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KANGCHENJUNGA RECONNAISSANCE, 1954 
BY JOHN KEMPE 

(Report to the Sub-Committee of the Alpine Club) 
1. Introduction. 
THE report covers very briefly the activities of the party which visited 
the Y alung glacier during April and May r 9 54· In order that the 
Co~mittee may be in a position to assess the advisability of a 
future expedition as early as possible, it is being sent off almost 
immediately after the return of the party to Darj eeling and does not 
pretend to be corn prehensive. It touches on the main difficulties 
which were encountered and makes certain brief recommendations 
which may be useful should a large expedition be sent out next year. 

Members of the party will gladly give more detailed information 
when they arrive in Englan~ and a fuller report will be submitted later 
if required. 

2. The trek. 
The problem of reaching the head of the Y alung valley is in itself a 

considerable one. At the present moment permission cannot be ob
tained to travel through Sikkim north of Pamionchi and the route 
which therefore merits first consideration is that along the Singalila 
Ridge on the Nepalese border. The trek out by this route takes ap
proximately twelve days to base camp. Although from the viewpoint 
of acclimatisation this is a good route for mountaineers, the disadvan
tages of this route for the main caravan are as follows :-

I. That severe storms are often encountered early in the year and 
that one third of the porter train deserted from the 1953 and 1954 
expeditions. 

2. That in April the Chumbab La, the Dain La and the Semu La, 
are covered in deep snow which is diffi~ult for heavily laden porters. 

3. That no food for porters is available along the route and therefore 
food for the entire expedition has to be carried from Darjeeling. This 
reduces the effective . carrying capacity of porters by more than so per 
cent. and is uneconomic. 

The alternative routes which present themselves are :-
(a) If permission to travel through Sikkim is given, through Pamion

chi, Yoksam, Dzongri and across the Ratong La ( r6,8oo ft.). The pass, 
which is near the far end of the outward trek, is a high one ; it would 
be deep in snow in April and would be very difficult for porters. Fur
ther, food supplies for porters are available only as far as Yoksam. The 
route is therefore not considered very suitable. An alternative pass 
between Dzongri and Yalung valley is the Kang La (r6,3oo ft.). 
Previous expeditions travelling over this pass have experienced great 
difficulty with deep winter snow and this route is considered unsuitable 
for the same reason. 

(b) Through Pamionchi and then across the Dain La to join the 
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Singalila Ridge route. This avoids the early difficulties of the Singalila 
Ridge and food is available as far as Y oksam, i.e. for half the journey. 
The difficulties of the Dain La, Chumbab La and the Semu La have, 
however, still to be faced. 

(c) Along the Singalila Ridge for three days as far as Phalut, before 
which Dak bungalows and food and shelter for porters are available, 
thence to Tseram by a low level route in Nepal via Khebang and 
Yangathong (Yamphodin). 

This last route was followed by G. Lewis on the return journey and 
seems to be more suitable than any other. Food can be bought at villages 
as far as Yangathong which is four days' march from Phalut. At Yanga
thong the village headman said that he could supply about Ioo maunds 
of food (rice, atta, tsampa and potatoes) at very reasonable prices for 
next year. As the journey from there to base camp takes five days this 
is sufficient food for the whole porter train for the last part of the 
journey. The village headman also stated that porters for carrying 
the food required would be· available at Y angathong. 

If the porter train were so large that more food were needed, it 
might be supplemented from Ghunsa to the North. 

The pass which has to be crossed between Y angathong and Tseram 
(the journey takes two days), is only Io,ooo ft. in height and no difficulty 
should be encountered from winter snow. · 

If ~his route is chosen, a really reliable sirdar and a member of the 
expedition should be sent out early to make the arrangements for food. 
A month before the ·1954 ~xpedition left the sirdar went to Ghunsa and 
reserved food for the porters' return journey but our experience 
was a sorry one. The village headman let us down and the food did 
not arrive. However, a good sirdar could probably make certain of 
supplies and the headman at Yangathong seems to be reliable. 

3. Base Camp. · 
Most of the porters were dismissed at Tseram below the terminal 

moraine of the Yalung glacier. For future expeditions it would be 
advisable and possible for porters to carry three days beyond this point, 
but the problem of providing tentage for the last two nights would then 
have to be faced. Owing to changing conditions and frequent land
slides there will probably be some difficulty in descending the lateral 
moraine at the point a day beyond Tseram where the Yalung glacier 
has to be crossed and someone should be sent ahead to prepare the way. 

Base Camp was established between 18,ooo and Ig,ooo ft. The last 
half-day's journey to a safe camp site crosses seracs and crevasses and 
is not suitable for porters other than Sherpas. It ·is within the zone of 
avalanche danger and the area has to be crossed quickly and with cram pons. 

It is probably no exaggeration to say that by the middle of May 
there is an avalanche in the valley almost every ten minutes. This was 
very trying for climbers. Base Camp had to be moved twice before 
a safe site was found and, although no site was chosen closer than a mile 
to the surrounding cliffs, on many occasions avalanche blasts were 
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experienced and on one occasion tents were blown down. Base Camp 
is no rest camp and the first really suitable place for a rest camp is two 
days' down the valley. 

