
JOURNEY TO THE BLUE VALLEY 

JOURNEY TO THE BLUE VALLEY 
(The Cambridge Hindu Kush Expedition, 1966) 

BY PAUL NEWBY 

(Three illustrations: nos. 22-24) 

N the last fe\V years it has become increasingly easy for small parties 
of University mountaineers to join the long vacation rush along 
the Asian Highway, on inexpensive expeditions to the Himalaya 

or neighbouring ranges. The Cambridge Hindu Kush Expedition, 
1966, was the third from the C. U.M.C. in successive years. 

John Ashburner, Henry Edmundson and I left Cambridge in our 
antique Land Rover on June 8, immediately after our various examina
tions, to climb in the Munjan area of north-eastern Afghanistan. Our 
original intention had been to avoid the well-worn groove of the road 
to Kabul, travelling instead by train to Tashkent, via Moscow, and 
continuing by air to Kabul. We also intended to travel extremely light, 
living off the country as far as Base Camp and continuing on a modified 
version of Eric Shipton's Patagonian rations. Thus money would have 
been saved, both on transport and on food. 

We ultimately changed our plans and made the conventional road 
journey, because of the cost of transporting excess baggage from 
Tashkent to Kabul and the frustrations of dealing with In tourist; and 
also because, owing to the generosity of firms, \Ve found that \Ve should 
need to spend very little on food provided that we could carry all our 
requirements from England. 

In order to carry four months' food and equipment for three people 
in one 86-in. Land Rover, we still had to keep everything as simple as 
possible, while taking advantage of the food available free. The ration 
which resulted was entirely satisfactory indeed, we had forgotten how 
simple it was until we sampled the menus of a larger expedition which 
we met after our return to Kabul. Our experiences on the overland 
drive were no doubt typical, and need not be told here. On June 29 
we reached Kabul, where we were royally entertained by several 
Europeans, for whose hospitality \Ve are extremely grateful. We had 
feared at least a \veek of negotiation before receiving our travel permit 
to enter the mountains. In fact we had only to spend about four hours, 
spread over four days, in offices. It seems that the Afghan authorities 
are now trying hard to encourage tourists. 

After a week of the Kabul fleshpots, \Ve dragged ourselves away to 
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the mountains. We were accompanied by John Thorley, a British 
volunteer teacher in Kabul who was to drive the Land Rover back for 
safe-keeping there. Sitting four abreast on the front seat in the heat of 
the day cannot be recommended. The road up the Panjshir valley 
from Gulbahar was in bad condition, having only just been re-dug after 
the latest round of floods and landslides. Reaching Ghonju, a village 
just before the roadhead, in mid-afternoon, we were soon installed 
under the mulberry and walnut trees, drinking tea and eating hard
boiled eggs and nan, the local unleavened bread. Sohrab Khan, the 
village headman, welcomed us with a battered sheet of paper marked 
'Tariff for the Hindu Kush trips'. This surprising document set out in 
detail rates for the hire of horses and men approved by the Afghan 
Travel Organisation. This saved much bargaining time, and we were 
pleasantly surprised when our six-horse caravan moved off at 2 p.m. 
the next day. 

The thrill of being off the beaten track had been somewhat reduced 
by the two other parties of 'trippers', including another British moun
taineering expedition, which arrived during our twenty-four hours in 
Ghonju. We had fortunately collaborated throughout our planning in 
order to avoid a clash of objectives. In fact the Panjshir valley, by 
which we approached the mountains, is becoming extremely frequented 
by foreigners. 

On leaving the road, we immediately climbed high up on the side 
of the Panjshir gorge. We stopped about three hours out from Ghonju, 
at some ruined houses several hundred feet above the river. The men 
at once demanded tents, but when they saw that we ourselves intended 
to sleep out they did not argue. Perhaps they thought we had none. 
Next morning we were pleased with our seven o'clock start, only two 
hours after dawn. In fact, it was our last early start, for from then on 
the men rarely moved before 8.30 a.m. That day we had the first of 
our many arguments over conditions of work. 

