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Tharkot, an Expedition to the Garhwal

Barbara lones
Photographs 40-41

The Sunderdhunga valley leading to the southern rim of the Nanda Devi
Sanctuary is relatively unfrequented by trekkers and mountaineers. It leads to a
number ofpeaks over 6000m but many of the more dramatic of these - Maiktoli,
Devtoli, Mrigthuni and Trisul are usually attempted by the more traditional
northern approaches via the Sanctuary itself. It was from the north that one of the
first explorations of this valley by Europeans was made, when Tilman and
Shipton made their exit from the Sanctuary in 1934 by the Sunderdhunga Khal
and the Maiktoli gorge. As our mountain, Tharkot, was on a ridge running south
from the Sanctuary the southern approach was the most obvious and although
short by Himalayan standards, had probably as much variety of scene and beauty
as most.

The initial part of the walk-in crosses a ridge of hills before descending into the
Pindar valley. This section is heavily used by trekking groups en route for the
popular Pindari glacier trek. It is not until Khati is left behind that a sense of
wilderness and exploration begins to evolve. There is one village in the
Sunderdhunga valley, Jatoli. This is a village of poor hill people who are being
brought rapidly into the 20th century. At anyone time, over halfthe menfolk can
be employed as porters on a trek or expedition, the popularity of the nearby
Pindari glacier trek providing employment for a number of nearby villages.

The Garhwal Himalaya is noted for its beauty and the Sunderdhunga area is no
exception. Forests of oak, chestnut and bamboo clothe the steep valley sides,
whilst an impassable river roars along the bottom. With height the forest thins
and eventually degenerates into rhododendron scrub. The path traverses the
valley side high above the river, meeting it at one point only where the valley
temporarily widens. At about 3000m the path suddenly exits from the trees on to
a spacious and beautiful alp where the Maiktoli and Sukhram rivers meet. A
couple of shepherd huts have been built into the rocks. The alp was covered with
wild flowers - mountain everlasting, grass of parnassus, crane's-bills and gentians
in profusion, flowers which reappeared after a steep SOOm climb through the last
of the scrub.

Another day's walk brought us to the gigantic overhanging rock which was to
be our Base Camp. This was used as a base by the first people to climb Tharkot,
C. W. F. Noyceand G. Rawlinson, who cli.inbed the mountain in May/June 1944
on 'a month's truant' from fighting in the war. Although attempting to climb
during the onset of the monsoon would seem foolhardy to us, this was the only
chance they had of escaping for a few weeks. After fighting for four years, Noyce
summed up their feelings: 'To be away and in the hills gives courage to return to
work to fight. To remain would risk losing the ability for either.' Although
perhaps different in degree and kind, the sentiment still holds true for much of
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life 40 years on. Noyce climbed his mountain, but in appalling conditions. He
barely saw any of it, even on the walk in, so thick was the mist, rain and snow. He
admitted that he found the one really feasible route on the mountain by a fluke
and perhaps with the help of a tin of unpalatable half cooked rice left as an
offering to 'the goddess' on a sunny boulder.

In the 1960's two Indian expeditions attempted Tharkot. One was successful,
in perfect conditions, in 1963 when a college expedition placed five members on
the summit. The second, in 1969, had less luck as the summit party was
avalanched, without loss of life, by falling seracs at about 5600m. Perhaps they
should have followed Noyce's example and left a rice offering! The only other
expedition we knew to have climbed Tharkot was a Japanese one in 1982, the year
before ours. In true Japanese style, they placed nearly all the members of their
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expedition on the summit with military planning and precision, in a three week
'package' from Japan. This included altitude tests and acclimatization at home
using special decompression chambers to minimise the time spent acclimatizing
on the mountain itself.

