r~~icI\v;~\ I ~ t ~ t \ \ , c c ~ ~  A ~ ; I I I ; ~  ;111cl ( ; l~;~stol i ,  :it 

Xlus;rpani. k;h~rstial, \v110 w;lb ;l climhing ~ r ~ e n ~ l ) r ~ .  ~ ~ ~ . r ~ ~ l u l l \  rook c h a ~ g r o l  t l ~ r  t lu~np .  b o t l ~  
the men and lo;rtlr shclterril rrndc~ tar11.1ulins. h l ( ~ ~ n l ) c ~ r s ; ~ n d  ~)ol.ter-\ qiric kly sritrd upon the 
opjx)~. tuni t \  tliis p~-cs r l~ tcd  ;111(1 111r r \ l ~ r r . ~ ~ ~ . l ~ i i  di1111l1 I)CC.I I I IC ;I C;~vouritt- 111;rcc l01 rt.31 ; I I I ( ~  

r e l ~ c b h ~ n r ~ l t  l01 thorr In-r \ ing loadr 10 (;h;rs~oli. 



M'it11 the  porter s i~ua t io r i  still causingronc-ern, I started from Mana  on I J u n e . ~ I ' h e  surl 
was burn ing  ha t  and  we had spent sorne time photographing Badrinath and  Nilakantlia so 
it was a round  10.30 a.m. that we laboured ~ r p  the steep rocky stretch p;rst the slate tiled 
houses of  Mana village to the very dramatic little bridge that took 11s across ri, [he  right 
hank of theSaras\brati. Here at  the bridge the gorge of theSaraswari rlarr-ows d o w ~ r  lo about 
fifty feet a n d  the river plunges down deeply a n d  powerfully, as  if furiously announc ing  its 
arrival t o  the people of Mana,  a g rand  flourish before merging into the Vishnu 
Ganga  coming  f r o m  the Satopanth glacier system. Bursting with energy through its 
narrow rock gorge a t  this point ,  the river roars and  thunders. There is spray and  foam, and  
the surface breaking i n  white. A rainbow decorated the gauze of spray that marked the point 
where most of  the river is supposed to disappear in to  its subtrll;tnean passage 
10 Allallabad. I took a few still pictures, regretting that the porters hacl taken the movie 
c i ~ n e r a  ahead. T h e  path ahead climbed in a steep r i g ~ a g  and  disappearecl arotrnd a high 
shoulder where the gorge opened ou t  ividerabout a ki loperre  ahead.The route thenamblecl 
o\.er a grassy a n d  pleasant hillside. Around tht. nest  buttrcs\ we hit snow. By now there was 
a well-11-odden track; still it was exc i t ing lo adjitsr onccs ;~g; t i r~ ~o walking or1 that sur lace in 
slotver, more measured ancl careful rhythnl.  I t  took nlr . r l r~~ost  two an cl;^ h;rIf Ilourj t o  get to 
I\f usal>i~rii. By then there were somecloudsabout ,  and  cpmbir~ed with the snow underfoot,t he 
e ~ v i r e  aspect o l  the march had changed. Khushal greeted us with piping hot tea and  a 
hissing p r i ~ n u s  ready to wnrlrl our  packed lunc-h. T h e  r i w r  flowed about  300 fret helow 11s. a 
wide blue band through the white ice. At plac-es i t  was bridged ac-ross by snow and  ire, 
reappearing r h r o u g l ~  jagged openings. A little ahead we c.ould see huge iicc-blor-ks'brot~ght 
down by a n  avalanche, a n d  the channcl  it had gouged ;ilmost ?own to the river. Pitc krd 
lunch ,  tired legs, ice a n d  s n o w s a n d  a cold edge to the wind - I was in  the mountains. 

After lunch a n d  a n a p  o n  a kapok mattress - tlie h l u s a p a n ~  d ~ t r n p  was I l a ~ ~ d y  - the 
track petered o u t  a n d  we b,ent boulder-hopping over r'rthcr lar-gr stontss. .Iller ni8goti;trirlg 
the bo~t lder  zolle we traversed a series of snow-fields until  ;I final s t t ~ p  ;lsctsrlr I~oistctl 11s 
o n t o  the shoulder o i  the rnountain which ringed C;h;tsroli Irorn tlle \ O L I I ~ I .  1'11(. I ) t o r l c l  l1;1t 
plateau lay almost cornplctely covered with snow ex( tshrrc I I I C .  r1ic.r ran 1)c.ac-c4~1!l\ 
rhrough its ce~l t re  writl~ t ~ o t  even a hint of the Ittrious ;rrpec r i r  atclrrirt~l nc.;rr Rlirrra. I ' h c  
clouds were broken u p  now a n d  the plain below I ) ; r t l ~ r t l  in Iov(~Iy ~ ) e a c e l ~ ~ l  s u ~ ~ l i g h t .  Ll'esat 
back enjo!irlg the vi\ta that lay below us, g r ; ~ r e l ~ ~ l l y  sil>l)ir~g some hot tea ;I porter had 
brought us from the Base ( :amp - privilegtts :I 1e;rdrr c.tljo)-s. I'her~ the tail Iy steep descent 
10 the river which svr c-rossrd over a $no\\.-bridge t o  gt-I 1);lc k to irs Irfr bank. I ' h r  Bare C;trr~p 
was about  a kilornettc ahead under ;I rock clill on  the only t i ~ l y  green patch i r ~  the \shale 
area right next to  a very prcrty fresh-water spr ing.  I 'wo  .Arctic hlediums a11t1 a lew two-tnan 
Arctic tents were ul), thc lo;rdb lay c o t  ered with tarpatrlin, tnetnl)t~rs and  por-tcr-s rvander ing 
a round  in brightly coloul-ed rvintl-jackcats, a but ker next to the bpr-ing ancl a pair o l  ~ l l o e \ .  
and  two or  three chic-krn c1;rcking busily around.  Kura Rarn, my c l i r n l ~ i r ~ g  cotnpirnion 
from Kanchenjunga,  c;lnle lorward to greet me. H e  too h;rd l o s ~  wrnc  rnor;e hail.  '\\'t. .tre 
both old clirnbers no\< KLII-a.' His  harldbhake was firm and warm \\,ith t l ~ r  glo\v ol \h,ltt.tl 
experience ;rnd comradeship. B!. nightfall  the rky I~acl ernplird o f  l o ~ ~ t l \  . r r ~ t l  lhtSn ; I \  1 1 1 ~ .  

darkness grew, it filled ~111 \vith the largest number 01 stars orle t a n  irn;rgi~~t.,  h ; ~ ~ t l - l ) o i ~ l ~ c c l  
a n d  gl int ing steadily; the air \\,;is all-cady thin enough to take a\\.;iv t l l t ,  ~tsirlklv hat,e 
in  the plains. H i g h  abo\.e 11s on  the g l ; ~  icr. Suraj  ;cntl his ~ o 1 1 t s  11,ltl t l ~ ; ~ t  (!;I! rstablislled 
Camp 11 at  18,200 [ecc I,rr t  I w;l\ rar1lc.r (.onrt,nr ; ~ r ~ t l  100 t l t % l i c - i o ~ ~ s l !  trrrtl to think o f  that.  
After dir1nc.r 12.r ch;l~red '11-o~vsil)-. w ; ~ r r ~ ~ l y  r ~ r c  kvd I I ~ )  i t 1  O L I I  \ I c c ~ ~ i r ~ g  bag5 ~ ~ n t i l  deep sleep 
claimed u a .  

I s ~ x r i t  ~ h c  nexr da! pottering about  the Base C a m p  checking loads, reassuring ~nyself 
that all  the \.ir;ll e c r ~ t i ~ ~ r n e n t  \\.hi( h \soulcl nevdon I I I C  upper slopeso[the m o u n ~ a i n  had 

m a 

arrived snfrly. \\ 'r were at 13,700 Iret and it \\,;I\ good for ;I((  lim;ttiralion to spend a coicl)lr 
YH 



of days here before pushing u p  h i g h e ~ .  Tha t  da \  \\.a could not establish any radio 
com~nunica t ion  with the higher camps. There wei-e porters rerryir~g loads and returning 
but n o  clear picture could emerge about the progress above. Kura Ran1 also led a ferry party 
to C a m p  I but he too could not bring back any news about \+.hat has happening be\ond, 
except a scribblednote in Suraj's hand which said that Camp 11 had been set u p a t  18,200feet. 
T h i s  meant that the part \  had reached near the foot of the West Ridge. T h i s  was a critical 
juncture for now the final s t rm~nit  route had to be selerted. A wrong choice could 
straightaway finish oul cl~ances of success, o r a t  least greatly increawtheodds against us by 





lunch revived us son~ewhat .  Attrrnoon cloud3 \vCre building u p  and 1 hustled Kapil and 
Akshay to start back for Base Camp.  1 was really pleased with their performance. Kapil had 
insisted on  ferrying u p  a load of sweet laddrrs to ( ;amp I. I suspect he wanted both to test 
himself and  to feel he was contributing a little more to thfrxpedi t ion than only gathering 
material for this book. And Akshay, hardly fourteen. had kept u p  manfully with us on  the 
gr~ te l l ing  march. But now I was a bit anxious about their descent, tired as they were. They 
left at 3.30 p.m. cheerfully planning to glissade down the steep snow slopes above the 
terminal moraine, looking to all the world like two youngsters planningan afternoon lark. 

'That night at 16,500 feet I felt a little of the effect of altitude in the small tent. But the 
vie\\, outsidr w.as incredible; overri;ght, the number of stars in the sky had multiplied and 
had my arms bern a couple of feet longer, I c o ~ t l d  well have touched them. 

A m u g  of hot tea arrived through the tent [lap at 5.30 next morning. I seemed to be 
feeling better, more at ease with the heights, so 1 quickly packed my stuff and set off for 
C a m p  I1 at  6.30 a.m. T h e  porters doing the lerry from C a m p  I t o c a m p  11 had already left as 
a part o l  the route was exposed to falling stones and  they wanted to be across i t  before the 
stones were loosened off the slopes above by the hot sun melting away their snow or ire 
grips. T h e  r o ~ i t e  lay over the right lateral moraine and I walked over the snow track much 
more easily than the day before. T h e  early start certainly made things easier; also n o  doubt 
my growing fitness. T u r n i n g  sharply left with the glacier opened u p  the view somewhat. 
Mana was closer. T h e n  after about two kilometres Kamet came into view; the West Ridge 



and the SW Face leading u p  to its crest - the same aspect which I had ear l~er  recced from 
the air, the unclimbed route we had come to climb. We could not yet see thecomplete ridge 
l ~ n e  leading to the summit but we could see enough to realize that it was goingm be very, 
very difficult. Kura Ram was with me and we tried to work out the vulnerabilities in the 
mountain's defences, tracing one line u p  the face and then another, but eachone appeared 
to be threatened by avalanches. We couldn't really see a reasonably secure route up. 

Abruptly we broke off our discouraging route-finding exercise and started off again. We 
will have a better view from Camp I1 and it will be easier to find the route from there, we 
reassured each other. T h e  vallev o ~ e n c d  U D  after about three kilometres and the route 

z .  

began veering diagonally across towards the centre of the glacier. A little ahead we came to a 
small glacial lake which we crossed over a natural snow-hridge. Some porters met us; 
returning after dumping their loads at Camp 11. A short, steep snow slope and then the 
route swung hard right and for a while our view was restricted as we climbpd in and out of a 
series of dips in the glacier. About a kilometre short to Camp 11, the SW Face-suddenly 
seemed to loom just ahead of us, slowly focussing itselt into its true, grand scale. Theridge 
line was still cut off s h o ~  t of the summit by Mana which bulged upward to our right. We 
quickened our pace over the last long snow field towards Camp 11. A quarter ol a kilometre 
short of the camp we were received by Suraj, Balwan and Maon. I'hey all looked tough arid 
fit. Suraj cut .a very distinctive figure irl the only yellow wind-suit on the mountain, his 
polaroid glasses startlingly white, and with the beginnings of a salt and pepper beard. We 
were meeting after ten days, andSuraj  startedoff on  his account 01 thier recce ofKamet from 
its unclimbed sides. H e  had spent the last three days considering the various possible 
climbing routes, gauging the risks and dangers, mentally pittirlg his c l i rnbe~ .~  against the 
mountain,  dividing u p  the routes into pitches, keying in on  io  thr obstacles, st.;~rc-hing for 
possible camp sites, calculatirlg the logistic- build-up needrd to propcl a tcs ; lrn  onto the 
proud high-point of Ka'met that rose over 7000 leer above Camp 11. 







EASTEliN AXIS 

J o s h i ~ ~ ~ h  TO CAMP 1 1 1  

aptain Dhan Bahadur Thapa ,  Deputy Leader of our  Eastern Team,  almost didn't 
make it  even to Joshimath. Detailed for a Junior  Command course, there seemed 
n o  way the army machinery could be cajoled into relieving him [or our  
expedition. All other climbers were already helping the final preparations at 

Joshimarn but there was n o  nrws ot o ~ i r  key mernber of the Eastern Axis. However. I was 
absolutrly determined to have him. O n  his part. Tllapa too was in a limbo. His hear1 and 
mind were in the mountains even as he desultorrly went about his course. Heaven and earth 
had to be rnoved - illmost - betore he co~r ld  join the team at Joshimath. 

He had had n o  rime to ever1 Ian~iliaribe 11imsrlI n.ith his team. leave alone work out a 
detailed strategy a n d  plan Ior the clinlb. Llnder tllr cil-turnbtanceb anyone would have been 
easily forgiven being a bit dazed for a while. But not T l ~ a p a ;  he took on his rebpor~bibility 
effortlessly. From the moment he arrived, the Eastern Tc,l~n began f~rnct ioning like a 
well-oiled machine. H e  amply bore out my faith andconfidenceand led his team witha very 
steady and  impressive hand o n  the rudder. Born to the mountains - he hails from the 
Pokhra district of Nepal - mature and  tough- rnade.he had the situation well in  control 
when nis party rolled off from Joshimath on  28 hla) .  

At Kurkuti, where their trucks unloaded them.they s t ra~ghtaway, ran  Into porter 
problem. Of the fifty porters they needed. there were o n l \  thirty-nine, and no mules at all. 
though they required thirty. Adjusting quickly to the situation, T l ~ a p a  pushed ahead a n  
ad\;rnce party led by Lt R li Singh to oprn  the route to Base Camp and detailed Lt Bakshi 
to round up what mules he could Irom the neighbouring villages of Bampaand Ghamsali.  
Bakshi herded together twenty-two which enabled the main body of the team to proceed 
only a day b e h ~ n d  the advance guard. Then  the porter5 struck work. Dumping thier loads 
t l ~ e \  dernanded higher wages. Thapa remained firm and cool and let them all go. He then 
managed to recruit a fresh batch Irom another village, and reassured that things n ~ r c  
finally 11ndcr control, he too pushed on  to Base Chmp via Niti and Shapuk. R K ' h  team herd 
dumped the Iirst loads at t l ~ i s  srte on  31 May  and had mo\,ed in and occupied theci~rnp o n  1 
I u n e .  T h a p a ,  with most 01 the other members, joincd ttlem there on 2 June. H e  had I t 1 1  
<;apt Daljit behind to ensure that the tail did 1101 drrlg behind for loo long. 

I'asriclla, our  painter-rnembel-, accornpan~td l-hal~;r', learn and even as llle t l~rnber\  
\\ ,~t.\t lcd \\fi t11 porters, mul t r  ; ~ r ~ d  logistics. Ire \.I\ o~!rci~i t.tzr\ hit ol this fir>[-leg to k . in~r t .  
Quir t ,  but \\-ilh a read\ lalrgh, sell-relianr \et I~i : . l~t l I \ .  111. c.\rs I o ~ r r ~ d  Iresll;rrss ancl braury 
ever\\vhere: 

'KarlikIlr.1 was lush grrrn \,ry,ct:rtloll. .l'lic I ~ i l l  o l  tall pines let1 the eyes to 
t I 1 t x  c.!t3rr~ \nou.s i\ ,I~ere 'I'lisul tlonlir~;~rtxl. 'I'ht. H i n l a l a y a ~ ~  panorama was 
1 I . ) I I \ , I I I I ~ ~ ,  to tvhicll dillerenl timrs ol the clay lent d i f f e ~ c ~ ~ i  rrlood\. To me t l ~ r  



\tree15 a n d  lanes provided nostalgia. I'wrnty-eight yedrs a g c  11 was a srnali town. 
Now i t  had  expanded and s'erneti prosperous. My four days' stay at the Kumaon 
Regiment Centre was pleasant. It was rounded-otl with a grand dinner  and  a send-off 
to the Kamet expedition by tlic (:ommand;rnt, with the Regimental Rand playing 
partiotic tunes. 

'The Arrny bus took us past small villages, trrnples;lnd ~crraced fields where hill 
people worked i n  rhe s u n .  It was a brautilul sunny day ; ~ n d  everything was (risp.At 
Karna Prayag, where P i n d a ~  river mcrls Al;ikn;~nd;r, ;rnd the road joins the highway 
to Badr ina t l~ ,  we had a luncl~ofs; int iw~ir . l~c~ whic-h M]-s Kumar had brouglrt aplenty. 
We reachrd Joshimath in the eveningwherc thc te;rm I~;rtlalready assembled. Each of 
us was providcd with lrigh altitude lothing and c lirnbirig gear-, and there was a day 
to toam about .  I visited the b~rsy bazar, the oltl town and the temples, which are very 
anc ienl. 



Shapuk 

'The  day of  our  departurearrivedand we wrregivrn a w a ~ m  srnd-off by the Station 
Comrnandel-, Brig Pathania, a pundrl applying trlak on r\ .rryonr's forrhead and 
wishing success and  >aft, ~-c,t~trn. T'hr loaded trucks rolled off towards Malari. AI 
Jumma we halted for a few minutes anti I looked in at the rest houhc. whrre I had taken 
shelter from icy winds and rain seven years ago. and whose rickety furniture with 
protruding nails, had lnadt. many a holr in my We reachecl Malari in poirring 
rain and  found s h e l ~ e ~  with t l ~ r  Indo-Tibetan Border Police. 

'The path from Malari onwai-ds is almost level (or many kilometres through 
unspoiled wood ol conifcl-s and the Dhauli flowing along Blac-k rock cliffs tower 
above the tree line. I4'itli ~ h r  advrnt of surnmer, the residents of Bampa. Ghamsali and 
Niti, w h o  move to lower a l t i r ~ ~ d r s  in u,intc,r, wrrel-eturning to their homes. They were 
a colourftrl lot of old ;iritl young, men. wonicn, and chilclren. ?'hey had their valuablr 
possessior~s and 0abic.s 011 their bat ks. A train of mules laden with heavy luggage 
followed. .I'he b e l l  tird t o  ttreir necks tinkled. I t  was a melodious company that made 
our  t rawl rnjoyablr.  

' A b u t  two k11ornc.11-css brforca Barnpa, schoolboys insisted that they carry my 
rucksack ;I> far as rht, \,ill;rgr whrre the\ offrl-ed me, tea as well. .They persuaded a n o l d  
I;ldy to p ) s c  for mc. :\ big round stone plnccxl o n  ;I stone pedestal is the village god. 



Shapuk 

Flags fly lrom poles. Cod C:h.~oria looks after the welfareof the village. Past Chamsali 
the valley becomes extremely narrow, amidst tall clifls. These cliffs prevent the sun's 
rays from penetrating to the river. Thus  masses of snow which accumula~e during 
winter continue to stay hard and provide natural bridging beiween the two banks, 
which villagers and iheir hel-ds of sheepandgoat use fearlessly when the river has to be 
crossed. T h e  valley opened again and the village of Niti came in sight. Through 
pouring rain and cold winds we reached the village and pitched tents in the newly 
constructed Panchayat premises. By sunset the rain stopped. I went to the village and 
met people, and persuaded some to pose for sketches, and drew three before it was dark. 

'The next day was a fine morning with plenty oI sun. As I roamed a b o u ~  the lanes 
with my camera, I had no  dearth of modtls. There was demand for medicines, and the 
expedition doctor had to takecareof the sick. Except for such occasions, most villagers 
have learn1 to live with their ailmrnts. They believe thar nature is the best curr and 
they carry o n  well. 

'It is a narrow but clean storiy track along the river, most of the tirne clirnbing 
higher but occasionally descending. As such i t  was pleasant. There werr waterfalls 
every now and  hen and hills opposite werr laden with pinc andblloj trecs. Then we 



rc;rcIred a n  open irrca t a l l rd  (;otrrrg. wh(.rt, rhr land\t .~l)t .  ,111 o l  a sudt1c.n I)t.(.~rnr 
Spi l lan.  11 is rrreless a n d  s1on)- and for rhcgrratc3r part the 1)ll;iuli passed t ~ I o \ \ .  rnutl 
t l iffs.  \.l'hrrr snow hacl melted pastures Iiad appearrtl. and  j~rnil)er bushes. 

'\Ye wrnr under tall rrilrd cliffs, and  J\ we crossrd Ki~ikana Nala over a \no\< 
bl-rdgr, we larided o n  a huge mass o l  winrrl sno\\>. 'I'lrc. p l ;~ce  rs 12.690 leer ,~bove  tire 
s e ; ~  lr\.el and  is called Shapuk .  It ir rhr rerrninal rnor.irnr o l  Kaikana glac-ier. I t  ir a 
str;lngr ~ ~ o l l d  with a11 unearthl) look. Team mernt)c.rs a n d  porters pushed ofl t o  
establish Babe <:amp. I staytd bac-k lor a day to paint rlre larid~capcs. 

'11 was the second of June .  As \ve progresstbd rhrough the day towards the Base 
C a m p  set u p  at 15,500 feet, wt. walkcd (>\.er snow [or fourreen kilometres. At this site 
Raikana and  East Kamer glaciers rncet a long  \';~sudlrara Tal.  a small lake of 
exquisite ch;rrrri wlliclr \%,as ye1 sno\ \ .bo~rnd.  F ~ o m  anearby ridge one  11ad a glimpse o l  
Ganesh Parbat and  Karnet. T'o\\rards rlie south one  views a panorama o l  prirks of rhr 
Nanda Devi Sanc-tual-y, including Nanda Devi,. <;h;rngabang, kalanka,  and  
1)ronagiri. 11 \v;is a vrry wind)  placr a n d  ~ h c  remper;rturt~ p lu~ iged  below freezing 
point aller sunrcr. I l i c ~ r r  were occabional snowfalls. (Bp1 T h a p a  set LIP a temple o f  
stones ;rnd irlrr,tllrd ari iriiiige o l  Kali arnidsr f I i~t t t>r i~ig [lags where I~eoffer-ed prayrrs 
[or rhr suc o l  the tspeclr~rorl a n d  sa!rr\ of rv r r \one .  It \\.as a lroren Inndst-~pe and  



rlle \ l l ( . ~ l t c .  d(*cl) . I I I ~  j)rnt.tl ,~ring. It  \\.;I\ i t  srlallgt* ~ ) h ( > n o ~ n t . n o n  thar tlrr riigllrs 
I)r.iorn(, lou(i1e~s. 'I-h(, l ~ i g  I J I  i g l ~ r  \ ~ < I I \  ; ~ l ) p c ~ t ~ t ~ c l  111 111' \ k y .  ' l ~ l ~ r i r g l o w  \ l t f I i c  i(.rir 
ro con\.crt the ire-( l a d  l ie,~k\ i l ~ r o  .I I .IIII,I\\ , . '  

Oncr. L I I  B a c  Camp. Tllapa di\,icir.tl I ~ i s  linil,et-s illto rhrec grnups,  orlr c a c l ~  u ~ i d c r  K K 
Raks l~ i  a n d  Iliniself. O n  2 J u n c  KK's I)art) o l ~ u w d  the I - ~ L I I C  to C:nlnp I .  Ilut aftel rliat ir \v;ls 
nor until  G Jrrnca that Bakshi's pat ry. whit-h had rep1att.d KK'\ reani in rlie leittl H I  C:iirnl) I. 
c-ould open t h ~  rotrle to  C a m p  11, \vhich \\.as estahl is l~rd ar 18,000 fet.1 o n  a btoatl snolo 
below the lirst obstacleon rtiis I-oute; a niirrolv, s teepgull \ .  n. hi( 11 I-isrs a rliousantl fret. The 
dtive from C ; ; I I ~ I ~  I to (ii111i11 I1 h:td l ) ( ~ c ~ i  1)ro~lgIlr \ho t t  l ) \  I I I I . I I I I * ~  1)ortcl r10111)lc. O n  3 
Jurle, seventc.cn porlers w h o  l ~ a d  taarlirr 3grctd 10 car]-y loads t)eyorld B;lse Calnp c Ilanged 
their mind .  'Its too cold, too h i g h , '  the), murrrrcti and  lelr the exptdir ion,  lei~villg Th;rpa 
\\. i t11 o n l \  rcSn. rZ Iresh I-ecruilment dri\.e \va\ underrakrn and  firi:ill\ 1t.e were ;rble to send 
u p  a dozen, e i g h ~  of these were to 1c1-ry loads from Base Clamp to C:;irnp I,  anti tlir orhel- tour 
to help in  rhe stocking ol C a r n r ~  11 1)): carrying loads from C a m p  I ~o C a m p  11. 

