
Kalanka, 1974
Roger Mear

Somewhere [Q our left, unseen, a boulder slides from its resting place upon a
gritted slope [Q rejoin with deep reverberation those that had preceded it.
Perhaps dislodged by a foot in it hurry [Q return [Q Base, or simply by the
endless work of sun and gravity. Slowly, as the shadows weaken, their edges
imperceptible in the fading light, the water running the furrows between the
ice ferns ceases, leaving them silent [Q begin their secret growings. ow we too
are suddenly alone, as the last figure moves over the ridge of jumbled erratics,
at what is soon to become Advance Base. The thin aluminium billy, all but
drained of its once steaming tea, is now frozen immovably in its round melted
hole. Spent matches, their half-blackened stems tapering to wizened, headless
points, lie entombed in an icy showcase. Evening stars herald the encroaching
night and we leave the mountains to themselves.

Cocooned in downy warmth, afloat upon the taut muscles of an air bed, I
search for sleep, but bladder and altitude have other ideas. I emerge to a mono
chrome world. Changabang's milk white granite shines softly and the surround-

26 Cha Ilga bang from near Advance Base. This and next' photo: j. D. Prosser
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ing snows seem iridescent in the light of the risen moon. Silence reigns, punctu
ated by morainic rumblings and the thud of a tumbled table stone as all contracts
from the touch of cold. The morning dawns, but there is small incentive to
begin the day. We time our departure to coincide with the sun's appearance over
the ridge and are soon sweating under its welcome rays.

In an hour we perch our rucksacks on the flat-topped rock that we name
'The Dump'. Immediately above us 3 shallow gullies fall from the ridge which
bars access to the Changabang Glacier, and ultimately Kalanka, 'our mountain'.
Jon's homework tells that the Changabang expedition used one of these difficult
looking gullies and that some fixed rope was left in place. Even through bino
culars the initial scanning reveals only steep rock and ice-filled cracks, but the
sharp-eyed ornithologist spies a thin red line dangling near the top of the
central gully.

Back at Advance Base people are supping Sher Singh's sweet tea after the
thankless 5-hour carry from Base. Soon they depart, leaving us once again
with silence....

. . . I sat basking in the sun's warmth while Jon, still in shadow, climbed the
ice-field to join me. From the top of the rop.es fixed the previous day we
traversed left into the crack system that would lead us, in another 800 ft, on
to the ridge. Unexpectedly a white rope encased in ice stretched up the
chimney above us and, yes, above that another, joining the red rope we had
seen from the glacier; then on the final head wall, barely discernible, more
rope leading to the col. Using jumars for protection we climbed the chimneys,
freeing the ropes from their icy sheaths, checking them and replacing the
anchor pitons. We were openly delighted by the savings in time and effort
these ropes meant for us and secretly disappointed at being deprived of the
satisfaction the climb would have given. The final pitches loomed over us,
obviously too steep to be climbed easily. Inevitably our previous caution
waned and we climbed the ropes heedlessly, though doubly aware of the long
monsoon months they had lain exposed. The col was gained as the first flurries
of snow whirled in the air currents and the long anticipated views of Changa
bang's S face, of Kalanka and of Nanda Devi were obscured. With a sense of
anti-climax we abseiled down in the gathering storm to the glacier and Advance
Base.

In the 5 days that followed the efforts of the team, and particularly those of
Keith and Tom, enabled us to place enough provisions and equipment at the
base of the headwall, 200 ft below the col, for us to begin the push into the
Changabang Glacier. The col was reached, after the now familiar struggle,
early in the afternoon, but the effects of altitude were such that it was in the
rapidly failing light that the last sacks were hauled to the col. I tied a rope to a
piton and hurled the coils into the blackness. Jon descended to find a place
for the night, snowflakes dancing in the beam of his headtorch, seemingly
non-existent in the darkness that surrounded him, as though carrying his own
climate before him.

The morning dawned clear and cold, Nanda Devi sharp-edged and majestic
in a white sky. A yellow light gilded the summit rocks of Changabang, 2000 ft
above us, expanding, darting to other facets of the mountain, slowly pushing
the chill shadow of Kalanka down the face.

Kalanka; this was the first unobstructed view we had had of the mountain.
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Its great, fluted dorsal, shining with a brightness that obliterated detail, had
been visible from the moraine above Base. ow we could see that that was
only a third of the face. The base of this crenulated face was cut by a deep,
gashed bergschrund dividing it from the middle third, which fell in a creamy
jumble of seracs that terminated abruptly in gigantic ice-cliffs. In the centre
the cliffs were buttressed by an elegant ice tongue, 1000 ft in length and
bounded on either side by granite slabs, swept periodically by avalanches from
the cliffs that dominated them.