We were on no such package and spent a leisurely day at Base Camp,
acclimatizing and sorting out food and equipment before commencing to move
up the mountain. Three carries established Camp Ion a spur looking across to the
glaciers and rock ridges that we would have to cross to reach Tharkot. The
peculiar feature of climbing this mountain is that you are never actually on its
flanks until the last 600m or so. Although not technically very demanding, the
ascent provided a number of headaches in route finding through a maze of
crevasses. Most of these looked old and stable, but to avoid the numerous hidden
breaks in the snow we had to weave a tortuous route between camps I and 2- the
latter being established on a small snow plateau 900m below the summit.

The broken piles of snow on this plateau provided evidence of former small
scale avalanches and in prospecting a route on to the upper slopes, Nigel, who was
out in front, was temporarily removed from our presence when a large section of
the slope broke away and carried him lOOm back towards Camp 2. As the route
we were prospecting was not proving to be too promising, we decided to return to
base for a break and to give the snow a chance to consolidate. Recent heavy falls
had made the going pretty difficult and at times we were wading through snow too
deep for comfort.

I had often read of expedition breaks and the return to a world of comfort and
colour. Even experiencing it at first hand it is difficult to describe: the starlit
nights, the sunsets, the views from the high camp, the twin delights of
sunbathing and the camp cooking of Roopsingh our porter cum cook, which
heated our bodies inside as well as out.

Roopsingh turned out to be a gem. The servant to a fault, he was always
instantly ready with a cup of tea, clean bowl, hot paratha or whatever he
perceived the need to be.

The pleasures of base camp were somewhat dimmed by the sight of 'Himalayas
rule OK' painted on to the rock by a previous expedition to a neighbouring peak.
The litter they left also set me in a more reflective mood. At the time I was
working in the field of conservation and countryside management in Britain and
the sight of such disregard for place or beauty saddened me greatly. Is this what
we must now expect in the Himalayas? An extension of the crag mentality,
beginning on the fringes and penetrating inwards, as access improves and
expeditions lose their mystique? Surely appreciation is little to ask?

The litter left by this expedition was unn~cessary and unsightly and forcefully
brought home to me the problems that managers and conservationists are already
facing in this area. The recent closure of the Nanda Devi Sanctuary highlights the
problem.

This must cause great hardship to the local inhabitants, who have long gained a
living by portering for the numerous expeditions passing through, even though
alternative employment is being sought. Many westerners will also be dis
appointed at not being able to see or to climb there but this is a small price to pay
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to conserve such a priceless resource. Perhaps the ban may help to teach us to
tread more carefully in these sensitive areas. Is it necessary or desirable to conduct
organised treks to the Sanctuary whereby you pay your money and are led
through with minimal effort (except physical) on your part? Surely some areas are
special enough to be left alone by professional trekking agencies, so that only
people who really want to go to that particular place will go, and then only with
considerable effort on their part. This does not ban anyone from going, but
ensures that only the committed will work for their goal and so appreciate it all the
more when it is achieved. This applies to expeditions and trekkers alike, as no one
group is responsible for the environmental degradation that has occurred in the
Sanctuary. It may seem an old fashioned ideal, but the effort/reward relationship
is important in such circumstances. There are so many access and conservation
problems in the West - should not man try to manage and develop the Himalaya
in a more enlightened way?