O n  7 J u n e  there was 3 big [err \  f rom C ; I I ~ ~  I to s t ~ c k  u p  Citnll) 11. 7Tli;ll)ii S team, 
Bakshi's learn a n d  ; a l l  ;t\,ailable purrer\ c-arl-itd loads a long  thc, t-ourc- opened the previotts 
day. R K ' x  re;lrn, which had sutcrsri\,cly )-et((* ancl sct u p  R;iw <:irlnp and  C:;~lnp I hTas 
enjo)  irig sornr wc-11-earnrtl lest. O n  H J u n e ,  ' I ' t iap,~ took l ~ i s  rraln ; ~ n d  ocr111)iril (:alnp 11; i t  
wa\  no\< rhcir rurn in rlir. It.ad, rakittg over from Bak\hi 



Thei r  lead started on  the first day of really bad weather we encountered. 9 June  was 
overcast from morning and the team made a late start at8.30 a.m. From Base C a m p  to C a m p  
I ,  the route was over the East Karnet Glacier. Beyond Camp 11, the glacier opens out and 
stretches to the toot ot the East Face o l  Kamet. Above this it turns brnartly left and  rises in a 
series of  icefalls to the col between Mana and Kamet. C a m p  I1 was sited on  the leIt bank of 
the glacier, and C a m p  111 had to be set u p  on  top of the rock cliffs that rose above Camp 11 
flattening out into a big snow field that stretches westward in series of mounds. 
While at camp 11, it snowed heavily and  continuously, Pasricha gi\,es a v ~ v i d  descr-iption: 

'At C a m p  11 the tip of Abi Gamin.  Deol)an and Mana Peaks wit11 their- awe-inspiring 
ruggedness and plastered heavil!. with >no\\. colitinued to be in \ight; and for the lil-st 
time Kamet came in lull \.iew rising about 7000 feet above the glacier. I'he valle) had 
narowed down considerably and one had the feel ot being caught u p  in a trap. Hours of 



surlshinr wrre rrd~rced by the ovrl-cxst skirs and  the snow rnade thc tc3nrs bag. Visibility 
was poor  wirh tc.rnller;irLrrt3 rriuch b r l o ~ .  frr-cling point.  'I'herr, t v t ~ r  otcasional 
thundrt- ing noiws as a ~ , a l a n t h r s  rollrd dorvrl the tnounrain cliffs. P;lintirig \\.as 
imlx)siihle ;l\ \ \ . l~atc\ , r r  water I got I ) )  tnc'lting ice Irorc I1ac.k inro bolid icr in n o  tirnc. O n  
the thit-d dav i t  s~rdt l rnl)  clr;ir.t~tl in  the c.\,rnitig a n d  ;I br-ighr,\~,al-rn hut1 irpl)c,areti. I 
l i~rtr-ird out  01 In), tc-n~ with In). paillrs ;ind ])I L I S ~ I ~ S  ro 1);rint K;~rnct \\-hit11 \\.as bathed in 
t h r  pink ol t h r  scrting s u ~ l .  Hut t11r hurl clipl)cd very quic kl! 0t.hind ;cnotht>r pe ;~k  ancl i t  

~ ~ ~ ( l c l c ~ r i l v  \.(>I \ c o l c l  O I I (  ;rg;liri. I.hc watrr  witti \ > . I I I c I I  I \ v ; ~ \  (lij!,ol\ i11g o1o111s go[  
r n c ~ ~ r s t c d  i r l  no tirncs. 'I'hr t ) r ~ r ~ h .  which sc.cond\ t)c*lorr \\,a cliirt-gvd with ( o l o ~ l r  .~n t l  
~ v o r  king srnoorlil\., b ~ r c l c i t ~ ~ i l )  I)c-g;ln dt,pobitirig i c  ypowder o n  thepaper.l'lir ~~; i i t i t i t ig  hacl 
to be abandoned. '  







Fifteen minutes out ol C a m p  11. Thapa ' s  team reached the baseof thegully. Thegray.  
sunless weather now became thelr ally as the snow remained hardpackedandthecrampons 
could gr ip it well. T h e  first pitch yielded to hefty stepcutting. Rockcliffs roseon both sides 
and the gully was prone to falling rock. But T h a p a  knew the route well for he, alongwith 
RK and  Bakshi, had bern on  the IMA Kamet Expedition in 1982. LJnerringly he picked a 
safe line by negotiating the rocks on  their right.'At places we found traces of the rope we 
had fixed last year, and this \\.as helpful,' recorded Thapa .  O n  a day of a well-sustained 
effort they overcame the gully and emerged on  the snow plateau above. T h e  site for Camp 
111 lay just ahead but they had fixed over 600 feet of rope in thegully and were feeling tired. 



Bharat S ingh  a n d  Mnon had  brgun to ICtg bc.Iilnd tonslderal~ly,  obvlousl\ \uSf r r~ng  t ~ o m  
the d l l l l ~ d e ,  lor thck h r r e  not \  .1l)o\e?0.000 fc.t.t T h e  heather  too \\.I\ taking a tu ln  for the 
worse. L o o k l r ~ g  down.  the gull! [he\ had c 11ml)ttl up now M ore a &II K. nlenac Ing look. 1 ired 
after the day 's  work, T h a ~ ~ a  carefully led hls rnen back to C a m p  11. 

For T h a p a ,  RK and Bak%llr ~t W J \  I ~ r n ~ l ~ a l  g ~ t r u n d .  For nit.. rorripletel\ new, dnd I was 
greatly struck by the verv ~ m p r e s s ~ v e  s u r r o u n d ~ n g s  of the Eastern Base C a m p ,  where I was 
deposited by S q n  L d r S h a r m a  In h ~ s c h o p p e r .  It  wasa  blustery day, showerlngrain andsleet 
a n d  w e  had  a b ~ t  of problem s ~ g h t ~ n g  the camp.  But  there was n o  rnrstak~ng theclear sweep 
of the East Kamet G l a c ~ e r  - at least three times wlder than the West Karnet C l a c ~ e r  - dnd 
we followed ~t upwards till we spotted C a m p  1 tucked in at ~ t s  l e f ~  bank. Of course there was 
n o  land ing  spot there but we were rlow dhle to  pick u p  the foot-[lacks w h ~ c h  led u n  t o  1t 

from the  Base C a m p ,  T u l n i n g  ;~rount l ,  and  I o l l o ~  ~ n q  11ic II ,M k ,  we 11r1aIl1 plrked out the 
tents o t  the Base C a m p  At that a ~ t ~ t u d e ,  the r a m  and  slee.1 of J o \ h ~ m a r h  harl t l l r n ~ r l  Into 
snow a n d  the hellpad could hardlb be termrd flat 11 u'i, 4 dilflcult lantilng and rhc p ~ l o t  
h a d  theenglnes running  all the whrlr as I clarnbereci out.  In larr, he did no1 take ~ h c  I I &  01 
put t ing  the machine down fully a n d  hovered just ahnvr rhta ground 11 w.15 expcsrt [l\ tng. 



On wat8 
base car 

'Illtx d a ~ r  \v:I\ 15 J I I I I C  i111tI w t . 1 ~  l i i ~ l l \ \ . i ~ \  1111o11gl) tht. r \ p ( . ( l t ~ i o ~ ~ .  I \ \ ~ : I I I I Y C I  ~ o c l i s c u s ~  
111e final plans i t 1 1  ' ~ - I I : I ~ : I ,  appti>t,  I I I I I I  0 1  t 1 1 ~  p r o g t ~ , \ j  011 \ \ 'V\I( . I I I  :Ixi\ W I ~ C I C  l h i d  becn 
all lhis while and  ensure proper cooldination for our  projetted cl-oss-oier. . i t  Baw. Capt 
Daljit was in poor shape. Every half haul- or so he would disentangle himsell 11-om his 
sleeping bag and  rush out  from the tent and stand outside, retching. Unaccountabl) he had 
been unable to acclimatize at all, and he lookcd miserable. 

T h e  Base C a m p  was on  the moraine, the area very similar to that of C a m p  I on  the 
Wester11 Axis. But there the similarity ended. For one thing. this glacier was at leaht two 
kilometres wide, as wide as any I had seen in the Eastern Karakorams, a n  area famous for its 
highway glaciers. Close by was Vasu T a l ,  the biggest glacial lake I have ever seen. Partly 
frozen over, partly emerilld blue waters with lloatirlg ice-floes. T h e n  there were the views. 
Absolutel\ magnificent, soaring views. En route to the highercamps, l  savoured them in 
their stilletl magniliccncr. 'I 'wo days later on  my way to C a m p  I ,  I ~rcorded: 'Right  in  front 
o l  me is a fantas~ic panorama. Never belore have I seen such a grand vista. 'There is t-he 
Nanda Devi g t o u p  and Iron1 I~ere  it is so clcat t h a ~  their eastern aspects are less formidable. 
which is why most ol thrsr mountains have been climbed from their eastrrn sides. I think I 
can identily 1)ron;lgiti may be Kalanka, and Rlal~a. lisrnc-t is still hidden. I am toldonecan 
only see it from beyond C a m p  I . '  

T h e  view remained grand ;IS I trutlged LIP to C a m p  I1 the nest d ;~y ,  a marvellously 
cloudlessollr. So i~ w a \  1101. 1101 t .nougl~ I O  \\,;ilk 111) in :I 1 t r i 1 1  \h111 h t ~ ~ ~ ~ i n g s w r a t e r s  and 
parka. T h e  walk wab also made metnor;~ble by an  almost unbroken series o l  pokrder 
avalanches cascading d o w r ~  on 311 sides. 11 had snowcd tonsitlerably [or last three or four 
days and this freshly deposited snow wab notv being loosened off the mountainsides and 
poured down onto  the glacirr in  billowing c.lcg;lnce. C:afip 11 \\,as superbly located. 
affording a complete vie\< of the South-East Face of Kamet, ant1 Abi Gamin.  T h e  hidden 
rnountain lay f~i l ly  revealed but was veiled again as the weather closed u p  in the afternoon 



and at 5.00 p m. we again had sleet. Such rapidly changing weather conditions is 
sonlething that I still marvel at  even after so many years of climbing. It is not only the 
extremes of temperature which it produces - the exhausting heat of the forenoon had 
turned into chilling cold - it also transforms the entire aspect of the mountains. In  the 
clear light of sun  the mountains are open and  friendly. Covered with clouds, theunknown 
lurkse\~e~~ywhet.r;indone's soaring mood is ~ouched  will1 sornt, indelinabledisquiet,menace 
almost, and  one feels an  unwelcome trespasser threatened by mysterious powers. Being 
alone o n  high mountains in such conditions must surely be among the more lonely and 
vulnerable states one  can be in. 

But at Chrnp 11 that rvenirig 1 was not alonr.  And even as ~ h r  gray took ovrt , I  had the 
opportunity of learning first hand about the most recent setback we had suffered on  this 
Axis. 



WESTEliN AXIS 

t is not at all  unusual to toss about sleeplessly i n  the mountains. T h e  body acclimatizes 
itself slowly, a n d  if you g o  to higher regions somewhat faster than your rate of 
acclimatization, you may get a headache, suffer from nausea and lack of apetite, and 
you may find it  difficult to sleep. But at Camp 11 on the night of 4 June under the bulk of 

Karnet's South Face, it was the tension in my mind which prevented me from falling 
asleep. Earlier thatafternoon we had come to the cor~c lus~on  that there was n o  feasible rout; 
to the West Ridge o l  Kamet lrom the S&' Face. Our I-eccc that altemoon had confirmed 
the conclusion Suraj  had earlier reached. Over- and over again in my mind I pictured what 
we had seen that afternoon. 

Suraj  had pointed out the difficulties ovrr 1u11c-h which Kami had cooked in ttlv i c  r 
kitchen at C a m p  11. From thecamp there was an unobstructed view t o  the summit of Kamrt 
- first the SW Face rising about 2000 leer to the Wrst Ridgc, and then the ridge running 
to the summit .  Just behind us rose the bulk of Mana. T h e  South-East Ridge fell at a much 
steeper angle to a col from where the North Ridge of Mana rose. T h e  col lay at the head of a 
cirque, its approach guarded by a small icefall and higher u p  by some hanging glaciers. 
T h e  foot of the steep slopes leading to the col had a jumble of  ice blocks and other debris 
and it would be a complicated task to mark out a sale route to the col. All this we saw as we 
enjoyed our  hot lunch. 

After lunch. Suraj,  Balwan,Kura and I walkcrl to the base of the rock lac-e- the first 
obstacle to gaining the West Ridge. Face to face, our  proposed route looked qui te  different 
from the view we had had of it from the chopper..The rock step wore a sheen of ~ ~ e ~ g l a s  
which had given it a bright visage from theair -now it looked a very conliderlt foearmed 
with treacherous weapons o l  uncertain footholds. Worse, the gully above i t  which we had 
hopcd could offer a line to the crest of the ridge was much deeper than we had recknoned 
and  just a few minutes of observation confirmed that it was a natural funnel tor falling 
stones and ice boulders which came loose from the hanging glaciers above. Looking at all 
the activity that went on  in the gully, Kura rernarked'It would beeasier to clirnb the Face 
directly rather than tackle the gully.' 

But only just. T h e  SW Face too was completely exposed to falling rocks and ice and 
there seemed to be n o  possible site for camping. It was perhaps feasible to clirnb the Face 
between the gully and  the summit but that would mean hitting the ridgeat between21,OOO 
and 22,000 feet - a carry of 3500 to 4000 feet from C a m p  11, a very diffici~lt proposition for 
stocking u p  the higher camps. 

M'e then turned our  attention to the Sou th-East Ridge. T o  reach the col, we would first 
have to pick a way gingerly through a highly rrevassed glacier - a long detour traversing 
the lower slopes of Mana - well beneath its ice-[lured higher reaches, and then a final steep 
ice wall to the col. T h i s  latter section woirld again hexposed .  From thecol, thesouth-East 



7he ~c.e\ti,rn abpecr of Karver Ihe  loreshorrened IVesr Rldgern rhefi/ort.~round, rt rrll the Sourh- Wesr 
Face on [he right and ihe Norrh- Wrsr Fa'ocr on rrs It2/? A hr G'o~nrtr 111 rhe Iejr background. 

R ~ d g e  rore steeply at a n  angle ol o lc r  45"- s h x p  challenge at that a l t ~ t u d e .  About a 
thnusand feet below the summit  11 t~lrrled Into a n  ovcrhang for about  100 leet. From what 
we could see we would cer ta~rl l )  have lo  f ~ x  a 1opcno\er r h ~ s p ~ t c h ,  and  posstbly some 
others F ~ x ~ n g  a Iopeatabobe24,OOO feet 1s always a tough p r o p o ~ ~ t i o n ,  and  thls would be in  
the s t ~ e t c h  between the sumnllt  arid the  last camp.  Bes~des, weweren ' ta tal l  happy with the 
route  ro ilir col - t t  looked l ~ i g h l ~  unstable and somehow loaded w ~ t h  menace. We headed 
back to the carnp after about two hours. 'Tomorrow we'll g o  a n d  see the North-West' 
o f f e ~ e d  SurajII t h ~ n k  that's a better bet ' l t  was a superb,clear evening. At sunset a bonnet of  
pink-edged cloud5 was s t rung  motionless above Kamet even a s o u r  camp fell under the lirst 
Ink\  laxer oI n ~ g h t .  Lookine \ou th ,  serrated a n d  sharp  roc k splres rose above the lelt bank of  
the  glacier l ~ k e  a battlement of ~ m p o s i n g  rulns  of past grandeur. After a n  early dinner  we 
crawled into o u ~  sleeping bags, but  1 could't  get to sleep 

T h e  next da) wa, n g a ~ n  wonderfully clear. My mind,  howrver, was beset by a cloud of 
urlccrtalnty a n d  worry. Today we would have to lake the b ~ t  between our  teeth and  decide 
o n  the route. P r l h a p s  that 's why we dawdled a n d  started ofl o n  our  recce only around9.00 
4.m. From our  carnp at  thr left rdge of t h r  glacier we set o u t  towards its middle, d ropping  
down lor about  d k ~ l o m r l r e .  We then turned r ~ g h t  and  hraded u p  theglacler towards a n  ICY 
dome-shaped peak that  dominated the r ~ d g e  at the head o f  the glacier. We walked o n  the 
g l a r ~ r r  f o r  ,inother k~lomet re ,  keeping well clear of the huge blocks o l  ice that lay o n  o u r  



righl - tell-tale signs 01 the avalanches whic 11 hacl peeled 011 Kamel's West Ridge. As the 
glacier hegiin developing illto a small itetall, we lurned right. Here the glacier was a bit 
broken as it cas~aded  down a stc,eprr slope I)LI I  the weather had been clear thr  past few days 
and the few fractured crevasscs lay unconrealed. We perrcd down their blue, gaping walls 
eveli as  went past. Suraj and B a l w a ~ ~  had bren up  here h l o r c  and W bvttcr acc limati7rd b ~ l t  I 
was ral ller b r a 1  hless as wc. c111('rcd c l re l~e~  into thr  vallr! a l~ove  11ir ' . ) roke~~ groun~l .  S o  I 
stlggested a halt allcl we t o o k  in  the vista. 

We had eri~rrtd a small, clostd valley a b u t  ~ w o  kilometres long which ended In a high ridpythat 
seemed to link u p  Kamet on  the right andMukut  Parbaton our left. Beyond 1t11s ridge must 
lie Mcade's Col and the North-East RidgeoIKamet but there was no way to tell from where 
we were the likelihood of a link-up with that traditional route to the summit of Kamet. 
G o i n g  in10 ihe closed valley. Kamet lay lo our right, its NW Face rearing upwar,ls for over 
6000 feet from where we were, about half a kilometre from the baseof that vast face. About 
the same distarlce to our  left. lhe rather more squat bulk of Mukut  Parbat offered us its roc.ky 
South Face with a network of broken I-ihs in its upper bastions. 

T h e  valley stretched as a n  almost flat snow-field till it began bumping into huge ice 
blocks and  avalanche debris that extended for about 100 to 200 yards from the base of 
Kamet. T h e n ,  necks craned as far back as possible, our  eyes focussed onto the greatly 
foreshortened view of Kamer's NW Face, searchinp out a gully or a rib which might offer a 
lead u p  its lower slopes. Nothing. There were n o  such obvious climbing routes. T h e  towqr 
hnlf ol  the Face first rose almost vertic-ally upward in avalanche ice-cones and then turned 
into a clark I-ock wall, here and there relieved by whiteness which on  closer observalion 
apveared to be thin ice. A Cc.\< s t ~  t i o ~ ~ o l  \ .v rg l ; i , \ l~o~~r  l iker i~ir~-orr ,  Irncling\~artlingdc-p111 
to the otherwise solid, closed-off Face. 11 one didn't allow oneself to get caught In trying to 
force a mental route u p  this lower part of the Face, the eyes swept uninterrupttxd till about 
23,000 feet where the entire Face was girdled with flaring hanging glaciers. Three of them 
stretched right across the huge expanse and it didn't require any imagination to conclude 
that their blue undersides-seemingly unsuppnr~ed-\voi~ld ~ntermittenrly sag and break- 
olf. Then  anyone 01. anything caught in  their path of descent would PI-obably be iinished 
even before hitting the valley floor. Thew were three ol lhese, each looking as nasty as the other. 
Above these hanging glac~ers, if we could claw atop these, the going seemed easier. T h e  
Face seemed to lay back from its near-vertical rise, and in the middle seemed to continue in a 
rising traverse to a snow col on  the West Ridge, about 1500 leet below the summit. From 
where W C  \\,ere there did not appear any niajor obstacles after the glaciers-no icefalls. n o  
gendarmes or towers o n  the ridge and n o  big cuts in its crest either. All my observations. 
finally, w o ~ l l d  come back to 111e lower portion of the Face and to those nasty undersides of 
the hanging gl;ic-ic=r. 

During his own earlier recreS~traj  had zeroed in o n  theonly possible route, and now he  
pointed it out to us. Between the last two glaciers there was one narrow gap  which seemed 
safe unless an abnormally large p o ~  tion broke from the left-hand sideof thecentral glacier. 
All avalanches should normally follow their usual route, a clearly ravaged gully. However, 
should a very large avalanche oc-cur, its overllowing debris could threaten about 500 to700 
Ieet of theclimbers' route. Work early at dawn? Climbat  night with head lamps? We mulled 
over these possibilities as we continued to scan the line we were forcing u p  the Face. 

A traverse to the left over a darrling and steep rrrg1n.t slope o l  about fifty feet ~ ~ o u l d a l m o s t  
certainly be a n  extreme test of skill and courage before one could gain the topof thecentral 
hanging glacier lrom where the going would ease a little. 'So, what d o  you think,sir?' asked 
Suraj.  We had riot been able to see any safe wav on  our  original West Ridge route. Kura 



Ram was quite uneqirivocal about the objective hazards 01 trying to gain the West Ridge 
from the SW Face of Kamet. ' I t  is complelely exposed.' he had said definitively. 

Finally. we all agreed that this route was il. I quickly rechecked all the vital gear and 
equipment which would be needed for theclimb. Some more ropeshould besent upsoon,  I 
made a mental nole. T h e  possibility of a lackol sufficient cracks for pitons worried meand 
now I again made a note of quickly sending u p  the rock drill and expansion bolts - vital 
equipment for clawing trp crackless granite. 

'Mrell, that's ir then,' I summed up. 'We take the N W  Face. I t  will test us to our limits, 
and beyond, but if we can pull it off it would be the first 6000-foot face climb by any Indian 
team.' 

Having taken a final decision about our route, we all felt lighter and  happier, no  doubt 
relieved that we could now gel on  with the climb. Suraj, who had already decided that this 
was the only feasible route had had s0n.e loads dumped in the closed valley with the idea of 
setting u p  Camp 111. Now he cl-isply issued the necessary instructions and a group of our 
men and porters quickly put u p  an  Arctic Medium tent and the stylish orange Meade which 
Suraj would use. Camp  111 had been established. Date: 5 June  1983. Height: 19,200 feet. 

A few mattresses were dragged out  into the open, and leaning against our rusksacks and 
one or two large stones that were lying around we d u g  into our packed lunch which we 
washed down with piping hot tea from the kitchen which Kami had quickly activated. 
Even as we ate, our eyes were constantly on  the .Face, examining it in greater detail, 
mentally working out the various pitches and looking for camp sites. We were all 
somewhat bothered about this last point, for there appeared not even a ledge before the 
hanging glaciers, which we reckoned started at about 23,000 feet. Could we d o  without a 
camp for 4000 feel of completely technical climb on  this Face? T h e  average angle of 
steepness before the glaciers appeared to be at  least 70° the ground unremittingly dilficult. 
Without a doubt theentire route would have to be fix-roped. Even after that, couldclimbers 
make it to Camp I\.' during daylight hours? And how would we ferry loads over 4000 feet of 
fixed rope, and returrl to Camp 111 the same day? We could hardly ask, or  expect, the local 
porters to carry loads above Camp 111 so this would have to be done by the members 
themselves. Forcing a way to the glacier would itsell be a remarkable feat of technical 
climbing, and stocking the higher camps would certainly be a problem. O n  theother hand, 
we needed only three to foul-days of stores to be taken u p  to Camp IV as Camp V at the snow 
col where the glacier hit the West Ridge appeared a moderate day's climb ahead. TWO 
climl)ers, or three at most, would spend a night there, having taken a tent from CampIV 
and then go for the summit the next day, leaving Camp V standing. Once on  the summit, 
we hoped a party from the Eastern Axis would be there to guide thern down to Camp V or 
possibly Camp IV on that axis. As we wrre planning for the summit party to make across- 
ovrr- to the eastern side, and not return by the same route, the stocking u p  required was 
somewhat less. 

M'e lay around on our mattresses after lunch, soaking in the sun and also wanting to 
learn what effect the growing heat would have on the Face. T h e  level of activity of the rocks 
was certainly rising; stones fell from various parts into the debris at the foot of the Face. 
'Then, sure enough, a part of the lirst-and the largest-of the three hanging glaciers broke 
off from the main mass and came roaring down. 'Sahib, my camera,' I yelled to Kura, eager 
to capture at least the curtain of powdery snow that billowed in the wakeof falling ice.The 
main avalanche burird itself where it lell in thepreviousdebris; so steep was the angleof the 
Face that the blocks of ice had fallen almost perpendicular and had no  horizontal impetus 
to roll on towards the camp. A little later there was a somewhat smaller avalanche from the 
slopes of Mukut Parbat which too failed to make much headway towards the camp site; 11 







~ I ~ I I I  11% f in ,~l  surgr. .l sale 200-300 \.U 0 5  arsa$. I l i ~ r  w.~s ,111otl1et ~ o u r r r o l  \\or11 ~r*rnorrd 1 
had wnndrred i f  [ I ) ?  \\.lri[h ( 2 1  tilt* c losed r a l l r ~  ,rb big enough ro ~ ~ c c o m r i i ~ d a t t '  bolh 
avalanche d r b t ~ s  m d  our Cainp 111. I t  sermed be. but only just. 

And then. [he rLr~rd g l a c ~ o - t h e  nne on  the Pxrrmle le f~ .  a l \o  l t * ~  loose a rctlurn~nous 
amount  of ~ r - t ~  and snow. r e ~ r w l \  we W S I I P ~  for ~ n o \ t  ol [he powder\ 511oss to settle. When 11 
did. i t  was clear that the l ~ n e  we propobed 10 take was clear or the path of theatalanche: our 
m u l e  looked safe enough Irom such danger. 

I had seen all I wanted. done a11 1 could Learlng Sur aj. Bnlwan and  ~ w o  others at C a m p  
111, I vidlked back to Oarnp 11 wit11 Kura Ram. Cainp I1 ilvah be ingmanaged~~rryab ly  b\ our 



doctor, Major Gautam Ravinder Nath. I was very pleased with his performance so far. 
Though a complete newcomer to high mountains, he had voluntered for our expedition. I 
was glad he had. Tall ,  rangy and always cheerful, he had quickly strucka fine relationship 
with Suraj and had come u p  to Camp 11, and with no other officer around at that time, 
easily slid into handling all the administration work there, apart from keepinga watachful 
eye on the acclimatisation of all the members and porters whocame up. He  himself seemed 
to'have taken to the heights quite effortlessly and alongwith his nursing assistant and all 
the medical supplies ahd equipment, he appeared equipped to look after any casualties. 

In fact, there had been a casualty just two days ago. Lance Naik Man Singh, one of the 
toughest of the support party on this axis had stubbornly kept on with his ferrying despite 
poor adjustment to the altitude. Perhaps worried about losing his fast-spreading 
reputation as a very strong climber, he successfully concealed his growing discomfort and 
complete lack of appetite. Finally, after three days of going without virtually any food it 
was clear to all that Man Singh was done in. He  lay exhausted, and quite speechless. 
Gautam was quick to notice some tell-tale signs of trouble, the foaming at the mouth for 
one, and promptly despatched him downwards with his nursing assistant cariying a bottle 
of oxygen and the prescribed medicine for pulmonary oedema-that killer of killers at high 
altitude. Lasix injections began draining some of the fluid from Man Singh's lungs. Unless 
this fluid formation can be quickly arrested, the patient can die by drowning. Even as the 
casualty party headed towards Base Camp, Gautam radioed for a helicopter which landed 
there and lifted Man Singh to the safety of a hospital in the plains below o n 5  June,thevery 
day we had finalized our N W  Face route and set u p  Camp 111. 

Gautam seemed cwnpletely cool and in full command over everything at Camp I1 despite 
this emergency. He  had also done an  excellent job in chasing u p  supplies from the lower 
camps with the result that much of the climbing kit and equipment we needed to start 
technical work on the Face had already arrived at Camp 11. There was also enough food and 
fuel for at least a week. and some supplies of special high altitude rations. There were even 
some chickens frisking about on the glacier, so there wasn't much chance of any lack ot 
variety of food quite yet. Things seemed to be falling in placeand I went tosleep that night 
very contented. 

I was u p  very early the next morning, as if in moral support of Maon's rope which was to 
start work on  the Face that day-the lirst day of grappling with Kamet's NW Face. Earlier, 
down at Base Camp and out of touch with Suraj's vanguard, I had fretted a bit about the 
stocking u p  of higher camps. I had worried that Suraj seemed to be scouting ahead 
without enough logistic planning which might lead to bottlenecks as the climb began in 
full earnest. But now I was convinced thar my apprehensions had been unnecessary. Not 
only did Suraj quickly find the route to Camp I and Camp I1 with a great deal of aplomb 
and then unerringly picked the best line for the ascent beyond Camp 111, he had also 
supervised his Ionistic back-up well. He was leading from the front bur had a good grip 
on  his administrative rear. 

