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Mountaineering in Bhutan (1)
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The Bhutan Himalaya contain about 18 peaks over 7000m and most of these are
extremely difficult and dangerous to climb, and provide a great challenge to
mountaineers. Each peak is likely to defy a few attempts before yielding.

The Bhutan Himalaya form the Western part of the Assam Himalaya. In the
mountaineering literature available, very little is known of the high peaks of
Bhutan. Most of the Himalayan peaks in Bhutan have approximate heights, some
are even unnamed, and even those named are spelt differently in different
publications. With the assistance of the Bhutan Tourist Corporation I have
attempted to work out a comprehensive list of mountain peaks and have given
them the most acceptable spellings.

Unlike many other parts of the Himalaya, no detailed survey records of the
Bhutan Himalaya are available except descriptions of a few places visited by
officers on political or military missions. According to old records, a few political
officers based in Sikkim, notably Claude White, visited the Bhutan Himalaya
towards the end of the last, and at the beginning of the present century. However,
with the exception of ]omolhari (Chomolhari) (7315m) which was climbed by
Spencer Chapman and Pasang Dawa Lama on 21 May 1937, and the Kula Kangri
Group (7554m) which was seen at close quarters, none of the other high
mountains was reconnoitred. Jomolhari was climbed for the second time in 1970
by a joint Royal Bhutan Army and Indian Army Expedition. Jitchu Drake
(6793m), another peak in the Jomolhari Group, was climbed by five members of
the Himalayan Association of Japan on 20 May 1984.

Jomolhari is a sacred mountain to both Bhutanese and Tibetans and stands on
the border as a sentinel. On the western slopes of Jomolhari lies the Chumbi
Valley which, through the easy Tang La (4639m), provides the main route to
Gyantse and Lhasa used by the Younghusband Mission in 1903 and by the
successive Everest expeditions between the two world wars.

Having remained closed to the outside world for centuries Bhutan is regarded
as an exclusive, mysterious and rare destination about which the average tourist
has heard but little.

During summer 1984 I visited Bhutan and trekked extensively throughout the
country. In briefing sessions with officials of the Royal Bhutan Government it was
made clear that tourism will not be allowed to disturb the cultural and social life of
the Bhutanese people. The Royal Government wishes to preserve Bhutan's
exclusive and rare image by allowing in a limited number of tourists only, by
charging high prices but simultaneously ensuring a high quality of service. High
prices, however, eliminate most of the young tourists, trekkers and mountaineers
and the average age of tourists to Bhutan is around SO. In 1983 some 2000 tourists
visited Bhutan.
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The Royal Government of Bhutan opened their doors to foreign mountain
eering expeditions in 1983 strictly on a commercial basis. Prior to this only a
handful of teams on very special considerations, notably Spencer Chapman's
team in 1937 and an Indian Army Team, led by Colonel N. Kumar in 1970 (jointly
with the Royal Bhutan Army) were allowed. Both these teams attempted
Jomolhari (Chomolhari) from the south and were successful.

To start with, the Royal Government of Bhutan has opened only one peak,
Jitchu Drake (6793m) in the Jomolhari group in Western Bhutan, in 1983.
During 1984, in addition to Jitchu Drake, Khang Bum (6500m) in the Jomolhari
Group, and Namshila (6590m) in the Luana Group were opened. According to
the current booking projections for 1984, Jitchu Drake will be attempted by three
expeditions (Japanese, American and Italian); Khang Bum by two expeditions
(Japanese and UN Civil Servants), and Namshila by a Japanese expedition. In
1985 Gangkar Puensum (7541m) (which apart from Kula Kangri (7554m) is the
highest peak in Bhutan) is being opened and a Japanese team has already booked
it. The Royal Government intends opening one new peak every two years, and
one can expect about half a dozen expeditions every year, increasing to 10 -12 after
4- 5 years.

Like trekking, the prices charged for expeditions teams are high. In 1984 it was
$85 per head per day for stays less than 45 days and $75 for 45 days or more. In
addition, the peak royalty charged is as follows:

Height

7001m-above
6501-7000m
6100-6500m

Virgin

$5000
$3000
$1500

Scaled

$3000
$2000
$1000

Peaks below 6100m are considered as trekking peaks for some of which extra
daily charges are levied. This, I feel, could be made free as it would encourage
trekking teams to spend one or two extra days during their treks and attempt
peaks surrounding their camping stages, and extra days will bring in more
revenue anyway. On the Jomolhari trek, especially near Jangothang, there are
several small peaks which can be attempted by some stronger members of
trekking groups.

The Bhutan Himalaya have never been surveyed. The great Trigonometrical
Survey of the Himalaya during 1845-1868 did not cover Bhutan. Even the
individual accounts of exploration are few and rare. One old account of early
observations is that ofMr. F. Williamson, the Political Officer in Sikkim, in 1933.
He travelled from Paro to Bumthang, and then ascended the Chamkhar Chu
northwards, crossing Mon La and Kar Chung La (5316m) from where he got
close views of Kula Kangri (7544m).

The following list has been prepared from available records with the assistance
of several Bhutan officials, particularly Dasho Tsheten Dorji and Needup Dorji.
All peaks except the Jomolhari Group require detailed ground survey verifi
cation. All heights appear approximate, and a few of the marked peaks may
actually not exist!
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Height in In some maps
Name metres Group shown as

1 Jomolhari 7315 Jomolhari Chomolhari
2 Jomolhari II 6935 Jomolhari

(Local name Jomo)
3 Jitchu Drake 6793 Jomolhari
4 Tserim Gang 6532 Jomolhari Takaphu
5 Gieu Gang 7200 Jomolhari Gyu Kang
6 KhangBum 6500 Jomolhari
7 Tseja Gang 6833 Laya Tseja Kang
8 Unnamed 6678 Laya
9 Gangchen Tag 7000 Laya Kancheta

10 Matsa Gang 7200 Laya MasaGang
11 Tsenda Gang 7000 Laya
12 Gang Chhen 7200 Lunana KangChem
13 Tsenda 7100 Lunana
14 Teri Kang 7000 Lunana
15 Jeje Kangphu 7300 Lunana
16 Kangphu Gang 7200 Lunana Kangphu Kang
17 Table Mountain 7000 Lunana Zongophu Kang

(Zogophu Gang)
18 Jomolhari Gang 7000 Lunana Chomolhari Gang
19 Namshila 6595 Lunana
20 Kula Kangri 7554 Bumthang
21 Chumhari Gang 7000 Bumthang
22 Gangkar Puensum 7541 Bumthang
23 Unnamed 7239 Bumthang
24 Melunghi Gang 7000 Bumthang Melunghi Kang
25 Chura Gang 7000 Bumthang
26 Unnamed 6389 Tashigang
27 Unnamed 6270 Tashigang

Principal Peaks in the Bhutan Himalaya.
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