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Preliminaries Stephen Venables

I first heard about the East Karakoram expedition in October 1984. A brief
note in the Alpine Club newsletter announced that the club had been invited to
send a team on a joint Indo-British expedition to the E Karakoram in 1985.
Hopes for a gentle Summer in the Swiss Alps receded as I started to dream
about the remote Nubra valley, the Shyok river, the mighty Siachen glacier, the
Saser Kangri — remote, mysterious names.

Three months later, in February 1985, a team had chosen itself — Jim
Fotheringham, Tony Saunders, Dave Wilkinson and myself. When Henry
Osmaston joined the team in April plans were still disconcertingly vague. It was
not until May that the IMF told us that we would be climbing with Harish
Kapadia and the Bombay Mountaineers. At first, Harish had rejected our first
choice of objective — Saser Kangri II — and wanted to explore the area around
the junction of the Siachen and Teram Shehr glaciers, 80km further west. He
changed his mind when he discovered that Base Camp would be next to a
massive encampment of tin huts — the forward base of Indian military
operations on the Siachen Glacier. He also discovered that the army’s claim to
have climbed ‘Rimo’ in 1984 was misleadingly vague; if they had climbed
anything it was Rimo IV. Rimos I, II & III, all over 7000m, remained
unclimbed. The army had approached the group from the Rimo Glacier, to the
NE. To the SW of the group lay the Terong valley, which had only been visited
once, in 1929, by Dr Visser’s party on Dr Longstaff’s advice:

‘When it is desired to survey this unknown corner, will the party please
proceed five miles up the Siachen Glacier and take the first turning on the
right.’
Visser had followed his advice and explored most of this unknown corner — a
large complex glacier system — but his report in the G¥ was brief and he
published no photos of the valley.

We quickly agreed that the Terong basin would make an ideal objective.
Now that the army had built a road right up to the Siachen snout, access would
be easy. It was an enticing valley, ringed by numerous unclimbed peaks.

On arrival in Bombay it was immediately clear that we would be climbing
with a delightful group of people: Harish, Muslim Contractor, Dhiren Toolsi-
das and Zerksis Boga met us at the airport and a few days later we met Arun
Samant and the sixth Indian member, Meena Agrawal, whom we had already
met in London.

After four days of shopping, packing and being entertained by the Hima-
layan Club, six of us boarded the Frontier Mail for the long journey to Jammu,
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2 The Rimo group seen from Advance Base Camp on the N Terong glacier to their south. L to R: Saigat, Rimo 111, Rimo I1 & I. Ibex Col is the notch to the
extreme right. The SW ridge of Rimo I descends R to L into the centre of the picture.
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continuing by road to Srinagar. Arun and Meena later flew to Delhi, where they
met Jim and Tony for the flight to Leh. Henry was not free until mid June and
hoped to join us at Base Camp. The whole team apart from Henry finally
assembled in Leh on 6 June.

Five days later we left Ley. We set off in a hired truck on the long climb to
the Kardung la, across the Ladakh range, and down nearly 3000m to the Shyok
river. This we crossed and we continued along the rough road up the left bank
of the Nubra River to Panamik where we stopped for luxurious hot baths and
an overnight stay at the Dak Bungalow. Panamik has always been an important
staging post on the ancient trade route to the Karakoram Pass and the fields
were now grazed by mules and yaks, which would soon be carrying loads over
the Saser la to Daulat Beg Olde, near the Karakoram Pass. Nowadays, of
course, there is no traffic across the pass itself, for it is on the heavily patrolled
frontier between India and China.

In the morning we continued, past the improbable entrance to the Saser la,
through the village of Warshi (which boasts just three inhabitants) and on into
army territory, bumping dustily across boulder-fields which filled a wide plain
enclosed by towering slabs of red granite.

My propensity for sleeping stopped me from seeing the last most spectacular
part of the journey and I awoke to find the lorry parked three miles from the
snout of the Siachen glacier. As we unloaded our truck, an army lorry appeared
with lunch. Later, a jeep came bouncing across the sandy plain, recalling film
images of Montgomery visiting the troops at Alamein. The officers who
emerged from the jeep were extremely friendly, welcoming and impeccably
vague about military operations, only admitting that ‘those chaps over there are
being a bit of a nuisance,” nodding in the direction of Pakistan.

Porters are hard to come by in the Nubra valley, particularly so now that
most likely candidates are employed by the army, and we had only found nine
men, in addition to our three Bhotias from Kumaon — Harsinh Senior,
Harsinh Junior and Pratapsinh. But the colonel said that he could spare some of
his men for one day and at 2am next morning a total of nearly 20 men assembled
to collect their loads. A sudden announcement that the Ladakhis would only
carry 20kg meant repacking all the loads. In the pre-dawn blackness of 14 June
our beautifully prepared loads were torn apart. The cacophonic chaos of
shouting in Kumaoni, Hindi, Gujurati, Ladakhi and English made the Tower
of Babel seem like a polite drawing-room tea party.