Then I headed down to Base Camp happily. The route was still trying even In descent, but 
there was no need to stop for regaining one's breath. I reached Base camp in the still warm 
afternoon sun of 4.30 pm, Ghastoli looked agreenerand,happier place. I was tired, hungry 
but satistied. We were now locked with Kamet up  its NW Face, the route agreed upon, 
logistics synchromeshed,myclim~rslit and enthusiastic. I had done all I could higher on 
the mountain, so I was salistied to be down at Base. And, them it was another world. 
Akshay, delighted to see me back, with a chicken clutched in hisarm reverted toa child-like 
lisp to show his joy. And how proud he made me that day when he had manlully kept pace 
with me on that leg-softening, hard-breathing, long climb to Camp I. Clutching a hen and 



lisping, ana, yet trying to master the intricacies of our.wireless sets, tapping keys, moving 
dials and calling out; 'Alpha Bravo Charlie to Charlie 2, do you hear, over.' He was trying 
to raise Camp 11. 

There was Kapil, too, at the Base, lugging the heavy cinematograph around, his face all 
laughs as he greeted me,'Have we climbed the mountain, sir?' If only such confidence as 
Akshay and Kapil have in us could do  it, well, we had as good as climbed the mountain! I sat 
back against a rock in utter contentment, warmed by the sloping sun shining from above 
Chandra Parbat and the hot mug of tea and sent the following signals: 

O P  recce Kamet(.) sitrep as at 061800. firstly(.) alpha(.) Western party(.) Leaderanddy 
leader carried out extensive recce of various approaches of h m e t  on 4 - 5  June(.) it had 
been decided to climb Kamet from NW Face(.) ramps as follows(.) one(.) Base camp 
area Ghas~oli  at Ht 13800 leer(.) two(.) Camp One on West Kamet glacier HI  16500 
feet(.) three(.) camp 'Two near south-west spur of b m e t  Ht 18000 feet(.) four(.) Camp 
'Three trying to find oul way up led by Nb Sub Maon second Pat-ty in support led by 
Kura Ram(.) future progress will be extremely slow as every inch of height gained has 
to be bought with piton and rope under adverse condition. 

Clearly, I had no  illusions about what lay ahead in store for the Kumaonis on the 
North-West Face of Karnet. 



EASTERN AXIS 

t was the 9th June ,  we were having breakfast when o n e o f  the johnnies came and  told 
me  very casually that L. N K  Bharat Sing11 was not  feeling very well. About ten 
minutes later I went to see h im.  T h e  casual manner  of the report had  not prepared me 
for t!ie sight I saw.' Capt  Chengappa  of the Army Medical Corps thus begins his 

account of the tragedy that struck the expedition ou t  of the blue. 
'Bharat S ingh  was lying i n  a daze, nor i n  his senses a n d  looking very weak, a n d  barely 

able  to  whisper. When I asked h i m  whether he  had eaten anything,  he  said that as he  had 
not felt like it he had eaten hardly any th ing  i n  thelast threedays. I examined himcarefully. 
T h e r e  were n o  symptoms of pulmonary oedema so  I attributed his weakness to his not 
having had any food. Immediately I prescribed some easily digestible drinks like 
Bournvita. Horlicks anti f rui t  juices etc. hop ing  these would quickly replenish his energy 
level. But none  of these worked a n d  by evening he looked very drowsy. H e  couldn't  speak 
any more, rlor was he able to recognize anyone. Moreover, he was breathless and  was also 
coughing.  I examined h im again,  arld this time found definite signs of pulmonary 
oedema. 

'Immediately I started the prescribed 11-callnent; l.asix, Morphia,  oxygen etc. With all 
this his breathing improbed somewhat, ,his m u g h i n g  also seemed to have reduced but he 
did not become any more a l r ~ t .  In fact, he gradually slipped into a coma. H e  did not 
respond to any stirnulus exrtjpt to wince at painful ones. 

'By this time darkness had fallen but there was n o  dearth of volunteers to keep me 
company on  my night-long vigil for i r  wab vit;~l that Bharat begiven the necessary medicine 
and  injections at regul ;~r  intervals. Meanwhile, we had been able to  contact Camp11 o n  the 
Western Axis and  had requestetl t l~ern to  1);rss o n  to Joshimath o u r  urgent request for a 
helic-opter to  e\,aciratr Hharar S i n ~ 1 1  to a hospital in  the plains. But we knew that the 
chopper c-ould lantl only at H;~st, (:amp and  that we would have to first take Bharat down 
there Irorn C a r r ~ p  11. Nrxt day my nurbing assisrant arrived at  C a m p  I1 and  brought u p  some 
intravenous g l ~ ~ c o s e  bo~t les .  Thib  war a big rr l i r f  since there was n o  other way to provide 
Bharat S ingh  with any nourishrnrnr. LVe g;tvr him two bottles of glucose arid also injected 
some Bo~rr r~vi ta  dil-ecrly into hi \  stornac 11. 

'We starrrci Bharat's evacuation a r o ~ ~ r ~ d  3.00 1J.m. o n  10 J ~ r n e .  I t  was one of the toughest 
jobs I havc* rver been involv t~ l  in. Hharar Sing11 was strapped o n  to the stretcher and  there 
were rcn 01 11s who rook [urns  ( a r r \ i n g  rhe srrc'rc.11er. It was back-breaking work, and we had 
to keep s topping  to rest and  to give Bharat oxygeri, i r~ jcc t io r~s  and  medicine. TO make 
matters worse, i t  was snowing  heavily all the while. 'To me i t  seemed a scene out  of  frozen 
hell. 7'hrt.r hours 1arc.r w r r  sturnbled into (:;rrnp I .  Herr  we rested a little and  four fresh 
nlrmbers rook over Irorn sorntb ol rlie more rirrd ont3s w h o  had ac.companied our  sad, silerlt 
c;rravan Irom C:arnl) 11. 



'We set ou t  for Base C a m p  in blizzard tondilions. I t  was cold, miwrahlr and the 
visibility was very poor. A messagr had h e n  rirdiord to Rase Camp and wc. hoped I tiat ;I L W  
more porters would meet us halfway to h r lp  us. In uninviting dark. ;I group ol thrlrr did 
march a considerable way u p  the glacier. But our  Illogres\ had been slower than expe(tcid 
and after waiting for a n  hour they returned to Basr thinking that they must h a v c . m ~ s \ r t l ~ ~ ~  
o n  our  way down. 

'We slipped, slithered and stumbled along the glacirr: our  tiredness and the awkward 
stretcher load made it a nightmarish exprrience. It was no1 until 2.30 a.m. I I th J u n r  that 
we reached Base Camp,  uuerly exhausted but relieved that Bharat could now Iw evacuatrd 
by helicopter. Even after we had made Bharat comfortable inside a tent. I tried m\  brst 10 

stay awake in order to be able to keep a constant chrck on him. I s~lccredrd for a whilr l ) u ~  
passed our around 5.00 a.m. 

'I was shaken awake around 10.00 a.m. I t  was a while before m): sluggish mind could 
make ou t  the cause of all the excitement - lhere was the sound of the rhoppcr overht-ad. 
Bharat Singh was still unconscious and was being liked on  to the stretcher and w e  carrird 



him out  of the tent a n d  hurried rowards the landing zone some distance off. It was still 
snowing  heavily. T h e  pilot lowered the chopper ,  then lifted-off a n d  circled about  a bit, n o  
doubt  wondering if it was safe ro land. For a while it seemed tn us that he had decided 
against risking a landing i n  those conditions. Disappointed, we began carrying poor 
Bharat back to the c a m p  when we saw thechopper  returning. T h i s  time there was nodoubt  
that the pilot was go ing  to land. 

'As WC= watched the machine disappear, o u r  intense fatigue was offset by the fact that 
Bharat wasnow headed for the plains and  the best possible treatment. O u r  night-long effort 
had not gone  in vain, a n d  our  tiredness seemed worth it. ' 

T h e  helicopter landed for reluelling at Joshimath, and two aoctors worked o n  Bharat Singh 
for forty five minutes with oxygen masks and iniections to fortify him for the ninety minute 
flight to Bareilly. I met thesedoctorson 14 J u n e  when I spent a d a y  at Josh imathdur ingmy 



transit from the Western to the Eastern axls, and one of them told me, "T'he casualty was 
very serious when he  arrived here. Had  his evacuation got delayed by even another hour he 
would have been dead upon arrival.' 

S o  perhaps we had managed to save Bharat after all, I thought to myself. I had been 
extremely worried ever since I had learnt of his condition. I was then at the B a s e c a m p  on  
the Western Axis. But the same day, 14 June. the pilot who had flown Bharat to Bareilly 
came to Joshimath o n  another sortie, and  told me that though Bharat was breathing 
normally, he continued to be in coma. 'It's very surprising.' I recorded in ~hcdictaphone.  
'It seems to be a very rare case of altitude sickness. tJsually a patient suffering from 
pulmonary oedema recovers rapidly when taken down to the plains at sea level. hlaybe he 
had taken some sleeping tablets too, but why should he have done that.'Serious mig~vings 
had already begun nagging me. 

Pasricha despite his age had been well acclimatised and feeling fit at camp I I  anddecidrd to 
g o  as lar as camp 111. Availing theropeThapa ' s  team had fixed earlier, he went u p  thegully 
and  reached camp 111 on  17 June. While at r a m p  111 he painted Kamet and Mans peaks and 
sketched my portrait. Pasricha had never been so high before a n d  possibly he is the only 
artist to  have ever painted the'Himalavan landscape at the height. 

O n  18 June ,  L Nk Bharat Singh died in the hospital, without once having recovered 
consciousness. T h e  post-mortem revealed that he had indeed taken sleeping pills; of coursc 
there was evidence of pulmonary oedema but the doctors felt that he might well have 
recovered lrom that but for the sleeping pills he took. T h e  news of his death reached the 
team on  the 27 June,  even as we were poised for our  push towards the summit. Rharat Singh 
had been one of the toughest o l  the climbers on  the Eastern Axis. N o w  the altitude had 
claimed him. Others, not as strong, some older, others less determined, were even then 
perched much higher than Bharat had been able to go. What inscfutable laws are these? 
How, finally, is one's destiny decided upon? There are n o  answers, perhaps, so there is a 
sense of loss, and grief, and  helplessness, and incomprehension. I looked at the familiar 
sight of snow and summits, and wondered despairingly at the price theyextract.'ls it ever 
worth it?' I whispered to myself. 'Is it ever worth the loss of a life i' 

Bharat Singh's evacuation to Base C a m p  threw into disarray the carefirlly calibrated 
movement plans o l  Thapa .  His  team was hopelessly strung out  o n  the mountain, and 
regrouping took two days. Therefore it was only on  13 June  that7rhapa 's  ropecould finally 
occupy C a m p  I11 at 20,500 feet, though they had practically forced theentire route to  it four 
days earlier. 

T h e  next day they took on  the 1200 feet rock face that guards theaccess to Meade's Col. 
T h i s  rock face is the only technically dilfirult obstacle o n  Kamet from this side, a lace at 
places layered with ice, at others covered with small stones and lined with avalanchechutes. 
To enable stocking u p  of the higher camps, almost the entire route on  this rock Pace had to 
be fix-roped [or load-carrying porters.On 14 J u n e  Thapa and  his party fixed some500 feet 
of rope. Another push, and they ought  to be able to clamber over the 50-foot ice wall that 
marked the upper endof the rock face , thought T h a p a  satisfied with their day's work. Back 
at C a m p  I11 he was happy to seeBakshi there with his party. 'You complete the woricon the 
rock face tomorrow.' he told Bakshi that night before turning in. 

But o n  15 June  the weather was again bad. too bad for the tricky work of completing 
the route and fixing ropeon the rock face. There was n o  movement beyond C a m p  111 but all 
the other climbing members came u p  from C a m p  11; Camp 111 was now becoming the 
Advance Base Camp.  



I(i J u n e  was clear a n d  T h a p a  dec-ided to gamble o n  it remaining that way and  make a 
big push towards Carnp  I\'. O n e  after the other a variety of reasons had been interrupting 
his team's progrebs, arid he Tell that now they had to make lull  useofevery possibleday. H e  
sent oIf Baksl~i 's  t ram two hour-s before the others so that they could finish making  the route 
o n  tht. l a w  the lime th r  main  body caught u p  with them. It worked. A big ferry was 
undertaken by ; ~ l l  those w h o  were at  C a m p  111. It caught u p  with Bakshi's pathfinders iust 
brlo\v thc f inal  ice wall. Kajpal cut a route u p  that and a s~zable d u m p  was established at 
~ h r  proposed site of C a m p  I V .  

Another successful lerry was conducted the next day. T h a t  depleted the stores at C a m p  
111 so  o n  I8 J u n e  T h a p a  sent u p  only two men to carry the tentage needed to set u p  C a m p  
11'; ,711 others went down to C a m p  I1 a n d  brought u p  loads to C a m p  111. Not much  height 
had been gained d u r i n g  these days but T h a p a ' s  determined spree of load h u m p i n g  had 
once again put  11ie logistic-s moreor  less back in shape. More s t u i  was brought u p o n  19 and 
0 J u n e ,  and  things looked well under control as Th:ll>a arid I sat down to finalize the 
surnmit plans. 
-Thilr I;lr T h a l ~ ; ~  Ilatl Ottcrl \ v o ~ k ~ n g  ~ i ~ w ; ~ r d s  ;~t tcrr l l )~ing the various ideas we had 
o~igirl;il l \  st.1 101 o~~rsr . l \ , t . s  o n  th r  Eastern Axis, in(-luding ;I solo attemp1 01 Kamet from 
(:;lrnl) 111. the ;lsc-rnl 01 110th liamrt ; ~ n d  ,\l)i <;amin in or~rtlay,aclimbersl~endinga night on 
I ~ C  \ ~ l m r i i i ~ .  ? I ( .  .\ r1c.c-cssal-)- 11rc.c-ontli~ion for sucic.ss in any of tliesr ;imbitious ideas was 
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gootl \vc.a~llt.~-. 111src.ad. \ \ c 3  I l ; l t l  ur l lor t~~r~; i tc l !  rurl ~ r ~ t o  a very bad spell arid the forecast was 
for more of rllc S;IIIIC. So put  r l~e \c  pl;1115 ;~s lde  for the present as i t  M';IS absoutely essential 
to set u p  thc higllcr t a m p s  and  tl irnb li,irnci i l l  ortlcr to be prepared [or receiving the 
Western summit  team sllould it succeed irl t limbirlg Kaniet from that side. There  was n o  
provis ior~ for rhern to descend bark on  their side so i f  the) got to the top they would have to 
come down on  the Eastern Axis, and  t h ~ s  meant [hat we had to be ready to receive thern and  
guide them down,  for the eastern route wa5 a cornplerel) unlamiliar one for them. Th i s  
then becarne the guiding [actor of our  p lann i r~g .  For rhr same reason - the safety of the 
rross-ovcr t ram - I imrnediately accepted Tllapa's idea of r5tablishing a n  extra c a m p  on  
our i t lrt .  I ' raditionally. Kamet has been climbed from C a m p  \ 'at  Meade's Col which isat a 
11c1gl11 of 23,500 tcet. 'I'here a r e n ' ~  any great diffic-ultie\ between there and the summit  ot 
K a r r ~ c ~  w11ic.h I S  about 25.447 Ieet, almost exactly two thousand feet higher. But as yet we , 
had r ~ o  idea Ilow derr~anding the summit  push would l)? for the \Vestern Team,  or how long 
i t  t\.oukd ~ ; i k c  thern to ( I ~ r n t )  from their- filial c-amp to the sutnrnit. An additional c a m p  - 
(:,lrnp \'I - o r r ~ c ~ \ \ . l ~ c ~ ~ c  I)ct\\.ccn ,Ilc;~tic'.\ (:ol and  the surnrnir, therefor-e could well come in 
\ ( * I \  uscl11l ~l1ou1(1 t l ~ t ,  \Vc.lcrn ( l i n ~ b c r s  I)e in a b;ld way afrer their ascent. 

I I ; I \ . I I I ~  (l(,( i d ~ ~ c l  lipon 1111s kc\ lac I O I .  111c resr \<;is easier. \Ve decided that the first 
surnnllt I,art\ tvoultl c o n \ ~ \ t  or 1.1 K K S i r ~ g h .  Sub Soban Singh, NK Balw.arlt Singh and 
Kecruir Khirn SingIl. L)csitlc\ '1'h;rl);i hlrnscl[. Their  5~1rnrnit 1)id was to be suppol-ted by the 
par-[\  (.onsicling o l  1.1 1%;1Lsl1i. K;ljp;ll. l.;~li t blohari ;lnd Subhash \vllose task would be to 
rnake tlic I - o u ~ e  to ( : a n ~ p  \'  rid \ 'I ,  and fcrr\ 1o;ids ~-cquiwci lor tllcsc camps: In short, to take 
011 ;l11 rllc rnorc ;rr-tit~ou$ task\ in order to Itta\t. rI1c \trrllrnlr 1c;lrn rcl;iti\-el\. 11c.h [or the final 
< l \ ( ( ~ l l l  1 0  ill(, t 0 1 ) .  

\\'c. rl1c.11 \ \ ,o~kt.t i  out the. l ime-r,~l)lc.  I'll(, \tllllrnll ;Irrcslrlpl \\.as sc-heduled for 24 J u r ~ e .  
1 , o r  r I11\ ,  r l 1 ( 3  h ~ : ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ r  IC; I I I I  Il;1(1 to l)(, c \ r : ~ l ) l ~ ~ l ~ c ~ t I  111 ( : : I I I I ~  I \ 'ori  21 J u n e ,  111 C::lr~ip \ ' o n  22 
,11111t'. ;111(1 I I I  ( : : I I I I ~ )  1'1 0 1 1  23 J I I I I ~ .  'l.l~tt s1\i-r(..1111 01  I . c ~ l ~ t  \1o11;111 and Rajpal tvould then 
III,I!,(, ~ I I C I I  , I I I ( . I I I I ) I  011  27 JLIIIC. ,  1.111\ tvoulcl ~ I I \ L I I ~  ~ I I ; I I  tllc l i igl~c~r cilrnps t\.ould be 



operational dur ing  the period in ~vliic Ii 11ic \\'rbtcr-n Team planrird r I i c . i r  m\ \-o\rr- lor  tlie) 
had radioed that they would miike their pusll o n  24 J~rn t .  or 26 Junc.  :\\ ;In .~tl(lirion;ll 
prrcaut ion, i t  was decidtvl th;lt ( h m p s  I\'. L' and \'I tvould be stocked n.itliadtlit~onal loocl. 
sleeping bags and  Inattresses so that w e n  in the eventuality 01 this team not being in a 
position to  recelve the Western boys alter their cross-over,  he latter would find corlilort and 
sanctuary in  these fully stocked camps. Another summit  bid - to be made by all  other fit 
members in  position -was also kept i n  m i n d a s  a posibility. 

T h e  summit  team began its push from C a m p  111 o n  21 June ,  and I watched them across 
the kilometre-long snow:irld strrtc h ing  to the base of the rock Tat-c. 'The) were arcom- 
panied by Kahil-a;. \ ' i j ;~)  Sirigli, l ialan S ingh ,  Maon and Dan Singh,  a n  rxcrptionally 
tough and spiritvd pot-trr of Rampa village. \vho wotlld carry lo;lcls Irorn Camp IV tocamps 
l' and  \'I. I t  was a n  exr raord ina~i ly  bright day, ;rntl t.hr bun shorie down fr-om a sprckless 
blue sky. T h r  mounta in  c-lothed iri Ireslily fallen snow of the previous few days, was 
dazzlingly wliitr \<lien t l ~ r  large g r o u p  set olf alter a I i r a ~ t y  meal at around 11.00a.ln. Trvo 
feet of new snow co\,eretl the rarlier track and ;;fresh one liad to be made. -Illis slowed them 
d o w n  considerably but didn't  dampcn tht,ir higli bl)irits:.lor. i t  the weather held tor three to 
lour  days the summit  seemed within I-riicli! 'l'hey ploughed ~ T I  and reac-liecl C a m p  I \ '  
a round  5.00 p . m .  whrr-r an ~rnpleasant  surprisr ;iwalted them. T h e  support party led by 
Bakshi was still a t  C a m p  I\' tliough they liad been schrcluled to set u p  C a m p  V tliat day. 

' I 'm really sorry,' Bakshi apologized. 'My mernbrrs are feeling the altitude very badly 
a n d  may not  be able to g o  Iligher. I thought  it best to wait for you here,' he added. 

' T h e  ~ o u t e  to C a m p  1' which I t l i o u g h ~  would have been opened o n  that day had not 
been. But I did not dare !,how my dismay lor that would have made the others lose heart.' 
recounted T h a p a . ' C a m p  IV was ovrrcrowded so I immediately sent down Subhash, Vijay, 
a n d  the unwell Lalit Mohan to Carnp 111.' Tliapa was also veryanxio~rs  that the time-table 
of the ascent should not be clianged. T h i s  meant an unbroken p u s l ~ t o  Carnp \', C a m p  \'l 
a n d  the summit  o n  successivt* days. ' I  did 1101 wan1 to wastr ever1 a day at any of rlle camps. 
So Idecided that we would m o w  u p  together with the support party the next day, insteadof tlir 
original plan which had called Ior the latter to be a day ahead of us, making trail, 
establishing carnps to Iacilitate o u r  progress.' 

T h e  next day-22lunc-they set ol l  alter a full meal around 9.00a.m.,and re;~clied the 
site oI Carlip \' after a gruelling eight-Iioul. climb. 'Bakshi, RK,  Rajpal and Balwarit took 
turns breaking tlie trail through frrshly pi led-up snow. I found the terrain liad changrd 



b i ~ ~ c c *  111c I N ~ \  iou \  yc.al. 50 ~ n u c  h so  rhar we llad 10 find a n  cnrirely rlr\v r o u ~ e . '  ~Tll,tpit told 
~ r l c *  I ; ~ I ~ I .  ' l 'hc  hang ing  gl.~cicr 11;lcl c-omc rogr111t.r :ornling a j;rggcd rdgr  and  open ing  upnr \ \ .  
re\.:rsses. '1'11ey tletitled ~o sl.rv \\.t.ll clc:rr 01 1I1c 111e tr-r\,assr zone a n d  cllose ro clinlb o n  10 

1131-d i(t .  ;11ong a lligllrr lirlc. I 'l~ey roped u p  a n d  lixcd cl-ampons o n  to their boors a n d  
~I'h:i1):1, K;rjl);rl ;incl B;~l\v.lnr l)u( kled clo\vn 10 t r ~ ~ r i n g  sreps a n d  l i x i r ~ g  rope over ;1 50-loo1 
 cc 1 ,1 ( t ,  ;~l)o\(. W I I I C I I  rIlc\ r(-( ho~lt'(l I I ~ c I ( '  \\.oultln'r lx I I I L I C ~  dirngcr o l  crevasses. Ir rook t h r ~ n  
I ~ r l l  -111 I I O L I I  10 ( L I I  ;I I O I I I ~  1 0  I I I ( .  l o p  01 rllc i t  t ,  l~ lock .  l ' I~t ,n.  p a r ~ r i ~ ~ g  ~ v i r l ~  cxerr ior~,  they bar 
d o \ \ . r ~  101 ;I ~ t * \ r .  I l r ~ t ,  rllc I e ~ r s i ~ l g  p;llt\ .rl\o (.lug111 u p  \virh r h e n ~  a n d  r\ .eryone had some 
1101 boul). 1'111-rr l1o111s Iir~er I I I ~ \  \ l ~ r ~ ~ g g e t l  oll  tllcir- loads a n d  ser u p  Carnp  \'. Tilnr :5 .00 
1' ITI.  Plac ts: Xleatle's (:ol. 

T h c  su11 h.ld star by the rime rhe last of loacl-c,trrying members s ~ ~ a . w l r d  in 1'11ey had 
d o ~ i c  ;l11 rxc-e l l rnr job in  c ; r~r- \ ing ,111 r11(, srolc\ ~ c c l ~ r l ~ c d  for the Iilsr t\vo camps  on  the 
mounrai11.'1'11c\ !-vac hrcl <:amp \ ' I I I I ~ I ~ \  ( . Y I ~ ; I L I \ I ~ . C I .  'i113011 ;~rld 1(;113r1 Sing11 carnr in last. 
\,\'c clid 11or I~ir\,e r n o u g h  r c ~ ~ r s  and I I I ; I ~  ro sc.~lci I I I C I I I  b;rck to (:3lllp I \ '  111a1 C \  C I I I I I ~ . '  I'llrrpa 
norc,el rcgl-crlully. 

I'I1e11 111cy scr ~ l t ) o ~ ~ t  p ~ c p a l - i n g  dir111t31 i r ~ \ i d ( > a  tent. a gas ca~rrieigt-spr1111g a leak a n d  
I I ~ ( ,  <.I\ t)rg;111 ~ I I I  n i ~ ~ g  in  .I tl;~nc.ing I l a ~ n c  inbidt. ~Ilc. \~n,rl l  bpacr. In rlrc I 11sl1 to ger our ol the 
I ~ ~ I - ~ I I  t l ~ ~ n ~ \ \  c lollling l ~ o m  .r \mall-r~lo~~rlrc.d 1t.r11--rhr rent itsc.1: began bliding dotvn 
111~. h l o l ) t ,  L I ~  i r  I I ~ I ( I  1101 \ ( * I  I)(Y.II L I ~ ( . I \  ; I I IC  l101(~(1.  l - l ~ c n  1.tl:rl)a diet 111e onlv r l ~ i n g  he ~ ~ i l l l y  
c o ~ ~ l t l ;  ignor ing r l ~ c  l I . r ~ ~ l c * b .  Ile g~aI)bccl Ilol(l ol r l l c .  .rrrridgr a n d  rndnilgt>d ro hur l  it o u t  of 



the tent. T h e  fire p u t  ou t ,  the others then stopped the sliding tent. 'Evel-yonr was fine but 
we had lost a complete cartridge of gas,' noted T h a p a  laconically. 

They set off for c a m p  \'I the ~ l e x t  day at  about  11.00 a .m.  T h c  s u ~ n m i t  team was 
supported by Bakshi, Kabiraj a n d  the Bampa porter, 1)an Singh. Bakshi and  Kabiraj 
carried some food fol- C a m p  1'1 a n d  had the job of breaking trail to the highest camp.  Dan 
Singh carried the tent. T h i s  would leave the summit  party relatively fresh for their ascent 
the next day.It was planned that the support party would I-eturn to C a m p  V the sameday, i.e. 
23 June ,  a n d  Bakshi a n d  Kabiraj would attempt Abi G a m i n  the next day.'Wllileclirnbing 
Abi Gamin ,  Bakshi, the cine cameraman i n  o u r  team, would also be able to photograpll our  
proposed ascent o l  Kamet o n  the 24th. T h e  weather was clear throughout theday and  I was 
h o p i n g  it would remain that way for a few days,'recorded Thapa .  