In spite of the continual troubles with the men, which must be com
mon to all expeditions, our twelve-day march in was perhaps the most 
delightful part of the expedition. We were discovering this superb 
country for the first time; we were steadily approaching the ever 
higher snowy peaks; and we were becoming very fit. 

From Ghonju (7ooo ft.) we climbed in less than four days to the 
Anjuman Pass (13,861 ft.), formerly one of the most important passes 
across the Hindu Kush. For the first one and a half days we passed 
through desolate, narrovv gorges, difficult for the horses. Then we came 
to Parian, a densely populated strip of intensive cultivation along the 
river, sometimes scarcely fifty yards and sometimes as much as two 
miles in width. As one climbs, the cultivation thins, and the Panjshir 
shrinks to a tiny, high mountain stream. One walks alone for hours on 
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end over poor scrub country, passing only an occasional decrepit 
dwelling, or another traveller on the road. Everyone asked where our 
horses were, for only the poorest walk in this country. 
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Mter our painful acclimatisation to driving in the desert, this high 
country seemed very cold, and duvets appeared for the first time. On 
one of these days the men insisted on continuing after their regulation 
hour of five o'clock, and finally, just before six, we found ourselves at • 
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a little nomad camp. We \V ere amazed to find that their herds included 
scores of camels, happily grazing at 12,500 ft. Next day we crossed the 
Anjuman Pass in cold, overcast weather, encouraged by glimpses of 
enormous peaks to the north-east. We pressed on down past Anjuman 
village, where we had a very friendly reception, eating and sleeping in 
the malik's guest-room. We continued through a difficult gorge where 
the loads had to be relayed, to the bridgeless crossing of the Anjuman 
river. At the chosen spot the river is 'braided', with three our four 
channels flowing swiftly between steep, wooded gravel banks. The 
men contrived to spend the best part of a day relaying our boxes, and 
finally carrying us over. The more sporting of the men amused them
selves by whipping each others' horses, and ours, giving us an exciting 
introduction to horse-riding. Finally, early on the ninth day, we reached 
Iskarzer, the hill village near the confluence of the Munjan and Anju
man rivers, and at the foot of the Darrah-e-Abi the Blue Valley. 

This was our chosen valley, for its stream alone of the Anjuman 
tributaries was unnamed on most of our German sketch-maps, and we 
could find no record of it ever having been visited by Europeans. We 
were pleased to find that the inhabitants said that we were indeed the 
first. We also hoped to find here the 6ooo m. peak reported by Alastair 
Alien, who had visited near-by valleys in 1964 and 1965. 

Before we could continue, however, we had to visit the allakadoree, 
the local police station. This proved to be about two hours' walk away, 
and on the other side of the Munjan river, still swollen by the spring 
sno\v-melt and here several hundred yards wide. We never actually 
reached the police station ourselves, but a four-hour palaver ensued, 
with our passports being inspected on the far bank while we shivered 
on a sandbank in the middle, watching the wind blow whole trees 
upstream past us. Later we retreated to our own bank, and at dusk our 
hosts returned with our passports and the news that we were welcome 
in the Blue Valley. 

We also had to change trains, replacing our six Panjshiri horses with 
ten Iskarzer donkeys, together with one odd horse. After the Panjshiris, 
the new men brought an air of great efficiency to our caravan. Despite 
a two-hour bargaining session, followed by long arguments over 
individual loads, we were off by 9 a.m. We soon reached the village of 
Awi (the local rendering of Abi, still meaning 'blue'). Here the malik 
welcomed us as the first Europeans, giving us tea with sugared nuts, 
and producing a very new transistor radio. He said it was 'a little bad', 
and asked us to mend it. Henry switched on, and within seconds we 
heard, loud and clear, the voice of Mr. Wilson being interviewed on 
the B.B.C. World Service. 

