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SOME CLIMBS FROM THE UPPER TIRICH 
GLACIER 

BY KURT DIEMBERGER 

(Translated by Hugh Merrick) 

(Two illustrations: nos. I9-20) 

HE Upper Tirich glacier forces its way down between the tracery 
of ridges and ribs which connects the highest summits of the 
north-eastern Hindu Kush Tirich Mir (25,263 ft.), Istor-o-Nal 

(24,243 ft.) and Noshaq (24,581 ft.) all of which tower high above it. 
Its western rim separates it from the Arkari valley, its waters and the 
Gham and Gazikistan glaciers, which nourish them; while, between 
Safed (21,162 ft.) and Noshaq it runs contiguous with the frontier 
between Chitral and Wakhan. An extension to the north-east reaches 
out to the great complex of ridges separating it from the U dren valley 
to the east. It is here that the unclimbed peaks, Pt. 7,291 m. (23,921 ft.) 
and Pt. 6,999 m. (22,964 ft.), go winging to the sky. The northern 
group of Tirich Mir is separated by a long branch running southwards 
along the glacier's western rim and the Lower Tirich glacier, which 
forces its way down from the east to join it; this is a many-pronged 
fork, housing one 23,000 ft. peak and several of zo,ooo ft. 

Europeans visited the Upper Tirich quite early on. These were 
British officers in the service of the Survey of India, who were not only 
carrying out the survey of the area, under the leadership of no less a 
person than Col. Mason, during the 'twenties, but also pioneering the 
mountain reconnaissance of the North-west frontier district of Chitral. 
Their exploratory work was the prelude to the successful ascents, by 
climbers of other nationalities, of Tirich Mir, Istor-o-Nal and 
Saraghrar. 

The possibility of reaching Tirich Mir from the north by the Upper 
Tirich glacier was sounded out. In 1929 Major Dutton, with Capts. E. R. 
Culverwell and Coldstream and Lieut. Burn, made the first attempt on 
Istor-o-Nal; a second followed, by Lieut. Denis Hunt and Capt. R. J. 
Lawder, in 1935. During the same year Reginald Schomberg also 
visited the Upper Tirich during a reconnaissance of the valleys and 
glaciers of North-western Chitral. From a vantage point at the heart 
of the glacier system he enjoyed a glorious view over Tirich Mir, which 
he held to be impossible to climb, the Ghul Lasht Zorn group, where he 
thought there might be a col leading to the Arkari valley, and the great 
mass of Istor-o-N al, first climbed in I 9 55 by the Americans, Thomas A. 
Mutch and Joseph E. Murphy. 
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It was this area which the 1965 Austrian Hindu Kush Expedition, 
under the sponsorship of the O.A.K. visited. The party consisted of 
Herwig Handler, my wife and myself, who had made the somewhat 
exhausting journey through Asia Minor in a Volkswagen bus, and Franz 
Lindner, who joined us later by air. (We three men are all members of 
both the O.A.K. and the O.A.V.) Our bus took us as far as Dir; from 
Dir we went by jeep to Chitral, the capital of that district, and thence 
northwards, with porters and mules, over the Zani Pass into the Tirich 
valley. Our objectives were the North group of Tirich Mir, recon
naissance and ascents in the Ghul Lasht Zorn group and the recon
naissance including, if possible, a crossing of the system of ridges 
linking Istor-o-Nal Pt. 6,999 m., Pt. 7,291 m. and Noshaq. 

I was particularly interested in the photographic aspects. No film 
had yet been made during any operation on the Tirich glacier which had 
as its theme the ascent of a high peale The finest peak for this purpose 
was the main summit of Tirich Mir North. Another aim was to take 
panoramas embracing all the neighbouring peaks and the many branches 
of the Upper Tirich's vast glacier system. My wife, who had taken her 
degree in Geology at Milan, proposed to make a geological map of our 
area of operations probably the first ever undertaken here. 

On August 9, about a month after our start from Salzburg, we had 
established our Base Camp I at about 16,400 ft., near the foot of the 
steep north spur of Tirich Nord, the name we intended to use in future 
for the 23,149 ft. main summit of the North group. At the same time 
we laid down a depot as the basis for a second Base Camp, just where 
the southern branch of the Upper Tirich begins. 