O n  way to C a m p  V1 the indefatigable Dnn Singh walked i n t o a  narrow, deepcrevasse. 
H e  was carrying the tent for C a m p  V1 and  now the bulge of his load pinned him at the 
moutll  of the narrow cre\.asse. 'His  hc>ad \<;IS \isit)lr 1x11 the rtsst o: Iiis I,otl\ dangled in the 
crevasse. I tried to hold h i m  but in  the process one  of my legs also wellt into tlle crevasse. 
Immediately I planted my ice-axe on  tile other side ol  the crwasse ancl rnarl;iged to prevent 
myself from falling i n  any further, '  T h a p a  recounted of his attempt to rescur I h n  S ingh .  

Bakshi, w h o  had been following T h a p a ,  was qui te  stunned to scc thc two of tllern 
s t ruggl ing in the crevasse. But he then reacted quickly. 'Someone thl-elv a rope f r o ~ n  behind. 
Everyone was shout ing  a n d  there was  confusion. I caught the rope and  rushed to where 
Dan Singh was slowly s l ipp ing  further down,  his outstretched arms losing their grip. I 
pu t  the rope below his armpits,  a n d  with one  jerk pulled h im out of thecrevasse. Either due  
to the effort o r  d u e  to the tense situation which had  developed, I collapsed o n  to the snow 
a n d  lay there for about  three minutes, completely spent,' the young lieutenant recalled. 

They  settled for a site lower than what they had hoped,  and  began setting u p  C a m p  V1 on  
the North-East ridge of Kamet at  4.00 p .m.  o n  23 June. At 5.30 p.m. ,  Bakshi, Kabiraj and 
Dan Singh began retracing their steps to Carnp V,  leaving T h a p a ,  R K and Balwant 
nestled i n  the highest c a m p  ever set u p  o n  Kamet. T h e  summit  lose 1500 feet above them, 
but  the weather had closed in again a n d  the wind was rising. 



WESTERN AXIS 

From Kapil Malhotra's Diary 

,here was Dan Singh? Suraj, Gautam and  1 stopped at  almost every step and  
triedour best to pick ou t  the lead climber of the rope o n  the Face. We could see 
Abl~a i  Singh standing motionless a little below and to the right of therock wall 
that barred the way about 1200 feet above C a m p  111 towards which we were 

headed. T h e n ,  closely following the rope that stretched to the left, traversing the entire 
widthof  the baseof that rock feature. we picked out a bulkier, bigger f i ~ u r e .  'That 's 
Kura,' exc~a lmed Suraj.  ,They are trylng to climb the rock wall from the left. Oh good. 
they are at  it! 

'All the while that we had been walking u p  trom C a m p  I1 that morning. Dalal had 
worried about whether Kura Ram's rope would be able to work that day. It hadsnowed, not 
heavily but very steadily, the previous evening for about two to three hours. I had moved u p  
to C a m p  I1 that day, reaching it about 1.00 p.m. with dark clouds rapidly gathering 
overhead and  a cold wind perking u p  into squally gusts. Already, a few flakes of snow 
floated downwards. C a u t a m  had met us, very cheerful and friendly, about a couple of 
hundred yards below the camp site, sporting a gurkha hat set at a jaunty angle which he 
would occasionally swerp oll his head with a flourish. "Come and have some teaand hot 
lunchi'he welcomed uscheel-iI) :'I arh shifting the camp to the middle of the glacier. It will 
then be on  the direct route between C a m p  I and C a m p  111, so things are a bit unsettled. But 
the kitchen is operational;'he added hastily, n o  doubt not icingour disappointment a t  not 
being quickly able to crawl into tents and sleeping bags. T h e  kitchen was a n  ice hole 
protected by a large boulder. T h e  stove hissed, heating some water for our  tea. and  n o  doubt 
melting a bit more of the floor oI the kitchen, thus gradually deepening the hole. Already 
the cook could hardly be seen when he bent over the stove. 

'We did get hot tea but had to wait considerably lolrger for lunch which wasserved after 
the camp had been re-established at its new site. Finally. late in the afternoon we settled 
down iito our  sleeping bags, delighting in their warmth rven as the sky outside turned 
completely grey. I t  wasabout an hour later that theguy ~~opesofo t r r  tent were lustily shaken 
and the gravelly voice o l  Suraj yelled iron1 outside. "Hey, what are you lcllows doing 
lying about in sleeping bags in the middle o l  the day!" 

'I was qui te  drowsy but Cautam quickly shot u p  into a sitting position, rolled his 
sleeping bag off his body to utangle his longlimbs, thrust his head out of the mouth of tent. 
and cried, "Hey, Deputy Leader, where have you come from? Deserting your post or what!" 
all the while struggling to pull on his snow boots. T h e  tcntwalls flapped vigorously as he 



crawled o u t  excitedly. 1 followed. Outside, Dalal in  his yellow windsuit and  mirror-like 
polaroid glasses cut a startlingly vi\,id figure in the grey, nlisty and wet afternoon. "YOU 

didn t expect a.surprise inspection,did you?" he .grinned whitely a n d  widely. 
'Then tu rn ing  to Doc, he added. "Well, you deserve your rest. I see you haveshifted the 

site of the c a m p  which is what I camedown to suggest. G o o d  show ." he then barked, still 
playing the part of supreme commander. 

' T h a t  evening we spent i n  animated chatting, all  four of us - Suraj ,  Doc, Sambial  and  
1 - squeezeed in to  o n e  Arctic T e n t ,  each bringing the other  u p  to date o n  news and  gossip 
of o u r  respective parts of the mounta in .  It was an  evening of warm friendship; a n  occasion 
a n d  a mood qui te  uniquely gifted to tllose engaged in a common,  testingenterprise. As if 
sensing o u r  sunny mood,  the next morn ing  gl-eeted us  with clear blue skies. Only  a distant 
c loud or two hinted at bad weather later i n  the day. W e  stood about  in the morn ing  light 
a n d  the growing  warmth,  leisurely packing o u r  rucksacks and  supervising the strapping- 
u p  of the loads to be ferried to C a m p  111 by the porters. 

' T h o u g h  Sura j  still joked around,  it was clear that he was tense that morning.  T h e  
evening before he  had been totally relaxed but now o n e  could sense h r  was sonlehow 
preoccupied. H e  led the way over freshly fallen snow with complete rlonchal;lnce, hands in 
pocket, superbly co-ordinated a n d  extremely gracious in droping his pace t o  match that ol 
the laggard - me. T o  keep us fresh a n d  keen, he would s top and  point out a n  interesting 
fissure here a n d  some peak there. As we turned into the closed valley, however, he  was 
distracted by his impatience to  find ou t  if the climbers had ventured u p  the fixed rope that 
morning.  Dalal had apprehended that they might  have found the rope iced-up as a result of 
the previous evenings snowfall, tbo iced-up to give any purchase to  their jumars. Now 
u p o n  seeing his men gamely carrying o n ,  he visibly relaxed. Expansively he looked around 
at  us. then saidPMLet 's  relax for a while  and  watch them climb. W hat's the hurl-y, anyway?" 
"And we deserve a rest," he  added, characteristically spal-ing lnr  of any guilt ,  for I was 
unmistakably the o n e  most i n  needof a respite. Gratefully I shruggedoff  my rrrcksack, took 
off my down jacket a n d  spread it or] the snow a n d  sat down to watch the tiny ligurcs pc~ised 
above us a n d  well tried to pick ou t  Dan Singh o n  the North Face.' 

And  that  day they were wltness to some of the I~est c l imbing of the entire expedition. 
O n c e  at  C a m p  111, with the a ~ d  o+ b ~ n o c u l a r s  they finally picked out  Dan Singh in the 
shadow between a n  overhang a n d  the rockwall. After traversing lelt over a very steep ice 
slope, Dan  S i n g h  had found himself a t  the botlom of that narrow funnel. It stretched u p  
vertically; the surface of smooth  rock with a thin crust of ice, too thin to hold a n  ice piton. 
H e  cleared off some ice with his ice axe and  hands a n d  inspected the rock below. N o  crack. 
n o  protuberances. n o  hold a t a l l ,  nothing.  H e  peeredup. Again no th ing  that hecould use to 
climb. H e  was stuck. Wisely, he decided to call Kura R a m ,  his experienced rope leader, to 
his stance. It  took the latter fifteen rninut t .~ to  make that fifty foot traverse though a fixed 
rope now gave h im a handrail.  Once  together, they again examined the obstacle. "Bend 
down a little Sahib" he  told me. 'Kura R a m  recalled later. 'I was struck dumb.  Dan Sirlgh - - 

was preparing t o  hoist himself o n  to  my shoulders.' 
Either he  was too astonished to protest, o r  Dan Singh was very swift, o r  perhaps K ~ r r a  

R a m  too realized that desperate innovation was called for to  make furthrr headway, for he 
steadied Dan  S i n g h  o n  his shoulders by firmly grasping his ankles. Swiftly Dan Singh 
yanked off his gloves a n d  then explored the vertical slope for holds. F ind ing  a shallow 
depression.he stuck his fingers in a n d  calling out .  ' H o l d  me if I fall' to KUI-a Ram,  he 
hugged the surface with his entire body to achieve f r i c ~ i o n  and  jimrnied himself u p  till his 
fingers d u g  in to  a small crack whertt he  exultantly harnnlered i n  a piton. 'I.swear to yolr, 



sir.' Kl~rarecounted later, ' that day he went mad.' 
Having got over that hold-less pitch, therc. was no stopping Dan Singh. In ;~nothc-r 

hour  of superb climbing over a treacherous mixture of rock arid snow, he hauled himself 
on  to the narrow ledge that was the top of the 100-lcmt rockwall. T h r r e  he vigorously 
hammered in some pitons, attached karabiners and looped a rope which now stretched 
down for Kura Ram to come up.  But Kura had fircr to l r ~ c h  Abhai to hisstance. Abhai rnust 
have stood at his position for about an hour - arltl - a - hall. ~ l ~ l r  to lookacrosr andsee Kura 
but little of the climbing drama in which D ~ I I  Sirigh was ir~\.olved. ' H r  was also in shadow 
and  must have grown quite cold,' Suraj told me at Base Camp thrre days later. 

Once Abhai reached him, Kura climbed u p  to Dan Singh's stance. ' l  had the fixed 
rope, but still it took me twenty minutes and I was completely breathless,' Kura recorded. 
'My arm muscles ached as I followed Dan Singh's lineof tiny footholds. I t  was frightening.' 
And this from the mpst experienced climber we had o n  rllr mountain. 

Bv rile tinir Abhai reached thr other t\vo i t  was already 1 .OO p m .  and there were 
clouds gathering in the west, slowly advancing upon the Face. T h e  three of them had a 
drink of hot tea but Dan Singh was not through for the day yet. H e  had had a good deal of 
rest while waiting for his companions to reach him. Now warmed by the hot drink he rose 
for a final round. Above them was a beauty, a glittering ice slopeof about 200rnetses, and 
at an angle of only 600. After what he haddonetaarliel.on, this wasa pieceofcake. Hisiceaxe 
held high like a proud standard, he almost went leaping u p  that slope in a n  energetic burst. 
AtCamp 111 they all came out ro watch him. His rnasrering of the rockwall hadnot been visible 
from below but now he was poised dl-amatically against that beautiful ice pitch. Not 
bothering to drive in pitons or fix rope - that could be done the next day - Dan Singh was 
now climbing [or the sheer joy of it; and who could grudge him his celebration after that 
incredible climb earlier on. 

' H e  went u p  us if the summit was in sight.'said Doc. 'Swift, sure - footed and smooth. 
Not a false step anywhere, not a p;lusr. I l r  \\.as a man inspired.' 

Fifty metres above his companions, the rope became tight around his waist. I t  now 
stretched taut to  the gr inning Kura R a m  below who had quite correctly assessed that they 
had done enough for the day. Reluctantly Dan Singh turned back. .but not before makinga 
huge gash on  the ice to mark his high-point.  Then lie s\viftly cnmponed  down to the 
others. 

'Once again together on  the tiny ledge o n  top of the rockwall, they began their 
descent,' recorded Suraj. 'I was very happy that this major obstacle had been overcome and 
reckoned that Dan Singh had reached nearly 21,000 feet that day - or  certainly 20,000 feet 
at the very leas(.' 

T h e  descent down the side of the rockwall took about three quarters of a n  hour, and 
then the traverse another fifteen minutes. Occasionally Kura R a m  would stop and tend t o a  
piton or straighten out the fixed rope. After descending to the top of the avalanche cone 
they unroped and came abseiling down the last few hundred feet one after the other. T h e  
strain and tiredness was now taking its toll. Occasionally one or  the other would go  out of 
control while rappelling and tumble down for a while before stopping, but the fixed rope 
was there as a securing line and these rolls weren't particularly dangerous though they did 
provide a dramatic ~ i c t u r e  to those watching their rapid descent. By the time the team 
reached the bottom of the cone, the weather had packed u p  completely. 

'We went across the valley to meet them. We were also keen to shoot some cine film of  
them coming off the Face. T h e  wind had risen and  there was a fine dri\ring snow. All three 
of them were clearly very tired. As they came towards us, their feet splayed in tell-tale signs 
of exhaustion, they seemed happy nevertheless with their effort. 1 congatulated them o n  
their work and then we hurried them into the large ArcticMedium tent whereKami'sstove 
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had not only prepared hot tea for them but had also warmed u p  the interior to a very 
welcome temperature compared to the blizzard brewing u p  outside. Kura Ram, Dan Singh 
and Abhai quickly took off their crampons and boots, unstrapped the assortment o l  pegs 
and pitons from around their waists, unpacked the outer layer o l  down and windproof 
garments and burrowed into their sleeping bags. Then I left them for a well-deserved rest; 
their detailed account could wait till dinner time. Th i s  had been their second succcssive day 
o n  the Face and I really hoped they could manage another sortie the next day before 
descending to Base Camp for rest. Thei r  achievement would then undoubtedly inspire the 
ropes to follow. I looked at them lying in their bags and silently wished them strength.' 
Suraj was anxious that this rope put  in another day's work on the Face. Hecould see they all 
looked really done in, even Dan Singh despite his flashing smile, but he hoped that the 
tonic of having overcome the rockwall - one of the major obstacles on the lower portion of 
the Face - would inspire them to complete their target of three days climbingon the Face. 

Suraj's anxiety was easily understandable. Back on 5 June, after we had finally decided 
upon our  NW Face route, Suraj and I had worked out the plan of action. We first split u p  
the dozen climbers into four ropes of three each. We tried to achieve as fine a balance as we 
could among the four ropes, with each rope having an experienced lead c-limber. We 
wanted a smoothly sustained momentum on the Face. We then decided that each rope 
would work on the Face for three days, and then come down to Basr Camp about a week's 
rest before again taking u p  the lead position. 

T o  the rope of Shule Maon, Balwan and Rajendra Singh went the excitement of starting 
our  struggle with the Face. I was extremely keen that they shouldmakeanearly start but on 
6 June, the first day of our climb on the Face, a very strong wind started from2.00 a.m. After 
6.00 a.m. the climbers kept poking their heads out o l the  tent flapsevery few mintues,, only 
to duck back quickly into their warm cocoons. It was very windy, and cold. Even at 9.00 
a.m. the wind blew strongly but at least the sun was shining on the NW Face and so they 
set out, hoping to be in its warmth after a while. They were all dressed in our high altitude 
gear; special down suits both windproof and warm, imported climbing boots and 
crampons strapped on underneath, boot covers, climbing harnesses with an assortment of  
pegs and pitons attached to them with karabiners, two pairs of gloves, a woollen one . - 
underneatl; and mittens on top - and helmets as protection against falling stones. 

Maon was in the lead. Rajendra another trained mountaineer would belay Maon as the 
middle in the rope, and Balwan 2 as strong asmhis name suggests - brought u p  the rear 
carrying the heaviest load of the three; a rucksack containing rope, pitons, and a flask of hot 
tea - some 10 kg of load. Balwan had never before been on aclimbingexpedition, nor had 
he any mountaineering training but he had practically forced himself into the expedition 
by his immense enthusiasm and a reputation of great strength. And he had vindicated this 
reputation with his excellent performance during the team's training and on the 
expedition thus far. H e  had throughout been out in front with Suraj as Camps I ,  I1 and 111 
were set up. 

They were at the foot of the avalanche cone in twenty minutes.There they put on their 
crampons and Maon cut the first of the hundreds of steps he did that day. T h e  cone rose 
upwards at an average steepness of 70°but underfoot there was crisp, hard-packed snow on 
the ice - a surface into which their crampons bit very reassuringly. Maon would iu t  bucket 
steps u p  the cone, and Rajendra coming next would brush them clean of all loose snow and 
carry out  any other repairs he thought necessary for later use by heavily laden porters. 

FACING: Norrh- West Face o/ Karnef 
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Around 10.30 a.m. the wind dropped to a n  occasional gust. and then d i d  downcompletely. 
It  grew hot now, with thesun shining from acloudless sky and the hard workol endless step 
cut t ing soon had them perspiring freely. T h r y  changed the lead to relievr Maon and evrn 
Balwan took a turn at cutting steps. What a place to cut one's first step, and hestill thrilled 
about it three days later when we met at Basr Camp.  'l'hat day they cut steps righi to the top 
of the avalanche cone and in doing so gained a b o ~ ~ t  700 fert of a l t i ~ u d r .  They returned to 
camp at 3.30 p.m. Maon's a rm and shoulder muscles at  h c ~ i  frightfully due to the endless 
swings of his ice axe; he  had done most of the step curling rhar day. Hajendra's dorninant 
memory at the end of  the day was that of falling stones. "I'herr are small stonrs lallirlg all 
the time at trenlendous speed and with a bulletlike whoosh. I t  is very I r i ~ l l t c n i n ~ ,  sir, 
depsite the protection of our  strel helmets. I am sure that these falling stoncs w.ould piertr 
our  bodies if they struck us,' Rajendra recoun~ed later. Tha t  sounded rathrr fanciful to mc 
but the stones could nevertheless be very nasty and there was th r  risk of their breaking or 
weakening the fixed rope. T h i s  could spell disaster, rspecially for tired rliml,c-rs 
descending, taking their security for granted. 

Maon's party removed one great apprehension. Having climbed the avalanche c-one, 
and seen the NW Face close up,  they confirmed our  judgement that the linr we llad 
selected was more or  less safe from the danger of avalanches. They were pretty certain that 
barring a n  overflow of any exceptionally large avalanche, most debris off the hanging 
glaciers above would sweep down through the usual channels which were clear of our  
route. T h i s  was indeed a big relief. We seemed to have picked a good line on  this count. 

'I'he next day - 7 J u n e  - a slightly dillerelit team set off at 8.30 a.m. Balwan was not 
feeling too bright - obviously not yet llrlly acclimatired to these higher dltitlldrs - arid 
Lakpa,  a sherpa Irom Darjeelirrg, tobk his plac-c. Swiftly the), c 1irnhc.d rtlravalanthcconc~. 
aided by the prodigious step curling ellort o l  the previous day, and reachrd the high-point 
of  6 J u n e  at about 9.30. a .m.  Here they were greeted by thr first warmth of \irn. .I'hr c o l l t -  

ended in a bergschrund and they made Sor some broken rork on  the right. With a firm 
anchor there, they traversed to the right where the rorks were covered with thick ire. They 
fixed a climbing rope at the traverse and then ru t  more steps straight u p  the ice slope.Maon 
Lakpa and  Rajendra fixed two climbing ropes and one rappr l l i~ lg  rope - about 400 feet in 
all - that day and reached to within striking distance of the roc-kwall which Kura Ram's 
rope finally overcame two days later. They could appreciate the challenge it posed. T h e  
wall was very steep - nearly perpendicular - its face polished to smoothness by falling 
rocks. Maon's rope was too tried to probe itsdefences that day and they turned back for Camp 
I11 which they reached at 1.30 p .m.  They had been on  the Face [or only five hours and yet 
were completely exhausted upon their return to camp. T h e  steepness of the Face, and the 
unflagging concen~rat ion it demanded, was obvious from this. T h e  holds available on  the 
rocks were so small and precarious that Maon and Rajendra had preferred-their jungle 
shoes to c-limbing boots for their second day's attack on  the Face. I wasn't at all happy when 
I learnt of this.'To my mind wearing jungle shoes was inviting frostbite should the weather 
turn bad; it was a reckless trade-off for obtaining surer footholds. Luckily they had had 
perfect weather that day and I forbade this practice for future. 

They were lucky with the weather but the N W  Face of Karnet showed its diflirulty in 
another way. Contrary to our  plan o l  each rope putting in three days' work, the Face had 
reduced Maon's team to exhaustion i n  only two. Their  arrrl muscles aching and their legs 
wobbly. Maon's team was clearl*, in n o  shape to mllster the thrust required tocome togrips 
with the rockwall that barred the way ahead. Wisely, Suraj decided to send them down to 
Base C a m p  the next day, and press Kura Ram's rope into the breach. Simultaneously, he 
radioed C a m p  I and asked Sambial to bring his team u p  a day ahead of schedule. T h e  



weather had held well so far and Suraj was a n s i o i ~ s  not to lose any clear days. Despite the 
unforeseen situation of hlaon's team Iiaving to withdr;~\v a day sooner than planned, Suraj 
felt satisfied with the progress they had acliicved - about 1000 fret of height gained on thg 
NW Face o f  Kamet. and thr  highpoint o l  the endeavour had crossed 20,000 leer. 

T h e  next day - 8 J u n e  - Kura's team moved u p  from Camp 11 to Camp Il l ,  reaching 
the latter at 1 1  .OO a m. Around noon dark clouds gathered overhead and a little later a full 
scale blizzard started. Strong, cold winds blew in through the mouth o l  the closed valley 
where Camp 111 was located. Roaring in past the flank of Muklit Parbat, they whippedout 
of the valley along the NW Face of Kamet. It was the Lirst day of really bad wrather we had 
so far encountered on  the mountain and it b rougt~t  home to us that the closed valley became 
a wind vortex under such conditions, andCamu 111 an i~nc.omlortablr r>lace to be in. But we 
weren't much perturbed by the blizlard yrt; the higher regions of the Himalayan giants 
often exhibit bad we:~ther in thr  altrrnoons. 

1-Iappily, 9 J u n e  dawnrd rlear and kura 's  ropr. took on the Fa(-c. T h e  nimble and surr- 
footed Dan Singh was in.thr. leatl, Kura in thc middle - ;is niature;~nd srn5iblea middle as 
anyone could wish for - ; ~ n d  thc hard,. Abliai 1,rought ~ r p  thc rear \%.it11 a 10 kg barkpack 
containing their gem arid ;I hot chink. As t h r \  t1imbt.d tllr ;~valanthc r-orie, this tram fis- 
roped it. Maon's tram had not cxptsriqrltrd r n i ~ c l ~  difficulty In traml)orling up  t l i i \  
well-packed slopr but Kura immediately saw that heavily ladcn Ic~rics would rieed the 
security and  suppol-t that a handrail o l  rope gives. Alter the cone they followed the'route 
made by the earlier team; a zigzag over rock, ice and verglas. It was a tricky pitch and they 
were happy to be able to jumar u p  the three rope lengths fixed by Maon, Lakpa and 
Rajendra. An hour and a half later they crossed the20,OOO - fool mark and hit the high point 
reached by the earlier rope. Immediately, their progress slowed down. Now they were 
moving one  a t  a time, alternately over rock and ice. T h e  Face offered very few secure 
footholds, and artificial ones had to be continuously created. Occasionally they found 
cracki for rock pitons but most of the time Dan Singh had to make small holds with his ice 
axe, and then screw in, or hammer in, ice pitons. As he stretched ahead of his companions, 
the rope around Dan Singh's waist would start to drag heavily behind him as it snaked over 
and around the obstacles he had negotiated ur~t i l  it grew tight enough to threaten to topple 



him off his precarious balanceand force him to halt in a securestance. It would then be Dan 
Singh's  turn to belay as Kura advanced to the former's position, threadinga fixed ropeas he 
came along, so  that Abhai could then jumar u p  to his companions. T h e n  DanSingh would 
be off again, feeling for holds or cutting them in the ice, unclipping a piton from the 
karabiner. hammering it in, testing it for its loadtaking strength, and satisfied, climb 
Iligher. T h a t  day Kura's team fixed 600 feet of rope, gaining a furthrr 300 feet of height on  
the mountain. From their high point of that  day they hadonly to look u p  toseetheproblem 
of the rockwall staring down at them. 

Jamming  their crampons against the ice and held o n  by the rope fixed to their 
harnesses, Kura Rarn and Dan Singh leaned outwards from the Face. and took a long hard 
look at the rockwall above. They were below its right edge. Along that edge a narrow 
chimney snaked upwards but that was clearly out.  T o o  exposed to falling stones. Almost 
perpendicular to the chimney, and forming its right hand wall, the Face shimmered 
upwards in  transparent dizziness; a thin layer of clear frozen water plastered onto the 
granite underneath. C'crglas. Above which, about 1500 feet above, the massive. blue 
underside of the central hanging glacier. They had to keep left now, they knew. Already 
they were at the very edge of the line we had reckoned to be safe from avalache risk. A route 
from the right would be hazardous though the chimney looked climbable. Would they he 
able to climb the rockwall from its left? A large rork a little above them couldoffer asecure 
belay for  the traverse across the 7 8  slope below the rockwall; but was there a feasible route 
alrrr that? 'We'll see tomol-row.' Kura said finall) and they slid back over the fixed ropes, 
descending carefully, trsting out how the rope held their weight. driving in an extra piton 
or  two at places until they were happy with their- handiwork of the day. 

By the middle ot the atternoon Kura Ram's party was safely tucked into their sleeping bags. 
Outside, the weather had turned a n  implacable grey and snow tell from an unbroken dark 
sky. There  was deceptively little wind but already at least three inchcsof snow had fallen in 
a n  hour  and, soundless, it continued to d o  so. Sambial's rope had led a ferry u p  from C a m p  
11 and  had h u n g  around at C a m p  I11 alter lunch talking to the trio which had just returned 
from the Face. 'You'd better beoff now,bhys,"Suraj advised them around3.00 p.m. 'I don't  
like  he look of things outside.' 

'Doc had planned to shift C a m p  I1 to the centre o f  the glacier, so we'll have to make a 
fresh route down today.' Sambial informed the Deputy Leader. 