In two days we climbed again to 12,500 ft., and camped at the foot 
• 

of an enormous moraine damming a lake at 13,000 ft. I went on alone 
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in the hope of finding a way past the lake, so that Base Camp could be 
pitched on the attractive green patch beyond. I chose the left side of 
the lake, and spent three-quarters of an hour covering little more than 
half a mile of colossal boulders. This was definitely not a 'donkeyable' 
route. I returned by the other bank, but even this seemed very doubtful 
for animals, being another boulder-slope dropping steeply into the 
lake. 

Here, our men were asking us the way, whereas before they had 
always been able to guide us. In the morning we drove them on up to 
the lake, where they at once refused to take the donkeys any further. 
After a few minutes of futile argument we began to make up large man
loads for ourselves, telling them to do the same. At once a path was 
being built through the boulders, and the donkeys 'vere dragged, pushed, 
cajoled and ultimately flogged onwards. The men soon tired of heaving 
rocks to make a path, and the animals were left to find their own footing. 

In the two hours taken to pass the lake, there was only one casualty
a donkey which collapsed, fortunately frQm exhaustion, not from injury. 
Its driver rose to the occasion, loading himself with the full roo lb. 
burden. Finally, we had to wade the stream flowing into the lake. Here 
the boulders were of course smooth and slippery, and another donkey 
collapsed half way across. The men unloaded it in mid-stream and 
dragged it to the far bank. Our twelve-day approach march was over. 

Thus on Tuesday, July 19, we set up Base Camp at 13,ooo ft., in a 
bitter wind with occasional flurries of sleet. After the superb weather 
of the early part of the march, it had been unsettled for three or four 
days, and we began to wonder if we had arrived too late for the perfect 
weather normal in early summer. We were surrounded by great rock 
and ice cliffs rising to peaks of between I 7 ,ooo and I g,ooo ft., and at 
this stage it looked as if we should be lucky to climb even one peak in 
our four to five weeks there. We spent a day making ourselves comfort
able in Base Camp. John returned from a short walk up-valley looking 
much more optimistic, having seen a little way round the corner at the 
valley head. 

Next day we set off upwards, each carrying twelve man-days of food. 
We dumped this after about one and a quarter hours of boulder-hopping, 
where the terminal moraine of the Yakh-e-Chap (Left hand glacier) 
gave way to a small green pasture. We continued our reconnaissance by 
climbing up moraine and a snow-gully to an upper branch of the 
Yakh-e-Chap. We then crossed the glacier and climbed a tiny rocky 
mound (16,Ioo ft.) in the middle of the main valley. We were surprised 
to find a cairn full of old bones, presumably the debris left by some 
intrepid Afghan hunter. This was an extremely good viewpoint. We 
made the conventional prismatic compass and Abney level observations, 
and then planned ahead for our next few days of reconnaissance and 
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food-dumping. At this time we thought the highest peak in the area 
to be Chap Darrah, which looked a very serious proposition from this 
side. We did not suspect that the distant snowy pyramid, clearly visible 
from here, was in fact about rooo ft. higher. The valley we were in 
appeared to have no possibilities for climbs, being entirely surrounded 
by vertical rock walls cleft by stone-swept gullies. 

Trouble over camp guards forced one of us to stay in Base the next 
day. Henry and I set off with food and paraffin to stock a camp in the 
minor valley to the east, not far from Base. This appeared to offer 
several feasible routes on peaks of around I7,500 ft., including the two 
'Snow Cone' peaks. It also possessed two high cols leading to the 
Munjan valley. We returned early to Base, to find two new guards, a 
herd of scrawny cattle, and soup and tea cooked over a dung fire. The 
soup was as delicious as the tea was nauseating. In time our technique 
improved, and we saved a good deal of paraffin in this way. 

On this day we had recognised our 'snowy pyramid' as being both 
high and relatively accessible. Our guards agreed that it might be 
called Rast Darrah, meaning 'right valley', as opposed to Chap Darrah 
(left valley). The name 'Snowy Pyramid' was dropped, and Rast 
Darrah became our main objective. No other peaks in the area appeared 
to have local names. 

