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ROBERT ROAF

Sikkim, 1936
Climbing with Marco Pallis, Freddy Spencer Chapman and

others, in the Zemu Valley

(Plates 46-50)

By modern standards, our expedition in 1936 must appear to have been
a very amateur affair. Transport, clothing, equipment and local

conditions have all changed in the intervening years but it might interest
today's higWy proficient climbers to read what it was like almost seventy
years ago. Marco Pallis was the leader and main organiser, obtaining the
necessary permits. He had extensive experience of guideless climbing in
the Alps; in 1933 he had led an expedition to the Himalaya during which
he had acquired an interest in Tibet and Buddhism and had since studied
both the language and the religion. He was a gifted musician and composer,
and a fine linguist.

Richard Nicholson was also a musician, an outstanding player of the
harpsichord. He had long been a climbing companion of Marco and was
equally experienced. Jake Cook was an experienced and skilled rock climber,
and had also climbed in the Alps; he was a very good companion, a reliable
photographer and an ornithologist. Freddy Chapman was extremely strong
and had immense powers of endurance. He had run up and down all the
major peaks in the Lake District within 24 hours and had been with an
expedition to Greenland. His experience on snow and ice was relatively
slight and he was in some ways a divided character. Although he could be
very charming and sociable, at heart he was solitary. He loved to pit his
strength against the challenge of physical forces. His fascinating book, The
Jungle is Neutral, illustrates this side of him.

I was the last member of the team, and relatively inexperienced as a
mountaineer. In addition to acting as a medical officer, I had learned Tibetan
from Marco. In those days, there were few medical facilities outside the
cities, but whenever we camped a mass of patients would come for
treatment. In 1933 Marco had been the interpreter, but he found that with
all his other responsibilities it was too much, so he wanted someone who
could deal with the patients without him. I was also responsible for medical
supplies and equipment.

We embarked at Liverpool on 22 February on the SS Recorder, a cargo
vessel with half a dozen cabins for passengers. The fare to Calcutta was
£14. Travel by cargo boat has many advantages and can be delightful. The
disadvantages were that they were slow and unpredictable, the food was
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poor, only desalinated water was available and clothes and self had to be
washed in salt water. In addition, there was the constant noise of the crew
hammering away at the hull to knock off the rust. In spite of this, we enjoyed
the trip. Our first stop was Port Said at the entrance to the Suez Canal.
There I saw something which I found inexpressibly comic. A large P&O
liner arrived full of 'mandarins' in dinner jackets with their wives in long
evening gowns. They trooped into the Simon Artz emporium where they
tried on a variety of pith helmets which gave them a bird-like appearance
and reminded me of a play which I had just seen; it debunked their arrogance
in a very humorous way.

We stopped again at Vizagapatan. Here we were told the ship would be
delayed before continuing up the Hoogli, so Marco decided that he and I
should go ahead to Calcutta by train. The train rattled through fertile
agricultural land and I found this aspect of Indian life fascinating. In Calcutta
we stayed a night at the Great Eastern Hotel where outside every room a
servant sat cross-legged, presumably to protect his sahib or respond if
anything was required. We took the night train to Siliguri, where the
mountain railway to Darjeeling terminates. We took a taxi to Kalimpong
and the ride through the lush vegetation was an eye-opener, not to mention
the awe-inspiring hairpin bends with nothing to stop you if you left the
road. Kalimpong was the main terminus for caravans of mules carrying
wool from Tibet. It was also the site of the famous Dr Graham's homes for
destitute boys. We stayed at the Himalayan Hotel which had originally
been the family home of David Macdonald, who spoke Tibetan fluently
and had previously been the Trade Agent at Gyantse.

The Himalayan Hotel was, and still is, an attractive two-storey building
in the Tibetan style. Many well-known mountaineers had stayed there.
David Macdonald was then an old man and the hotel was run very efficiently
by his two daughters. (It is now managed by his grandson and his charming
wife.) Everything was very pleasant except that then there was no plumbing.
As was customary in India outside the cities, each bedroom had a small
annexe containing a commode. This room had an outside door and twice a
day a sweeper entered to empty it. Usually this worked well but, like many
Europeans on a first visit to India, both Jake and I had enteritis and the
system didn't cope too well with the extra load.