'Well, bc careful,' Suraj called after them as Sambial's rope set off. 
T h e  earlier route between C a m p  I1 and Camp I11 had struck close to the West Ridge. 

keeping just c-lear of the ire blocks that marked the reach of avalanches coming of[ the 
mount;tin. N o w  Sambial. Laxman. Pratap and Patil took a line down the middle of the 
closed valley. In the enveloping gloorn, they gradually drifteda little more tothe right. T h e  
freshly fall er^ snow muffled their fooifalls, and Pratap's cry. In the blurred and hazy shroud 
o f  that afternoon, it took the orhel-s just that extra instant longer to snap  to alertness. 
Sambial whirled around,  and  his eyes locked iruo Laxman's  surprised face. Pratap had 
disappeared from between thern! And where he slio~rld have been, there was now the ragged 
opening of a crevasse. Sambial. Laxman and Paiil cautiously advanced forward from either 
side of the fissure and then, knreling o n  its edges, they peered down. 

T h e  crevasse was a blue ice cavern, first narrowing a little and then flaring in toa  larger 
hollow about seventy five feet deep. Pratap dangled about six feet below the crevasse l i p  
r a i ~ g h t  in its narrow neck; the metal frame of his rucksack gouged into one wall and his 
chest prtassed tight against the other. T o  Sambial. Pratap 'appeared still considerably 



srunned, not able  to think as  he  looked at  his  feet flailing in  the air,  a n d  the frightening 
chasm below them. 

Capt  Sambial  is a very level-headed, phlegmatic individual.  Now his coolness proved 
tailor-made for the situation. T h e  first th ing  to d o  was to calm Pra tapdown.  'Don't  worry, 
we'll get you ou t , '  he called down very Ievelly.'You'll be fine. Just  take it easy. And use your 
ice axe, that ' l l  help. '  

Sambial ' s  soothing,  sensible voice helped Pra tap  slowly gain control over his fear. O f  
course. the danger  was still just a s l ip  away but he lelt be could get ou t  of it. In  his 
momentary panic P r a t a p  had  even forgot ter~ to hammer his ice axe in to  the ice wall to 
prevent himsell f rom lal l ing in to  thedepths below. Now he sunk the pick in to  the ice with a 
l i rm strokeand push ingaga ins t  the wall he faced, he levered himself upwards. I n  less than 
ten m ~ n u t e s  he  had  wriggled u p  to the top  and  was hauled clear of the edge of the crevasse. 
Safe, Pratap flopped flat o n  the snow, l i m p  and  exhausted by the close call. Suraj had by then 
arrived upon the scene and  now decided to accompan:. Sambial's learn to Camp 11.11 would save 
h im anxiety and  aftet- this incident h~ ft'lt he  ~ v o ~ r l d  pe~-sonall y like to select the new route 
to  the re-sited C a m p  11. And less than a n  hour  Inter he was yanking vigorou>l\  a t  t h r s ~ n a l l  
tent where Gautarn and  Kapil lay cozily in  t l r i r  s l reping bags. 

Down in Base C a m p  too it tu rnedout  to  be a n  evtmtl~rl day. I had jubt ~ - c t u r ~ ~ t . d  ;~ltt .r  rny 
m o r n i n g  duty from 'across the field ' - the300-ya1.d pebbly espallse ul)to the r\l-w;r N ~ r l l a h  
cur\,irlg in to  the Ghastoli valley - and  was brushing my tec,th when my personal helper 
Kalyan S i n g h  rushed u p t o  me i n  great excitement shouting,  'Saheb, Bagh,  bagh.' 

T h e  Base C a m p  wore a peaceful, sunny look - even t ranquil  - a n d  it took me a 
mornent to comprehend that Kalyan S i n g h  may be referring t o  some signs of a snow 
leopard; that very rare,, very elusive cat of the high mountains .  Ic had snowed dur ing  the 
night  a n d  about  half-an-inch of lresh snow still lay on  the ground,  but melting rapidly 
under  the hot sun.  

Leaving my ablut ions half done. I gr;ll)bed my camera fl-orn the trnt and ,  su~-et.noug11, 
there were clear impressions of a large anlrnal by 0111- 1it.n c.oop, kitthtbn tent, and around 
the stores. We pu t  sbme turmericin the t \ v o - a ~ ~ d - h a l l  to tllree-inch diarnetcr pugniarks, and 
then with the indentations standing in bold yellow relit4 in thy sno~v.  I took a large numberof 
pictures. We then filled u p  o n e  of the clearcl- irnpl-essior~s with wct dough  and  let it dry 
under the hot s u n .  LYhen we remo\.cd ir IIOUI-s 1a1c.1 \v? I~a t i  a prrft~ct ast of the pugmi~rks .  A 
l ine 01 smaller marks ran alongside a n d  I thirrk that possibly thc snow leopard m8a5 
accompanied by its cub. I was delighted that 1 had fir~;llly obtained aspoor  of thiscat ;iftrra 
quarter  of a century of roaming  arourrd in rhr high mountains .  

O n  10 J u n r .  Kura Ram's  tranl C I  out  earlier despite theovercast sky. They  left camp at 7.30 
a .m.  in  very cold weather. 'I'he fixed ropes had to be cleared of snow all the way and it was 
9.30 a .m.  when they reached their previous high-point .  T h e y  made a perfunctory rewe of 
the chimney to the right o l  the r o c k ~ ~ ~ l l  but didn ' t  like it any better than they had the clay 
before. S o  Dan S i n g h  let1 ofl the [raverbe to the left and Kura joined h i m  at his stance below 
the lelt-hand edge of the I-ockwall. It was there, as Dan S ingh  set off for his mangificent lead 
over the rockwall, that Suraj  espied them o n  his way back to C a m p  111. 

Later that even ingsura j  went across to the big Arctic Medium tent which served both 
as  kitc-hen and  sleeping quarters for the cl imbing rope. In  the dim interior o l  the tent, the 
trio of Kura R a m ,  Dan  S i n g h  a n d  Abhai S ingh  lay silently huddled i n  their sleeping bags, 
looking completely done  in.  Dan  Singh's  eyes still shone from the adrenalin o f  his superb 
effort but none  of them had been able to eat anything much  alter their return. T h i s  worried 
Suraj .  Wow would they recover their strength unless they ate. ' N o  appetite, sir,' Kura 



murmured. ' I t  was a very t o u g t ~  day. For hours t t ~ r r c  was no plc,c: .r,rvcn \ l i  .L..- :: i ~ r i l e r r ~ r  
O u r  arrn muscles are like iellv.' , , 

They oflered to go u p  again tlie next day but it was obvious that they werein noshape 
to make any significant head\vay i f  they did. ' N o ,  you have done a wonderful job in 
overcoming the rockwall today. l t l ~ i n k  it is best that you went d o w r ~  to Base Camp 
tomorrow and rested there for a few days. We'll need you lor anothpr round then.' 

O u r  plans were already coming unrluck. F ~ r s t  ~Maon's rope, and now Kura's had been 
unable to sustain our  advance on the NM1 Fare for rnol-c than two tonsrcutive days each. 
and not three as we had reckoned. Sambial's rope was scheduled t o  reach (;amp111 thenrxt 
day. and take on  thecl imb the day alter. So  I I June  was going to be wabted, but Suraj was 
not too worried about that at this stage. l ' h e  rotkwall had been overcome, so that evened 
things out a bit . he reckoned. 

I I J u n e  dawned in blizzardy conditions. T h e  last few days the weather had been 
uncertain during th r  alternoons but it would normally clear u p  during the nights, and 
mornings were fine. But this pattern had now changed. Kura. DanSingh and Abhai set out  
for C a m p  I1 in flying snow, leaving Suraj and Kami huddled in their tents at Carup 111. As 
the storm raged, it brought a lull to our  activities on the mountain. Sambial rightly decided 
to wait tor the weather to Iear before taking his rope up. C a m p  I also bauened itself in, and 
at Base C a m p  we lounged around in our  more cornfortable quarters, reading andchatting. 
h1 y friend. N.S. T h a p a ,  had arrived at Base <:amp the previous day. 

I t  h ; ~ s  ne\-cl- ct-awd to a111:17c nlc IIOIV t h ~  Hinialayas extend 111ri1- lascination toall manners 
01 peoplc, i~rt.qx.c ti\.r 01 srs .  age or occ-upation, my flirnd N S  n i a p a  is an archetypal 
example of tl1i5.A lilm-11lakel- by profrssion. Thapj. robe to the highest rung  01 Films 
Division o f  India. I t  is hat.tf1y a c-ot!ic~dence that Film Division's rcpertoi~e 01 films about 
mountains :uld ~nount:rinre~-ing grew over tlie years as i t  did; it did so in step with 'r11a11a's 
rise to the top of th;~t organisatior~. 

I first came In contact with Tliapa when he came to Darjeeling toslioot some lootage to 
flesh out the lilm on  the Indian Everest Expedition of 1965. 1 was deputy leader 01 111at 
expedition, and as Principal 01 Himalayan Mountaineering Institute, Darjeeling, it was 
my good f o r t ~ ~ n r  to be his host and guide. T h e  Everest film went on  to win first prize among 
sports doc~~nien ta r ies  and brougl~t  laurels to its director. N S Tliapa. Our  Iriendship grew 
as Thapa  made films about some oI my otller expeditions - Kanchenjunga (1977), Trisul 
(1976), T h e  3rd Pole (1979 & 1981). etc. Hinla laynn Enrleavorir, l f i t r ta layan  
M o u n t a i n e e r i n g  In. t t i tute ,  H i n ? a l a y a ~ l  Enr~irorlrnet l t .  G u t s  arrd 1)edicat ion are-some of  the 
other moun.tain-related lilnis h r  has made. O\.er tlie years I came toappre~ia te  his valuable 
contribution to Indian mountaineering, as well as to creating a ronsciousness of thr  
Himalayas.His Iilms showed OUI- climbs to millions all over tlie country, and  broualit 
home to these viewel-s the magic and ~nagnilicence ol these ~nounta ins  and their meaning to 
Indian life. 

And now here he was, sixty and retired from Films Division, yet enthusiastic asever. 
shooting footage ior a film about our  expedition. Instead of sitting back on  his Iaurels, or 
hankerine for material comlort, he was cheerfully enduring the various discornlorts there - - ~  ~ U 

are a t  nearly 14.000 feet. It was heart-warming. 

Late in  the morning there was a n  urgent radio call from Camp 11. T h e  Eastern Axis had a 
serious casualty. Bharat Singh was diagnosed as having pulmonary oedema, and not being 
able to raise Joshimath themselves, they had finally got through t o c a m p  I1 o n  this Axis. In 
turn. we now radioed their request for a helicopter evacuation. In the afternoon I wondered 



it the chopper  c o ~ r l d  have landed In the poor ~ e i ~ t h e r  co~ldi t ions.  The.skies remairied 
unfriendly, and  snow fell steadily. 71'l~e news :lbout Bhi~rat  S ingh  weighed m e d o w n .  ' I ' m  
told that he  was the toughest man  i n  the E:astern.l'ea~n. O n  this side too(Western Axis), the 
toughest member had to be evacitated due  to pulmonary oedema. 

'1 suppose young  people, full o f  energy, put t ing in too much  effort without getting 
sufficiently acclimatised, trying to d o  their best don't  realize their limits . . . 

'We have requested for  a chopper  Citted with skis so that it may be able to land at  
C a m p  I. where Bharat S ingh  would be brought down by 5.00 p.m. I a m  apprehensive. I f  the 
chopper  doesn't get there soon . . .We are al l  praying he  has been rvacuated I'or oneday's  
delay i n  such conditions can mean the difference between life a n d  death.' 

Later there was some excitement when Kura Ram's  rope reached Ghastoli and we 
eagerly heard the story of their encounter with Kamet's NW Face. Kura reckoned they had 
reached a point  between 20,500 and  21,OO feet. Also. they seemed qu i te  confident of our  
chances. 

By the morn ing  of 12 J u n e  there was about  a loot of fresh snow at  C a m p  111, and 110 sign of 
the sun.  Obviously the fixcd rope would now be ic-ed u p ,  s u r m ~ s e d  Suraj.  It would take a 
couple of days of s u n  before it would be usable for jumal-S. Also, some tiriie ~ v o ~ ~ l d  have to bc 
given to the fresh snow to a\-alanche off the Face when the sun  did appear. 1\11 in all ,  the 
situation at  C a m p  111 was cheerless. T h e r e  seemed 110 point  in  stayii& there so Suraj  and 
Kami quickly secured the tent flaps and  headed downwards. C a m p  I1 was left in  ttiecharge 
of a skeleton crew, and  Sambial ' s  a n d  Agarwal's ropes were brought down to C a m p  I to 
await clear weather. Sura j  himself, a long  with G a u t a m  and  Kami. headed for the Base 
Camp.  These  three had been In the h ~ g h e r  camps longer than all  others a n d  seized this 
opportuni ty for a rest i n  the more hospitable environs of Ghastoli.  A clean,washed sun 
finally broke th rough  the c loudsa t  about 4.00 p m .  and  I rushed u p a  party to th r  rock rlifls 
just behind o u r  tents to fix-rope a 50-foot overhang so that T h a p a  could get some set-piecr 
shots of rappelling. Balwan a n d  Kill-a's ropes were rnodrlling for I'liapa and  I was greatly 
struck by Lakpa ' s  nimbleness and  agility o n  the rock. Others seemed almost ponderous in 
comparison.  Here was someone w h o  we could certainly use o n  the N W  Face, I thought  to 
myself. T h e n  we spotted Suraj ' s  g r o u p  o n  the home stretch to Base C a m p  and  I h u ~ r i e d  
T h a p a  th rough  the rest of o u r  session, impatient for a talk with Suraj.  

I told h i m  about  what I had seen 01 Lakpa 's  abilit). and  we decided to put  him in 
Agarwal's rope in  place of Jeet Bahadur w h o  was not acclimatizing well. H e  had been 
perhaps the most impatient of the \.U estel-11 Axis team to get to  the front. When  not included 
i n  the first rope, he had chafed a n d  fretted . But Gautam had advised h im to return to Base 
C a m p  - at least temporarily, as  he  couldn't  rat anything at  all  above C a m p  I and  had begun 
vomi t t inc  at  C a m p  11. Lakpa  was thrilled and  rushed off next day to join A g a r ~ t a l  and 
Khushal a t  i n  C a m p  I .  

T h e  skies cleared the next d a ) .  \Ve played bridge and  chatted and filmed some niore. I 
also had a discussion with Strraj and  Kura about the c l imb ahead, about equipnlent and  
techniques, a n d  about  the time-table for the next few days. More bl-idge that eventing and 
then a magnificent meal as Kami and t t ~ e  cook combined their culinary skills. 

O n  14 June ,  I left for the Eastern Axis. A chopper  brought me to Joshirnath and it was  a 
different world. Civilization. Vehicles. Lots of people. Warm sun.  Trces. Flowrl-S. Hot  
bath. H o t  lunch  o n  a table. And t hen a soft loam mattress and  clean sheets for a n  afternoon 
n a p  in a beautifully decorated room. All  his in  the middle o f  expedition! 

But  soft mattress, clean bed arid all, I couldn ' t  fall asleep.1 was tense. T o o  tense t o  sleep. 
U p o n  my request, the pilot of the chopper  had taken me [or a~iothel- look at Kamet's N W  



Face before returning to Joshimath. It had lelt me unsettled. certainly far t r n ~  unsr t~ l rd  for a 
carefree afterrloon nap. I reached for my dictaphone, and recorded: 

'My mind is on  the mountain. O n  that Face; that grim F a c e d  Kamet I've j~rst seen. Tht. 
blue ice of the hanging glaciers a b u t  to fall down. There's just a l i ~ t l c  snow on  that rnllrc. 
Face to give it the cold and glassy look - the cold and [orbidding look - whic l~  
mountaineers shudder at. My mind goes to the people trying to climb the Fac.e, likespidcrs 
foraying right and left, constantly bombarded by falling stones. 

' T h e  earlier feat of Dan Singh . . . first getting on  to liura's shoulder, then climbing by 
ihe friction of his own body . . . . fantastic achievement at thaf height. Look at hi% guts; and 
stamina, risk-taking ability and what's more, he's got that 1oucI1, th r  toui-h of a natural 
rock and  ice climber. 

' T h e  hanging glacier, once we reach that, seems to be so long and so steep. . . I th~r lk  
we're going 10 have a problem there too(even after we reach the shelf of ihe hanging glac.icr) 
. . it isn't going to be as easy as everybody seems to think. 

'We must find a cam0 site around 21,000 feet, after that C a m p  \' ori th r  West Ridgc 
between. 23,000 and 24,000 feet. O n  the Ridge ... 1 couldn't see any dcep c u ~  which could 
slop us, once there. But should anybody get sick, impossible roretum toCampIII  ... oneon  
the ridge, we have to get to the top and descend on  the Eastern side. 

' T h e  more 1 think of the route ahead, the more I feel scared . . .' 



EASTERN AXIS  

Abi GAM~N 

t C a m p  VI, Thapa ' s  s u m m i t  party endured a very windy night .  T h e  tent wall 
flapped a n d  ratled continuously. 'I lay awake the whole night , '  recorded Thapa .  
'My plan had been to start very early, around 3.00 a.m., but a strong wind blew from 
the north raising clouds of powder snow a n d  to start i n  such conditions was very 

risky.' 
T h a p a  was not the only person lying awake that night .  Down a tCampII1 ,  three times 

1 ventured o u t  from my tent in  the darkness and  everytime there was hail fa l l i~ lg .  I could 
imagine that conditions at the higher camps would be much  worse. After lying awake most 
o f  the night ,  I was able  to  sleep a little a n d  when I rose i n  the morning,  the weather had 
improved a bit. 

As the wind  finally dropped olf, T h a p a ,  R K a n d  Balwant set off for the summit  of 
Kamet a t  4.30 a.m. o n  24 J u n e  . T h e  skies were clearing but t he the bad weather of the 
previous Iew days made the conditions very difficult. T h e r e  was a great deal of fresh snow 
o n  the mounta in ,  'never less than kneedeep'.  T h e  threeol  them took turnsat  breaking trail. 
W i t h  legs s inking deep in s r ~ o w ,  the leading climber had to v~r tua l ly  lie down in the snow 
a n d  clear the slope ahead with a n  a r m  action ak in  to breast stroke swimming.  As T h a p a  
p u t  it ,  'We were not walking, but literally swimming  in the snow. '  

T h u s ,  though  weather remained d e a l  till noon,  their progress was very slow. Alter 
eight hours  of c l imbing they had reached a round  25,000 feet; the summit  was still 500 leer 
above. They  were weary a n d  now the weatller again packed u p  o n  them. Judging by their 
earlier rate o l  progress, the ascent to  t h r  peak would have taken them at least another four to 
five hours. Did they have the t ime - arid the energy - lelr to gel to the top  and  then descend 
safely down to their c a m p  in darkness and  bad weather. T h a p a  wisely declded to call off 
their attempt. ' I  decided to cache all the equipment  we were carrying -ropes, pironsetc. - 
a n d  to tul-I; back. ' 

C o m i n g  down was equally dit[icult tor the rired and  disconsolare group.  Also, they 
were th ink ing  about  what t o  d o  next. ' 1  (o111dr1't decidc whether to try for the summit  the 
next day or  [all back 10 C a m p  I11 to rt.c.o~rl).'atln~ittrd'l'liapa. 'Alter :I lot of deliberation I 
derided to stay on  at Carnp V1 and  rnitkr ~ r ~ o t h r t -  attrrnpt th r  nexl day, or o n  the 26th.' 

T h a t  night  again the strong wind\  - arid i l ~ r  lirigtit they werr at - l ~ r r v c n ~ e d  (hem 
horn  get t ing much  sleep. 'T'he wind and  snow e;lwtl only a,-ound 7.00 a.ln.  or^ th t .~norn ing  
of 25 J u n e ,  much  too latr Ior them t o  think of making a n  attt,ml,l that clay. I ' hapa  had n o  
opt ion but to  pu t  i~ o f f ,  h o p i n g  rhar 26~11 ~voult l  ofter rhrni ;I bclrc.r-( h;tnc e. hle;anrc.hilr, the 
lower camps had to be informed o l  their c.liangtn OI l ) l ;~n\ .  !\(corclingly, 'Th;rpa deciclcd 10 

send Soball S ingh  down t o  C a n ~ p  111. I ' h r  1;1ttt-r wa\ a l \o  no1 feeling too \sfell at <;amp \'I 
and  i t  seernrd a wise th ing  to d o  to st~ntl him lower. But thcre was n o  o n e  cslsr who could 
accompany t ~ i ~ n  and  i t  was a ditficult decisior~ to send Sollan down alone. liowc.vrr, the . . 

weathrr was clear, a n d  C:amp \' was o r ~ l y  a l ~ o u ~  all hour  and a hal l  away 



Most of the route to the lower camp was visible from CampVI a n d T h a p a  took comfort 
i n  the fact that he cou'ld shout down and guidesoban Singh along theright track. It worked 
for a while and the latter safely reached Meade's Col. Then  the weather abruptly changed. 
'Suddenly we had white-out conditions. Black clouds drilled in from the south,and this chap 
completely vanished from my sight,' worriedThapa. T h e  rising wind also made their voice 
communication less and less intelligible. 

'When he vainished in the fog, I was quite worried,' explained Thapa .  I could hear 
h im shout "I can't see anything. 1 can't proceed further" but for him to have climbed back to 
C a m p  V1 was out  of the question. I shouted back to him to proceed to C a m p  V.' 

'The dismal weather lasted through the night, and till 9.00 a .m.  on 26 June,  wrecking 
all plans 7 hapa had entertained for a summit bid that day. T h e  c o n t ~ n u i n g  bad weather 
had obviously taken a toll of their morale as they had been pinned to their uncomfortable 
camp. Now T h a p a  decided to wait out the bad weather spell at the morecomfortableCamp 
111. Quickly they packed their personal gear, and alter securely closing the ~woten ts ,  se~of f  
for C a m p  V Hardly had they started when the wind picked u p  again, drivingfinepowdery 
snow into their faces. Underfoot, the freshly fallen snow would also give way and they had 
to break fresh trail all the way to C a m p  V which they reached at 2.00 p.m. T h e  conditions 
had slowed down the  otherwise one and a halt hour descent to a five-hour one. After 
brewing a hot drink they trudged on  to Camp IV, reaching there quite exhausted and 
dehydrated. Fortunately Dan Singh was there at Camp IV and he melted them some snow to 
drink and  also gave them some biscuits.The rest, water and foodgave them fresh heart.The 
weather too cleared a little and so their descent to Camp 111 was somewhat easier. 

O u r  first effort on  Kamet had been turned back quite decisively. O n  26 June, the 
summitteers had been pushed back to 20,500 feet. T h e  wealher remained uncertain:andfor 
all  we knew the monsoon had set in and we \\rouId not be ailowed another chance. Though  
we didn't  know it yet, the daring bid by a five-men group of the Western Team was at that 
very moment pinned high o n  the fearsome NW Face, exposed to the furious weather with- 
OUI a tent. 

However, the morale of Thapa 's  team was lifttd when at C:amp 111 they learnt that 
Bakshi and Kabiraj succeeded in climbing Abi Gamin on  2-1 June. I t  wasa fineeffort under 
qui te  adverse conditions and is best described in Bak3hi.s own words: 

'Prior to our  leaving for Joshimath, 1 was sent to Delhi and attached to the Films Division 
in order to learn how to operate a movie camera. Films Division had decided to make a 
documentary on our  expedition and 1 was made thecanieraman for the Eastern Axis. T h i s  
was the primary reason why Col Kumar told me that he would like me toclimb Abi Gamin 
while another team under C:apt T h a p a  climbed Kamet. His idea was that I film Capt 
Thapa ' s  team climbing Karnet from the slopes of Abi C;amirl. At first I was rather reluctant 
to give u p  my chance of scaling liarnet. and I told him so. But he persisted and said that it 
was in  the interesls of the expedition, arid of Kurnaon Regiment, that I climb Abi Gamin 
and help make a good lilm. H e  added that i f  I were fit enough after the AbiGamin climb, I 
couldalways try Kamet with the ski teani which heplanned tosendafter theascent by ~ a a t  
Thapa ' s  team. It did occur to me then that climbing the mighty Kamet aItrr scaling Abi 
Gamin  was a tall order. I realised that n o  one had earirr clirribrd both Kamet and Abi 
G a m i n  in one expedition. Little did 1 know that thi:, arrallgerrlent w o ~ ~ l d  ultimately turn 
ou t  to be a blessing in disguise. 

'M'e spent the evening of 23 J u n e  cooking food. ;\L  that altitude appetite lessens 
considerably and even though orre is hungry one doebn't feel like eatirlg much. T h e  plan 
was that Kabiraj and I ~vould  leavecamp the next rnornirig at around 7.00 a.m., giving the 



liarnet team a good 5t:tt-t o \ e r  us, as I \\.:rnted t o  tcitc-11 t h r  tol: o l  Abi Garnin almost at the 
same time as  Capt  Thapa ' s  team reached the surnnlit of Kamrt. Dan Singh was glad that 
he  would get a day's rt>\l)itc. I had tlr.citlc-cl 111;tt a4 IIC \\.as ~ v r l l  erlough he would g o  down 
with us next day. H e  coultl hell) c.arr\ some 1o;ld down toC:amp 111 in  case a member wasn't 
feeling too well. An rstt-;I Ilir11d at t1l:it l~eigl i t  is always a n  asset. T h i s  was almost 
clairvoyant as  o n  the 25th 1 did need h im to he lp  take u p  Kabiraj safely down to C a m p  111. 
T h a t  night before go ing  t o  sleep I took ou t  rhe photograph o l  G u r u  Nanak and  prayed 
eal-nestly for success.' 

' T h e  morn ing  o l  "4 J u n e  was ii braut i f~rl ,  clear one  and  both Kabiraj and I had slept 
well. B \  6.45 a.m. we came our of the tent after fill ing o u r  flasks with hot water and 
dr ink ing  some Bournvita. I told Kabiraj that we would carry just o n e  rucksack which 
would contain a rope, two pitons, a hammer a n d  my Paillard Bolex rnoviecamera. By now 
I had  become qu i te  fond of it. M:e looked u p  a n d  saw that Capt  T h a p a ' s  team had climbed 
about  200 feet from C a m p  V 1  a n d  were making  slow but steady progress. I felt qui te  
confident that both o u r  teams would make i t  to  our  assigned goals. T h u s ,  Kabiraj and I 
started otl feeling qurte  confident.  H e  was carrying the rucksack a n d  I was leading the way. 
a n  arrangement he  was happy  with. 

C;ol Kumar had told m e  before I left C a m p  111 that instead of going straight for the 
slopes of Abi G a m i n  towards the south-east, I should follow a circuitous route, which 
meant I was to cl imb to kleade's Col almost till the centre of the Col a n d  then turn east and 
cl imb h b i  G a m i n  with o u r  backs towards Kamet. T h e  idea behind this was that if the 
weather did not play truant then Capt  Thapa ' s  team could follow o u r  tracks, once they 
came down to Meade's Col after scaling Kamet. I had agreed to this as it would real!y help 
any member of Capt  Thapa ' s  team w h o  wanted tocl imb Abi G a m i n  as well. Thisdiversion 
added atleast three hours  to the time required to cl imb Abi Gamin  from where (:amp V was 
locatcd. 