Three days later all the loads had been relayed up to the Terong valley.
Meena and I came up with the last carry, eager to see Longstaff’s ‘first turning
on the right’. It was a spectacular sight. From the Siachen glacier we looked
down into the valley, where the Terong glacier had receded out of sight leaving
a flat valley floor of gravel flats through which flowed the Terong river before it
was swallowed up under the ice of the Siachen.

In the course of its wanderings, the river abuts against high granite cliffs on
both sides of the valley, so, after leaving our first camp on the left bank, we had
to ford the river to the right before continuing to the snout of the Terong
glacier. Now we only had nine Ladakhi and three Bhotia porters. Progress
ferrying loads to Base Camp (c. 4300m) was slow and it took ten days to move
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Telephoto view of Rimo I from ABC showing the route attempted.
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only 18km. But one advantage of the delays was that we all felt very fit and
acclimatised. Here we paid off the Ladakhis and set off for Advance Base, sited
at 5000m beside a lake at a bifurcation of the N Terong glacier. All climbers did
two carries before settling into Advance Base, our home for the next 23 days. It
was kept supplied with loads from Base Camp by Pratap and the Harsinhs.

Tony and Jim had made the first reconnaissance to Advance Base and had
caught a glimpse of Rimo. The rest of us, during two days of carrying up the
glacier, had seen only mysterious hints of icefalls and buttresses disappearing
into murky cloud. At last our turn came during our first evening at Advance
Base on 25 June. Briefly, the clouds lifted to reveal soaring buttresses, plastered
coldly with new snow. There was more snowfall during the night, but in the
morning another brief clearing allowed us to see the panorama at the head of the
glacier. It was dominated by Rimo I and Rimo III, both massively architec-
tural, aloof and frightening. Then the clouds descended and we remained at
Advance Base for two days of rain and snowfall.

Reconnaissance

Every few hours we assembled in Jim’s stone-walled kitchen to discuss plans.
One of the expedition’s aims was to climb one of the Rimo peaks; but because
we had no photographs to guide us (apart from one rather foggy picture of the
far side of the group) the expedition was both an attempt and a reconnaissance.
Both had to be squeezed into three weeks. In order to ‘rub our noses’ on the SW
flanks of Rimo I and to find a route over to the S Rimo glacier on the E side of
the massif, we hoped to reach ‘Ibex Col’ (c. 6200m), at the head of a cwm on the
SW side of Rimo I.

The weather on 30 June was bleak, with wind, cloud and frequent snow
showers, but not bad enough to stop Jim, Dave and me spending four hours
climbing from a camp below the SW spur of Rimo I to Ibex Col and back. The
climb was straightforward and from the col we could see an easy snow slope
leading down on the far side towards the S Rimo glacier. The cliffs above the
col looked particularly hostile in this dark cloudy weather, offering little
promise for an ascent of Rimo.

The weather remained unsettled for another two days, while we remained in
our tents, acclimatising passively at ¢. 5600m — a situation which delighted
Dave, as it gave his finger, injured in a fall into a gl:.cial stream, more time to
recover. Food supplies were now running low, so we went down to Advance
Base to re-stock. In a few days the glacier surface had changed radically,
crevasses gaping where there had been smooth slopes, and the afternoon snow
was horribly soft, making the descent a tedious, wet, bad-tempered business.
Serenity was restored at Advance Base, where we enjoyed an enormous meal
prepared by the Bhotias who had now settled on the upper glacier. Harish had
now rejected the idea of a long circuitous approach to Rimo III which they had
hoped to climb from the far side via Ibex Col. Instead, he planned a series of
forays up some of the nearer side branches of the N Terong glacier.

The evening of 2 July was wonderful. Everyone was particularly cheerful; the
clouds had just lifted, the pressure was rising and, later, the mountains looked
surreally beautiful under the light of a full moon. Only much later did I realise
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Photo: Stephen Venables

S Western branch of N Terong glacier from ABC with the ‘Lake of Bores’ in the foreground.
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that this was to be the last occasion when the whole expedition would be
together.

Twenty four hours later, the four British climbers were packed and ready to
attempt Rimo I. We had spent a hot day back at the high camp, debating yet
again how many pegs, karabiners, gas cylinders, tea bags, etc. to take on the
mountain. We hoped to climb as a four man team — two pairs, each carrying a
tent, stove and two ropes, but sharing belay equipment. We had settled on a
route up the snow slope to the ridge at c. 6400m; we would then follow the
ridge to the foot of ‘The Pinnacles’ at ¢. 6600m, which were probably the crux
of the route, barring the way to ‘The Shoulder’ at ¢. 6580m. From there the
route appeared easier but long, to the summit at 7385m. We left at 1.30am on 4
July.