We saw at once that a crossing of the complex of ridges linking 
Istor-o-Nal and Noshaq would be too long and difficult an undertaking. 
In a most instructive article in the O.A.Z. (no. 1334) Dr. R. Pischinger, 
in an analysis of the climbing possibilities of the area, had earlier 
drawn attention to probable difficulties; but they revealed themselves 
as far greater than Dr. Pischinger could have known. All else apart, 
there was a deep indentation, almost down to glacier level, between 
Pts. 7,291 and 6,999 m. The former, seen from the glacier, looked 
extremely difficult. The latter was separated from the Istor-o-Nal 
North summits by a sharp ridge with a deep notch in it. So we gave up 
all ideas of a crossing and decided to concentrate on Tirich Nord as 
our main objective. 

We intended to climb it by the North spur, consisting of a granite 
buttress some 3,300 ft. high, after which a ridge of about the same 
height, partly snow, partly ice, led to the summit. There were some 
steep and doubtful looking pitches on the buttress, which also had some 
snow and ice on it, especially the top pitch. Half way up the buttress, 
as seen through binoculars, there seemed to be a suitable spot for our 
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Photo: K. Diemberger] 

TIRICH NoRD (7,056 M.) AND (RIGHT) T IRICH MIR; TIRICH NORD WAS CLIMBED BY THE SNOW RIDGE OF THE LEFT HAND SKYLINE 
AFfER THE NORTH SPUR (NOT SEEN IN THE PHOTOGRAPH) HAD BEEN ASCENDED. 

(No. 19) 



SOME CLIMBS FROM THE UPPER TIRICH GLACIER 63 

'permanent' High Camp I; we also detected a kind of platform in the 
lower sector of the summit ridge, which might serve as the highest and 
last site for our 'mobile' Camp II. 

On August II, Handler and I reconnoitred the route up the rocks of 
the bottom section, reaching about I 7,400 ft. This preliminary thrust 
revealed difficulties on the lower pitches, let alone the greater ones 
above, sufficient to dictate a period of thorough acclimatisation before 
we could hope to master the buttress. 

So we turned to the easier peaks of the Ghul Lasht Zorn group, which 
dominates the western rim of the Upper Tirich. Schomberg had 
caught a glimpse of them from the Arkari valley before his visit to the 
Tirich glacier and had brought back useful photographs. In I96o and 
I 963, the parties climbing N oshaq had those peaks right opposite them. 
Besides its main summit of 2I,868 ft., there are several 2o,ooo ft. peaks 
in this group. 

In order to explore it we established Base Camp II on August I2, 
at the spot where we had previously left a depot. A glacier falling from 
the western rim took us up to I8,ooo ft., where we set up High Camp I 
at the foot of the 2I,69o ft. East summit of Ghul Lasht Zorn. Close by, 
at about I9,ooo ft., there was an observation point, which we visited 
twice, yielding a wonderful panorama of the Upper Tirich. 

On August I6 a heavy fall of fresh snow put paid to an attempt on a 
peak of about 2I,325 ft. rising on the south side of the re-entrant behind 
our camp. Indeed, deep snow was the chief obstacle to everything else 
we tried to do, and we wondered whether we could somehow avoid it. 
We succeeded, by switching our attempt on Ghul Lasht Zorn East to 
the southern rib, which being exposed to both sun and wind must 
obviously offer better snow conditions. On it we set up our Camp II, 
at 20,670 ft., on August 18. Next day, we three climbers owing to a 
mistake we had only two pairs of crampons between us reached the 
summit of Ghul Lasht Zorn East (2I,69o ft.). Any attempt on the main 
summit was put out of the question when it began to snow; in any case, 
the route would have led across a saddle and up a corniced ridge 
beyond it, and the crampons we had left behind in Camp I would 
have been indispensable. So we climbed down again to Camp II, 
where I surrendered my own crampons and went on down to Camp I. 
As a result, there were now two separate parties at work. Handler and 
Lindner climbed the main summit of Ghul Lasht Zorn (2I,868 ft.) as 
planned, reaching the top during the afternoon and bivouacking at the 
saddle on the way down. My wife and I pushed forward to the far end 
of the glacier re-entrant previously mentioned, and there climbed a 
rock peak of about 2o,ooo ft. from the right by a sharp ice-ridge 
(Tortona Peak). 