On July 23 all three of us left Base again. At our first dump we 
collected twenty-four man-days of food and three-quarters of a gallon 
of paraffin, and set off up the 2 soo ft. moraine on the right hand side 
of the main valley. Low down there was an occasional break in the 
slope, with grass and carpets of primulas, but the last 2000 ft. gave one 
long, purgatorial boulder-slog, bringing us out gasping on the smooth 
edge of the Yakh-e-Rast (Right glacier) at r6,2oo ft. We ate our lunch, 
decided that the best place for a future camp was right there, and 
gratefully descended to Base after a couple of hours of sun-bathing. 

We now decided to move higher, hoping to climb some of the peaks 
immediately above Base Camp to the west. After a lazy morning, we 
rapidly climbed the boulders and occasional slabs to a snow-filled valley 
and camp site near the foot of the Pinnacle, a minor pyramid on the 
end of the ridge overlooking Base. We climbed this next day by a steep 
glacier, followed by a surprisingly long stretch of ridge. Descent to a 
tiny notch was followed by a fine r 20 ft. mixed rock and ice pitch, well 
led by Henry, and then we were soon on the summit at r7,6oo ft. Up 
there, it seemed a worth while peak in its own right after the seven-hour 
ascent from our camp. Bad weather threatened, but did not materialise 
as we hurried down. 

In the morning a later start than usual led us past a fine proglacial 
lake covered with ice-floes, and up an 8oo ft. snow gully to a loose but 
easy rock ridge. This very easy mountain; which we called Scramblers' 
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Peak, had a highly spectacular summit, which our altimeter corrections 
boosted to 18,ooo ft. 

We picked up our gear at the high camp and rushed down to Base in 
the twilight. Our two guards, Shir and N aoruz, looked sceptical when 
we pointed to where we had been, but anyway they seemed pleased to 
see us back. 

The following day was unanimously pronounced a rest day, and it 
was spent chiefly in discussing our acclimatisation. We had intended 
to spend three or four days climbing the ' Snow Cone' peaks and their 
neighbours, but ultimately we decided to go all out for Rast Darrah 
straight away, profiting from the present settled vveather. So far, 
acclimatisation had gone well, with very little trouble from the altitude. 
Accordingly, we left Base after an early lunch the next day, carrying 
6o lb. each. Giving Shir a large bag of tea and sugar, we told him that 
we should be away for nine days. This time, the moraine seemed 
absolutely desperate, and we finished in bursts of about ten minutes, 
with five-minute rests between. After five hours, we found our food 
dump at I 6,200 ft., and we created Camp I by pitching our single tent 
on the snow near the glacier snout. 

We all slept badly, and made a late start for our reconnaissance of 
the Yakh-e-Rast. We climbed gradually towards the foot of Rast 
Darrah. The glacier bowl has two exits one to the Darrah-e-Abi, 
and one to another minor tributary of the Anjuman, which we now saw 
for the first time. 

Here we also had our first encounter with the curious Hindu Kush 
snow-fences, a formation which makes movement in any direction 
extremely exhausting. They consist of parallel ridges of soft snow up to 
four feet in height, leaning at about seventy degrees to the horizontal, 
perhaps six inches thick and spaced a foot apart. They appear to grow 
in depth as the summer progresses, and they exist even on very steep 
slopes. 

We climbed onto a little spur right at the foot of the obvious route 
up Rast Darrah, and left there food, paraffin and rope for Camp II. 
The altitude was 17,6oo ft. We returned quickly to Camp I, grateful 
for an easy day after yesterday's effort. 

