ARUN SAMANT

In Pursuit of Gya
(Plates 5-8)

E

arly in 1983 Harish Kapadia noticed a high peak on a Survey of India
map and was highly excited about his discovery. 'It is the highest peak
in Himachal Pradesh,' he said, 'and nobody has even heard about it!' The
peak was 6794m in height and was located at the tri-junction of Spiti, Ladakh
and Tibet in the Lingti valley of the Lahul-Spiti district. Harish's excitement
was infectious and we were all deeply involved in the pursuit of this unknown
highest peak in Himachal Pradesij.
Books, journals, gazetteers, magazines, travel brochures - we left no pages
unturned but came up with absolutely nothing. No photographs, no information, nothing. We could find no reports of any trekking parties, army
patrols or local people even visiting the base of the mountain. Gradually
our initial enthusiasm subsided. The point 6794m stared bleakly at us from
the map like a big question-mark. We were even unsure of the correct spelling of the name of this elusive peak - Gya or Gyah? The only information
we could find came from Tibetan scholars in Darjeeling, who interpreted
the meaning of 'Gyah' as 'vast, great, widespread'. So we left Bombay on
20 June 1983 like a group of blind men in search of this highest, vast, great,
widespread peak in Himachal Pradesh.
The road from Shimla to Lingti, our roadhead, runs initially along the
great Sutlej river, across Kinnaur and later along the Spiti river. It is an
engineering miracle. Most of the 394km road has been laboriously hewn
out of the steep mountainside and is therefore susceptible to frequent landslides requiring constant maintenance. Tabo, Ki and Dankhar monasteries
are encountered as the road passes through Spiti. The Tabo monastery is
the one most revered by all Spitians. Established in AD 996, it is the most
interesting monastery of that period and has been called 'The Jewel of the
Himalaya'.
Owing to the monsoon rains, this road had been breached at a number of
places and we were forced to make many transhipments of our luggage
across the breaches. Luckily we managed to obtain priority over locals in
obtaining seats in army vehicles at almost all these breakpoints. Often the
vehicles were loaded to two or three times their normal capacity. Finally,
at midnight on 25 June, we were unceremoniously deposited by a local bus
at Lingti village, four days after we had hit the road at Shimla. By this time
we were almost at the end of our tolerance level of patience after suffering
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the bad road ravaged by monsoon, the hard seats of army trucks, crowded
buses in poor conditions and the ladies of Spiti who smelt of yak butter and
chattered loudly and endlessly.
From Lingti we climbed up to Rama and Lalung (3660m), the last village
in Lingti valley, with khotas carrying our loads. Lalung is regarded by
geologists as a 'library' covering 250 million years of geological history,
with its well preserved specimens of shales, ammonites and fossils. Here
yaks were arranged for our onward journey towards Gya, about which
none of the villagers, neither young nor old, seemed to have any knowledge.
We pushed up along a high-level route south of the Lingti river. This route
was familiar to the yak drivers since they used it in the summer to reach
grazing grounds near Chaksachan La, north of the river. We camped below
Zingu top (4390m), traversed the scree slopes of a tortuous gorge, crossed
Shijbang Pass (4820m) and camped on grassy land beyond it. The route
descended to the Shijbang nala, climbed up to Sasena, traversed high over
Sibu, went down to cross the Sheru nala and climbed up to a camping
ground at 4880m, where our luggage was deposited by the yak drivers.
This was our Base Camp and from here we scanned the horizon for elusive
Gya in a northerly direction, as guided by the map. We saw a lovely huge
peak, dome-shaped, serene and full of snow. Slightly to its right but far
away we saw a majestic high rocky peak. There was a marginal difference
between the compass bearings of the two peaks and this resulted in vigorous
debate among ourselves about the true identity of Gya. Soon a consensus
was reached and the closer large snow dome was proclaimed as the true
Gya, as it fitted the interpretation of the word 'Gyah' which had been made
by Tibetan scholars from Darjeeling. On the map Gya was about 35km
from our Base Camp. Shekhar, being an airforce pilot, was better equipped
than the rest of us to judge long distances with the naked eye. He said,
'That rocky peak appears to be 35km away, the snow dome is much closer.
The rock tower must be Gya'. However, his sole dissenting voice went
unheard, especially as the rocky peak was declared to be on the Tibetan
side of the border.
The gorges leading to the base of our Gya looked formidable but, once at
its base, it appeared to be easy to climb. One of the approach routes went
from Base Camp to the Lingti river, crossed the river at Phiphuk, climbed
up to Lashitanga and the Chaksachan La, and then descended to the Lingti
once again. An alternative route would proceed to Detto-Numa in the east
above us and then follow the Tangmor gorge to the Lingti river and proceed along it. We opted for the latter, which turned out to be a mistake.
