
THE IMPERIAL COLLEGE KARAKORAM EXPEDITION, 1957 185 

THE IMPERIAL COLLEGE KARAKORAM 

EXPEDITION, 1957 

BY E. E. SHIPTON 

HE expedition was sponsored and very largely financed by the 
Imperial College Exploration Board. This excellent hod y was 
founded a few years ago to help members of the College to 

undertake expeditions to various parts of the world, thereby enabling 
them to gain practical experience in the field, not necessarily in their 
own subjects. To mark the Jubilee year of the College, the Board 
decided to support a comparatively large expedition to the Karakoram, 
a more ambitious project than any they had hitherto undertaken. As 
no one with Himalayan experience was available from the College, they 
very kindly invited me to lead the expedition. They also asked me to 
suggest a suitable area, particularly with a view to the work undertaken 
being continued by subsequent expeditions organised by the College. 

Though the only large unexplored areas of the Karakoram lie to the 
north of the main watershed and are politically difficult of access, there 
is still some minor exploration to be done on the southern side, and 
there is plenty of scope here for original scientific work. The region 
of the Siachen glacier is particularly interesting in both respects. With 
the possible exception of the Fedchenko glacier in the Russian Pamirs, 
the Siachen is the largest glacier in Asia, its basin covering an area of 
some 8oo square miles. Though its main features had been well 
mapped by Peterkin of the Workman expedition of 1912, there were 
several unknown areas on its periphery, while many of its geographical 
and geological features are peculiar. 

The expedition was confined to the period of the long vacation which 
precluded an early start. However, with Skardu now accessible by 
air in a few days from London we hoped to be able to cross the Bilafond 
La by mid-July and to spend eight weeks working from a base at 
the junction of the Siachen and Lolofond glaciers. From here, dividing 
the party into two sections, we planned to make a series of journeys of 
a fortnight each. During the first fortnight one section would map the 
heads of the Lolofond and K3 6 glaciers while the other would visit the 
head of the Siachen, look for a possible pass to the Baltoro, and attempt 
to cross either of the two cols visited by the W orkmans, the Indira Col 
and the Turkestan La, towards the Shaksgam. The second fortnight 
would be spent in an exploration of the upper Terim Shah glacier, the 
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chief tributary of the Siachen, and in an attempt to find a way across 
the Apsarasas group to the upper Shaksgam. We thought that, if 
weather and conditions were good, we might devote the third period to 
a brief attempt to climb Saltoro Kangri (25,400 ft.), which would 
have already been reconnoitred from the K36 glacier. The peak had 
been attempted by Sir John Hunt and others in 1935.l For the final 
fortnight it was proposed to move the whole party to the head of the 
Siachen, whence one section would attempt the crossing to the Baltoro 
while the other would cross the Sia La and try to disentangle the topo
graphical muddle which still exists to the west of that pass. It was an 
ambitious programme, though with luck and a fine season we might 
have achieved most of it. As it was, a serious delay at the outset and 
bad weather prevented our doing so. 

The party included six members of the Imperial College, chosen 
by a novel method of self-selection. They were Keith Miller, Geoff 
Bratt, Brian Am os, Roger Cratchley, Peter Grimley and Chris Gravina. 
Amos and Grimley were geologists and Cratchley a geophysicist 
interested in glaciology. They were all capable of using a photo
theodolite. Graham Budd, an Australian who had been in charge of a 
party on Heard Island, came as doctor, and the Survey of Pakistan 
kindly attached a surveyor, Qureshi, to the party. The Mount Everest 
Foundation made a substantial grant towards the cost of the expedition 
and each member of the party contributed £30. rfhe remainder of 
the cost, about three-quarters of the total, was met by the Imperial 
College Exploration Board. The Board asked that the organisation 
should be done by the College members of the party, an arrangement 
which I found most agreeable. 