Avalanches appeared to become more frequent with time and it 
would possibly be worth sending out two people to stay in the valley 
for a week after the monsoon to see whether conditions are more stable 
when maximum temperatures are not so great. 

4· The R econnaissance. 
The objective was a limited one and was either to set foot on one of 

the main ridges leading to the summit or to reach the great South 
Western Shelf which is visible from Darjeeling. It was considered that 
these routes were worthy of investigation :-

(a) The route above 'Paches' grave ' to the left of the main icefall. 
The lower part of this is to some extent threatened by ice cliffs from 
above ; but it is considered that the danger of passing below them is 
not unduly great and only one large avalanche was observed. Mter 
the first I ,ooo ft. of the route there do not seem to be any objective 
dangers. The disadvantage of the route which otherwise now appears 
a relatively good one, is that it leads to the Kangchenjunga Ridge over 
a mile from the summit and that a traverse at this height might prove 
an insuperable obstacle. 1..,he party did not have time to do more than 
visit Paches' grave (5 ,7oo metres on the map) from where the route 
starts. 

(b) The route below the Talung Saddle. A lower icefall, the top 
of which is between 2o,ooo ft. and 21 ,ooo ft., leads into a cwm below 
the Saddle. About a thousand feet higher and to the left is an upper 
snow basin which appears to be accessible and is bounded by a higher 
ridge (christened the ' Hog's Back ') leading to the Southern end of the 
shelf. It was decided to attempt to reach the shelf by way of this ridge. 

Unfortunately, before leaving the valley, the view obtained from 
22,500 ft. on Talung Peak made it appear probable that the ' Hog's 
Back' cannot be reached from the upper snow basin and the route is 
not recommended for future expeditions. 

In any case the lower part of the route into the cwm appeared barely 
justifiable for porters. An avalanche covering perhaps four acres fell 
along the lower border of the chosen route. The top part of the route 
into the cwm was strewn with ice boulders and appeared to be constantly 
changing. A large crevasse, which widened considerably in the course 
of a week, finally barred the party's progress by the safest route. Al
though two members of the party managed to set foot in the cwm by 
another route, this was considered beyond the limits of safety for porters 
and the route was abandoned after several attempts. 

(c) The main icefall. The lower part of the main icefall is but
tressed on the Western side by a rock cliff which protrudes above the 
ice ; (on the Western ice slope of this rock lies the ' Paches' grave ' 
route) ; and on the Eastern side by a rock rib the right hand (or Eastern) 
side of which falls steeply to the main glacier floor. 
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A considerable time was spent in trying to climb the icefall. A party 
moving up the Western side of the icefall by a route which was relatively 
safe succeeded in climbing half way before meeting any difficulties. 
Two members of the party moving up the Eastern side of the icefall 
succeeded in reaching the top of the rock rib to the East. I-Iowever, 
ice conditions were extremely unstable and it was agreed that the route 
was unsafe and that porters could not be asked to climb it. Further 
exploration showed that the top of the rock could be reached by a rock 
climb up the exposed Eastern cliffs of the Eastern rock rib. This 
route looked difficult and exposed but was in fact easy and a few pitons 
and lengths of fixed rope made the route perfectly safe for porters. 

A camp was established on the top of the rib at between zo,ooo ft. 
and 21 ,ooo ft. Neither from here nor from the valley could the top of 
the lower icefall be seen. The part of the icefall abutting the top of the 
rock rib was very unpleasant ; it is heavily crevassed at this point and 
dominated by falling ice towers and the way from the rock to the ice 
appeared to be difficult and dangerous. It was decided therefore to 
abandon any further attempts along this route. 

However, later on, when viewed from Talung Peak, it was seen that 
the difficult part of the icefall had almost been surmounted, leaving 
aqout soo ft. before a gently rising snow basin is reached. In these 
circumstances a further attempt next year seemed worth while. 

The upper icefall above the snow basin may present problems, but 
these will almost certainly be easy in comparison with those presented 
by that part of the lo,;ver icefall which has already been circumvented 
and by the top part of the lower icefall which has yet to be crossed. 

5 . Cone lus£ons. 
It is felt that a party attempting to climb the mountain in future 

should first climb to the top of the rock rib by the route which has 
already been established as absolutely safe and should attempt to get 
into the snow basin from here. The route can be climbed and roped 
in a day. Conditions above the rock are very unstable and are changing 
rapidly. Much bridging equipment will almost certainly be necessary 
if progress is to be made up this section of the icefall. If the route is 
not possible, the party should then attempt the route up the icefall 
from the bottom in the hope that theW estern side of the top of the lower 
icefall may prove easier. 

The worst part of the lower icefall is certainly at the top and the 
difficulties probably extend across the whole width. Although of 
course there may be unforeseen difficulties later on, it is felt that this 
is the part of the climb most likely to stop a party from reaching the top. 
If this happens the c Paches' grave' route is certainly worth further 
investigation and even then a future expedition would be justified. 

[The Sub-Committee, consisting of Sir John Hunt, Douglas Side and Michael 
Westmacott, have made recommendations to the Committee of the Alpine Club 
and it has been decided that a party to be led by Charles Evans shall make a 
strong reconnaissance of Kangchenjunga in 1955. The Royal Geographical 
Society h ave been invited to become joint sponsors of the expedition.] 
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