This brought our work in the Ghul Lasht Zorn group to an end. A 
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lTirich Nord, here marked as 7,059 m., is given the height of 7,056 m, by 
Herr Diemberger.-EDITOR. 
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proper study of the photographs should yield important information, 
especially regarding the course of the ridges and the glacier's margins, 
for the sketches so far available are obviously wrong. 

Our successful exploration of the group had run concurrently with 
our period of acclimatisation. The time had come to give our full 
attention to Tirich Nord; but before doing so we made up our minds 
to reconnoitre the western flank of the North group with detailed care. 
We wondered whether it might perhaps offer a good return route; for 
the North Buttress, with all its attractions as an ascent, did not seem 
very inviting as a way down again. For this reconnaissance, we had 
to follow the long southern arm of the Upper Tirich to where, after 
forcing a passage bet\veen the North group and the western rim, as 
explained earlier, it ends at the foot of the so-called West summit of 
Tirich Mir. This excursion would also make it possible to extend the 
geological map southwards. So my wife and I set off, with Handler, on 
our journey. On the west flank there are interesting, large-scale 
exposures of a granite contact against black slates. This is the source 
of the magnificent speciments of contact minerals, particularly radiating 
clusters of tourmaline crystals, to be found in the debris lying about on 
the glacier. We looked for a route to Tirich Nord from here; there was a 
narrow glacier valley running into the west flank and possibly giving 
access to the North group, but it looked difficult and open to the threat 
of ice-avalanches. So it became clear that our return route from Tirich 
Nord must lie, after all, down that same buttress. 

At the very end of the southern arm of the glacier, there rises a 
peak of 22,239 ft. (Pt. 6,778 m.), easily climbable from the left (east) 
side. It is separated from Tirich Mir's mass on the one hand, and on 
the other from the southern end of the western rim, by cols. From these 
there must be a most enlightening view over the glaciers to the south
Dirgol, Owir, South Barum and east, the Gham glacier and smaller 
ones at the approaches to the Mushtaru Gol. Unfortunately, time had 
run out, at about 20,200 ft., well short of the summit and not far from the 
right-hand col; some luckier successors of ours will now inherit that view. 

We now went at Tirich Nord in earnest. On August 25 we were all 
reunited at Base Camp I. Next day, we three climbers started up the 
buttress with equipment for two high camps and provisions for five 
days, and placed a depot at about I 7,400 ft. On our return to Base, 
we sent off a porter with a message for another Salzburg party, telling 
them what they could still hope to do along the Tirich glacier, and that 
Pt. 7,291 m. had not yet been attempted. That peak was also accessible 
from the Udren Gol (the Darban glacier), where the party and another 
from Meran, which had joined up with it, were operating. They thus 
had a choice of two 7,ooo-ers, Pt. 7,291 m. itself and Pt. 7,220 m. 
(Darb an Zorn). In the event, they climbed the latter. 
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TIRICH NoRD (7,056 1\I.), SHO\~'lNG THE NoRTH SPUR FRONt BASE CAMP (s,ooo M.). 
THE SITES OF CAiVIP I (5,500 M.) AND THE FINAL CAMP 2 (6,200 M.) ARE INDICATED; 
BET~'EEN THESE WERE TWO TEMPORARY CAMPS . • 

(No. 20) 
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We started off again on August 27, leap-frogged our depot and 
established our 'permanent' Camp I at about I 8,ooo ft. on the lower 
part of the cliff above it, at a point hidden from observers at Base 
Camp by slabs and rock towers. On the 28th, Handler and I went down 
to the depot and fetched up the rest of our equipment. 

The problem now was how to get up that cliff. This we succeeded 
in doing next day, then moved on up the snow ridge beyond it to the 
foot of the next step, fixing a rope and leaving a depot. On the following 
day, Lindner and I brought up more stuff to the depot from Camp I; 
then we climbed the second step, fixed a second rope and reconnoitred 
the adjacent shoulder. This was the point at which we intended to 
pitch our mobile tent for the first time. On August 3 I we managed to 
get all our equipment up to it, and so our Camp II was established 
successfully on the shoulder. 