Rimo I

It all started well; crampons biting on crisp frozen snow, luminous under a full
moon. In spite of leaden sacks, we made steady rhythmic progress up the slope,
but as it steepened to 50° the snow became softer and steps began to collapse.
By dawn we were above 6000m where there had been little thawing and
freezing. The snow became increasingly unstable and as the angle steepened
again, rock slabs started to show through. We roped up to spend eight
interminable hours climbing five pitches to the crest of the ridge — a whole day
of hot struggle with ever softer, wetter snow and shattered rock. Jim, at
thirteen stone, could hardly move uphill. Dave and I hardly fared any better,
and it was finally left to Tony to lead us up onto the ridge. His lightness and his
experience on unpleasant terrain, perfected over many weekends on the mud
and chalk cliffs of England’s S coast, provided the necessary delicacy of touch.

We reached the crest of the ridge in the late afternoon, exhausted, demoral-
ised and with barely enough energy left to excavate the tent platforms.

It was already clear that we had grossly underestimated the route. Originally
we had hoped to reach the pinnacles in a day. In fact one day had barely seen us
onto the ridge and it would probably require another two days of laborious
struggle with soft snow, elaborate and enormous cornices and difficult rock
towers to reach the distant pinnacles.

I was halfway through the second pitch of the second day when Jim shouted
across that he had had enough. I returned to the belay to discover that Dave
also wanted to descend. I remonstrated but for them the route was not only
hopelessly long and laborious — it was also plain dangerous. Tony and I agreed
that snow conditions were appalling and that the cornices were dicey, but we
thought that with slow climbing and careful placing of rock belays the dangers
could be minimised. But Dave and Jim were adamant and we all returned to the
bivouac site and repitched the tents for a day of rest and discussion. It was
impossible not to be influenced by their dire warnings and I agonised for several
hours before agreeing to continue with Tony. We would take six days food,
which could be stretched if necessary, and gas for nine days. Dave and Jim
would take enough gear to abseil and downclimb the snowslope and leave the
rest with us.

Next day, as Dave and Jim fixed up their first abseil, I retraced our tracks
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6 The Rimo group from ‘Crystal Camp’ on the S Rimo glacier. L to R: Rimo I & 11, Rimo I11, Rimo IV.



THE SIACHEN INDO-BRITISH EXPEDITION 1985 25

along the ridge. Tony broke new ground, traversing towards ‘The Fortress’ —
a S0m high tower which barred the ridge. I continued towards it, scraping and
shovelling my way across steep snow-covered slabs and worked up into a
chimney which breached the rock walls. Tony’s lead to the top of the fortress
was a miracle of delicate climbing. Unknown to me, he was climbing a steep
wall of atrociously loose granite 30m above my head. With supreme care he
avoided dislodging all but one small rock, which only gave my shoulder a
moment’s pain. I led through to a ledge for a tea break. In the hot afternoon
sun, we climbed two more pitches to a bréeche between two towers. The snow
was getting sticky and we were getting tired so we stopped to bivouac, pleased
with our slow but steady progress and pleasantly surprised that we had actually
enjoyed ourselves.

Day 4 was short. We climbed six pitches along the flank, avoiding huge
cornices on the crest. Rock belays and the occasional ice screw provided
security. At midday we reached the foot of the pinnacles. A snow shoulder,
sheltered below a rock wall, provided a perfect campsite, where we spent a
relaxing afternoon, drinking brew after brew and drying out boots and gloves.

Next morning, as Tony started up the first pitch of the day, the first glow of
sunshine lit the summit of K2, 100km distant. While he worked, I had time to
watch the Karakoram come to life; K2, the Gasherbrums, Mustagh Tower,
Chogolisa and, much closer on the other side of the Siachen, those bulky giants,
K12 and Saltoro Kangri. It was a wonderful start to a long day of hard
climbing.

Hours had been spent at Advance Base staring through binoculars at the
system of snowy chimneys and ramps which bypassed the pinnacles on their N
side; now it was time to explore them. Once again there was no relenting of the
difficulties and-it took twelve hours to excavate our way up eight pitches.

In the afternoon, dark clouds which had been massing in the south swept
towards us-and snow began to fall as I started the seventh pitch. A tension
traverse dropped me into a snow-choked chimney. The snow there offered no
purchase and it was a case of scraping desperately with axes and crampons to
find nicks in the rock underneath. The eighth pitch was worse — a prolonged,
exhausting nightmare of loose snow on loose rock. Following on a tight rope, I
never quite worked out how Tony had managed to climb it.

We had intended to reach the top of the pinnacles that day, but the last SOm
looked very hard. It was late. It was snowing and I had had enough. We stopped
to suspend the tent dramatically 10m below a belay upon a huge cornice.

The tent was battered by strong winds all night. We assumed that the
weather was foul outside and it was only at 7am that we looked out to see a
cloudless pale blue sky. After the usual slow breakfast and packing, we were
away at 10.30. Three hours later we reached the top of the pinnacles. We had
passed the crux of the route and, now that we were clear of the rocks, the snow
began to improve slightly so that it was actually possible to kick steps and make
steady progress round double cornices towards the big snow ramps leading up
to the shoulder.

Late that afternoon, approaching the top of the ramps, I felt a deep
contentment. At 6800m it was hard work and I was having to take four deep