To ease the pressure inside the tent, I slept out on the moraine, and 
had an excellent night under the stars. I rose at the first grey light in 
the east, and witnessed a superb dawn as I broke the ice and cooked 
breakfast. We left camp at 5.40 a.m. for the traverse of the 'Wave 
Peaks', the ridge separating the Left and Right glaciers. It was ex
hilarating climbing up steep, hard snow, and the view to the east was 
out of this world. A grey table of mist hung in the Munjan valley, 
while beyond it the whole of the Koh-i-Chrebek range come slowly into 
view, with its several magnificent peaks of over 21 ,ooo ft. Finally Tirich 
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Mir, Noshaq and Saraghrar appeared, perhaps seventy miles away. 
When we reached the first peak, after two hours of crampon work, the 
whole world was in sunshine and the day's haze was just beginning to 
blur the distance. · 

As we traversed the ridge westwards, the bulk of Rast Darrah 
dominated the view. We had hoped to descend to the glacier beyond 
the last and highest of the Wave Peaks, but once there we decided it 
would be safer to return by our upward route. We re-traversed the 
ridge, and descended '\Vithout incident the morning's hard convex 
slope, now alarmingly soft in the hot sun. 

During the afternoon the weather had deteriorated (it could hardly 
have improved), with a few fluffy white clouds drifting past. With 
Guinness after dinner we celebrated our idyllic day, and toasted success 
and safety on Rast Darrah. 

Sleeping out again, I awoke at 5 a.m., to find dense cloud all around 
and not a peak in sight. Gradually the east cleared, the summits of 
Koh-i-Chrebek and Koh-e-Mondi broke through, and the improvement 
moved westwards and downwards as the sun rose. Finally, after 
breakfast, the only cloud left was clinging stubbornly to the level of 
Camp II on Rast Darrah. We left Camp I, and tvvo hours later, when 
we reached II, the \Veather had become as clear as on the previous 
day. We all felt very fit, and planned to start the assault at dawn in the 
hope of reaching the summit that evening and bivouacking on the 
descent. The worst bit of the route appeared to be the long steep snow
slope leading straight up from Camp II, but everything was so fore
shortened that we did not dare to guess its height. In fact, it proved to 
be only about 1200 ft. vertically. 

High altitude inertia made us later to bed, and also later to start, 
than we planned. We spent a long time just standing watching the 
dawn, our finest yet. When we finally started, we found the slope to 
be crossed diagonally by typical snow-fences, which required more and 
more effort as the sun climbed the sky. We moved steadily, doing two 
150 ft. pitches every hour, until by ten o'clock we reached the first 
landmark the rocks where there began the traverse right, before the 
steep ascent to the ridge between the rocks and the great ice-cliff on 
our right. On the ridge the fenced snow gave way to powder, perhaps 
even more exhausting as we wallowed sometimes chest deep. 

At 1.30 p.m. we stopped for lunch in a little cleft between two 
gendarmes, with a small skating-rink for a floor which must have been 
a pond in hotter weather. This -vvas the obvious site for our bivouac, 
as the summit looked only a stone's throw a'vay. Actually it \vas seven 
more pitches, ending \Vith a steep little ice-pitch 'vhich led us gasping 
onto the summit ridge. Another fifty yards of horizontal powder, and 
at 4·30 p.m. on August I we stood on the summit. The height was just 
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not zo,ooo ft. Everything around looked very small, except for one 
rock peak of about the same height, two miles away to the north-west, 
towards Bologron. 

By the time we reached our bivouac at 19,300 ft. it was 6.30 p.m. 
and very cold. It took me fifteen minutes to remove my frozen cram
pons. We managed to cook acceptable, though unorthodox, meals both 
evening and morning before the primus ran out. The night was spent 
very comfortably on the skating-rink, and we over-slept by several 
hours. This meant that \Ve had to descend snow already very soft, and 
we took almost as long to reach Camp II as we had needed for the 
ascent the previous day. By now we were very tired after two weeks of 
continuous effort, but the next day we resisted the temptation to laze 
in the sun at Camp 11 and staggered down to Base Camp. 