Though very beautiful, the Tangmor gorge was narrow with cliffs on both
sides. Unfortunately sheer rock walls prevented us from progressing along
the gorge and we were forced to retreat to Base Camp.
Though the expedition failed to reach its main goal of climbing Gya,
many smaller peaks were climbed or attempted and it was an enjoyable
experience for all of us. I
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Led by Harish, we organised a second expedition to Gya during July and
August 1987. Although I was deeply involved in the project from the beginning, unavoidable circumstances forced me to drop out at the last moment.
The expedition followed the 1983 route up to Sheru. Going along the
flooded Lingti river was impossible owing to its narrow passage through a
gorge formed by steep walls. The team descended and crossed the Lingti
river at Phiphuk, climbed up to Chaksachan La and again descended to
the bed of the Lingti river. At some point during this approach march it
dawned upon the team that the vast, dome-shaped, snow-capped peak which
they were approaching was not Gya and that the true Gya was the more
distant rocky peak. The dome-shaped peak was christened Gyagar (6400m).
The team now decided to try to go downstream along the Lingti river to
its junction with the Chaksachan Lungpa and then to go upstream along
the Chaksachan Lungpa to the base of the true Gya. Within a few kilometres
the team was thwarted by deep gorges and flood water. They concluded
that it was possible to go ahead only in winter or early summer. At those
times the passes would be blocked lower down, hence the problem of the
approach to Gya had to be left for a team with a year in hand!
The expedition turned around and concentrated on peaks at the head of
the Lingti river. I received a telegram from Harish: 'Lingti fully explored.
Gya identity solved. Climbed Parilungbi and five other peaks.' They had
also attempted legendary Shilla and Gyagar. From the west ridge of Gyagar
across the valley to -the north, they clearly saw Gya at close quarters - a
majestic rock monolith rising steeply about 1000 metres above the valley
floor. It would defy the best rock climbers and to approach would require
complicated logistic arrangements, they thought. It was an awe-inspiring
view and a fitting finale to this successful expedition. 2
In 1991 an Indian team from Delhi made the second ascent of Reo Pargial
(Purgyil), 6816m, in Kinnaur. Gya, at 6794m, was relegated to the position
of second highest peak of Himachal Pradesh. 3 In spite of this demotion my
interest in Gya was undiminished. I believed that it might be possible to
reach the base of the mountain by trekking all along the river bed at the end
of winter when rivers were partially frozen, thus avoiding the high level
route across the passes. It was also vital that the water level should remain
fordable on the return journey.
At the end of another expedition, in 1994, we visited Lalung village on
1st September. We had a long chat with Lama Tashi and a villager named
Pradhan about the best period to make the journey. We were told that
April was the right month but we were advised to start the walk-out from
the valley not later than the middle of May. During late winters villagers
used a route along the river as far as Phiphuk and slightly beyond to fetch
wood, but none of them had ever gone upstream beyond that point.
However, two of them promised to persuade some of the villagers to carry
loads for us all the way to the base of this mountain, Gya, which was
unknown to them.
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I returned to the Lingti valley in April 1996 with Dhiren Pania, Dhananjay
Ingalkar from Bombay, and Pasang Bodh, Prakash Bodh andVinod Bodh
from Manali. Our idea was to make an attempt on Gya (6794m), the highest
peak on the axis joining Satopanth and Nun Kun.
We travelled by train from Bombay to Ambala and then by bus to snowbound Lingti on 3 April. We walked with six yaks to Lalung (3600m) in
the Lingti valley and remained four days there owing to heavy snowfall.
This prompted the local porters to have second thoughts and desert us.
Ultimately we were forced to agree to exorbitant rates and short daily
marches. We walked along the partially-frozen Lingti river for four days
with eight local porters instead of the required fourteen, covering only six
or seven kilometres a day. The shortage of porters had forced us to cut
down heavily on our food and equipment. At the end of the fourth day,
having reached only about 5km beyond Phiphuk, the porters refused to go
any further and we were stranded in the middle of nowhere, about 22km
from the proposed site of our Base Camp. The ordeal of establishing Base
Camp and identifying an alternative, high-level route for our return journey
(in case the rivers became unfordable) had to be faced by three team
members and just three permanent porters from Manali. Route-finding
through the formidable Lingti gorge and the ferrying of loads consumed
11 unplanned additional days and much precious food. Base Camp (4800m)
was not finally established until 24 April.
We approached the frighteningly steep and majestic 1OOO-metre rock and
snow monolith, which formed the E face of the SSW spur of Gya (6794m),
over the snout of the glacier by establishing two higher camps: Camp 1, at
5l50m, was near the snout and Camp 2, at 5650m, was near the base of the
wall of the peak. From Camp 2 a route was opened up on the wall proper
through steep snow gullies to 6350m. Two 40-metre ropes were fixed at
two separate, difficult locations; the rest of the climbing was free. Food,
fuel and gear were also carried up and left at this high location for a proposed
Camp 3 at about 6350m. The next day it snowed heavily for twelve hours,
making any movement extremely hazardous.