'LYe took almost an hour-and-a-hal l  to rrnc h the rn~dtilt, o l  ~Mcdde's C.ol I n  between, I 
stopped t\\fire to rake bhots o l  the peaks o f  N<ind;l Dcvi Sanctuary. Most p~omintbnt among 

Kumer, Meude's Col and A h  Garnrn 
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themwere Nanda Devi in its symmetrical splendour. b l a n k a ,  the i m p s i n g  (hangitbangand 
some others which I couldn't  recognize. 1 also tried to cxplain the working01 thr tanlela  10 

Kabiraj but he was qui te  content to rest rvhile I operaled thta camera. I think it was thrw 
short rests, and the resulting inactivity, which causcd his finger5 to go  numband  turn 11111t. 

a top Abi Gamin.  
'As we neared the actual slopes of Abi Gamin.  the \now o l  Meade's Col started giving 

way to ice. T h e  slope was gentle at first, between 25 and 30 clcgrers. but it betame steeper 
towards the top. Actually i1 W.: had zigzagged the going wo~rld Ilave been much easier but I 
couldn't afford to d o  that as Kabiraj was showing signs 01 ~ i r i n g .  I had already taken the 
rucksack from him when we s~ar tcd  l i n ~ b i r ~ g  the slopes o f  A l ~ i  Gamin.  He had tarried it lor 
almost three hours and the fatigue was showing. Around 10.00 a.m. we stopped for a rest 
and  I tooksomeshotsof the Ka~net  tearn. I co~r ld  now clearly see the Gurla  klandhata group 
of mountains towards the east as they rose majestically to almost 22.000 feet from an area 
which is generally flat all around, 

'At 10.30 a.m. we started climbing again. I anchored the rope and left it there to reduce 
the load and decided to pu t  on  my crampons. T h e  going now became difficult as we 
encountrred ice and Kabiraj would often slip. We then innovated a novel way of climbing. 
Kabiraj would dig i n  his ice-axe two or  three feet ahead of him and put his left foot against it. 
I would then thrust my Ice axe in  the slope just below his right foot and thus firmly 
anchored we would take another step up. T h o u g h  the going was slow we didn't have too 
many problems as Kabiraj was determined ro make it, and once you .have the will and, 
provided God is with you. you are bound to s~rcreed. 

'Near the surnmlt ot Abi Gamin  there are rocks for about twenty-to thirty feet which 
have to be negotiated very carefully. After the rocks we rested a bit and then climbed [he 
remaining thirty feet of ice to the summit. I was immensely happy. W e  had made it to the 
top at 1.30 p.m. after almost six hours and forty live minutes. Around 1 .OO p m . ,  clouds had 
started ~ o ~ i n g  over Abi Gamin  from the Tibetan side and all around us the weather was 
now packing up. I took my last shots of the Kamet team Irom the rocks below the summit of 
Abi Gamin.  They were then about 600 feet short o n  the surnmit ridge. I prayed and hoped 
they would make it. Kabiraj was besides himself with joy and happiness was wrlt Large on 
his boyish lace. But when I told him to hold the flags which we had taken up. 1 wasshocked 
to see that his lingers had gone almost blueat the tips. H e  too then realised that h o l d ~ n g  his 
ice-axe was becoming increasingly difficult. 

'I took a hurried shot as he held aloft the flags of India, Chief of the Army Staff, the 
Central Command,  and the Kumaon Regiment. I then took a shot of the Raikana Glacier 
which is on  the other side of Abi Gamin,  as proof of our  ascent. There was n o  point trying 
to photograph Tibet lrom there as the weather had become very bad. I hoped that theshot of 
the Raikana Glacier would come out all right. We started down immediately as Kabi's 
fingers were causing both of us a lot 01 worry. O n  the rocks I decided to take off my 
crampons to enable me to go down faster, a wrong move as I soon lound to my cost. I had 
already given my feather gloves to Kabiraj as I had another dry pair. N o  sooner had1 taken 
the first step after rernoviig my crampons than I slipped and lell a b o u ~  400 feet before 
coming to a halt very near the end of the slope. I was a bitdazed as I had hit my back OII  a 
rock. When I gathered myself I saw Kabiraj waving worriedly. I waved back to tell him I was 
alright. My rucksack with the camera was about a hundred feet above me. Of the ice axe 
there was n o  trace. I was in n o  position to go  u p  and signalled Kabiraj to pick u p  the 
~ . u c k s a c ~  as ne came down. Kablraj understood but he had scarcely come descended about 
50 feet when he too slipped and lell, coming to a stop o l  few Ieet away from me. T h e  
rucksack was still staring down at us. There was n o  alternative but to go  up. I retraced my 



steps, this time with crampons, and climbed slowly and painfully to where ~t lay. After 
picking u p  the rucksack, I slid down to Kabiraj. We took about an hour-and-a-half to get 
down to Camp V We were overjoyed to see the sturdy Dan Singh, and the tea so 
thoughtfully made for us. 

Dan Singh and I then got down to rubbing Kabi's hands as they looked pretty bad. 
AIter continuous rubbing for about three hourb, we found some colour returning to his 
fingers. As I was quite exhausted it was left to Dan Singh to keep Kabi's fingers warm. 
Twice during the night Kabi complained of sharp pain in his fingers, both times Dan 
Singh and I,  each rubbing one  of his hands, managed to lessen the pain. 

'We were in for another rude shock when Kabiraj got u p  in the morning and told us 
that he couldn't see verv well. It was then that we noticed his eves were waterv. and ,, - - 

occassionally tears would roll down his cheeks. I was qulte sure it was a case of snow 
blindness. Though  it isn't all that serious an ailment, it does cause problems in that the 
person affected can't see too well. Kabi had already lost the use of his fingers, temporarily 
at least, and now on top of that he had snow blindness. Th i s  had probably happened 
because the previous day he kept taking off his goggles whenever it became cloudy, not 
realizing that infra-red and ultra-violet rays are unaffected by clouds and keep getting 
reflected olf the snow. That  morning the weather was fine abovecamp IV but in thevalley 
we could see clouds. I waited till 10.00 a.m. for some kind of activity from Carnp V I ,  but all I 
could see were three or four figures huddled around their tent, noneof them movingupor 
down. We had a route marker with us and tried to attract their attention but to no avail. I 
was not sure whether thev had reached thesummit. At 10.30 a.m. weropedup, withKabiraj 
in the middle, and started the descent to Camp 111. At 11 .OO a.m., before we had reached the 
ice fall, the weather became very bad as the clouds cover in the valley rose sharply. Soon, 
complete white-out conditions overtook us. 

'I was very scared, not only because of the chances.01 losing our way and the danger of 
crevasses but mainly because bad weather would slow down our  progress, which meant we 
had to stay out  longer and this would needlessly expose poor Kabi's fingers to the 
unrelenting cold and-which might cause frostbite to set in. We kept moving at a snail's 
pace, feeling every inch of the snow surface ahead of us almost like blind men learning to 
walk with a cane. Since both Kabiraj and I had lost our ice-axe5 whilesomersaultingdown 
the slopes of Abi Gamin,  we found the going very tough and hazardous, especially when we 
came to a steep ice slope where besh snow had covered the steps which had been cut there. 
We just slid down trusting in God, hoping we would not continue down and take a short- 
cut to Camp 11 by free-falling more than 2000 feet to the East Kamet Glacier. As luck 
would have it we were alive and in one piece when we finally sighted Camp IV at 4.10 p.m. 
It took us almost six hours to cover a distance which would normally have taken only an 
hour. 

'Rajpal, Lalit Mohan and Subhash were there and gave us food and water. We had not 
had anything for nearly twenty-four. hours. We started off for Camp I11 at 4.30 p.m. after 
being satisfied that Kabi's finger5 were behaving. His evesight too was a lot better and bv 
7.00 p.m.we were back to a tumultous welcome in Camp 111. The doctor and the Sherpacook 
Tshering were there to comfort us. Kabi immediately received thedoctor's attention. Water 
was boiled and his fingers treated till the normal colour was almost restored. T h e  doctor 
decided to se t~d  him down the next day and to Bareilly, via Joshimath. I was glad that his 
fingers had been saved, and duly thanked God and the doctor. Dr Chengappa had always 
been very cheerful and remained a pillar of strength for all of us. His wit and humour went 
a long way in lessening tension. He was more a climbing member than a doctor. He would 
ferry loads as often as wedidand was very lit t i l l  theend. I t  goes to his credit that he didcarry 
upto Camp \ l . '  
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WESTERN AXIS 

had left Western C a m p  o n  14 June, and flying ou t  to Joshimath i n  a chopper had 
persuaded the pilot to  take me for anolher look at  the NW Face of Kamet. 
Familiarity did nothing to diminish its tremendous impact. 'The more 1 think of 
the route ahead the more I feel scared ...' I had recorded later that day a t  Joshimath. 

~ t - k a s  true that Dan Singh, Kura Ram and  Abhai had overcome the first rockwall but there 
were plenty of challenges ahead. Plenty. 

.1he f i ~ s t  ol thcsr lay in  finclinga site for Camp I V .  Camp I l l ,  on the Iloorof theclosed 
valley. was at a height of 19,200 feet. Dan Singh's high-point above tht- first rockwall was 
just short of 21,000 feet-at least a 5-hour clilnb from C h n p  111 forlightly-laden climbers 
despite the fixed-rope now in place. Cle;rrly, another camp \\,as now nreded. Thus  far 
though, Kura Rarrl's rope had not been ablc to locate possible site. 'Not w e n  a ledge'he had 
told me. 'The Face is too steep.' 

T h e n  I  shifted to the Eastern Axis. Being away from the scene heightened my anxiety 
and  the sporadic radio contact between the two axes aggravated the suspense about the 
progress of Suraj's boys. O n  18 June  came a cryptic message from them:'20 feet below plain 
ice'. I took this to mean to that they had very nearly hit the glacier. Buoyed. I  recorded, 
'Yesterday the chances were 30% but today I  would say they are ?OX.' T h e  next day I  was able 
to speak to Capt Sambial a t  Camp 11 on  the Western Axis. And my liftingspirits were badly 
deflated. Sammy came on  the line and gave me the dope. H e  said that the route had been 
made for quite a distance but C a m p  I V  had not yet been established. Also, there were further 
casualties. Laxman Singh had contracted chillblain. Balwan again had problems with 
altitude at C a m p  I11 and had been sent down, and Maon lay snowblind at Camp 111. Not at 
all a rosy picture. 

While 1 was o b \ , i o ~ ~ s l y  dismayed at thedepletion of the Western Team,  what bothered 
me even more was that no site had been found for Camp I V .  With every foot of progress, the 
team's chances were actually diminishing because of the increasing distance from Camp 
111. If and when a site was found, i t  would be a harrowing carry to sufficiently stock C a m p  
I V  for the summit  push. Three days went by before I he next communication came through. 
unhelpfully vague: 'Dalal's team has reached a height of 23,000 feet'.'This was on 22 June,  
and 1 was back at the Eastern BaseCamp after going u p t o c a m p  111. T h e  Western effort had 
me greatly worried and I  had comedown to Base resolved to switch back to the Western Axis 
to see for myself how things were. I  was most apprehensive lest any desperate effort lead to 
disaster. I  reasoned with myself that Suraj was too mature and level-headed to allow that 
but, finally, i t  was my responsibility as Leader to ensure that correct decisions were made 
and the safety o f  the members placed above every other consideration. 

I  was fretting with anxiety to get back to the Western Axis but now the chopper let me 
down. For some reason we could not arrange a flight. Theonly  other way was to walk down 



The oprirnrst~c We~tern Team ar base carnp prior ro the sunimlr arrrrnpr. 

to hlalarl,  drlve to  Joshimath and  then to Mana,  and then walk again to the Western Base 
<:amp at  Chastol l  - a total of at least four d , ~ )  S And thew ,anothet two or  three days t o  
Camw 111, the actlon statlon o n  the Western Axts. 1'111s wo~rl t l  ~ n l ~ l v  that I mlrrht well br 
caught  In between the IM o B'rse Canlps eLrn as the sulnmlt atrcrnpr got ut~clerw,~y, ou t  of 
touch, and  hopelessl) away from any etlecrtvc actton I was sruc k o n  thc. E'istern AXIS, , ~ n d  
lelt to follow the g] u e l l ~ n g  etfort o n  t h r  other  side ds best as  I coltld t h r o ~ r g h  lad10 cont'rc t 

The strartge ways of the wealhrt gocl d d e d  to m) apprellenslon\ T~adi t tonnl ly .  
Kamet 1s held to enjoy ielarlrely good cl lmblng weather I t \  s ~ r u a t ~ o ~ ~ s  o n  the %dnskar 
Range  1s bel~eved to shelter 11 from much of r he prectpttntlon that occurs and  spends ttsell 
o n  thc hlgh peaks of the Great H~rna layan  Range w h ~ c h  1s moresoutherly U'cll, 11 dldn't  
seem true rhls bear As the effort on  the \.Yestern Axis drew Into 11s ( r ~ r ~ c a l  stretch, the 
weather condtt~orts  I lugged dall) rrtatle a worrylng pattcrn 

17 J m e :  Weather IS bad aga111 I I 1s 5 00 p.m. nncl we have dlternoon showers of sleet a1 
C a m p  I1 

'25 June: I t  is 1.00 p m. T h e  we at he^ was very bad last ntght with S I X  ~ n c h e s o f  snowfall 
a t  the Base Camp.  Yesterday was \cry bad too 

'26 J u n e  9.30 a.m. I'he e,il l )  nlorrltng was clear I hen thc wt>ather ch'inged 
hbsol~rtely black, threatening clouds are comtng from the <.re,tr l I rmala )an  Range. 

'27 June:  6.30 a.m. Absolutel) shockrd to see that I I  IS  snowing htaavlly ' 
We managed lo ralse <:amp 11 on   he Western ,\xts. ant1 got ,I I ~ i g h t l u l  shock El\.r 

c l~rnbers  led by Ilalal had lelt C.arrip I11 for a n  a l l - o u ~  attempt lor tllc surntnlt o n  20 Jurlts 
T h e )  had bren vtstble ttll wc.11 111 the afternoon. 'Ther~,  ,rs the sun set. loucls and srlon took 
oker, e n v e l o p ~ n g  the N W  Face and  the flve cllmbers There was nothrrlg else. t o  c ~ d d  H,~t l  . - 
the\ sur \  rvrd the nlght? H.id th r )  f o u r ~ t l  a (amp-5rtcj N o  one kne\\ L\'1t11 f~ J L  ( lute l l t ~ ~ g  rt t  

my bell). I lookrtl nt the vcry ur~cornptomr\ ing \klc.s w h ~ c l i  Ii,rtl dcscct~d(,tl ul)on o ~ l t  
mount,rln. . I I U I  ~ h c n  we h d ~ c  gone nhcad ot  our  stoty 



From Capt Suraj Dalal's diary of 15 June 
'Self and Kura Ram's rope Ir4t Base C a m p  for Carlip 111 early in the mor ning. Krirc hr~d 

C a m p  I at about 0900 hours. Had breakfast and  left for C a m p  11. Reached C;anip I 1  at 1200 
hours. Had lunch and rested for all hour. Kura Ram's  rope stayed back at C a m p  I1 b r ~ ~  1 
reached C a m p  111 at about 1600 hours. I tra\~rlledadis~anceofabout 18 to20 kilomrtrrsand 
had ascended from 13.700 feet to 19.200 feet in one day. I.'eIt .I little tired but i t  \<as qu i t r  
satisfying to be back in C a m p  111, the place I bc~longed at.' 

Thtrs  after two days of restive rest at BaseCamp. Suraj dashed I~ack t o  the high cirmp In 
an astonishing surge of ener,q. And he was right in th i r~k ing  that C:;rmp 111 wah whyre h(, 
must be, for the N W  Face of Kamet had now begun to inexorably put on  the prcssure.'!\s 
I turned into the (closed) valley I saw Capt Sambial's rope coming tlown. -l-hr) could not 
reach the previous high-point (20,500 feet] till where therope was already fixed.The :'green- 
horns;' as this team was nicknamedcould not measure u p  to the tough requil-rlncnl of the 
route. T h i s  came as a jolt to me. I11 Sarnbial I lost a useful member of the team. P r i ~ t a p  \va3 
retained as a support member at  C a m p  111,' Suraj Dalal, loconic as always. 

T h u s  this rope had disintegrated in  a day, and still there was n o  progress beyond Dan 
Singh's  high-point of I0 June.  'Lakpa,  Agarwal and  Khushal left C a m p  111 on  the morning 
of 16 J u n e  at0650 hours. At about l000 hours, 1 noticed that their progress was held 1rp.Thr 
team had not even reached the rockwall, and  for the next three hours it made n o  Inovenlent. 
upward or downward. I got apprehensive al,out their well-being,' recorded Suraj.  

I.akpa eventually shepherded the team down theavalancheconeand back to C a m p  111. 
.and narrated that thcv h i d  got stuc-k hc-t ausr  Aearwal'\ ranivons had corne off his boots. 
Moreover, tor all their enthusiasm, Agarwal and Khushal had I~een going poorly, their lack 
of experience of technical climbing further slowing down progress. Lakpa \\.as, of course, 
very fit and  raring to go  the next day but the carefully assembled rope was finished as a 
team. 

T h e  next day - 17 J u n e  - Sambial. Agarwal and Kh~rshal  descended to C a m p  11 to 
take over support  roles there. And Lakpa and Laxrnan, the only two remaining climbers 
ou t  of the six who had origtnally formedour third and fourth ropes, renewed our  challenge. 

They left C a m p  111 at  6.00 a.m. and made it to . the previous high-point around 
1 1 .OO a.ln. After the rockwall there rose a n  ice slope of about 500 feet, climbing straight u p  
at a n  angle ol75O. T h e  crampons bit inwell on  that surlace a n a  the pair clinibed itsteadily. 
Above the ice slope they could see another rock-wall, aria viewing it from Camp111 we had 
hoped for a camp site at its base. H o ~ e f u l l y .  Lakpa and Laxrnan gained the upper edge of 
the ice-field, and inched towards large boulders which hid the final approach to rock1\~aIl-2. 
Disappointment awaited them there. There way rloeasingof theslope betrveen that boulder 
and  the rockwall; the Face continued its unbroken rise without even ;I hint of relenting. 
There  could be n o  hope at all of a c-amp there. After a full we.ek's inipasse we nad made some 
progress and  Lakpa and Laxman had that day ut~doubtrdly.breached the21.000-foot mark. 
Yet the day was ending disappointingly. There was further ~nisforturie in stare. By the time 
two climbers returned to C a m p  111. Laxman had developed unniistakable signs of chill 
blain o n  the big toes of both his feet, and some o l  his firlgers also appeared affected. There 
was n o  opt ion but to rush him down the mountain the next dav. Disconsolate. Suraj 
recorded in his diary that night: ' O n e  more ~rselul member o l  the tram 1051. Already. Jeet 
Bahadur was out.  Sambial was o ~ l t .  PI-atap was out.  Balwan was out.  Agarwal was out  
Khushal was out .  L Nk Man Singh. who I thought  was a tough orie. was out.  L Nk Dalip 
and R a m  Singh had reached their a l t i ~ u d e  ceiling and C a m p  111. In all, ten members werc 
out  of the picture. Very discouraging.' 



O n  I8 J u n e  the two fit m e m b e ~ s  of the first rope. Maon and  Rajendra, were pushed illto 
the breach. Five hours  of jumar ing  brought them to the boulder reached the previous day by 
Lakpa  a n d  Laxman.  From there they pushed u p  the route to the base of rockwall-2. It rose 
vertically - occassionally in  all overhang - for 150 feet. Maon a n d  Rajendra realised that 
they were not u p  to this major cl imbingchal lenge after six hours of ascent and  turned back. 
It took them another three hours  to  descend to the camp,  where'they landed u p  with snow- 
blindness. They  were confined to their t e n t . .  . unti l  such time they could g o  down to Base 
Camp.  Another b low. .  . i n  all  twelve mem'bers are ou t  of the reckoning so far.' Everything 
seemed to be go ing  wrong for Sura j  Dalal. 

T h e n ,  o n  19 June.Suraj hi t  upon  a very powerful combination of climbers. H e  was by 
now qui te  desperate to make headway and  came u p  with a n  inspired choice; Dan  S ingh  and 
I.akpa. Dan S ingh  had already shown his mettle a n d  skill i n  overcoming the first rockwall, 
a n d  Lakpa too had been go ing  well though rhe fizzling out  of his original rope had robbed 
h im of adequate opporturlity of lead-climbing. But Suraj  had seen h im 'doing monkey 
tricks o n  the rocks near Base C a m p  for Mr T h a p a ' s  camera'. a n d  now by pair ing him with 
Dan S ingh  - u ~ ~ d o u b t e d l y  his champion  climber at  the moment  - Dalal wasoffering him 
a n  opportuni ty to  show his paces. 

T h e  pair moved ou t  from C a m p  I11 at 5.30 a.m. and  tnelr swift, sure progress u p  the fixed 
ropes was a tonic after the frustration o l  the previous few days. 'Dan  S ingh  and  Lakpa  went 
u p  to open the route. They  did a marvellous job by ascending the "wall" (rockwall-2) 
through a treacherous gulley of flowing snow over the near-vertical Face which did not 
offer any holds. My happiness was akin to that of a child w h o  claps a t  the victory of his 
hero.' Undoubtedly, that day the two of them uut  in  a n  exceptional day's climbing. It took 
them nearly hve hours to  jumar up the avalanc-he cone, rockwall-l ,  then the 500-foot ice 
slope and  to the large boulder near the foot of rockwall-2, the previous highpoint  of the 
team. Rockwall-2 rose over 150 leet in  verticals and  overhang; nowhere did it soften to an 
angle of less than 80" steepness. It was a heart-breaking obstacle to encounter after a five-hour 
ascent. But the palr had 111ade.an early start and  the weather held. Also, Dan S ingh  and 
Lakpa  were s t raining at the leash and  were determined to put  some life back into our  
attempt. Equally important,  though. paird out  of necessity Dan S ingh  and  Lakpa 
immediatrly turned ou t  to be a superbly ~n;ltclied mountain team. They  quickly developed 
confidence and  rrspect in  each other's ability and  led and  belayed by turns with great 
compatibility. For any  formidable, challenge, a s  the great North-West Face of Kamet 
unquestionably is, faith in one's partner is a n  indispensable ingredient in good climbing. 
It is only such faith that provides the safety anchor, both actual and  psychological, without 
which the real enough dangers of such a cl imb would become far more lethal and  
terrifying. And it was such a n  aflinity of a t t i tudesand a matchingof skills that enabled Dan 
S ingh  a n d  Lakpa  to cl imb a n d  fix-rope rockwall-2 that day in a three-hour bout or 
exceptional technical climbing. When they turned back for the c-amp, their success kept 
them i n  high spirits and they descended with considel-;lbleaplombdespite the long  day they 
had pu t  in. They  arrived back at  C a m p  I11 at5.00 p.m.. nearly twrlve hours after their dawn 
departure. It had brerl a wonderful day for his team but eve-1 soSuraj  could pu t  it in  proper 
perspective. 'Place for pi tching a tent (for C a m p  I\') was not found. T e a m  returned 
exhausted. Every day's progress increases the time needed for the harrowing cl imb to the 
new high-point ,  and  time available for the work of opening  the route decreases. I thought 
o l  moving 1:art of the stulf u p  the rope to beanchoredenroute so that whenever the place for 
establishirjg a camp be found some of the stores would already be part way there.' 

20 J u n e  was a quiet  day. 'Rest day for the rope of Dan S ingh  and  Lakpa.  N o  support 
rope to takecharge from them. Maon, who was sick and weak, hadalso to be sentdown.Only 
Abhai and Kami \krent u p  to anchor some stores o n  the Face.' 
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77r(. norrh-h err face 

of kumer. rhe surnrnrr 
jusr c /ear c /  IIIP cloud3 

111s 1e;rcI Iinil)(~rs ~ c l ~ c s l i c t l  iiftcr .I ti;i\ ' b  ~rc\t, l)crl.~l 1 ) i r t  t)11 ~ \ \ . o - I ~ ~ I I I  e [ f ( ~ ~ t  ~ I I  2 l 1ir11e. 
'L.;rkpa a n d  t)ari S i r ~ g h  Icft e a ~ l t  ill the ~ n o l - n i n ~  to pusll u p  the route. Kura Raln ant1 Dal ip  
t\.c*nt u p  later to rel)l;+tc sornc k a ~ , ~ b i r l e ~ s  \\.irli"ltx)ps ol rope" ;I> \\.r welt la l l ing ,liort oI  
k , ~ ~ , ~ t ) i n c r b  arid good  cl~riility pitons.  D'rlil) g , ~ \ t ,  I I ~  t l~rc  ro eshaubrion .and fa t igur  beIore 
roc k\v;rlI-I l ~ u t  K u ~ a  Ralri \\.ent ahead anti  rt.tric\rd eight Larabinrrh r ~ ~ l d  \0111c 11vlo11 rope. 
s~r l )s t i tu t ing solnc n ~ ; ~ n i l a  rope  at  relati \ .el \  e,rbier pi[(-hcs. '  

Meanwhile.  Dan Singh a n d  h k p a  reachrd the t o p o f  rockwall-2altera s ix-hourascen 
a long tlie fixed 1.o1,c.h. Frorn ;ibove I-ockwall-2. there were two possible mutes. - h e  blue hollow 



of the central hanging glacier lay to the right, and a few hundred feet above. T o  reach it would 
involve a long, ascending traverseover a wide swathe ,fa frozen 'waterfall' - a thin layer of 
transparent ice which sheathed the rocks. It was a potentially hazardous stretch, o f f e r i r ~ ~  
dubious puichase for ice-axe, crampon and piton. And even after that tricky traverse, there 
would remain the problem of surmounting the broken wall of the hanging glacier and get 
on  to the glacier itself. This  blue underbelly of highly plastic ice thrust outward intospace 
from the Face and would have to be turned by climbing along the ragged left e d v ~  of the 
glacier. A11 in all, Dan Singh and Lakpa felt it wouldn't work and turned their attention tc 
the other alternative. 