In sixteen days we had achieved our main mountain objective the 
highest peak in the Darrah-e-Abi with five other first ascents. If our 
assessment of the height was correct, Rast Darrah (19,8oo ft.) was 
indeed over the 6ooo m. suggested by Alastair All en. We had done all 
this much more quickly than we had dared to hope, for a variety of 
reasons. The superb weather had assisted us throughout; we had been 
very lucky to find in the Blue V alley peaks hard enough to make them 
all interesting climbs, but easy enough for us to avoid the question of 
whether attempts by a party of three were justified; finally, the need 
to carry all our loads ourselves, without local porters above Base, had 
helped training and acclimatisation without completely exhausting us. 

We now decided to leave the Blue Valley for a journey to Nuristan, 
the little visited land to the south of the Hindu Kush watershed. First, 
though, we enjoyed a five-day rest, reducing the load of food to be 
carried out, and waiting for donkeys to arrive from Iskarzer. During 
this time John and Henry collected the unused Food Dump 11 and 
visited the two cols overlooking the Munjan. 

We left Base Camp on Tuesday, August 9, exactly three weeks after 
our arrival. At Iskarzer two days later we hoped to hire horses, but as 
none were available we simply changed donkey trains, and then set off 
into the hinterland west of the Anjuman river. This avoided the river 
crossing, which would have been impossible for donkeys. The next 
day we crossed three minor passes of between ten and twelve thousand 
feet, and on the third day out from Iskarzer we reached the lake above 
Anjuman village, where we caught and cooked fresh trout for dinner. 

Now, instead of taking the main path to the Anjuman Pass, we con
tinued southwards to the headwaters of the Anjuman river, here known 
as the Kirawagu. We had been told that in two days with donkeys we 
could reach Pushal, the capital of the Ramgul valley of Nuristan. From 
there we planned to return to the Panjshir by the Arayu Pass, crossed 
with animals by Eric Newby in 1956. At the dividing of the ways, 
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however, the men said it was impossible. At length we persuaded them 
to continue, but they were soon proved right. We camped, and planned 
instead a three-day walk into Nuristan and back, before returning to 
Panjshir by the normal route. We took two of our donkeymen as 
'guides', leaving two as guardians. 

We missed the true pass, crossing the ridge at r6,soo ft. An awkward, 
rocky descent at dusk led to the first desolate valley of N uristan. In 
the night it sno\ved, but fortunately \Ve had brought a :flysheet for the 
five of us. In the morning we soon reached the highest pastures of the 
Chamar valley, where we found the inhabitants very friendly in spite 
of the fears of our men. V\r e all drank pints of milk from an enormous 
wooden bucket, and staggered on to the next village. 

Here we were lucky enough to meet the 1nalik of Pushal, \vho told 
us that Pushal was still a twenty-four hour journey. Instead of continu
ing, we talked with him and the shepherds, watched the process of 
cheese-making and gorged ourselves on all the local milk products. 
We also saw the Nuristani version of the hubble-bubble. Instead of 
the usual water-pot, pipes and cavities are excavated in the earth close 
to a stream. To smoke, one has to lie on one's stomach on the ground, 
sucking a straw projecting two or three inches above the surface. 

The next morning -vve started back for the Kira\vagu, very pleased 
\Vith our brief visit to these very different people. This time \Ve found 
the Kajau Pass proper, just over r6,ooo ft., but found it even more 
exhausting on account of the worst snow-fences we had yet encountered. 
We were probably the first Europeans to make these crossings. 

We reached our animals soon after dark, and the following day we 
began the last leg of the journey. In four days \Ve \vere back on the 
road, and an exciting bus journey of a hundred miles in eleven hours 
brought us back to Kabul, after an absence of six and a half weeks.1 

1 The heights of 6ooo m. given for both the Kwaja Muhammad group and 
Mir Samir on one of the sketch-maps accompanying this article are, of course, 
only rough. Chwascinski (A.J. 7I. 201, 203 and map facing p. 203) gives 5796 m. 
for Kuh-e-Piv (highest peak of the Kwaja Muhammad) and 6059 m. for Mir 
Samir; but the latest height for Mir Samir is s8og m. EDITOR. 
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