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Excursions to Bara Bangahal and Lahul
TonySmythe

At the cnd of May 1972, I joined John MiliaI' in Manali after an exhausting
26-hour journey by train and bus from Delhi. It was rather close to the mon
soon to be starting an expedition in this area, but our objective was Lahul, the
region to the N of Kulu which we had been assured remains dry and sunny,
being in a rain-shadow area. The only problem was political. For two years
John had waged a paper war with the Indian authorities, and although we now
had official permission to cross the Inner Line we still needed a liaison officer.
Acc:>rdingly we dispatched a last despairing salvo of letters and telegrams and
set off for Bara Bangahal, a region to the w of Kulu and safely s of the restricted
area. Here at least we could do something useful while we waited for the
outcome on Lahul.

Although fairly close to Manali-25 miles in a straight line-the village of
Bara Bangahal gets comparatively few visitors and the surrounding mountains
have been almost completely neglected, compared with the more popular
Indrasan, Deo Tibba, and other peaks to the E of the Kulu valley. Yet, as we
noted from the excellent I -in map surprisingly available for the Bara Bangahal
peaks, there were summits of over 20,000 ft, and almost all were unclimbed.
The reason for this soon became apparent. It took ten days to cover those 25
miles!

First there was the 4996-m Taintu Pass. Like hopeless swains we camped
u,derneath this while storm after storm swept in. At last on 7 June we were
able to leave the now familiar Beas Kund, a depressing sort of ewm at 3350 m
which is frequented by everything from voracious crows to students from
Indian outdoor activities centres.

Our six porters carried magnificently up the long tiring snow slopes to the col.
At one point we all quitted an unpleasant couloir just before the whole thing
slipped away in a large avalanche. On the col two of the porters decided to
return, but the remaining four shouldered even larger loads enabling us to
continue. I foolishly strained my back while attempting to raise a heavy pack,
and this meant that for the time being John and the others had even more to
carry. At least it was now downhill, and after a further two days of struggling
down the Ravi gorge we were finally able to take the side valley leading north
wards towards the Shah and Tapni Laluni glaciers. We opted for the latter,
having earlier seen a magnificent snow-peak rising at the head of it, and on
12 June we set up a Base Camp alongside a shepherd's stone hut next to the
lower moraines.

These stone shelters, built with slabs on the igloo principle, are extremely
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useful and are to be found in most flat, grassy places in the area. The accommo
dation though cramped, could be superior to that offered by a popular Alpine
hut in say, late July.

The next day wc pressed on up the Tapni Laluni and finding no good route up
the snow-peak, which from this side presented a steep rock and ice wall,
decided to attempt a peak further N on the same ridge, almost certainly un
climbed, and marked on the map as 19,777 ft.

From a camp at about 5180 m in an ice-fall John and I and our Sirdar Wangyal
and one porter left at 4am on 14 June. Apart from suffering from cold feet we
had no problems. The route was straightforward up easy slopes, it was a
superb morning, and we gained the ridge by 7am and stood on the summit at
9, with the reward of a memorable view of a large slice of the V-,Testern Himalaya.

nfortunately, the descent was marred by an accident, which luckily was far
less serious than it might have been. We had unroped after getting on to the
slopes below the summit ridge, but John slipped on balled-up crampons, lost
hold of his axe, and slid some 400 ft. He suffered some nasty cuts and grazes
but was otherwise all right. To get him proper treatment quickly we decided
to head straight back to Manali, rather than attempt any exploration of the
Shah glacier.

We reached Manali on 18 June to find a liaison officer had just arrived, and on
the 22nd left by lorry for Sumdo on the Bhaga river in Lahul. The plan was to
attempt Mulkila (6517 m) the principal peak of the region. This mountain
had been climbed by an Anglo-Austrian expedition in 1939, and on 25 June
we reached the site of their old Base Camp, where we found the grave of
Hilda Richmond who had been killed by stonefall near the camp in 1939.

