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COMMUNICATIONS ON THE PAKISTAN
BRITISH KARAKORAM EXPEDITION, 1962 

BY J. A. E. HAS ELL 

HE account of our attempt on Khinyang Chhish, written by 
Dr. P. J. Horniblow, was published in the May, 1963, issue of 
the Alpine Journal. Our communication problems a.nd their 

solution might be of interest and my theory as to the value and practica
bility of telephone on a mountain is perhaps worth thinking about. 

Our internal communications had to meet two requirements, that is 
to say, to provide a link between camps for the proper organisation and 
control of the expedition, and to contribute to the cohesiveness of its 
members. On past expeditions these inter-camp links have generally 
been provided by Very High Frequency radio. However, the Pye 
equipment used on Everest was already on loan to another expedition and 
a very compact High Frequency radio; the size of four match boxes, 
produced by another firm was not yet sufficiently in production. Eventu
ally I was able to obtain the required number of small walkie-talkie sets 
and batteries through the War Office. 

For some time I had been hoping to experiment with line and telephone 
as a means of linking mountain camps, and this seemed a suitable oppor
tunity. Assault telephone cable (as used on D-Day) appeared to be too 
fragile and was anyway unobtainable in sufficient quantity, and the 
impedance of the Vickers Vigilant guidance cable was too high. I 
eventually settled for half-mile dispenser packs of D 10 Field Cable as 
being the rriost practicable and available. Four miles of this cable were 
duly packed for Pakistan. 

The next problem was that of suitable telephones. I decided that 
these must be as light as possible and that only two of them need have 
a calling facility. S. G. Brown Ltd. of Watford kindly provided a dozen 
remote control hand sets. These, suitably modified, formed the basis 
for the two base telephones and the ten line units. 

The base unit1 consisted of a handset and a small metal box containing 
a push butto.n, a buzzer and two batteries. The line unit consisted of a 
handset and two batteries taped to a coil which could be carried in one's 
pocket. They weighed four pounds and one pound respectively. 

These units then formed part of the 13,000 lb. weight of rations and 
equipment shipped by us to Pakistan. 

1 Technical diagrams of the base and line \)nits appear in the Journal of the 
Royal Signals Institution, vol. VI, p. 72. 
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In fact it was this enormous weight of equipment and rations, together 
with the porters' food, which made us think again in Gilgit. The total 
weight was now 17,ooo lb. and something had to be discarded. Many 
things were, and I was given the choice of my walkie-talkies or my line 
equipment. I took a gamble and decided to leave the radios behind. The 
batteries far outweighed the eight I 5 lb. coils of cable, and the telephones 
promised to be more reliable and convenient. 

VHF radio requires a line of sight path and can seldom be operated 
from within a tent. The set must be operated on a fixed schedule, usually 

. 
from some exposed and windy ridge; the other operator may not be 
there, either having forgotten the schedule or because he is late. Eventu
ally when communications are established a short message is passed and 
acknowledged and then both operators retire thankfully to their tents. 
Communications can at best be described as tenuous. 

At a given time during the climbing of our mountain the party at 
Camp II was forcing a route forward to Camp III. Meanwhile the 
party at Camp I was moving stores from Camp I up to Camp II. 

On a particular day during this stage of the expedition the party at 
Camp II awoke to find that there had been a heavy fall of snow during the 
night. A high wind was blowing and the snow was unstable. It was most 
unsafe to venture out and the party miserably waited in their shaking 
tents. The wind moderated slowly and the snow began to firm up a 
little, and eventually at eleven o'clock they were able to set out. The 
steps along the ridge that they had laboriously cut the previous day had 
been obliterated. Slowly they had to be remade as they fought their 
way along the an~te. After what seemed an age they had progressed a 
bare 400 yds. They then had to start fixing a rope along a particularly 
steep section of ridge. They hammered in 4ft. aluminium stakes, kicked 
steps, and removed a dangerously overhanging cornice of ice-packed 
snow. Frozen and exhausted by their labours they at last were forced 
to withdraw at three o'clock. 

Meanwhile they had seen the other party make a leisurely start from 
Camp I at nine in the morning. They watched them saunter up the snow 
basin below, well protected from the wind above, and even~ually deposit 
their loads at Camp II at half-past one. They had then tobogganed down 
to Camp I, and by two-thirty could be seen lying out on the rocks below, 
stripped to the waist sunbathing and reading books. 

In fact, what had been the actual experience of the party down below ? 
They had woken at six-thirty and immediately started work. Shovels of 
snow slowly melted to form tumblers of water, and by seven tea was on 
the boil and porridge was nearly ready. By eight they were dressed in 
their rubber-insulated boots, string vests, sweaters and windproof 
clothing. It had taken them an hour to get the porters up and to sort out 
the loads for Camp II. Each of the six high altitude porters was to carry 

• 



100 PAKISTAN-BRITISH KARAKORAM EXPEDITION, 1962 

forty pounds' weight whilst the four Sahibs were to carry the same a 
total of 400 lb. of rations and equipment to be lifted z,ooo ft. By nine 
the heavily laden men were on their way up the snow basin. The snow 
during the night had filled in the steps. What had seemed hard work the 
week before by the unladen route-makers was doubly so now that they 
were ferrying equipment. 