In Kalimpong there were many ethnic groups: Indian, Chinese, Tibetan,
Nepali, Bhutanese and Sikkirnese. It was known as the spy centre of Asia.
Marco took the opportunity to master the local Tibetan dialect. He and I
were invited by the Political Officer in Gangtok to visit him at the Residency.
For a time, all went well. He showed us films of his sons playing football at
Winchester where both he and I had once been scholars. Then he and Marco
had a private talk and some time later Marco came out obviously very
distressed. According to his account, he had been told that his request to
enter Tibet could not be forwarded and that the Maharajah would not allow
us to try either Simvu or Siniolchu. It looked as if our journey and
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preparations had been wasted. Later on we learned that the real reason
behind these refusals was that the Officer was hoping to lead a high-level
delegation to Lhasa later in the summer, and understandably did not want
any other request to stand in the way of his own plans. At that time the
project was still secret and could not be discussed with Marco. We returned
to Kalimpong in low spirits, made worse by the fact that Marco had
developed a severe upper respiratory infection. It was several weeks before
he was fully fit.

In 1936 the previous Political Officer with whom Marco had corres
ponded, had recently died, and his replacement, Basil Gould, had been the
agent at Gyantse. Marco was mistaken in thinking he had permission both
to climb in Sikkim and to visit Tibet, because of Gould's plans to visit
Lhasa and his reluctance to approve of anything that might undermine
those plans. Theoretically, permission rested with the Maharajah, but
occasionally the Political Officer needed to exercise his power to refuse
permission on the Maharajah's behalf. He had a difficult balancing act
which outsiders might not fully understand. It was a considerable relief
when later on he changed his mind.

Marco had re-engaged from previous expeditions two porters from the
once delightful village of Puh in Garhwal. Ishwar Singh was to act as Sirdar
and his nephew Jun Singh as cook. We would need about twenty more
porters. Richard and Freddy went to Darjeeling to choose them; they were
helped by the secretary of the Himalayan Club who had the details of each
man on a card: name, family, previous experience and thumb-print. The
rate of pay was one rupee a day, rougWy one shilling and sixpence. Three
were easily chosen as having been on Everest; for the rest, hopefuls were
told to run up a nearby hill and back, and the first 17 were selected.

The equipment they had to carry included the Grenfell cloth windproof
jackets that each of us wore, thick and thin underwear and shirts, long grey
flannel trousers and similar short trousers, a variety of thick and thin socks,
light boots for trekking and heavier, better-insulated boots for climbing,
gloves and mitts, two sleeping bags, crampons, an ice axe and skis. These
were shorter than the usual alpine ones and there were detachable skins.
For the porters who were going climbing there were windproof suits, boots
and special short, wide skis with skins attached. For some inexplicable
reason these were so constructed that the hairs pointed both fore and aft,
so that the porters were denied the pleasure of gliding.

Apart from ropes, we did not have any special equipment such as pitons
or ladders. Our food was mainly porridge, rice, dahl and chapatis. We had
brought from England biscuits, tinned butter and tinned olives. While
climbing, we lived almost entirely on pemmican. I had been responsible
for medical supplies which were entirely in powder form in small tins with
removable lids. Looking back, I think that I made a lot of poor choices and
could have dispensed with many of them, but could have had more quinine
tablets. I also had some dental forceps which were useful on occasion.
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Although the bullock carts with the heavy luggage had not yet reached
Gangtok, the mules which would carry the luggage as far as Lachen were
there already, so we decided to go there too. Most of us stayed at the rest
house but the Political Officer asked Richard and Freddy to stay at the
Residence. Looking back, the reason was obvious. The Political Officer
wanted a temporary personal assistant for his projected visit to Lhasa. From
Freddy's curriculum Gould guessed that he might be suitable and wanted
to assess him. Very soon, he decided to ask him ifhe was interested in going to
Lhasa but emphasised that it was a very provisional offer and must not be
mentioned. Naturally, Freddy agreed. I don't think that he realised that this
might have disastrous consequences for Jake who would be left stranded with
out a climbing partner. In the end providence intervened and all was well.

The mules were not a good economic proposition. Our loads weighed
50lbs, a mule carries 150lbs but as the loads have to be equal on each side,
each mule only carried two loads, or IOOlbs. The load of 50lbs for each
porter was also less than usual. We had the now familiar problem of porters
being paid per day and their consequent reluctance to do proper stages.
Marco was skilled in dealing with their tactics and often succeeded in
making them laugh and carry on.

The first night we camped near Podang monastery. Sikkim is an
exceptionally beautiful country. In a couple of days one can go from tropical
to Arctic scenery and vegetation, and at frequent intervals there are
spectacular views. From the balcony of the bungalow at Mangan, one could
see the Teesta river at 2000ft and look, simultaneously, at the summit of
Kangchenjunga at over 28,OOOft. Other spectacular views were the receding
and increasingly high forest-covered mountains, tier upon tier, with the
green changing to blue and purple as the distance increased, and above
and beyond one saw the snow-covered outline of the giants. It reminded
me of Moses looking at the promised land and certainly conveyed a spiritual
message.

The main problem was leeches, the voracious blood-suckers dropping
onto our heads from trees, or getting inside our boots. The first we knew of
them would be our heads dripping with blood or our boots filled with it.