We flew to Karachi at the end of June. As the Suez Canal was still 
closed at the end of April we had sent our stores and equipment on 
a ship routed by the Cape and due to reach Karachi before the middle 
of June, i.e. nearly three weeks ahead of us. Unfortunately the opening 
of the Canal resulted in a congestion of shipping at Bombay; in this, 
the ship carrying our baggage was held up for six weeks, and it did not 
reach Karachi till July 17. By then the monsoon had broken and 
there was further delay waiting for suitable weather for the flight from 
Rawalpindi to Skardu. This flight, which saves several weeks march, 
is spectacular. The route usually taken is over the Babusar Pass and 
then along the Indus Valley. Beyond the junction of the Hunza river 
the gorge is so narrow that there seems to be uncomfortably little room 
between the '\Vings of the aircraft and the mountain -sides, and over 
most of the route it would be impossible to turn back. However, the 
Pakistani pilots n1ake the trip, in fine weather, two or three times a 
day with admirable nonchalance. The view of Nanga Parbat gives 

1 See A.J. 47· 282. 
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a remarkable impression of the vastness of the North face . About 
14,ooo ft. of the mountain is above the aircraft. 

Most of the party had gone ahead to Skardu to exercise themselves 
and escape the heat of the plains, but it was not until July 23 that 
Bratt, Budd and I arrived with the baggage. We had thus lost three 
weeks of our already far-too-short time. We recruited eighty porters 
and the outward march began the following day . Amos, Miller, 
Gravina and Qureshi had gone ahead a week earlier, living off the 
country, so as to get Qureshi started with his part of the survey in the 
upper Saltoro. 

Skardu, despite the air lift, had changed little since I had been there 
twenty years before on my way to the Shaksgam. One innovation, 
not altogether unvvelcome, was that one could no\¥ cover the twenty
mile march to Gol in a jeep. Beyond Gol we crossed the river in the 
ancient ferry and started up the Shyok. The porters insisted upon 
starting before dawn each morning so as to avoid the fatigue of after
noon marching. I found, as I had expected, that this country had lost 
none of its enchantment: the huge arid gorges with their powerful, 
silent rivers, the vivid contrast of the green oasis villages, the air, 
cool and invigorating even in the summer sun, laden with the strong 
scent of burtsa. The apricots were ripe and we gorged ourselves im
moderately. On August 1 we emerged into the upper Saltoro valley, 
and camped at Gagalu, three miles below the last village of Goma. 

It is a curious fact that, on-the-whole, the remote glacial regions of the 
Karakoram have been surveyed in far greater detail than the inhabited 
parts of Baltistan and Ladakh, where the maps are still based on the 
old route surveys made a century ago. For example, the quarter-inch 
sheet 5 1E, which includes not a single inhabited locality, though it 
contains a few blank spots, is largely compiled from reliable surveys. 
On the other hand, you have only to wander a short way from the main 
routes along the Indus or Shyok and you will find yourself in country 
which bears little relation to the map. This applies to all the country 
surrounding the upper Saltoro and it had been our intention to leave 
Qureshi to work here while we were on the Siachen. It was hoped that 
his surveys would fit with ours. Though an experienced surveyor, 
Qureshi had never worked in high mountains and it was probable that 
he would find it very difficult to identify G.T.S. points from the forest 
of peaks in the area, and so to get his initial fixes. This was why 
I had sent him ahead with the other three, hoping that by the time we 
arrived they would have this matter sorted out. Unfortunately, due 
partly to bad weather, they had failed to do so and, to avoid further 
delay, I decided to take him with us to the Bilafond La to get his 
first fixes there. This complication forced us to make a radical change 
of plan. 
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We spent one day at Gagalu discharging some of the Skardu n1en, 
replacing them with local men, sorting loads, and selecting and equip
ping twelve ' high-altitude ' porters. Four of these were to work with 
Qureshi and eight were to work with us on the Siachen. On the whole, 
these men served us very well. They worked hard and for the most 
part remained cheerful in unpleasant circumstances. They were com
petent, reliable, and tough. They certainly lacked the spirit of the 
Sherpas but I believe that much could be done to remedy this defect, 
and it is well to remember that the earlier Everest expeditions often 
had considerable trouble with their porters. Their chief vice was their 
constant preoccupation with acquiring perquisites. This often became 
an intolerable nuisance, and it resulted in a number of tiresome thefts. 
In this I do not think they were entirely to blame. Expeditions tend 
to set out with a considerable surplus of equipment which sooner or 
later they jettison. It is hardly surprising that for the porters the 
acquisition of, say, an electric torch or a ground sheet, worth several 
days pay to them, should become an obsession and competition in
creasingly bitter. In this respect we were by no means blameless. 
I should also like to suggest that friendship with the porters should be 
developed gradually, and that over-familiarity with them in the early 
stages of an expedition leads to a lot of trouble. 

