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THE ASCENT OF MANKIAL TSUKAI IN 
UPPER SWAT 

BY R. L. HOL-DSWORTH 

HILE living in Peshawar I had often noticed on clear days in 
spring the splendid twin-peaked summit of Mankial., . 
I 8, 7 so ft., the highest peak in Swat State, and part of the 

Swat river Indus watershed, strictly speaking a spur of the Hindu 
Raj range. I had felt the natural pesire to climb it and had in fact 
planned an expedition in I 93 7, but at the very last moment the expedi
tion was cancelled o\ving to the Ruler of Swat being engaged in ex
tending his control over a part of Indus Kohistan adjoining our peak. 

In 1.940 the Ruler's kind invitation was renewed to Messrs. Martin, 
Gibson and myself all housemasters of the Doon School where 
three of the Royal Family of Swat are being educated. The war 
situation at the time was about as bad as it could be, but as the Indian 
Army could then find no use for us we decided that it would be better 
to disappear into remote ~ountains than to gather round the radio in 
some gloomy and overpopulated hill station. We were lucky enough 
to secure the services of Rinsing, a ' Camp Six ' Sherpa porter, who was 
inexhaustible and as merry and helpful as Sherpas always are. 

Lower Swat was once a portion of the Empire of Asoka, and Buddhist 
Stupas everywhere bear witness to the spread of the Graeco-Bactrian 
civilisation up the Swat river. Much later the great Yusafzai Pathan 
clan pushed its way up the river, cultivating the soil and pushing the 
Dardic Kohistanis into the mountains on either side and north into 
the great unexplored area of S\vat Kohistan which separates Swat 
from Chitral. It was not until recent years, however, that the present 
ruler, Mian Gul, established effective control over both Lower and 
Upper Swat and was recognised by the Government of India. Though 
living in oriental style, the ruler has made effective use of the tele
phone, the motor car and modern engineering to build roads and 
improve communications in his state, which under his benevolent 
autocracy has gone ahead. His rule is strictly enforced by a smaH 
irregular force of the martial Yusafzais trained in drill and musketry 
by many an Indian Army pensioner. 

We left Dehra Dun by car on June 20 and, picking up a Kashmiri 
cook and assistant, with tents and cooking gear, and purchasing stores 
at Rawalpindi, we reached on the 22nd Saidu Sharif, the capital of 
Swat, which stands amid poplars and chenar trees at a height of 
3000 ft. Saidu was pretty hot and the distant mountains were hidden 
by the dust haze common at this time of the year, but we were made 
extremely comfortable in the fine modern bungalow where the heir 
apparent, Shahzada J ahangzeb, lives. Fans, modern bathrooms and 
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wireless made it difficult to believe that we were only fifty miles from 
completely unexplored mountains. 

A motor drive of thirty-five miles and two marches brought us to 
the village of Mankial at a height of 5700 ft. Here a torrent from the 
east joins the Swat river coming down a narrow valley clothed with 
oak and deodar forest. The main path goes O!l towards Swat Kohistan, 
and we turned east and then north-east in the direction of the pass 
marked in the map Surkar Kandao. So far the thick haze .had hidden 
Mankial peak, which is visible from Saidu and at many p9ints in the 
Swat river gorge, but after walking for about three miles a row of fine 
peaks at the head of our side valley came into view, rising above 
glaciers and snow:fields. After covering about eight miles from 
Mankial village we emerged from a thick forest of oak and conifer 
on to a lovely open marg or pasture known as Qarnar Khwar, which 
in Pushto means 'precipice valley.' Here we made ourselves comfort
able, as ample supplies of milk and mutton could be got from the 
settlements of gujars occupying the marg. Our peak was still invisible, 
concealed by the precipices to our left. An old Kohistani volunteered 
to show us the mountain on the morrow. We decided to explore as 
far as possible the next day, the 26th, since it was obviously going to 
be difficult to find a higher place for a base camp, and as we calculated 
Qamar Khwar to be only 8soo ft. it seemed probable that two further 
approach camps would be necessary. 