On 2 May, after allowing the snow to settle for a day, Pasang, Dhananjay,
Prakash and myself started climbing snow gullies to reach the site of
Camp 3. By midday, however, when we had only reached the top of the
first fixed rope, about halfway up, the weather turned foul. It had been
snowing for the last half-hour as I climbed the fixed rope up a steep gully
and had nearly reached its top. The cold wind was whipping through the
gully and spraying my face with a spindrift of wet soft snow. As I pulled
myself up on the rope to climb the last step to the stance above, I saw, to my
horror, the ice screw anchoring the rope first move slowly and then come
out with a sudden jerk. I fell. I slid down hitting Pasang Bodh, who was
waiting for his turn to climb up the fixed rope, and slid further, faster and
faster, somersaulted two or three times, getting choked with masses of snow
in my mouth and nose.

Gya

Gya
6794m

'This is it!' I thought, 'The end!'
Somehow I had managed to hold on to my ice axe, and in the correct
'self arrest' position I tried to push it into the snow slope. It failed the first
time but it held during the next somersault. I kicked my boots into the soft
snow to obtain some purchase on the slope. The entire sequence had gone
by too fast for me to realise the consequences of what was happening. I
looked up and saw that I had fallen perhaps 20 or 25 metres. I looked
down to the black jagged rocks about l50m below me at the bottom of the
slope. Adrenalin burst through my arteries with sudden mighty force and
my body started shaking like the wings of a butterfly, my heart beating like
wild drums and my lungs gasping for air. It must have been a full ten
minutes before I was able to recover sufficiently to think and act normally.
Slowly I climbed up to where Pasang was lying, crying in pain. Prakash
and Dhananjay had climbed down from the top of the fixed rope.
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There was no way we could continue with our climb of Gya. The
weather was deteriorating, it was snowing hard and the food we had left at
the proposed higher Camp 3 was now beyond our reach. Pasang's injury
was the last straw. Reluctantly the decision was taken to abandon any
further attempts on the mountain. We lowered Pasang down the steeper
slopes and later helped him to descend to Camp 2. Fortunately his injury
was not serious and soon he was back to being his usual cheerful self.
Our return to civilisation went quite smootWy. The snow along the
riverbed had melted, making the river crossings relatively easy. In just four
days we were back at Kibri enjoying the hospitality of the Choppel family.
The only uncomfortable parts of the return march were the 60 or 70 river
crossings that we had to make. 4
In 1994 and again in 1996 5, 6 a team from Delhi approached Gya from
Ladakh and unsuccessfully attempted its west face during the months of
July and August. In 1995 a huge army team entered the Lingti valley hoping
to climb Gya. They had not done their homework, mistook Gyagar for
Gya, trekked along Shijbang Pass and Chaksachan La, unknowingly following the footsteps of the 1987 expedition. They climbed Gyagar7 but
claimed that they had reached the top of Gya. 8 After endless correspondence between the leader of the expedition, the Himalayan Club and
the Indian Mountaineering Foundation, the leader accepted that his team
had climbed Gyagar (the second ascent), and not Gya. Competition to make
the fIrst ascent of Gya was getting really hot. We knew of no cure for the
'Gya fever' with which we were now infected.
During the fIrst week of April 1997 Dhananjay Ingalkar, Anil Chavan
and myself, with the same trio from Manali, launched ourselves once more
along the partially frozen Lingti river towards the base of Gya. This time
the local people were a little more co-operative and carried loads for us
from Lingti village up to Sumna, the confluence of the Lingti river with the
Chaksachan Lungpa. We retained two locals and four men from Kumaon
to help us. Within eight days from the roadhead we had established Base
Camp at 4800m, together with all our loads, compared with the nineteen
days we had needed the previous year to get only half the loads in place.
Camp 1 (5200m) and Camp 2 (5650m) were quickly set up, the rope in
the gully was refIxed and the attempt on Gya was immediately commenced.
Pasang, Prakash, Vinod and myself left Camp 2 early on 22 April. We
climbed the lower snow gully and the fIxed rope, safely this time, and took
just four hours to reach the camp below the bottom of the rock wall by
midday. Camp 3 at 6050m offered great views towards Gyagar. The north
face of Gyagar and its ridges looked steep, broken and extremely difficult
to ascend or descend. The next day we wound up Camp 3, traversed to our
right to the bottom of the gully and climbed it. The route alternated between
snow gullies, rocks and scree ridges. Soft snow made the lower section
easier to negotiate, but higher up a thin layer of snow on ice made progress
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difficult. Five hours of climbing brought us to a small patch of flat ground,
at an altitude of 6300m, which could accommodate a tent. The site of
Camp 4 was very exposed but safe from rock fall from the face above.