27 The face of Kalallka

The shimmering disc rose swiftly now from behind the mountain as we
emerged from our rime-filled sack to greet its warmth. An open gully led down
to the glacier and soon we reached a level island of snow in the midst of a
seething sea of moraine, ideal for our camp. I slumped on to a rock, dropping
the two rucksacks I had carried on to the blazing snow. I felt drained of energy,
mindless. ]on struggled to erect the tent. I ambled over and bent down to hold
the A-pole. The snow rushed up to meet me. I felt its coolness on my cheek,
the sun hot in my hair, an orange light filtering through my eyelids.... I'd
collapsed! ]on gazed down in speechless astonishment.

Though we had planned to return to the col to collect the gear we had left,
it seemed prudent that I should convalesce at camp. As ]on trogged up the
snow slope to the gully I re olved to reconnoitre the way to the foot of
Kalanka's face. Having gone only a few yards, my intended walk was terminated
by the sight of a 'deadman' lying on the rocks. A search under surrounding
boulders revealed more equipment, ropes, discarded clothes and litter left by
the pre-monsoon expedition. This find reprieved an otherwise depressing day.
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The following day saw us back at the col to meet Tomand Keith, who were
to make one more carry before joining us at Camp 1. It was not to be. There
on the glacier, 1000 ft below, were 2 figures scraping letters in the snow with
their boot heels. T-O-M. Has something happened to Tom? They continued
their scrapings ... T-O-M-Q-R-R-Q-W, followed by a squiggle.... No, it's a
figure 3 written back to front. We shout our acknowledgements and return.
They crossed the col to Camp 1 two days later, reaching the tent late that
night, having descended in darkness. At last we were in a position to begin
climbing the mountain, 14 days from the time we had placed Advance Base on
the Rhamani Glacier. If only Advance Base had been on the Changabang
Glacier as we had planned!

We decided to attempt the S face of Kalanka as directly as possible, making
use of the ice-tongue that fell perpendicular to the ridge, from the summit.
We used 2 days in climbing and moving gear up the tongue and the seracs
above it, to a snow ramp that led up towards the bergschrund. ]on and I
intended to spend the night on the face, climbing to the bergschrund the next
day and fixing as much as rope as possible up the summit ice-slope. Leaving
]on to wait for Tom and Keith, who were still 200 ft below us, I went off in
search of a suitable place to pitch the tent. Unable to find any site better than
that on which ]on waited, I returned. I was astounded to find that it had been
decided to return to Camp 1, ostensibly the reason being that the weather ap
peared too unsettled. As it oft'en snowed in the late afternoon, only to clear a
few hours later, this seemed a complete waste of time. The decision had been
made in my absence and I felt conspired against. It was as though I was being
used as some sort of climbing tool, without any voice in matters of strategy.
I was hurt by the thought that ]on was using me in this way, and as we
descended these ideas expanded out of all proportion to the incident that
begat them, until I doubted the reasons behind my inclusion in the team, and,
worst of all, the friendship that I thought existed between us.

That night the uncertainties multiplied, until sleep took my troubles.
Morning, and the situation remained unresolved. Had my understanding of
our relationship been wrong? I told ]on that it was impossible for me to
continue climbing with him, and that Tom should join him in the lead whilst
I adopted a supporting role. He seemed stunned. His reaction was one of
innocence and he was obviously hurt by my doubting him. I had been com
pletely wrong. Even the decision to descend had been made because he felt
it was too risky for Tom and Keith to climb down alone, and he had used
weather as an excuse. It remained only for me to gain control of my troubled
emotions.

Rising at 2am, we were soon walking across the moraine toward the moon
blue face of Kalanka. Thin veils of cloud wafted past the summit of Nanda
Devi, all else was stars. The doubts of yesterday seemed far distant, healed
by the mountain's balm. The lightening sky saw us at the bottom of the ice
tongue, and by 9 o'clock we had reached the ramp and our cached equipment.
We climbed on for another 400 ft to the bottom of a steepening ice-slope. The
ramp now led off to the left, and we chose to leave it to keep to our direct line.
I led out the rope to its end, whereupon ]on tied on a second. In another 150
ft a third was added. The slope seemed interminable, the brilliance of the ice
caused my eyes to run. It was as though I was enveloped in a white light, the
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slope above hardly discernible through my own private mist. At last the angle
relented and I was able to traverse left to a small snowy platform between some
seracs. Jon prusiked up the ropes that were secured to the axe I had hammered
into the snow. I lay down, waiting for Jon, and closed my eyes.

Leaving the rucksacks, we abseiled down the ropes to bring up the remain
ing gear from the ramp, returning as the afternoon snow began to fall. We had
hoped to place the tent in the bergschrund, still 200 ft above us, but the
thickening snow persuaded us to make an early camp. We hacked into the
snow-slope to level an area for the tent. Enveloped in our downy bags we
struggled to light the stoves as darkness grew. Creeping crystals of frost spread
their icy fingers over the inside of the tent, as moisture from cooking and
breath froze on the nylon. We talked, slept, and talked of tomorrow's summit,
hopefully opening the zipped door, pushing aside the thickening drift ... but
always it was snowing.