The Indian government has taken steps in this direction with plans for the
management of its wilderness areas including the Himalaya. This includes
drawing up plans for a number of Biosphere Reserves, ofwhich the Sunderdhunga
Valley could be part of the core area of one. The idea of Biosphere Reserves arose
out of the 1970 UNESCO'Man and the Biosphere' programme, based on a series
of 14 detailed projects concerning man's interaction with the environment. Out of
this programme came the proposal to set up a worldwide network of protected
areas in a programme ofmonitoring, research and training on ecosystem changes,
to be used in the conservation ofspecies and ofgenetic diversity. What this means
in terms of conservation management and access on the ground varies depending
on the nature of the reserve and the local and national pressures on it. In the
Himalayan context it will probably involve some form of restricted access or
perhaps an application of the 'honey pot' theory, whereby certain less sensitive
areas are developed to attract trekkers and expeditions away from the more fragile
environments. This is practised in varying degrees already in Nature Reserves
and National Parks throughout the world. So far the Himalaya, due to their
enormous size and relative inaccessiblity, have escaped the need for any such
management intervention but for how long can they remain inviolate in the face
of increasing pressure? I am sure that Tilman and Shipton would have scoffed at
the idea of 'Biosphere Reserves' interfering with 'their' wilderness; after all, the
Himalaya are big enough to take dozens more expeditions. To Tilman, Shipton
and a number of their modern counterparts, the Himalaya mean wilderness
the exploration of wild- and beautiful areas. This ideal is rapidly becoming
unattainable now as we are too many for too little; too many explorers, trekkers,
mountaineers, shepherds and wood gatherers can lead to uncontrolled develop
ment, erosion, tree felling and consequent degradation. Some form of manage
ment is soon going to be necessary here and although it is an unsavoury thought,
the alternative is surely worse.

Man being a basically selfish animal however, we were making the most of our
situation and enjoying the solitude and the experience while we could. Once
rested, we began the laborious process of moving back up the mountain, the
re-ascent crushing any illusions of fitness we may have entertained back at base. I
had my pains rewarded on the lower slopes, where melting snow patches revealed
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the transient glories of numerous gentians, primulas and felworts. Back at Camp
2 the afternoon snow and cloud prevented any further progress but on the
following day, Richard and Geoff made a route up to the shoulder of Tharkot
itself. I watched their progress for most of the morning through binoculars,
contemplating the scene, the sun, their efforts and the reasons for it all. Having
no paper with which I could expand my thoughts into poetry or prose, I resorted
to reading a ridiculous novel. I have wondered many a time at this action since
returning. What makes someone, even in such a situation and environment that
may come only once in a lifetime, waste their time like that?

The following day we were up early and off before light, heading for the
summit. We made good time at first, using Richard and Geoffs steps of the
previous day to gain height quickly. Then came the ploughing through
unconsolidated snow again. Richard came into his own here, the rugby training
showing through as he broke trail for much of the day. The inevitable
bergschrund succumbed to traditional combined tactics and the steep, icy
headwall was straightforward. The final summit ridge was another story though,
with deep, unconsolidated, unstable snow and the occasional friable rocky
outcrop. The ridge went on forever, but after what seemed an age, during which
time the weather began to close in, we gained the summit - and what a summit!
It was the smallest summit I have ever had the pleasure to have reached. The
snow rose to a near perfect point. We had no views as the cloud had now closed in
completely and, as even shaking hands was a precarious business, we photo
graphed the Indian flag and gingerly began our descent back down the ridge. The
descent was long and taxing, and we arrived back tired and hungry to be
welcomed by Simon and Mike with cups of tea, food and friendship.

So that was it. That was what so much effort, time and money were spent on.
To myself and to most other mountaineers, all the effort is more than rewarded by
the Himalayan experience; but what of the other side of the coin? What of the
remote villages which are having their whole way of life altered and changed by
modern explorers donating stoves, lamps and clothing, which are rapidly
becoming status symbols? What of the erosion and degradation some areas are
suffering because of the heavy traffic they are subjected to? I am as guilty of these
cumulative effects as anyone else who chooses to pursue adventure in the high
mountains, and we should now realise that if we want to continue to explore these
areas without exacerbating the problem, then we should develop a greater
understanding of the issues involved. The Indian government, even in the face of
massive internal problems, is trying to find a solution; but when the potentially
vast income from tourism and mountaineering in the Himalayas - an income
desperately needed in most areas - is balanced against the esoteric western
concept of conservation (for whom?), then their task can be seen to be
formidable. Any attempt to conserve this most precious of resources will
inevitably need to balance all points of view and work towards some form of
compromise management. For this, the co-operation of everyone who uses the
Himalaya is needed.
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