Accompanied by the aged Kohistani, who turned out to be remark
ably tough, a friend of his and a sepoy of the Swat forces we turned the 
precipices on our left by way of a small re-entrant to the north and a 
traverse east through extraordinarily rich forest of oak and conifer, 
and then turning north again followed up a steep torrent emerging 
from a substantial glacier snout. Mankial Tsukai was still invisible 
behind this glacier snout and the rocks on either side, but south-east 
of this a magnificent and complicated peak of well over 18,ooo ft. un
folded itself. To the right of this, not to the left as the Survey map 
indicated, was an obvious pass. The glacier snout was extremely 
steep, but our Kohistani guide cleverly found a path through the 
rocks to the left obviously used by markhor, and so named by us 
'the Markhor path,' and we emerged on to snowfields sloping down to 
a gentle glacier beyond which rose the peak which I had seen so often 
from Peshawar and Saidu. It was the same twin-peaked mass, the 
right-hand peak being the highest. The right-hand rock ridge rising 
from a snow col seemed at first the obvious route, but on second 
thoughts a very steep step might prove unsurmountable. Between 
this ridge and a central spur there was a wide couloir, but it looked 
extremely steep in places. To the left of this \Vas another couloir 
which led to a gap between the two summits and we decided pro
visionally to take t:his route. A ridge of moraine half a mile further 
on would do for our final camp at a height of about 15,000 ft. Below 
the Markhor path we noted a spot at about 12,ooo ft. where an inter
mediate camp could be pitched. 
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Route from col to right up broad right-hand couloir, thence to right-hand ridge. 
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We got back to Qamar Khwar in time for tea and decided to start 
the next day, for the weather was threatening and heavy. Monsoon 
clouds in the south were trying to establish their sway over our 
mountains. 

The plan was to take our cook and his mate up to the intermediate 
camp, where the four climbers would sleep in two Meade tents. Four 
Kohistani porters would then carry our ' Meades ' and bedding up 
to the glacier moraine and return the next morning to bring back 
whatever we had left behind. We were to make our attempt that 
same day and return to the intermediate camp, where, if necessary, 
we could spend another night. If not, we would return to Qamar 
Khwar from the summit the same day. 

On the 27th, therefore, we walked up to the intermediate camp site 
in three hours. Rinsing ' developed ' a water point ; we tried on our 
crampons, and spent a comfortable night. The next day we reached 
our moraine soon after midday, and Rinsing set about making tent 
platforms for the two Meades. We were soon quite comfortable and 
occupied ourselves in studying our mountain and particularly the 
central couloir. It looked pretty steep, but we all thought it would go. 
On the way up I saw a lovely sight : just above the glacier snout we 
put up three cock Minal pheasants and they planed down past us at 
high speed gleaming in their uniform of brilliant blue and chestnut. 

Towards evening the mountain clouded over, a few drops of rain 
fell and we went to bed with rather gloomy forebodings. The night 
was warm considering the height, though cold enough to freeze the 
snow. I looked out at 3 A. M. and to my great joy saw that the sky was 
almost cloudless. At 5 A.M. we got up, cooked a breakfast, put on 
crampons, struck camp and got off at 6. We moved quickly over the 
flat glacier and in three-quarters of an hour reached the first glacier 
plateau from which entrance to the central couloi~ was to be made. 
As we approached my heart sank. Not only was the entrance to the 
couloir much steeper than it had appeared, and probably ice, involving 
step-cutting that would tax our strength severely, but there were 
large stretches of bare ice higher up and the whole couloir was covered 
with tracks of snow avalanches and stonefalls. We looked at the 
right-hand couloir and the right-hand rock ridge. The latter was 
defended by many rickety gendarmes and a very large and almost 
perpendicular tower. The couloir itself was easily accessible after 
crossing a small bergschrund. Its higher portions looked excessively 
steep but there was no ice visible. A small rib of rock set at an easy 
angle could be easily reached towards the couloir's true right side. 
From here we should probably have to mount and cross the couloir 
to its true left side to where a subsidiary rock ridge came down from 
the main right-hand or S.E. rock ridge above the last formidable 
obstacle. \Vhen we had reached the upper glacier plateau after 
crossing two or three large but simple crevasses to the neighbourhood 
of the snow col leading into Indus Kohistan it became clear that this 
was the route to be taken . 
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The bergschrund was easily crossed and we set off up the couloir 
making for what we called 'the friendly rocks.' To our great delight 
the snow was ideal for walking on crampons with the aid of the ice
axe pick to steady ourselves ; nor did the pick reach any apparent 
ice, except in the neighbourhood of rocks. It might however be 
extremely dangerous on the descent~ when the sun might leave a 
layer of superficial and easily avalanching snow, on top of ice. We 
reached the top of ' the friendly rocks ' at about 1 6,ooo ft., and put on 
the ropes for the first time, Gibson and Rinsing going on one, and 
Martin and myself on the other. The slope above and across the 
couloir was equally sound, though harder still and steeper, and a little 
kicking had to be done to ensure that all the points of the crampons 
could bite. By the time we had got off the snow on to the subsidiary 
rock ridge we were all showing varying degrees of distress, except 
Rinsing. We had been leading a very sedentary life at Dehra Dun 
only nine days before. I \Vas glad to hand over the lead to Martin 
who started up the rocks with far more energy than suited me. The 
rocks were never enjoyable. You never needed to look for a hold, 
but on the other hand you could never trust a hold for a moment. 
This part of the mountain seemed in a bad state of decay. At 10.45 
we reached the main ridge and ate some chocolate, sardines and 
biscuits. The weather was still fine, though a cold wind prevented us 
from discarding woollies or wind-jackets, and rising clouds threatened 
to rob us of what promised to be a wonderful view across the Indus 
to Nanga Parbat and the Karakoram. As we were feeling so ba~, and 
as there appeared to be no climbing difficulties ahead of us we decided 
to leave ropes and rucksacks at this point. This was a great relief. 
We went on very slowly along the ridge, partly on wretchedly soft 
snow which often let us in up to the waist and partly on the same 
miserably shattered rock. The end came mercifully soon and what had 
appeared to be the summit turned out in fact to be very nearly so. 
We reached the summit at 12.30 P.M., after six and a half hours work, 
but in a state of exhaustion far greater than one experiences on much 
longer climbs in the Alps. The summit was corniced on the Indus 
l{ohistan side and consisted of a snow dome where three ridges joined. 
On the Kohistan side below the cornice very steep snow led for a few 
yards to what must have been a very formidable ice cliff. The rest 
of the view was unfortunately obscured by clouds. 