Light crept whitely through the cloud that enshrouded us, telling of dawn.
Leaving the tent and equipment for our return we descended in that special
silence of falling snow. Down the familiar slopes and passages, through seracs
and over bridged crevasses, passing the ice lake in the granite moraine, all
strangely different under the mantle of snow. A small private world now, a
vaporous union of glacier and cloud, depriving us of our grandiose cirque but
granting an intimacy with all that was visible under its moist ceiling.

The 4 of us waited 3 days at Camp 1, 3 days of snow, only leaving the 2
man tent which alone was Camp 1 to crouch behind a boulder or otherwise
defile the deepening flakes, always hoping that a fleeting glimpse of blue sky
would herald good weather. Despondency and boredom were relieved only by
dwindling small talk and day-dreaming stupor. Ever optimistic, impatient to be
climbing in the sun, we waited, until one morning it seemed sensible to return
to Advance Base.

The return over the col provided the physical climax to the attempt to
climb the mountain. It was a climax that felt strangely misplaced and valueless,
far as it was from Kalanka's summit. The first slabs were gained after an ex
hausting climb up from the glacier, sometimes sinking to the thighs in the white
morass. It was late afternoon by the time we had reached the final 300 ft gully
that had provided easy scrambling to the col. So much were the difficulties
magnified by the covering of fresh snow, it took nearly 2 hours to climb this
last section, and it was in darkness, with snow again falling, that the last of us
reached the col. It was 14 hours since the 4 of us had left Camp 1, when pre
viously the complete journey to Advance Base had only taken 5 hours.

The descent to the Rhamani glacier proved a strange fantasy. Conscious of
the invisible yet omnipresent void below, we slid, one by one dow[1 the ropes
to the bergschrund, each encased in his own small shell of light. Looking up
from the glacier, 3 tiny fireflies jerked and bobbed down the unseen face,
3 specks of stardust falling slowly in the blackness.

It was 2am when we finally stumbled into Advance Base, to be warmly
greeted by Mike, Pat and Sher Singh who had risen from their worried sleep
to greet us. This we had gained: Mike's fatherly hand on a shoulder, smiles,
genuine relief that we had all returned safely; a friendship that had never been
so close, and perhaps will never be again, for friendship is an elusive thing.

But we left Kalanka unclimbed.
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Summary

An expedition to Kalanka (6934 m) in the anda Devi area of the Garhwal HimaJaya,
post-monsoon period, 1974. Members were Jon Prosser (leader), Keith Boydon, Roger
Mear, Tom Swallow, Mike Townend, Pat Prosser.

We had intended to approach Kalanka via the Changabang Glacier, but due to an unco
operative liaison officer we had to approach from the Rhamani Glacier, and the 4 climbers
of the party crossed Shipton's Col, using some of the ropes left from Bonington's Changa
bang Expedition, after refixing them.

The weather was variable with short spells of good weather, but at the end of the
attempt (seeond week in October) there was a long storm followed too late by another
good spell. A local climber told us later that the best weather in the post-monsoon period
is from about the fifth of September, for about a month.

With the onset of bad weather we retreated from just below the final ice-field on the
S face of Kalanka at a height of approximtely 6450 m. Several days later we were forced
to retreat from the Changabang Glacier because of a lack of paraffin and food, poor
weather conditions and avalanche danger.

The S face presents no particular technical difficulty and the Changabang glacier
appears to be straightforward and to provide the best approach. It is a very suitable objec
tive for a small expedition.

Before Everest
Linney Gilbert (annotated by T. S. Blakeney)

Modes of ascertaining the heights of mountains

The height of mountains exercises an important influence on the climate and
productions of the regions where they occur, and it becomes an important
point to determine their respective altitudes. This has usually been attempted
by two methods; by geodesical mensuration, and by marking the difference of
the barometrical columns on their summits, and at their bases. The first is the
most accurate, when we can obtain a level base at a moderate distance from
the height to be ascertained, and when the measurements of the angles are
carefully taken by expert operators, and with good trigonometrical instruments.
The use of the barometer is confined to accessible heights, but it is much more
easily managed under such circumstances, and requires little more than attention
to the true height of the barometrical column, corrected for the temperature
of the instrument, and of the ambient air. In variable climates, accuracy would
require synchronous observations at the foot and on the summit of the height
to be ascertained; but in tropical climates, or even in the South of Europe, the
barometer scarcely varies throughout the year, at the level of the sea, and there
fore such measurements are more easily made. An instrument invented by the
Rev. F. Wollaston has been used to measure great elevations, by marking the
temperature at which water boils at the base and the summit. This, though an
ingenious instrument, is so liable to accidents in carriage, that it is seldom used.

• This article is reprodueed from 'The Beauties and Wonders of Nature and Science'
(London, 1842) and records the state of knowledge of mountain heights before the
discovery of Mount Everest.
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