Suraj and others had been studying this route through the binoculars Irom CampIII. 
Left of rockwall-2, and separated by a 40-foot ice slope, was another rockwall of almost the 
same size and steepness as the former. They reckoned the rop of this rockwall-3 to be over 
22,000 feet. Above this third rockwall was an iceslopeof70"steepness, dotted with rocksand 
rising 200 to 300 feet. This  slope appeared to end at a point above the hanging glacier, but 
much to 11s right, lrom where a tongue 01 hard snow seemed to lead to the hanglngglacier. 
From the ice slope to the glacier would be a demanding 50Cyard traverse but it was sale from 
avalanches and wduld get them on to the glacier. All along we had felt that the key toclimb 
lay in getting on to the central hanging glacier. Once on it, the angle of the Face eased a 
great deal and it seemed that fairly rapid progress could be made on the glacier, or on the 
rocks above it, to a small snow Col on  the West Ridge. I t  seemed eminently possible to pitch 
camponce we got on  to theglacier, and the snow-col-which we reckoned to be ahove24,OOO 
leer - could also be a camp-site. From thesnow-col, it appeared to be a fairly normal ascent 
to the-summit along the West Ridge. My aerial recce had assured me that the portion of the 
ridge above the snow-col hid no  particularly difficult obstacle. T h e  key, then, lay in 
reaching the glacier with enough strength and logistics for the final push. 

O n  21 June  Dan Singh and Lakpa surmounted and fix-roped half of rockwall-3. It was 
another magnificent stint of terhniral climbing but so proficient had these two proved to be 
that nobody was par t icular l~  surprised by theil effort. That  night Suraj noted in his diary: 
'The  rope did a marve~lous job . .  . still no place or ledge found even for a single tent. 
Without a camp enroute. too difficult and exacting for these boys to open further route. We 
cannot continue indefinitely this way. Also worried about their health, as Lakpa and Dan 
Singh have been working at this altitude [or over a week now.' 

Had they found a place for Camp IV,  many of these proolems would have been 
removed. As it was, the ascent along the fixed-ropes to the previous high-point itself was 
so arduous and long that the cllmbers had very little strength, or time, left for making 
further route. Each day took more and more out  o[ the lead climbers, with less and les! 
reward. T h e  hanging glacier was hardly much higher than where Dan Singh and Lakpa 
had reached, but without Camp IV it remained a frustratingly distant goal. We had ont  
hammock among the gear at Camp 111 -a hammock designed for similar situationsin the 
Alps. Desperately casting about for a solution to the problem of a resting place [or the night 
between Camp 111 and the glacier, Suraj considered using it. 'We thought about using the 
hammock but we had only one. Also the steepnessof the Face, the high-velocity winds, and 
very few places for driving in pitons for anchoring the hammock ruled this out.' A fairly 
oft-used method of the Alps was not going to be of much use to us on the NW Face of  
Kamet. 

'22 June  1983: Lakpa and Dan Singh had a rest day. Rajendra. Kami and Patil ( the 
Nursing Assistant) went u p  carrying some provisions and a tent for the proposed Camp I V .  
Patil could not go beyond rockwall-l . Rajendraand Kami went to a rock near rockwall-2, 
anchored the stuff there with ropes, pitons and karabiners. Met report for nexl day - 



cloudy weather, 50 kilometres per hour winds at 20.000 fc.c.1, 70 ki10111rrr.c. 1,c.r 11c1ur winds 
at 23.000 feet. showers likely. 

'23 J u n e  1983: T h e  morning was clear. .I'hrrcforc., in spitr of the adverse. \vc*athc.r 
prediction, I cleared the moveof DAn Singh and L.akl)a. .I'lley Irft a1 0.130 hours ; I I I ~  ~e;~c.hr( l  
the point upto which the rope had been fixed b\ I100 hoirrh. Miraculous ;15c-rnt o n  their 
part. They  started work on  the selected route. i r~c- l~ ing  upw;lrtl, ic-c, hammer in hand. Only 
the ice hammer and  front prongs of the t rampon\  wrrc. in ~otlc-h ~ v i r l ~  the smooth Face. 
They  drove pitons into the ~n inu tc ( racks .  fised r o p e a ~ l d  rn;~tlc trrrnr~itlous atlv;~nc-edespite 
tremendous odds.' 

It was a tremendous adva~~c-c;  overcoming roc-L-\\~;III .3 irntl rcaac l~ i r lg  t o  wirhin hand 
shaking distance of the tongue of snow that Ird t o  the glacicr. \t'ith (hi>. Darl Singh had 
been involved in practically the entire lead-climbing on  the NB' Face of Kamet; rorkw;~ll 
I with Kura Ran1 and Abhai Singh,  and a l t e ~  that in tandun with I.;rkpa hc liatl 
surmounted practically all the technical difficulties of the 6000-Loor Fac r. ant1 cata1)~iltrd 
o u r  endeavour to a voint from where Kamet looked climbable. 11 was rxtr i iordir~a~v 

4 .  

sustained performance of the highest calibre. 
'Another rope of Kura, Abhai arid Rajendra went u p  and pushed the stores above 

rockwall-2. Kura R a m  ranged u p  and down the fixed rope in search of a place where we may 
be able to pitch just one tent, but it was not there. All five members returned toCampII1 at 
about 1730 hours. 

'24 J u n e  1983: M'eather cloudy. Rest day for the team. 
'25 J u n e  1983: Bad weather. \t'e had to stick tu our  [amp.  \Ye drcidrd on  the course for 

the next day.' 
T h e  course of action they decided up011 wa\ a daring onr .  Relnarkahl\ daring. 

Suraj knew that the ski team on  the Eastern Axis was targetred to make a n  attempt on  27 
J u n e  and  that its support party would be ensconsed in the hiyhel- ramps 011 that side. T h e  
Western Axis plan called for a descent o n  the other side, and wehad alwa\s  pl.rnned that 
there should be some members of the Eastern team available I ~ i g h  u p o n  the m o u n t a i ~ i  to be 
able to and guide the Western team down. T h i s  factor nailed down the date. And as regards 
a restmg place above C a m p  111, well they would carry C a m p  11' on  their backs and pitch it 
wherever they found the first possible sitel It was indeed a daring plan but there seemed n o  
bette! one. Already his lead-climbing pair had reached their limit of effectiveness from 
C a m p  111; further forays would only lead to a deterioration of their condition without any 
significant gain. Also. any further sitting around i n  C a m p  111 at  the base of the Face day 
after day could endanger the morale of the team. T h e  situation called for daring, and the 
Kumaonis responded in kind. 'We have thought we could spend a night o u t ( i n  the open on  
the Face) in case i t  was needed. If we reach a place where wecould pitch a tent, nothing like 
it , '  reccrded Suraj on  the evening of 25 June. 

"26 June 1983: Weather forecast on  25 June had not been in favour of clear weather, but 
in the morning we saw that weather was not too bad. Not absolutely clear but it \%.as all  
right. We could take a chance. 

'So we left C a m p  111 at  about 0400 hours. Dan Singh in the lead followed by Lakpa. I 
was at the end and ahead of me were Rajendra dnd Abhai. Kami. Sher Singh and Bharat 
S ingh  were following us. These three found the going difficult beyond the big rock below 
rockwall-2. I induced them in every way but the rock proved beyond them. They left the 
stores there and went down. 



'K;tjctldl-a   it, riot Ir(b1ing too bright eit11c.l; lie a p l ~ r i ~ t r t l  I;ltigurd allcl exhaustrd. 1d;llf 
\\;ay through lot k\v;ill-:! h r  ; i l~nost  paxirrl trlrt. Or1 rcs\,i\.ing. hc shouttbd in a frrble voice 
"Salztb 111nitr upc~r  11011 yrc 11rc 11r j n o ~ ~ . " l  pa1lst.d to think ancl s;lid 'Agnr nu sakle 110 to (10 
,no." lit. replie~i,"Tltik lrtcr ~o ~ ) ~ o i t l  nln trto~."'l 'hr rrspcct for this man's  tlrtermination lose 
sl) -lligh in  my 11i.at.t. 11rrcs rvas ;I miln wllo w;rs coming  u p  the I-ope with his jurnar not with 
the ~l l rr! i~tI i  of his .tl.nl\ t ~ r t  thr,bupt.rrnr stt-ength of will po\ver. 

'D;ln ~ i n g l i  ;lnd L;tkpa I~a i l  by this timrb btartrd Sixltlg th r  ~ . o p r  above, rockwall-.?. T h e  
weathrt- W O I . S C I I ( ~ ~ .  Abhai was ~ n o v i n g  irhrad of tne witft a r~tcksack and a sleeping bag. I 
 is cat.t-yillg food ;tttd I.O~I(<. K a j ~ t i d t . ; ~  ;I s l ~ r p i l l g  bag. liirra Rain, \vlio hail starled with us in 
the rnorning, felt solnc diflic ~rlry ;tnd I ahkrd him to t.et~trtl to C a m p  111. 

'At tlie end of icc slope ;~bovi* rockwall-9, Abhai reached a place which he thought 
would have to d o  Sor a b i v o ~ ~ a r  ancl slat-trtl making  prepal.ations for night halt.  M!r co~r ld  
not have tra\,ersrd ai.ross to tllr gl;tcicb~- its t11(' tcwt hail not frtchcd up.  Dan Singh a n d  Lakpa 
hacl traversed about 200 ynlils allcl \CCI-C hitlilrn brhincl ;i bulgt,. 1 shoirtril to them to return 
[o oul pohition I)c*folv the \veathel- t u ~ n n l  its full f u ~ y  of us. .l'hey werr out  in  the open 
bt-avitlg tlie ho\\,lir~!: winil a n d  flying sno\\.. 'l'hcy joined us at about  1HOO 1iout.s. Rajrndra 
had albo come u p  by t l i r ~ l  \vitli 1111, slrcpiltg bags. 

'At the base of a rock we selected a small ledge, enough for us to sit upon  for the night,  if 
belayed proprt-ly. T h e  rope which I had carried was used to belay us. Pitons weredriven all 
around us. Ropes were passed through them, through o u r  sling carabiners and fastened 
properly; double safety was ensured. 

'We had three sleeping bags between the Iive of us. Lakpa a n d  Dan Singh shared one, 
Abhai a n d  Rajendra another ,  a n d  I had one to myself. 

'1 cut  a bit of snow to accommodate my not-too-wide and not-so-broad seat, took the 
line to  a piton driven about  head-high from the place where I balanced myself. Ice pitons 
were driven below to place my- feet; pitons to keep my feet in position, pitons to keep my seat 
in position and  even my head was resting o n  the rope passing from one  piton to another 
piton. 

'Sunset came, followed by clouds and  snow. T h e  intensity of snowfall kept increasing. 
By midnight  the boys started going cold. Kajendra was the first target of the weather god's 
wrath. He started complaining about his feet going n u m b ,  followed by Abhai Singh. 

'There was n o  way for us to warm our  bodies and  feet, except by remaining inside the 
sleeping bags, which had also become wet. I advised them to keep massaging each other's 
feet. T h i s  gave them some relief. 

'But the weather would not relent. T h e  fury of the wind appeared to shower the snows 
of all  the mountains  o n  Kamet only. Visibility became poor. 

'The  morning dawned bleakly, without any hope. We were not in  touch with C a m p  
111. We heard their faint shouts from below. It was n o  use shouting back. It would have been 
unintelligible. But I thought it proper to let them know that we had survived the night.  
'Though cold and  wet I gave a mighty yell, and  my voice reassured them. 

'Staying there was useless. Going  u p  that day was not granted to us by the weathergod. 
I was also now very worried about  Rajendra Singh and Abhai; and  we were drenchingly wet 
100. 

'We rook the decision to start back. Having come up to  this place, going down was a 
hiller disappointment for all of us. But tt.en it was destined that way. My biggest worry was 
to get all the members down safely. Cold injuries were not ruled ou t .  

'At 0900 hours. Abhai took the lead, followed by Rajendra myself, Dan Singh and 
Lakpa. We had hardly descended 200 yards when my jumar stopped functioning; its teeth 
had iced up.  Thereaftrr i t  was a nightmare tocontinue without  a jumar.Then Dan Singh's  
balcalava was Ijlowll off to unknown places by the wind. 
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'A little later Iny right harld b e c a ~ i ~ e  cold. I t  took us some time t o  bring i~ 1)ac.k to lilc. 
T h e n  between rockwall-3 and roc-kwall-2 an av;llar~cI~e of ~ ~ o w d e r  snow roared d o w ~ ~  up or^ 

us. Abhai fell to ~ l l c  ground,  got up,  and  fell down again. Kajendra lay buried i r ~  ;I h rap  of 
snow barely 100 feet below me. T h e n  it was my turn, prol~elled by the snow which tarne 
lashing down. When Rajendra saw me so  near him he could not comprel~erld the secret of 
my fast descent. 1 let out  a weak smile allcl pointed toward rhr p o u r i l ~ g  snow. Dan S i r ~ g h  
was struggling to keep his balanc-e. so was Lakpa but he could not s ~ ~ c t e r c l  in his attelnpt. 
H e  too was thrown down. 

'The  rope could h a w  I)roken. the pitons could have cornc. out .  I ' h e  slings c.ould have 
deceived us. Many fatal things could have happened but we wrre sp;jred. 

When w r  reac hed rot k\\*all-l we \\.ere again subjec-trd to a mighty powder s r~ow 
avalanche. Rajendra and rnyself wrre thrown down with such force and speed th;rt with all 
our  strength we could not hold on  to the rope with o u r  hands. 

'It was sheer luck or  providence that we hacl been near the bottom bf the wall when the 
avalanche swept down upon us. Dan S ingh  was thrown Irom the top o f  the rockwall to its 
bottom, so were the others. 

'The avalanche passed. Visibility improved. Rajendra shouted. "Sahab kahon ho,  
kaiie ho." I was d;lighted to hear him; at least one was alive. .Then I heard similar shouts 
from behind; Dan Singh, Lakpa and .4bhai Singh! My happiness was complete. 

'A miracle indeed! T h e  Lord above had saved u s ,  perhaps so that we could come back to 
Kamet on  another da!. 

'We reac-hed Carnp Ill  at ;tbout 1730 hour-S. Kura Ram wept at our  sight. He could 1101 

leave me and sobbed uncontrollably for some time. Dr Gautam and PatiI came forward, and 
without any ado thrust tablets into our  mouths. 

'We made it the Arctic Medium tent: it was the most con~fortable accornrnodation in 
the world. A new life.' 

I had been terribly worried about this party. AI 1700 hours on  26 June I spoke to 
Gautam at  Camp I11 on  a long distance set. He had said 'They were lasr seen ...' With sorne 
further probing I came to know that it was a planned bivouac and the team had carried 
sleeping bags and food with them. Still, I was worried on  account of the extremely bad 
weathel-. Gautam had asked whether a search party should be sent. I felt there was n o  need 
as the team was climbing alpine style and would be able to look after i tself. However. I did 
wish that the team should not come down in snowfall due to thedanger of avalanches. The  
next day, i.e. 27 June, when the party came down I had a detailed discussion with Capt 
Dalal a n d  upon  hearing about the condition of the team and  the severity of the climate. 1 
decided to call off our  western attempt. 
Capt Dalal and his men had done a n  excellent job. They have charted a new trend for 
Indian climbing. Few Indian cl i~nbers  or exprditions have attempted big mountain [aces. 
Cl imbing big mountains from their laces - rather than from the comparatively easier 
ridges o r  spurs - represents a normal progression of mountil~neering, reflecting the 
advancement of climbing techniques, gear and expertise. 

I can't remember any major face climb attempted by Indians except for theeffort of the 
great Naridu Jayal in  1955 when he went for the South Face of Saser- Kangri. T h o u a h  his 
team failed to get to the top, it was a great recce achievement. The  first-ever face climb from 
a new route by a n  lndian expedition was in  1978 when thrre members of the Army Eastern 
Karakoram Expedition of 1981 got to the topof Tarem Kangri from a direct line below. T h e  
Japanese had earlier climbed (his peak but from a ridge which joins the summit at a much 
higher point on  the Face. Our  selection of the NW Face of Kamet wasa deliberate attempt to 
open a new era of mountaineering in India. T o  me it seems that  he NW Face oI Kamet, 
which we failed to fully master, is a great challenge even for the best climbers of the world. 
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EASTERN AXIS 

w aiting. Uncertainty. T h e  Western attempt. was over. And the Eastern one  beaten 
back once. It was a difficult period. There was noching I could d o  but wait and  
hope. Down at Base C a m p ,  a n d  at  C a m p  11, I mulled over o u r  experience and  
recorded: '29 June:  I think it (Western Axis) was o n e  of the greatest retreats in  

Indian nlourl ta ineer~ng.  I a m  not dissatisfied. T h i s  route has now been o p e n e d . .  . As 
regards our  future plans,  they depend on  how the weather behaves. 

'30 June:  Surpris ing how all my calculations have gone  haywire this time. I had 
selected ( h e  period - 24 to 29 J u n e  - for o u r  summit  bids based o n  the reports of earlier 
expeditions. T h i s  period seemed to be the lull  before the oarset of monsoons. But this year 
these ha1.e been the \vorst days . .  . H o w  plans and  conditions change o n  the mountains! 
Originally we had thought  of a crossover from West to East after opening  the unclimbed 
Western Route,  we had planned a solo attempt, a member spending a night  o n  the summit ,  
etc. But as the events i~nfolded the more ambitioirs ideas were scratched by factors beyond 
o u r  control. I had given ourselves only a 30% chance on  the Western Axis and this was. 
finally, destroyed by bad weather. Sleeping o n  the summit  has now been ruled out  after 
three cases olchi l lblain a n d 1  have instructedl 'hapa to  forget everything elseand just climb 
the mountain.  O n  Kanrhenjunga,  a member's death had made me angry. Anti more 
determined than ever to  get to  the top. But this time it has made me cautious. 1 don' t  want 
any more castraltjrs. 

' I  have asked Dan Singh,  Maon,  Kami, Lakpa  a n d  Rajendra S ingh(mcmbersof  the 
Western team) to return to Josh imath  a n d  be prepared to come this side for a n  attempt 
should 'I'hapa's team fail. 1 July: M'e kept o n  looking towards Kamet. Weather remained 
clear. N o  shower S, wind onlylorty kilometres per hour .  At 7 p.m. C a m p  I11 tol? us that they 
had seen a 7-man party reach the summit  at  about  4.00 p.m. What  a great relief .... In  the 
afternoon it rained at Base Camp;  rained, not snowed. It 's clear that the monsoons have 
arrived. We have been lucky. Lucky by a day. 

S o  that night we went to  sleep with lifting spirits. T h e  next morn ing  1 was able to  
speak to T h a p a  over the wireless: 

'Col Kumar: It  was at  a quarter to three, right?'  
'Thapa :  Yes sir.' 
'Col Kumar: Is everybody well?' 
'Thapa :  All are well, sir, except that everyone is very weak. W e  have had n o  food, n o  

water since yesterday .... When we returned from the sumit  the gas had leaked.' 
'Col Kumar: Tha t ' s  very sad. What  time did you leave in the morning? '  
' T h a p a :  \Ye couldn't  stay at C a m p  V1 because it had been swept away by avalanches. 

We had to start from Carnp V and  so we left at 0005 hours.' 
'Col Kumar: You started at midnight?'  



"Thapa: S e \ . r ~ l  of 115 starled irl t h r  m o r n i n g  1,111 o111\ h i \  01 L I \  C O I I I C I  I I ~ , I L ( ,  1 1  to I I I ( .  I O I ) .  

O n e ,  NI\ R;11\\.an[ Sirlgh. s lopped just 50 fec.t hrlo\v ~ h c \ u r n ~ r ~ i ~  . . .  h1.c ,iu\<.oI ' ~ ( . \ r . ~ ( . \ t o ~ n . ~ c  I1 

;~c-hr.  K r g ; ~ r d i n g  t h r  Sk i  .I'e;im. ~ h r y  s t a ~ t r t l  tllrir [ir\cc.~lt ; I I  Ii'iO ~ O I I I \  I I O I I ~  j i r \ t  500 I t ~ t  

t~r lo \v  111t> ' I L I I I I I I ~ I I  i11ic1 r r ; ~ c l ~ c ~ l  C;:IIII~ \' for 111gIlt-11~lt 111 c I ~ I I L I I ~ . ' I ' I .  -1 l ~ r \  c o \ r ~ ( x l  I I I C ,  
d i s~ , inc r  i l l  t l \ ,c5nt \ -o~lc  11li11rltc'I.' 

'Ciol L I I I I I ; ~ ~ :  I'li:~t 1'1 500 fcrt I)(~lo\v 111r \111nri~11 t o  ( ~ ; I I ~ I I )  \ ' ? '  
'.1'11:11).1: S I I  l ' o< lc~ \ ,  I I I ~ I I I I I I ~  ; I I  7 . 3 0  :1.111. t11t.v \ t ~ r t t x I  I I O I I ~  (1,11111) \ ' .  .l.Il<,\ '111ot1Icl I)t,;it 

I I l o . \ 1 1 t l  \ \ .1t11111 ,111 110~11 01 '10 111t.v '1110~11~1 l)(. .II H,I'I~' < : ; I I I I I ) . '  

* C : o l  L11111;11: Allcl l l lr \  ( .l1 l 1 c , c I  1I1ri1 :,ki\ \ \ ~ i l l l  tI1r111~~ 
'-I.1lL~p:1: l ' e ' ~  :,;I. 1 I I ~  c~~ I ircl 111ri1 I ight [ IOIII  C ; c ~ ~ ~ ~ l )  \ ' . '  
'C:ol K U I I I ~ I :  1.11~i1 1'1 l c ~ ~ l t L ~ ~ t ~ (  . .  I ' l l  I ( ~ I I  thr111 to t:ikr I I I I I ~ I ~ ~ \  ;I[ ,111 (~111111'1 :111ci >to11 '11 

Carnp I ;  1)ryontl t11;1t i~ i:, 1 0 0  I ) ~ o k r ~ l  111.1 . . .  No\\. t ( ' I 1  111(', is Lhilrl S i n g t ~  th(. \ t ) l lngr \ [  c h.tp \v(- 
havc?' 

"I'li;~p;~; K r (  I 1111 L I ~ I I I I  hi11gIl I:, tlic \ . O I I I I ~ ~ ' I I  111t~1iibrr ol o u r  tr~1111: ,11)o11t  20 \r.lr\ olci. 
I J r  m;i\ I)e ~ h r  \ounge \ r  Intli,rn to ha\.c c11rnl)rd ' I L I ~  h .I h igh  1)r;lh 1,111 \ \ . c .  \ \ .111  h.l\c t o (  I ~ r ( k  
011 1t1i'I: 

' ( : ( ) I  L L I I ~ I ; I I :  \VI~;II  \vas t11r h c ~ g t l t  01 ( : , I I I ~ I )  \ '  slid \\.II ,I[  \ \ . r ~ r ~ h c  \IIC)\ \ .  (o11di11o11 110111 
thrrc. t o  the* su ln~n i t ; '  

*-IILII),I: ( : : I I I I I )  i r  is ;I t  ?:1,250 ICYI  L I I I C I  C : : I I I ~ ~  \ ' I  \+.;Is '11 zi,noo frrt .  . r I l r o t ~ g l i o ~ ~ ~  t 1 1 ~  I O I I ~ ~  

f rom C:an~l) \ '  10 ~ h r  r l ~ n r n i t  there \\.as nt,vrr Irr\ 111,ln hip-c1ec.p sno\v.'  



'C:ol K u l n ; ~ ~ :  \\'hat (lid you clit at tht. top? : I n \  o l lcr ing t o  k a ~ n t t t .  
'?'hlil~a: I  had  taken A brass statue* 01 1)evi. Birkshi left a p ic ture  01 G u r u  N;in;ik a n d  

s o m e  sweets. A n d  we prayed.' 
I then turned 111s back o n  K a n ~ r t  lot the. last t i m t , ; ~ ~ ~ c l s e t  olf d o w n  the  rnount ; r~n with  ;I 

l ight  s tep a n d  soa r ing  bpirit. \2'hile r l lc .  o t h c ~  members c-;lme of1 the  highel- s loprs .  I could  
he lp  s m o o t h  o u t  t.he logistic-s ;I[ o u r  a c l ~ n i n i s t ~ a t i \ e  b;~se. J o s h i l n i ~ t h ,   rid Ran ikhc t .  

I raccd d o w n  the  glacirl- a n d  deligh~c.tl in  tht* q e e n  girss. I loiving \vatrr .and s ing ing  
birds. After wec,ks in bnow ;rnti ic! I ; I \ I I I ~ ~ \ ,  tllcse t i le-sounds rc.gistc~rt~tl o n  the  wrises wi th  
the  keenness ;tnd wo11d~1  ol ; I  lirst \avo111 ing.  Fro111 tlir Base C a m p  to the  road-head a t  
Kurku t i ,  t he  route  too  \\,a\ I I ~ \ \ ,  [or n1ts;ls I 11;1d had  a heli-lift m1 the  wav u p .  S o r v e n  as I sped 
d o w n ,  I  would often s t o p  to ga le  ; ~ t  a mo~rn t ; i in  x t t i n g ,  ;I stletc h o l  ral,id, o r  the  play o l  l ight  
o n  ear th .  O l  course I wils 11al)py to he r e t u ~ r l i n g  h o ~ r ~ c -  ali(1 yet. ri5 ; l l~ . ; iys ,  ;I pat-t 01 m e  bade 
m e  goo t lb \  a n d  left me: to go \it 011 a snow- l rdge  wi th  t h r  prornibe to  rc-turn to lne when I 
carnr  back t o  t h r  ~nour i t ;~ inb .  

; a t i \ l l  I,,.II. 1.1 <:oI S i n h ; ~  ancl the  othrt-s retrived me  j o \ o ~ r s l y  at the Kurnaon 
RrKimrl1tal C:c.ntrc. ; r t  Kr1rlik11c.t. \.\'c p r r p a r t d  a rousing welcome l01 the t r am as  i t  
lunlhcrrd  i11 .I Icw (lay\ I ; I I ( . ~  111 a c-ar;lv;ln of I I ~ C  ks a n d  I~uhcs, a n d  then T h a p a  g;ive us a full 

0 ~ 1 1 1 1  o l  111e I I I I ; I I  :as( t.111 01 K;III~PI,  

0 1 1  29 J u n e  thc \vt,;ithv~ got \ l i g l~ t l \ .  I K ' I I ~ I  ; I I I ~  I  rt.ceivrd a message l rom Col  Kumar.  
w h o  \\.a3 ;II t11;1t t i ~ n c  ;I( C;,r~nl> 11.  111;rt I  Intr\t go  ;ihcatl wi th  rny p lan  as soon  ;is the  weiuher 
clearrd. 

' 0 1 1  30 J u n e  t h r  \veatht.r \\,a\ t)t.ttr~ - t l lough t h t . ~ e  was ;I lot o l  wind  early in  the  
m o r n i n g  - a n d  I tlecitled t o  I ~ u n c - h  our  ;rttrrnpt. O u r  Sk i  'I'carn bras also at C:;~rnplII since 
their a t t empt ,  o r ig i r~a l ly  srt lor 26 J u ~ i r ,  had  also hccn t l ~ \ \ ~ a r t e d  by I~acl  carhe her. Now 1 
decided that we ~ v o u l d  all c I i~rll)  ill o n r  ~ I - O I I I , .  . rht ,re were two  adv ;~~ j t ag r s : ,  rrior-c. numbers  
for ol>enirlg thc  route ,  a n d  r \ . r r )ol le  ( o u l d  he lp  the  ski mc~rnbrrs in carr) i n g  thr i r  skis a n d  
their h a \ . )  I ) o o t b .  