On 24 April Pasang, Prakash and myself climbed up the scree slope above
Camp 4 to the base of the main rock wall and traversed upwards on a narrow
ledge along its base. The ledge ended abruptly at the top of an ice wall. A
rappel down the wall, a traverse along its base and a scramble up a vast
scree slope brought us to a colon the SE ridge of Gya. A hard look at the
summit ridge from the col was sufficient to convince us that it was not for
us. It was broken up· with rock gendarmes, snow cornices, ice flutings, all
of which were too technical and dangerous for our team. The view
northwards of Tso Moriri Lake and Tibet was fantastic. Rows of dark
brown snow-capped peaks in Tibet looked like a mystically beautiful tankha
hanging on the wall of a monastery.
We continued along the corniced ridge SE from the col and soon we
were on the top of a 6680m peak. We decided to name this consolation
peak 'Gya East'. The next day, starting from Camp 4, we descended directly to Camp 1 in ten hours, to be greeted by Anil and Dhananjay who
had been busy, in the meantime, carrying out a recon-naissance of routes
to 6275m and 6230m peaks SE of Gya.
We all descended to Base Camp for a much-needed rest, but we still had
a week before the local porters were due up at Base Camp, and we made
plans. Anil, Pasang, Dhananjay and Prakash decided to go back to Camp
1 to attempt 6275m ~nd 6230m peaks, whereas Vinod and myself opted to
try something on our own. Anil's group occupied Camp I on 29 April and
the next day they established Camp 2 at 5750m on a subsidiary glacier
between two peaks. On 1 May the four of them split into two teams. Anil
and Pasang climbed the 45° E face of 6275m peak, which they named 'Drisa'
(yaksha), to gain a scree and snow ridge. They continued along the ridge
to the bottom of a steep gully. They roped up to climb it and reached the
summit ridge. The summit was gained at llam, four hours after leaving
Camp 2. The pair came down most of the way by the same route.
On the same morning Dhananjay and Prakash climbed a snow slope to a
depression on the NW ridge of 6230m peak, climbed to a corniced high
point on the ridge, descended to another col and climbed to the summit of
the 6230m peak 'Cheama' (Twins) by 1O.30am. Both the points reached
appeared to have the same height. It was unsafe to return by the route of
ascent, so the pair took a different line for the descent, frrst along the SW
ridge and later over the W face to Camp 2.
Near Base Camp was a peak 5665m in height which involved a climb of
about 850m and an interesting route to its top. On 30 April Vinod and I
left the camp rather late for this peak. A 1Y2 hour walk brought us to the
base of its north face. We scrambled up a scree slope and kicked our way
up a 40° snow slope, until midday, to the base of the summit pyramid. The
top was guarded by steep rock walls, except for a breach in its defences by
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the near-vertical snow gully. This steep gully was connected to the base of
the summit pyramid by an exposed narrow ledge which was leaning
outwards. Realising that we did not have sufficient time in hand to negotiate
this crux section, go to the top and return, we decided to withdraw to Base
Camp. Next day we made an early start. Helped by the footprints of the
previous day we reached the base of the summit pyramid quite early. The
ledge and the 60m gully had to be negotiated with utmost care in short
belays. We were on the summit, 'Namkha Ding' (Garuda) by 2.30pm with
great views of peaks, including Gyagar, all around. We descended the
crux section, again on belays. Once at the base of the summit pyramid we
glissaded down on our backs to the glacier below in just twenty minutes. It
was the last day for me above Base Camp and I walked towards it at leisure,
enjoying, absorbing and savouring everything around me.
This pursuit of Gya had been a long quest for me, both physically and
mentally. Though the summit had eluded us, we had done our best and
were content with the results. We-had solved the riddle of the approach to
Gya. We had completed a difficult route as far as Gya's SE Col, and we
had made four interesting first ascents. On a personal level, I had been
able to overcome the mental block caused by my fall in 1996. By climbing
beyond the point where that happened, I fmally rid myself of shackles of
self-doubt about my own abilities. But now the time had come to close the
chapter on Gya. During the last fourteen years it had occupied a special
place in my mind. The vacuum left behind by its absence was frightening.
It was difficult to look beyond Gya. What next? I had no immediate answer
to this haunting question. My only recourse was to read and re-read the last
paragraph of Maurice Herzog's book Annapuma to draw inspiration ...
Annapuma, to which we had gone empty handed, was a treasure on
which we should live the rest of our days. With this realisation we
turn the page: a new life begins.
There are other Annapurnas in the lives of men.
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