We left Gagalu on August 5 and camped that evening near a pleasant 
willow grove below the snout of the Bilafond glacier. According to 
Longstaff, this glacier had made a considerable advance in the few years 
prior to his visit in 1909. It seems to have made no great advance 
since, nor is there any sign of recession. It flows for sixteen miles 
down a narrow valley flanked by spectacular granite walls and peaks. 
We spent a very long, tiring day scrambling over the rough moraine
covered ice of the true right bank of the glacier to a spot called Naram. 
Later we discovered that the left side offers a much easier route. Be
yond Naram we were on smooth, dry ice all the way to Ali Branza, near 
the head of the glacier, which we reached well before noon on August 5. 
Here, according to our revised plan, we discharged all but the twelve 
permanent porters. 

On the following day Cratchley, Amos and Gravina crossed the 
Bilafond La with supplies for seventeen days, making for the head of 
the Teram Shah glacier. They took five porters, two to remain with 
them and three to return after the second day. The rest of the party 
established a camp on the pass, where Qureshi remained for three days 
making a series of fixes. He then started to work his way back down 
the Bilafond, surveying the main glacier and as much as he could of its 
tributaries as he 'vent. I stayed with him for several days. Budd, 
Bratt, Miller and Grimley spent a week on the pass doing a series of 
survey stations, including one on top of Towitz Peak (21 ,ooo ft.), 
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between the Lolofond and K36 glaciers. From the views they had of 
Saltoro Kangri, they considered that the lower part of Hunt's route had 
deteriorated since 1935, the ice corridor connecting the glacier with the 
upper part of the mountain having diminished. This also appeared 
liable to be swept by ice avalanches. Budd, Bratt and Miller then took a 
camp to the head of the Lolofond glacier, and climbed with a theodolite 
to several points on its containing walls, including the summit of a 
zz,ooo-ft. peak. From there, they looked into the hitherto unseen 
area surrounding Peak K12 (24,300 ft.). They found it to consist 
mainly of a very large glacier basin which appeared to drain towards 
the Siachen. 

Meanwhile loads were being transported in relays across the Bilafond 
La to build up a base at the junction of the Siachen and Lolofond 
glaciers. Here Grimley joined me on August 15 and together we 
crossed the Siachen so that he could continue his geological work 
among the metamorphic rocks along the far side. The Teram Shah 
glacier, flowing in almost the opposite direction to the Siachen, joins 
it at such an angle that from the Bilafond La the glaciers appear to be 
running parallel to one another. For four miles they are separated by 
a narrow tapering promontory over which the Teram Shah spills its ice 
at some points. The crest of the promontory commands an immense 
panorama, from l(Iz and Saltoro Kangri to Gasherbrum and then 
along the lofty barrier of the Teram Kangri and the Apsarasas peaks, 
which forms part of the main continental divide. Facing eastward 
one can see some twenty miles down the Siachen and a similar distance 
up the Teram Shah. Both these glaciers seem to be in a very healthy 
condition and to have maintained their volume in the last fifty years. 

The valley of the Siachen is exceptionally barren and it has no 
luxuriant ablation valleys such as those which flank, for example, the 
Hispar for many miles of its course. But at the eastern end of the 
Teram Shah promontory there is an oasis of grassy fell-country, about 
one square mile in extent, with several attractive tarns. Here we found 
a great variety of alpine flowers and many species of birds, including 
ram chikor and hoopoo, whose weak flight makes them surprising 
visitors to this inaccessible spot, but which seemed to be as equally at 
home here as in the torrid plains of the Punjab. We also saw several 
herds of ibex, which presumably migrate dovvn the glacier in the winter. 

We returned to the Siachen base, which was almost fully stocked 
on zznd, and Miller, Bratt and Budd arrived there the same day. On 
the 23rd we started relaying loads towards the head of the Siachen, 
about twenty-five miles away. By now we had only four weeks left 
before we were due back at Gagalu, and with so much of our pro
gramme still to be completed we had abandoned all idea of an attempt 
on Saltoro Kangri. 