Our exhaustion turned out to be entirely due to altitude, because, 
although we proceeded down with the greatest caution, at every step 
we recovered strength. I had one moment of anxiety when Rinsing 
who was leading stepped off the rock on to the snow of the couloir. 
Would he disclose hard ice underneath the melted snow ? If so we 
were in for a further spell of hard work. ~o such thing: he plunged 
well above the knees into soft snow through which we waded in our 
turn until we reached 'the friendly rocks' where. ropes and crampons 
were dispensed with. The more level glacier held more compact 
snow and our speed improved. We were cheered to get off the snow 

• 



• 

THE ASCENT OF MANKIAL TSUKAI IN UPPER SWAT 323 

on to the firmer rocks of the Markhor path and by the lovely displays 
of Primula, Globe flower, Columbine and Adonis in the cliffs or by 
the hill-side. We reached the intermediate camp before six, where 
our cook had tea ready. Feeling then quite chirpy we packed up this 
camp and strode on down to Qamar Khwar in good time for dinner. 

To tell the awful truth the climb as su~h was not very exciting. 
Very few steps had to be cut and the only danger about the rocks was 
their extreme rottenness. At the same time it was something to have 
succeeded at the first attempt and it is my belief that we struck the 
only justifiable route at any rate for a first ascent. Any other way 
seemed exposed to avalanche or stonefall or very steep ice. 

We spent what we thought was a well earned rest day at Qamar 
Khwar, and the next day visited the pass at the end of our valley. 
There are in fact two passes : one of them leads over to a valley south 
of Qamar Khwar, the highest camping place being called Surch Ab 
(red water). Hence the Survey name of Surkar pass. The other, · 
beyond it, which we had not time to reach, really does lead to Indus 
Kohistan. Both passes are about 14,8oo ft. high and both at the end 
of June, in a year of very slight snowfall, were deep in snow. It is 
possible that in the height of summer gujars in searGh of ' pastures 
new ' may occasionally use them. Both passes also are, as we thought, 
on the right and not on the left, as marked in the Survey map, of the 
big mountain mass marked 18,550 ft. This itself offers many interest-
ing climbs. In fact, there is three weeks of interesting · climbing on 
both sides of Qamar Khwar. Around the two passes also there would 
be magnificent ski-ing in April or May. 

Botanically the forests are as rich and varied as any in Kashmir. 
The flowers are largely the same as Kashmir. I found Callianthemum 
kashmerianum for the first time, and Primula hazarica which I had 
also found in the Kaghan valley the other side of the Indus. The 
yellow form of Prinzula 1nacrophylla, which is common in Kaghan and 
North-West Kashmir, does not seem to cross the Indus into Swat. 

We are very grateful to the Ruler of Swat who not only supplied 
. us with ample armed protection but ensured that we were given every 

facility in the way of transport, and welcomed us both on our arrival 
·at and return to Saidu with true Pathan hospitality . 

KULU REVISITED 
BY J. 0 . M . ROBERTS 

!MALAYAN BYWAYS, in the ALPINE JouRNAL for November 
1940, describes the somewhat aimless wanderings of myself 
and three Gurkhas in Kulu, Spiti, Lahul and Bashahr in 1939· 

1940 was a blank year, but in 1941 I was lucky enough to be granted 
a month's leave and returned to Kulu. The tangle of glacier and 
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