' T h e  s u ~ n r n i t  party - 1.1 RK S i n g h ,  1-1 Eakshi.  C:lIbI K ; ~ j p a l .  l1;1v Lal i t  M O ~ I . I I I .  Naik 
Halwant,  Ke t ru i t  Kh im S i n g h ,  a n d  ~ n y s r l l  - set o u t  I r o ~ n  ( ; a~n l ,  11 for o u r  secontl ;~t teml>l  



Colonel o j  rhr Reg~tnrnt Ph' Aarhpolra PPJ %I,  I I J If (I I I ~  Brrg J A I \wr  - rhr 
~j~onsor  and orgonuer ofllfr~ 1. rl~edrlrorl 

o n  kdrnct \\ c ~ r . 1 1  rt (1 ,uoun(1 1 1  .I ni . I \  h(. ~)ldnnc.ct t o  qfl o l i ] \  to . I I I ~ ~ )  I \ '  thdt ( [ , I \  Frolil 
cd111~1 11 l$(' l l < l t ~  t I ( ( l d ~ d  1 0  q<) t l l l ~ (  1 l 0  c c l l l l ~ l  1'1 L l l l ~ l  l t l l l \  \ < l \ C  0 1 1 V  del\ 

'Once a q i l n  I h,rd thr t  1n1wc1 f e r l ~ n g  o l  \uc(e \ \  d ~ ~ d  t . r~ lu~t .  In m\  11111rtl thtrt. \\.I\ n o  
certarnt) I I  rlir r\e,rtlirr \ \ould remarn cle.lr to1 thc~ r \ \ o  o t  three t i a  \ e rir.rtlc.tl I j)r,a\erl to 
G o d  ar etrrt\  step to g r \e  us at least one clt-41 dd\ ,  the d r \  $1 hen \ \ c  \roultl artelnpt the 
summlt 

' T h r  earlrer route had been erased by the  lie‘^\\ \no~\tI ,~l l  oI the pdst fe~z da\k I had to 
remake the route and had a very tough rlme gorng u p  [tom C;.~mp 111 to C a m p  I\' r o  our  
d e s p a ~ r  we found that all rhe tents at C a m p  I \  \ \ e t e a l m o ~ t  b ~ r r ~ e d  under sno\\,.so we had t r )  
put  In a lot of effor~ drggrng them our and getttng thrm ~ n ~ o  ,hape T h e n  to our  horrol wr  
found that the gas tartrldge we had left there \\,IS elript\, netthet could \vr flnd the s to t r  
whlch must habe got burted In the snow arrd we hacl no strength ro scarch for ~t S o  {se did 
not even have adequate water to drrnk and went to  ~ l e e p  on  eniptk stomachs In  the 
mornlng \ \c  were ,111 feeling qut te  h u n g \  I h .~d  a bottle of horl~ckb and ate \ome of the 
powder I offtwd 11 to the other rncrnbers also but the\, drd not Irhe 11s raste \Ve starred earlv 
because the 01 tqtn,~l route h.ld btcn c o m p l r ~ e l ~ ~ o b l ~ t e r a t r d  b\ Lrrsh sriok and \ze had.rnolher 
tough da\ of ~ o u t c  nr,~krnq R . ~ J ~ . I I ,  BJ~W,IIII  and I hore the burden of tht\ 

r ~ r e d ,  hungi\  m t l  t i eh \d~a tcd  x\r tcaclicd (:amp \. I\ here another shock d ~ n r t e d  U,. 

F a r l ~ e r  C a m p  \'l could er\tl)  br spottrd from C.arnp \ '  No\\ Me co i~ ldn  L see a thtng T h e  
box-t) pt. trnt at C.,r~np \'I Itas .I \ c l \  colourful one dntl so t l i e~e  \\ ,l\ n o  rlurhtlon of our  not 
belng able ((1 bpot r t  \t 'r conclrrdetl t l ~ . l t  a I~rg ,i\rlanc he mu\t  h a \ r  s\kept .I\\,I, out Camp 
V1 i thought ol \ r n d ~ n g  borneone .t l ~ t t l e  d14trncc .rhe,~d to co1il111n but 1 1 0 1 1 ~  could 
\urninon enough rric~tg, to d o  \o hlo\t of 115 \\c.tr rn f , r \ou~ o l \ t . t \ ~ r l g a ~  C..llnp \ ' t h a t n ~ g h t  
. ~ n d  t r \ lng  lor the sntnrrllt the n r \ t  d . ~ \  from <..rrnp \ ~r\rlf I ~ c , ~ l l r r d  t h ~ t  thr\ ~ \ o u l d  be a 
ter\r t i ~ f f r c ~ ~ l r  r,lsL but 1% 1111 C ,~rnp  \.I tr111,hed tlierr \\ .I \  1 1 0  other .ilte~ri,rr~\ c 

'1-here w n \  onl, o n r  tent at Camp \'.ind '111 w\en 01 11, h,~tl  to\quer7e ~r r to  th ,~t  . ~ n d  also 
rook some food t n \ ~ d e  of course rhr questlon 01 \leeplng dtd r l , ~  '11 I W  A S  \\ r had drctded to 
start In the n~tdcllr or th r  n ~ g h t .  



'Rajpal,  Khim Singh  and  1 had taken the lead while opening  the route to C a m p  V,  so 
o n  1 July I decided to sent RK. Bakshi, Balwant and  Lalit  Mohan  ahead to open  the route. 
They  set ou t  at 12.05 a.m. and the rest of us caught  u p  with them at the base of the Kamet 
ridge above Meade's Col. They  looked very tired, so  Rajpal  a n d  I took over the lead. T h e d a y  
was rising in the East. T h e  route was not very easy as there was very deep fresh snow and our  
progress was very slow. T h e  clouds that had settled i n  the valley for the night  coveredevery 
th ing  except the higher mountain peaks like Nanda  Devi, Dunagiri,  Kalanka, etc. Most of  
the smaller peaks 3f  Central Himalayas were hidden a n d  theclouds meant a real possibility 
of bad weather when they rose higher. I was thus very anxious to  move fast. It  was alsoclear 
that if we were not  able to make the summit  that dav we would not  beable to  makeanother  
attempt. So 1 stuck to the tasK of route m a k i n ~  for nearly tour  hours. A l ~ t l l e d ~ s t a n c e  from 
t h e  summit  we saw a thin r ing  oIcloud aroundKamet.  T h i s  worried me greatly but fortune 
was now o n  our  s ~ d e  a n d  a clear sun  soon hroke through. Kamet was iust ahead and I 
wanted to take some plctures but as I had n o  carnera I sat down to wait for the rest of the 
party. 

' I  asked Rajpal  to cont inue making  the route. T h e  slope was now almost a90°incline 
a n d  opening  the route 011 that particular pitch was very difficult. O n  that vprtical slope we 
came across a n  ice-wall which was almost200-250 feet high.  I t  was theonly route leading to 
the summit ,  arid there was n o  way out  but to fix ropes, cut  sleps a n d c l i m b  it. Cuttingsteps 
was another herculean job at that height. Also, we were very tired as we had  been climbing 
fcr nearly twelve hours  in  soft snow. Rajpal  a n d  I set about  the task; I belayed a n d  he led. 
After a while I offered to take over but he  told m e  that I.had done  enough  already. By the 
time we had  fixed the 200-foot rope, the other  mem'bers had had sufficient time to catch u p  
with us. Balwant now complained of stomach pain. I did persuade h im to g o  o n  and he 
climbed half way u p  the ice-wall but could not proceed any further. Sadly he had  tog iveup  
just a little short of the summit .  Another 50 feet above the ice-wall, and  we were o n  the 
summit  of Kamet. 

'My joy was immense; I cannot  express it in words.Thememory ofa l l  theeffort we had 
pu t  in so  far vanished from my mind.  All around us we saw high mountain peaks. T h e  
clouds too had vanished completely and  the day shone crystal clear. 

' I  sat down,  took ou t  my statue o f  Durga a n d  started offering her sweets, biscuits, and 
other  ea~ables  I carried. T h e  next task was to take photographs. We had carried with us 
many flags; the National Flag, Chiel  of the Army Staff Flag. Kbrnaon Regimental Central 
Flag. Area Flag, and  the State Bank of  India Flag. We had to photograph these to repay in 
some measure all  those had l i ~ l p d  the expedition. I also wanted to photograph the 
importan1 mountains  and areas around.  We could see Mana a n d  Nanda Devi but the 
Tibetan Plateau was partly clouded over. I photographed thp other  members against 
these back-drop? and  rapidly took one  p i c t ~ ~ r - P  after the other. 

' T h e  final phase was to  get to C a m p  V. T h i s  proved even tougher than c l ~ m b i n g  u p  
had been because we wereromvletely exhauste? a n d  theevening wasquicklygrowing cold. 
W e  roped u p  and bcgarl to crarnpon down.  

' I  don ' t  know how the others felt dur ing  the descent but I thought  I had lost every bit of  
my energy. I was merely s tumbling tlowrl and seemed to have lost all control over my legs. 
At times I felt like just glissading down but that would have been suicidal for o n  the 
southern side was a sheer rocklace. I linally reached C a m p  V at 7.SOp.m. During thedescent 
10 C a m p  \', I had hoped that the mc.mbe~-s who had been ahead would 11?1ve prepared hot tea or 
coIlec lor the others. But when I reachecl thc c a m p  I I o ~ l n d  th ;~ t  thert. was n o  gas in  the 
cartridge, and  that the stove was also not functional. Everyone just sat about  with closed 
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eyes, suck ing  snow t o  q u e n c h  their  thirst. I t  \\.a\ J trl I iblc r a t e  of a f l a i ~ s  a n d  I kncw we hacl 
t o  make  some  water arld fight deh)cir-ation. I 'hc on l \  \ o l u t ~ o n  that c a m r  to rnv ~ n i r i d  \\,as to 
l i g t ~ r  rwo c a n d l ( ~ s  a n d  mclt !,now \\.it11 ~ I i c i r  heat.  11 took nr;ll l \ -  I1;iII a n  I ~ o u r  t o  melt j ~ 1 b 1  o l l r  
m u g  o l  snotv.  We ~ v e r e  s r \ . rn  ~ n c m b r r s .  a r ~ d  so  i t  M, ; IS I I ' I  I I I L I C ~  I I L I I  i t  3;1\.r 11s s0111r ellerg!.. 
T h e n  rhr  ~ C \ . E I I  01 L I ' ~  bt'rrl~d cIo\vri in  t h ~ r  o l l r  rc.nc t o  1);155 t t ~ c  rligllt. 

' T h e  next rnolning w e  got our ar a b o ~ ~ t  7.00 a . m .  arlcl plr1,Jrrd totlrscrnci.i\ 'e had now 
been withour loocl fol- a l ~ o r ~ r  rliirr! hours  arid )cclnrd LO ~ J \ C  110 e n r r g  a t  all left in 11s. But 
we had  to godow11. I got toC:;~rnp I \ '  1ci1h 91-t'at d ~ l l i c ~ ~ l t y  aricl \ vh i l e th r  others wereon  their  
way, I was able  ro c .o~nrn i~n ic ;~ rc  \virh (:ol l iurnar , in t iga\e  h i m  thc~rc\r~sofour-s~rcccss. H e  
was  very, very happy  ;rrrci c o n g r a t u l a t e d ' ~ ~ ~ .  [\'v no\v c o n ~ i l l u n r d  do\\.n to C a m p  I11 a n d  
enjoyed a bnrrr klz(iri(~ I I ~ ( . ; I U S C  thrl-C \r.rrr lrc'bl~ \ C ~ C I ; I I ) I C S  a rou~lc i .  M'r I-rallv enjoyed this 
s u m p t u o u s  meal .  ?'he we;irher wab WOI-s rn i~ ig  n ~ l d  we drcided ro spent1 the night  at  C ; ~ m p  
111. T h e  next day we ptrshcd dir-ectl? to B.l>r (:amp a n d  re;rthed thcre to :I heart! 
~velcornc. 011 6 July H.? rnarcllrd ro Niti. iVhc.~r  a n o r l ~ c r  hnr-,~ kllntzn a\\..~ired us. inc ludirlg 
fr-esh meat which had  been sent Irom ]oshirrlLlttr l ) \  (:;l131 X1,111. I r  \<a\ ~irnc. ro m . ~ k r  nlcbl.r! 
a n d  ?vcryonc ioined in .  

'As  pron~ist .d lo  godcirsh N ; I I I ~ ; I  ~ ; \ , i ,  rlle llext cI'i\ I olfered sac-rilic-t, of a go ;~ t ,  after 
wh ich  we lrlr [or- A4alar.i. Hakshi. C:Iicng;~l>l);~ ;111tl I went for a dnr\11/111 of the h o l \  Siva 
t e n l ~ l r  \vhic-11 is j r r > t  Norrh  of l i u ~ n ; i ~ . s c n .  I ' l l c . ~ t ~ I  I o ~ l n d  srrcnlt)  ; ~ n d  >arlcriry. -l'he next da!. 



8 July. o u r  vehicles rook us to  J o s h ~ m a t h  where we were received by the member o l  the 
Wrstern Teani. T h r v  Ic,tl i r l  a p~-ocession ro where they were I~illerted a n d  wherr rhey had 
arranged for a bnra k h o t i n  for ~ n ~ ~ n b e r s  of both the reams. 

'Then ,  o n  IS J I I IV.  we drove to Ranikhet  to a joyous welcome there by all  theolllcers 
a n d  men of the l iu rn ;~on  Regimental Centre w h o  lined the road and  cheered o u r  successful 
return. '  

'And thar's how the Kuni;ronis c-litiibt~d I(an1e1. I 'hapa and his team put  in  a 
wonderful effort o n  t11;11 one  cleat- day Kanier gave us afre~: a terrible spell o l  bad weather. 
And even as they begun pul l ing off the upper  slopes of the mounta in  the gloom set in  again, 
and  this time there would be n o  break lor days, o r  even weeks, lor the monsoon was 
arriving. And once the monsooti clouds burst, there is little chan'ce of success o n  the 
Himalayan giants. 

O n  17 June.  as I climbed from C a m p  I to C a m p  I1 o n  the Eastern Axis, I had had my 
first full view o l  Karnet from rhar side. My  mind  was then still lull of the mountain 's  mighty 
N W  Farr  wlirrt~ Dal;~l ' \  rcxm \\.;IS gt.;ippling hard for evrry inch o l  progress. Delighted by 
the more, opcBtl. :lcc.essiblr \.isra tq out q i o i ~ n r i ~ i n  from irs easlrrrl sitlr, I had stopped to record 
into thedic-r;ipllonr; Catilp 11 is at a beautilul site facing thesouth-Easr  Faceof Kamet. T h e  
mounta in  looks so  much  easier from here as compared to the Western Roirrr.' 

N o  sooner had I said this, something made me hastily add:  'Birr n o  mountain of over 
25,000 feet can be raken casually. A spell of bad weather, o r  sicknessof memberscan swiftly 
turn anticipated success in to  failure.' 

And. hure enough ,  unexpected bad weather had nearly aborted o u r  plans. But the 
Kunlaonis h u n g  on  and  then seired o n  th r  very last chance. Low o n  food, dr ink and sleep 
they pur in art anlazing summit  eflort. 
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Sep Ha1 i C:hand 
Sep Ilrvendl ra K ~ r ~ ~ i a r  
Rec.1 Drv Sing11 

Eastern Axis 
1 Capt D B Thapa - Dy leader 
2. Capt Dal j i~  Singh 
3. Lt (AMC) A N Chingappa 
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12. Sep Subhash Singh Khanka 
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ADM Party 
NK. ,NA K K Mrhta 
LNK Kharak Singh 
NK Hayat Singh 
Rect Kundan Singh 
Rect Balwant Singh 
Rect Chander Singh 
Rect Narayan Singh 
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A FILM MAKER ON KAME I 
N.S. Thapa 

Filming in the mountains always creates numerous problents. We cannot carry heavy 
studio camera beyond the heights of eight or nine thousand feet. Battery-run cameras often 
give trouble as batteries cannot be re-charged. Besides, cold freezes the normal camera oil. 
Each camera has to be cleaned and non-freeze oil used. I'he best camera for filmingat high 
altitudes is the spring-driven Paillard Bolex. 

When in April 1983, Col Narinder Kumar asked me whether I woula like to join Kumaon 
Regiment's Kamet Expedition, I was delighted. Despite my other heavy commi tments, I 
was able to join the expedition for a few days. 

The members of the expedition lelt Ranikhet towards the end of May with rwo cameras 
given to them by Fi ln~s  Division. The onlyPaillard Bolex camera available was given to Lt 
R.S. Bakshi, and the second camera (Eclair), which was much hcavirl-, was given to Kapil 
Malhotra, Director of Vision Books who was to publish t l t c  expedition's book. Since 
neither cameramen had any previous experience with rnovic. c;tmeras, they were hurriedly 
tiained by the Dellii Unit o l  the Films Division. 

I travelled to Mana Camp at a height oI 1 1,000 f t  by road. Fro111 there I trckked a distance of 
some 17 kilometres to the Base Camp at Ghastoli on the expedition's western side. Part of 
the way we had a mule track but many portions of the track were covered by snow and our 
progress was slow. The last portion of the climb was rather difficult; the snow being soft, 
every step had to be taken with a great deal o l  caulion. I was welcomed at the carnp by C:ol 
Kumar and Members of his party who were at the Base Camp at a height oI 1Y,800 feet. 
Llnfortunately, the weathtsr drteriorated and lol- the ncxt two days we were cornpe1lc.d to 
stay inside the tents. 

The expedition was divided up  into two teams; one following the traditional route through 
the Eastern Kamet Glacier and the second one wanting to challenge the unclimbed North 
Face of the mountain from its western side. Narinder had felt it would be better if I joined 
the Western team which was trying a new route. It was good to know that Kapil had 
travelled with his heavy camera upto Camp 111 at  a height of 19,200 feet, and had taken 
some shots of this route. Lt Bakshi being a mountaineer himself, carried thecamera almost 
upto the top of Kamet and took some film. The job done by them was not of professional 
standard's but considering the circumstances, they had taken some excellent shots which 
helped me make the film 



Filming on the deliant North Face of Kamet was far more tr~cky and difficult but all the 
same filming in high mountains is always as exciting as mountaineering itself. I also had 
the great experience of taking some shots of the North Face of Kamet from a helicopter, 
though it called for great strength to keep the camera steady in the vibratingchopper. On 
the whole, results of shooting by Lt Ranmeet Bakshi. Kapil Malhotra, Col Kumar and 
myself were very satisfactory and we were able to complete the film within a record time. 

A PAINTER O N  K A M E l  
R.N. Pasricha 

Early in 1983, I met Col Kumar in his office. We had known each other for longand begun 
talking of his expeditions and my continued interest in the Himalayas. I casually suggested 
to him that he should include me in one of his future expeditions; I could then paint the 
snows to my heart's content. The  idea appealed to him at once and a few days later I got an  
invitation to join the Kumaon Regiment's Expedition to Kamet of which he was the leader; 
I was captured by the beauty of the Himalayas in water colour paintings and expedition 
activities and events in drawings. 

My journeys to the Himalayas had begun 33 years earlier. Dunng one such journey I had 
already been to Malari. The bus journey from Joshimath along Dhauli was therefore full of 
nostalgia; and I kept watching the spots which had sought my attention during my earlier 
visit. 

It was a beautiful day when I commenced my walk towards Niti, the last village on way to 
Kamet. I had the company of the people of Niti returning home after their stay at a lower 
altitude during winter. Himalayan peoplearealways friendly company and over the years I 
have begun to admire them as I do the peaks and glaciers. Each line on  their faces is 
chiselled by the weather and winds and they carry around them a dignity and character, of 
inner peace and tranquility which is imparted to them by magnanimous Himalayas. 

Past Niti, it was exciting, as there was a new panorama every few minutes -the landscape 
later on becoming Spitian. But as the altitude increased it was not possible for me to keep 
pace with the youngsters; I was 57. But I enjoyed the slow walk. 1 could look around and 
admire the views as I stopped every now and then to recover my breath. 

From Base Camp on I had all the Himalayan thrills -snow peaks, glaciers, a deep blue sky 
and the delicacies and warmth of the accompanying kitchen. The Base Camp was a vew 
busy place with porter constantly arriving and deporting. I could see the features of Bagini 
Valley along Nanda Devi. My work and acclimatisation go together; therefore my long stay 
at Camps I and 2 were exlremelv fruitful. 

It showed continuously at Camp 2. But in the evening it cleared suddenly and a bright, 
warm sun appeared. 1 hurried with my paints and brushes to paint Kamet. The sun set fast 
behind the peak leaving a red glow but every thing was suddenly very cold once again. The 
water got encrusted. The brush which minutes ago was charged with colour and working 



snloothly, now dragged on the paper depositing ice powder. The  painting had to be 
abandoned. It was a charming morning as well. I waited patiently till the sun was upon us. 
Then I painted Kamet, Mana and Deoban. 

At Camp 2 we were almost under Mana peak, with masses of insecure snow poised for 
avalanches and avalanches were there every now and then. Will they roll down upon us? 
The fear had come, and one night an  avalanche was almost upon us. It thundered, I could 
hear il roll down; and finally there was a splash of snow on the tent. Will it bury us? Shall 1 
run for my life? But where? We were on the glacier and it was pitch dark around. I did not 
stir. Nothing happened. In the morning we saw a huge pile of debris a little away from the 
camp site. 

Team members had established Camp 3 at a n  altitude of 20,500 feet and ferried stores there 
with the help of porters. I was fully acclimatised at Camp 2 and felt tempted to go higher. 
T h r  distance was 7 or 8 kilometres and the rise was 2000 feet. At places it was vertical, and a 
rope had been fixed. There were areas of rock fall and the danger of stones rolling and 
knocking one down was constant. The climb was tiring but the views were rewarding. The 
small clearance where the camp was sited seemed nearer heavens. Kamet and Mana peaks 
were just opposite and the surrounding rock and cliffs imparted the place a weired look. 

Next day the leader arrived from the Western theatre, and I made his portrait sketch. I also 
panted Mana and Kamet. It could be the hlghest point at which any artist might have 
painted the Himalayan landscape and the feeling gave me a sense of achievement. Afte~ 
staying at Camp 3 for two days, the team mates moved u p  while I got numb with cold. On 
the way down, 1 twice slipped at the fixed rope and had to be held by the mepbers 
accompanying me. It was a great relief to be back in Camp I1 and a hot lunch. After I c ' ,  :h, I 
moved on to Camp I. But my speed was hampered by the pain in my feet. The afternoon 
heat had turned the snow soft and that too made walkingdifficult. Theonly tent at Camp I 
was shared by the support party and porters and I was provided a comfortablecorner. Food 
was being cooked inside the tent on  two big stoves which imparted its warmth. It was a 
pleasure to have a steaming hot dinner after having to eat cold and hall-cooked food at 
higher altitudes. 

W'e-said goodbye to Camp I after lunch. It was an easy walk towards Base Camp, and very 
plrasant too. Many pools of green water had now appear-d where earlier there were none. 
In them, icebergs floated. At sunset the sun's rays imparted a touch of warmth. Theclouds 
and peaks turned red. I t  was captivating, but my feet pained and I was not able to fully enjoy 
the scenery. 

LTpon my reaching Delhi, the doctorsdiagnosed that my toes had been touched by frostbite. 
For a while, there was pain whenever my bare feet came in contact with the floor or cold air 
and water. Yet, the discomfort could hardly diminish the j o y  of where I had been and what I 
had painted there. 



ACCLIMATISATION: Physical adjustment to the rarefied atmosphere of high altitudes 
and  the physiological tolerance of these conditions. 

ALP: A mountain pasture. 
AMPHITHEATRE:  A cirque of rock containing a number of routes, o r  possible routes. 
ARETE: A ridge of rock o r  ice. 
AVALANCHE: A sudden fall of rock, snow and  ice either singly or  collectively. 
BELAY: An anchor point on  a climb from which protection can be afforded. Also usedas 

a verb indicting the fastening of oneself to such a point,  and  giving proreclion to 
.companions. 

C& 7 N :  A pile of stones to indicate a summit ,  any other height or route marker. 
Ch.!VINEY: A vertical fissure in  rock or  ice in  which the body can bejammed forclirnbing 

purpose. 
COL:  A pass. 
CORNICE: Overhanging snow projecting over the edge of a ridge, formed by wind. 
COULOIR:  A french word for gully, ravine or  wide cleft. 
CRAMPONS: A framework of metal spikes strapped toclimbing boots togive purchaseon 

ice a n d  hard snow. 
CRE\fASSE: A vertical fissure in  a glacier that can be very wide and  deep. Caused by the 

movernent of glaciers over uneven ground or  bends. 
DESC:ENL)ER: A mecharlical device used for abseiling o r  coming down a fixed r o F .  
F'IRN/NE\JE: Snow which is in the process of turning into ice and becoming part of the 

upper r.eaches of a glacicr. 
FIXED ROPES: Ropes used as anchors and hand rails to facilitate the transport of loads 

and for rapid movemerlt. 
GENDARME: A pinnacle of rock tower forming a n  obstacle on a mountain ridge. 
GLACIER: A slowly moving river of ice. 
HARNESS: An artarhnient of webbing worn round the chest o r  waist o r  both, f o ~  

anchoring a climber to the rope. 
ICE-AXE: An axe used for cu t t i~ lg  steps in snow and ice and mainraining balance on  steep 

slopes. 
ICE FALL: When a glacier falls over a sterp s t rp it forrrls a confusion of ice cracked with 

crevasses and  seracs. Such a n  area is called a n  Ire Fall. 
J l l h l A K :  A ~ n r t a l  device to slide along a fixed rope while climbing. 
KARABINER: i\ rnrtal with a cl ip  on  orle side which is closed by theaction of a spring. It is 

attac-hrd to thr  ryr. 01 a piton and holtls [he lope which runs through it. 
bIOKAINE: Acc-u~nulation of stones, and debris tarried down by a glacier. 



PITCtI: A scction of a clirnb between two stances or belay points. 
PI?'ON: A metal peg that is usrd as anchor in ice or rock with karabiners, ropes and tapcs. 
SADDL,E: A drpl-rssion in a ridgc berwe1.n two surnnlits. 
SC:KEE: A rnass or bl-oken stones, varying in sire, on the side 01 a ~nounta in  or in a gully. 
SNOW-BLINDNESS: In[lammation of thr conj~~ctive,  a painful condition due to excessive 

exposure to ultra violet rays reflected Irorn snow and ice. 
SNOWLINE: The point at which snow starts on a rncuntain. 
'TRAVERSE: Moving across a facr or slope, or a horizontal climb. 
WINDSLAB: A hard crust oI s~low plastered onto older snow by wind. 
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