VOL. LXIII NO. CCXCVII N 
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On August 24 Cratchley's party arrived back, having done an ex
cellent job. With three intermediate camps on the Teram Shah they 
reached the great ice plateau formed by the upper tributaries of that 
glacier and those of the Rima, in the vicinity of the Col d'Italia. This 
col had been crossed by Dainelli in 1930 in bad weather. The topo
graphy of the plateau, itself a most remarkable geographical feature, 
turned out to be much more complicated than we had supposed, being 
intersected by several ranges of peaks hitherto unmapped. The general 
level of the plateau is about zo,ooo ft. and the depth of the ice covering 
it can hardly be less than z,ooo ft. and may be considerably more. It 
is curious that the Depsang plateau, which is 17,ooo ft. high, and lies 
only about twenty miles to the east, should be entirely devoid of ice. 
The views down the Rimo and across the Shaksgam to the Aghil range 
were superb . The party was held up for a day by bad \¥eather and 
lost another by a nasty fall into a crevasse (Amos was the victim), but 
they accomplished a great deal of work in the short time at their 
disposal. 

Hitherto the weather, apart from two bad spells, had been fine. But 
on the night of the 24th it broke badly. After two days of continuous 
snowfall the going on the glacier had become difficult and extremely 
laborious. ' Dry ' crevasses, previously unnoticed, were now hidden 
under the smooth blanket of soft snow and even the medial moraines 
were hard to negotiate. It was obvious that, even if the weather im
proved, in these conditions the journey to the head of the Siachen 
would take so long that we would not have time to accompljsh anything 
worth while when we got there. So we decided again to change our 
plan and concentrate instead on the exploration of the unknown area 
around K12. As this would involve a journey down the Siachen in
stead of up it we might expect better conditions, at any rate at first. 
The Lolofond party had seen a high col on the southern rim of the great 
glacier basin they had discovered (we now called this the' K12 basin '). 
It was obviously accessible from the basin ~nd presumably led over to 
one of many large glaciers draining to the Saltoro. If it were possible 
to cross it, it would provide both an interesting route right across the 
unknown area and a quick way back to Gagalu. So we sent a recon
naissance party ahead, composed of Cratchley, Budd and Gravina and 
two porters carrying a week's _food. Their instructions were to turn 
up the next major glacier joining the Siachen from the right about ten 
miles from the Lolofond junction (later we called this the K12 glacier), 
which we hoped would lead them into the basin; to reach the col and 
to see if a crossing were possible, and to return to the entrance of the 
l{Iz glacier on September I, where we would meet them. 

Meanwhile the rest of the party were busy retrieving the loads already 
carried up the Siachen, an operation which proved exhausting, and 
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relaying supplies down to the l{I2 glacier, for which we had one inter
mediate camp. The weather was still poor, and although there were 
fine spells, the sun now lacked the power to melt the snow sufficiently 
either to remove or to consolidate it. In this there had been a striking 
change in the last fortnight. 

On the afternoon of September I Bratt and I reached the junction 
of the KI2 glacier, which proved to be a considerable in-stream de
scending steeply between sheer granite ·cliffs supporting a splendid 
array of sharp peaks. We had no trouble in finding the flags marking 
the site of the reconnaissance party's camp. They arrived late in the 
evening, very tired after a most strenuous week. They had climbed 
a steep ice-fall a few miles up the K I 2 glacier and found themselves in 
a lower basin, separated from the main KI2 basin by a line of minor 
peaks between each of which there was an ice-fall. Selecting one of 
these, from a camp at its foot they climbed it with considerable diffi
culty, owing mainly to the snow conditions, and pitched a final camp 
on the edge of the upper basin. From there, across a wide snow-field 
about Ig,ooo ft. high, Budd was able to identify the col (dubbed by 
Gravina the' Imperial Col'). The following day they set off towards 
it but immediately found themselves floundering in soft snow up to 
their waists. Mter struggling in this for several hours and making very 
little progress they had abandoned their attempt to reach the col and 
had returned. 