The last step, soaring above our heads, was a great perpendicular 
wall of granite. This would be the decisive factor in our battle for the 
buttress. There was a ramp leading up into it, which might possibly 
provide a route. We reconnoitred it on September I. As an aid to 
load-carrying, we had brought up the fixed rope from the step below; 
now we fixed it again to help us in difficult climbing (about grade IV) 
on rock, polished ice and deep snow. The continuation led up a 
couloir to the left of the edge of the buttress. Half way up, we left the 
couloir, so as to be able to get a better view and so decide whether the 
rest of the buttress would go. On reaching a snowy shoulder away from 
the route we saw, to our relief, that we should be able to reach the top 
of the buttress; and so turned happily back to the tent. 

On the final assault next day, September 2, we discovered that the 
exit from the couloir was a stiffish proposition (IV+); but it put us on 
top of our buttress. We had only covered a short bit of the ice-ridge 
above it when darkness fell. There was no room for our tent on the 
ridge, so we had to dig a cave for it. Three hours later, at about mid
night, we had it safely pitched in our hole. The buttress was behind us; 
and the rest of the ridge ahead of us, though obviously very steep, 
should not be too difficult. 

On September 3 our High Camp II was finally in position on a roomy 
plateau of ice embedded in the snow- and ice-covered back of the north 
spur, by now grown reasonably broad, at about 20,350 ft. We had to 
get to the summit next day, for our provisions were almost exhausted. 

September 4 dawned fine and clear. We crossed a bergschrund and 
moved on up the broad and ever-steepening back of the ridge. The 
summit cornice provided us with one narrow spot which enabled us to 
surmount it; and at 4 p.m. we were enjoying a breather on the summit, 
gazing out to the distant peaks of the central Hindu Kush and of the 
Hinduraj, and holding close converse with our mighty neighbours-
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Tirich Mir, the monarch of the Hindu Kush, the vast bulk of Istor-o
Nal, up whose long summit ridge climbers have three times fought 
their way, and, further away, Noshaq. Far below, the Tirich glacier 
spread its arms. Then, as so often before, we started down by the light 
of our miners' headlamps, to reach Camp II at about 9 p.m. 

The descent to Camp I next day consisted of one abseil after another. 
We were back at Base Camp on the 6th, and our return march to Chitral 
occupied from the 7th to the 12th. 

It was here that we ran into the war, of whose existence we had 
been totally unaware on the remote Tirich glacier. Of course we were 
aware of the tension between India and Pakistan during our outward 
journey and had been afraid that we should be refused an entry permit 
to Chitral. We never gave a thought to a war; now there was one on 
hand. Fantastic-looking Chitralis armed with ancient swords and other 
weapons emerged from the valleys, only to be sent promptly home 
again. As we travelled southwards by jeep, the driver pulled up at each 
special bulletin on the radio. 'Pakistani good!' he would say. 'We shall 
win Inshallah! ' The day we lost on the road owing to these halts 
spared us a passive participation in an air raid on Peshawar. Our 
return journey to Europe was just as exciting. We were not the only 
explorers to be delayed by a prescribed regime of pills and inactivity 
when we came upon the cholera epidemic raging on the frontier 
between Mghanistan and Persia. To crown everything our VW gave 
up the ghost progressively. A Viennese caught us up and took us in 
tow as far as Teheran, where major repairs were executed. My wife 
and I were forced to fly for aid to an aircraft if we were to be home in 
time for normal duties. Our companions got back to Austria very late 
indeed. 

Still, we had every reason to be satisfied. We had climbed Tirich 
Nord and three 6,ooo-ers in the Ghul Lasht Zorn group; our area of 
operations had been thoroughly explored and also mapped geologically. 
I had succeeded in taking an 8 mm. film of our ascent of Tirich Nord, 
and the tour had been a great experience for all of us. For we had 
not only had our joy of the great peaks of the Hindu Kush, but brought 
back memories of a I z,ooo mile journey across deserts, over mountain 
ranges, past colourful cities and through many a foreign land. 
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