In continuing good weather a reconnaissance was made up the Mulkila glacier
now very easy, though Wangyal told us that exceptional problems here had
turned back an Indian expedition in 1970. We put our Camp I at about 4880 m
and this unfortunately was the highest our genial liaison officer, Major J. K.
Bajaj, could manage. He had been considerably higher on an expedition in the
Eastern Himalaya, but found it impossible now to acclimatise and went down
to Base Camp. Meanwhile, John and I and three porters continued to 5790 m
where wc put a second camp.

The weather was tricky on our first day here, but next day, I July, we left for
the summit at 6am. Six hundred feet of cramponing brought us to the long
S ridge, and two hours were spent crossing a large snowy hump before the
final rocky rise. This consisted of appallingly loose towers and ribs and we
wasted much time on a long traverse to the left trying to find a reasonable
route. I have a vivid recollection of steep, soggy snow interspersed with
crumbling promontories of an evil slaty rock, and not a shred of a solid belay
all day. By 2pm we were still some 120 m and probably two hours from the
summit, the weather was closing in again (it had snowed heavily the previous
night) and it was clear that if we continued we should certainly be bivouacking,
probably above 6100 m, and probably in a storm. Lacking enough in the way
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THE DUGUNDUGOO

a gripping arete on a tight rope to avoid the narrows, and we had only one
pitch to do. Again I became jammed in a hole, and when we were all up we had
just ten minutes of daylight left.

We had brought little bivouac equipment, expecting to be down in one day, and
we got into the bivouac sack, conscious of our duvets in the tent below. We
shivered through the night and emerged to a fine morning and an easy climb
up the ridge to the top. We found a tin left by Harrer's party and a new Stubai
peg, which we took to be Messner's signature. Not having a pencil we scratched
our names laboriously on the lid of Harrer's tin, took photos of various donated
goodies and headed down.

vVe did not choose the best way down. The narrow E ridge took us down 500

ft or so, then continued on the level toward some unattractive gendarmes, while
a scree gully led invitingly in the direction of the valley. We ran down the
scree, by-passed a steep and very soggy snow-field, and got into a deep gully,
invisible from above. One abseil led to another, culminating in three long and
spectacular free descents through a series of caves. We reached the bottom
shattered, slightly burnt, and short of pegs, trudged back to camp in the rain
and slept for a day and a half.

The next part of our plan was to traverse the snow summits of East Carstensz
Top, Sunday Peak and Ngga Poloe, and to this end we rose very early and set
out in crampons over the crisp snow of the Carstensz glacier. Trying to do a
thorough job, we climbed a small rock peak on the way up to the main water
shed, and by nine o'clock we were floundering in thigh-deep snow on top of an
undistinguished hump, named by someone the Middenspitze. We gave up for
the day and waded down. Next day we rose really early and reached the summit
of Sunday Peak by starlight in very good conditions. A pleasant walk over the
glacier took us to Ngga Poloe, where a narrow corniced ridge, with a creaking
crust, led out to the summit, a snow-cone on the very edge of the Noordwand.
From a rock ledge just below I collected another high-quality Austrian peg;
from this we presumed that Messner had climbed the N face of Ngga Poloe, a
conspicuous slabby ridge with steep steps. We continued, over several lower
summits, to leave the glacier close to the New Zealand Pass.

Before returning to the N side of the mountains we made a detour down the
Meren valley to visit the Freeport Indonesia mining camp, about four hours'
walk below the foot of the glaciers. The 'copper mountain' of the Ertsberg, a
1200 ft dome of unusually rich iron-copper ore, lies on the side of the valley
at a height of about 3650 m, just above an enormous precipice. First described
by the geologist J.V. Dozy who accompanied Colijn, its value was confirmed
by a vice-president of the American Freeport Sulphur Company, an unusual
executive who walked the 75 miles from the s coast. Now enormous men drive
enormous bulldozers, gradually demolishing it, and a pipeline is under con
struction to carry pulverised ore to the coast. Investment, including the cost of
a deep-water port, an airstrip, a small town and 80 miles of road, is approaching
200 million dollars. We traversed, unwittingly, across the line of fall of all the
ore, waded through knee-deep mud to the foreman's hut and begged a night's
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