Our plan had been to relay all our equipment and remaining stores 
up the Kr2 glacier while two parties went ahead to survey the basin. 
But not knowing whether we could descend on the other side of the col 
placed us in a quandary; for of course it was necessary to discover this 
before placing ourselves in a position from which it would be difficult 
to retreat to the Bilafond La, particularly as I was already a little 
apprehensive about conditions on that pass. However, the matter 
was settled by two more days of bad weather, during which a lot of 
snow fell. The weather cleared on September 4 and on the 5th we all 
ascended the lower ice-fall into the lower basin. There we left two 
parties: Cratchley, Miller and two porters with four days' food to 
survey the lower basin; Bratt, Gravina and two porters with about a 
week's food to proceed to the upper basin, survey it, and if possible 
cross the col. Meanwhile the rest of us were to return to the Lolofond 
base to secure the route back over the Bilafond La. It was arranged 
that if Bratt's party did not reach the base by the 13th it would be 
assumed that they had crossed the col, which we were by now certain 
led over to one of the large southerly tributaries of the Bilafond glacier. 

On the 6th, Amos, Grimley, Budd and I went some miles further 
down the Siachen for geological purposes. We encountered some 
remarkable canyons cut in the ice by surface rivers, which render the 
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crossing of this section of the glacier very difficult. The bad weather 
persisted as we made our way up towards the Lolofond base which we 
reached on the 9th. Next day Budd and I took a relay of loads towards 
the Bilafond La. It was heavy going but we reached a point about 
half way up the Lolofond glacier before returning. Meanwhile 
Cratchley and Miller had arrived at the base. Despite persistent bad 
weather they had managed to do several stations in the lower basin. 
They reported that conditions on the lower ice-fall had deteriorated 
considerably. I was already rather anxious about Bratt's party. It 
seemed most unlikely that they would succeed in crossing the col, and 
I was considering the advisability of returning down the Siachen if 
they had failed to arrive by the 13th. 

On the I Ith we all went up the Lolofond and camped where Budd 
and I had dumped our loads. Our tracks of the previous day had 
already disappeared. Early next morning Cratchley, Miller, Amos 
and three porters set out to cross the Bilafond La, while the rest of us 
went ahead to stamp a trail, taking turns of half an hour each. I had 
not expected to reach the pass that day, but though the going was 
heayy, we did so at 4.30. The others went on and reached Ali 
Branza after dark, while the rest of us returned to the Lolofond Camp. 
I was relieved to find that Bratt's party had arrived there that evening 
having made a forced march up the Siachen. As we had expected they 
had had a rough time in the K12 basin. Heavy snow had fallen con
tinuously, practically burying their tents each night and making travel 
almost impossible. They had not been able to reach the col, and had 
had a good deal of difficulty descending the two ice-falls. 

We crossed the Bilafond La together on the 13th and, while Budd, 
Grimley and Gravina went on down to the upper Saltoro to explore 
the Chulung and Gyong valleys at its head, Bratt and I went up the 
large tributary glacier which joins the Bilafond opposite Naram. We 
found that one branch of this led to the foot of the South face of K12, 
and another to the col we had been attempting to reach from the K12 
basin. We had hoped that snow conditions would be better on the 
southern side of the range; they were not, and we made no attempt to 
reach the col, though we saw that it would, in reasonable conditions, 
be quite accessible from this side. When eventually we descended the 
Bilafond glacier we found the Gyari valley already ablaze with autumn 
colour, exquisite against the vast sombre background of rock and ice. 
We started the march back to Skardu on September 24. 

As I have said before, our programme had been too ambitious. 
With better luck . in the matter of shipping and of weather we might 
have been able to achieve most of it. As it was, we would have been 
wiser, in the short time available, not to attempt to work from a base 
on the Siachen. If instead, we had based ourselves on the Upper 
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Saltoro and made a series of journeys from there, we would have been 
able to cover all the ground that we did in fact cover and much more 
unknown territory besides. Problems of transport would have been 
far simpler and we would have been more mobile and much less 
vulnerable to bad weather and snow. 

But for my part I am deeply grateful for the opportunity to add this 
superb region to my knowledge of the Karakoram. For here wonder 
grows with acquaintance; it was only when I had visited many parts 
of the range and, travelling northward, had seen it merge imperceptibly 
with the Kun Lun and Pamir that I came to appreciate fully the vast 
scale and complexity of this mountain massif. In many places, the 
Siachen, for example, or more particularly the stark, lunar landscape of 
the Yarkand-Shyok watershed, it has impressed me with the sense of 
strangeness, a kind of celestial loneliness, which is unique in my 

• experience. 
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