The climbers took it in turn to kick fresh steps slowly up the ever
steepening snow. The fixed ropes had to be found and then dug out. 
By now avalanches of fresh snow were cascading down from the rocks 
above, every one a potential menace as it slipped by with a crump followed 
by a drawn-out swoooosh. As they laboured up the slope they kept an 
eye on the camp above. Still no sign of life. It was eleven before there 
was any activity and then it was only a cheery wave from a solitary figure. 
After another half-hour of back-breaking labour they at last saw the 
route-makers moving off along the ridge. They only seemed to go a few 
hundred yards before they stopped and started poking away rather 
ineffectively at the snow. Their shouJders aching, sweating profusely, 
and feeling sick with the increase in altitude, for they were now at 
I8,ooo ft., the load-bearers eventually dropped their burdens at Camp II 
after four and a half hours of continuous effort. They scarcely had the 
strength to hold themselves upright as they started the steep descent. 
This followed a different route so as not to destroy the carefully-made 
upward steps. 

One of the party slipped and, losing his ice-axe, slid a thousand feet 
down a snow gully completely out of control. Fortunately he came to 
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rest in a snow drift none the worse for his adventure, and the rest 
followed with only a little more control. When at last they reached their 
camp they were soaked through with the melted snow they had been 
floundering in up to their knees for the last half hour. They stripped off 
their clothes and spread them out to dry, and with dry trousers lay out 
in the sun to rest their aching bodies. One had a high temperature and 
was obviously sick. Half an hour later they saw the party above with
draw to their tents. 

Thus both parties felt aggrievec;f. Each had done its utmost to further 
the progress of the expedition, whilst the other party had apparently 
not been doing so. The tenuous link of a radio could scarely dispel this 
illusion. In fact the two parties were connected by telephone and that 
evening were able to chat to each other lying back in the warmth of their 
sleeping-bags. The difficulties of the ridge, the unstable snow and the 
bitter wind were soon explained, as was the hell of opening up the 
route with heavy loads. The two parties were linked and united by the 
two strands of cable up the mountain. The doctor at Camp II was even 
able to prescribe the necessary treatment over the phone for the ailing 
climber after he had· described the symptoms and given his temperature. 
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Music was then relayed up the line ~ from the radio which was now at 
Camp I. The expedition was as one. 

The cable itself was generally laid downhill, making off with generous 
coils of slack to rock pinnacles or by the use of rock and ice pitons. I 
was worried as to how it would survive the avalanches it was subjected to, 
but it seemed to cut through them like a wire through cheese. Jointing 
was done with self-soldering sleeves which were most effective, particu
larly as one did not have to remove one's double gloves to use them. 

For protective devices I used a simple carbon block and earth lightning 
protector with a line fuse between it and the instrument. Lightning 
was the only danger as the chances of finding any other electrical source 
were, to say the least, remote. Finding a decent earth in frozen ground 
was a problem but bed rock seemed to be effective. 

When laying the cable down from Camp II to Camp I, I finished the 
half-mile coil at the foot of the steep snow basin. I then laid another 

· half-mile up from Camp I with the aid of a high altitude porter who had 
served with the Signal Platoon of the Northern Scouts. The two ends 
were a bare forty yards apart. I was able to talk to the two camps whilst 
actually laying, but it was ten-thirty that night before we had brought up 
the extra piece of cable and the two camps could talk to each other. 

A buzz on one of the base units could be heard on all the telephones on 
the line, and the number of buzzes denoted the camp required. The 
telephone system was completely trouble-free. No repairs were ever 
necessary, not even a battery change being required. 

The telephone system fully met the two requirements of control and 
cohesion of the expedition once it was established. The time taken to 
lay the cable was amply compensated for by the permanency and reliabi
lity of the link when compared with radio. Heliograph, though tried 
between Camp I and Base Camp, proved far too unreliable. 

Our external communications were quite conventional and consisted 
of mail runners and a fully transistorised radio receiver. The latter, a 
Mohican Heathkit Niodel GC I U generously supplied by Daystrom 
Ltd. of Gloucester, operated on medium and short wave bands off two 
small 6-volt batteries within the set. Radio Pakistan from Rawalpindi, 
after giving the news in English, always gave us a special weather forecast. 
This gave us the temperature, wind speed and direction, cloud cover and 
chance of snow at our calculated altitude for the next twenty-four hours. 
Unfortunately our actual speed of ascent, due to the unexpected difficul
ties and the four mile length of the South ridge, was much slower than 
even the cautious forecast we had given the Pakistan Meteorological 
Department. The daily forecast climbed quickly away from us, but 
none the less was extremely accurate at least for the actual weather 
being experienced. 

For relaxation we listened to the overseas service of the B.B.C., the 
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American Forces Network, All India Radio, Radio Moscow or Peking, 
the Voice of America, and perhaps most of all to Radio Ceylon. This 
latter is the' Radio Luxembourg' of the Far East, complete with Horlicks 
jingles and adverts for Brahmi Hair Oil 'best for brain and hair'. It 
broadcasts almost continuous pop music, a change from the Eastern 
diatonic scale. 

The radio, despite dust, heavy handling and extreme changes in 
temperature and altitude, continued to function perfectly throughout 
and proved to be a thoroughly robust and reliable set. 

From the planning point of view, our outside communications gave 
us weather forecasts, the correct date, and the means to obtain outside 
help, for example an extra 4,ooo ft. of rope which was required at one 

• potnt. 
For the morale of the party, a reasonably regular mail service, news 

of the outside world, music and the occasional play provided the outside 
distractions needed by any group if it is not to become too wrapped up 
in itself and the idiosyncracies of its IlJ.embers . 
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