After a few days we reached Lachen at 1O,OOOft. It was a charming little
village, situated on a gentle slope. In order to get there we had to cross the
Teesta by a swaying rope-bridge. No problem for the porters, but dis
concerting for us. There was a small monastery whose head was a saintly
tulku who had previously spent several years in solitary prayer. Marco had
several sessions with him. The tulku conducted, at our request, a blessing
ceremony for us and the porters, during which we were each given a pill of
unknown content.

The mules had to return to Gangtok, so we needed to recruit about thirty
local porters for the journey up the Zemu glacier. Lachen was strategically
situated at the junction of a number of trade routes and there had previously
been many demands for porters. Negotiations were conducted through their



SIKKIM, 1936 177

headman. He and the porters were expert at them and insisted on a high
price. The same headman consulted me, complaining that when he drank
too much brandy his eyes watered. He added that he had previously con
sulted an English doctor who had made the foolish suggestion that he should
drink less brandy. He hoped that I was not equally silly. While at Lachen, a
wedding took place. The bride and bridegroom, dressed in rich silk and
flanked by near-relatives, sat in a row backed by an ornate brocade screen.
The rest of the village watched the proceedings from a short distance away.

After a few days' rest, we set up off the Zemu river towards the glacier
and the green lake. The snow was thick and it was hard work. Freddy went
ahead to make a trail for the porters and paid for his efforts with a severe
attack of altitude sickness. He recovered the following day, with rest. The
vegetation was now mostly conifers and giant rhododendrons. There was
no defined path and at intervals we came to small rivers whose bridges had
been destroyed by snowfall in the winter. The porters cut down a tree trunk
and crossed fearlessly although carrying heavy loads. It would have been a
very serious accident if one had slipped and we were much more cautious.
As expected, the men from Lachen gave continuous trouble, sitting down
and saying that there was no possible camping place for several miles. Marco
managed them very well, anticipating what they would do and jollying the
more amenable to go a bit further; then the rest would follow.

After a couple of days we decided to make our base camp just short of
the green lake and on the northern side of the valley. To the south there
were magnificent views of Siniolchu and Simvu; to the west the five great
peaks of Kangchenjunga towered above the rest. Although warm in the
daytime, it was still very cold at night. We made a number of preliminary
climbs. Marco and Freddy crossed the glacier to make a reconnaissance of
approaches to Simvu. Richard, Jake and I set out to climb the Lagerburg
(18,977ft). After about two hours, I felt that my poor alpine technique was
holding them back and stupidly suggested that I would stop and they should
go on without me. Foolishly they agreed.

At that time, the sun was shining and it was warm. Within half an hour
the weather changed, mist descended and I became cold. Worse, they had
not returned by the agreed hour. One hour, two hours passed. I became
panicky. Had they had an accident? Worse still, had they come down and
passed me in the mist? It was doubtful if I could safely manage the very
steep snow slope by which we had ascended, roped. Even if I succeeded,
would their lives be endangered if they spent several hours looking for me?
In the end, they arrived back. They had climbed their peak, but found that
it had previously been climbed by the Bavarian team which had tried to
climb Kangchenjunga. It was dark before we reached base camp but there
had been no accidents and I had learned an important lesson. Never be by
yourself on a mountain.

Meantime, Marco and Freddy had been reconnoitring the base of Simvu
and decided that, if it was possible to climb onto the north-west ridge, which
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appeared to lead to the summit, there was a good chance of success. When
we had all returned to base camp, there were two important letters. The
Political Officer had written to Freddy confirming his appointment and
asking him to come to Gangtok as soon as possible. He had also written to
Marco asking him to release Freddy. This could have been awkward.
Although there was no question of a legally-binding contract, Marco had
provided most of the finance. Our individual contributions would not have
covered the total costs of the expedition. I felt that there was an implied
bond of loyalty to the welfare of the other members and if Freddy went,
Jake would be left without a climbing companion. Marco solved this
problem with magnanimity. He decided that Richard would join Jake for
post-monsoon climbing in the Lhonak region while he and I would hope
to go to Tibet. Outwardly, there was harmony. I do not know what Marco
really thought. Possibly, he was slightly relieved.

After a couple of days' rest, we crossed the glacier and set out for the first
camp, together with three porters. The lower slopes of Simvu were covered
with snow. On our skis we made good progress; skiing was far less tiring
than plunging through thigh-deep snow. We also made a good firm path
which the porters could follow on their short skis. Making kick-turns on a
steep slope at 19,OOOft was exhausting. After two days we established an
advanced camp on the Upper Simvu saddle. These two days were most
delightful but the nights were a different matter. When the sun went, one
had to erect a tent quickly and creep into it. I was in a small bivouac tent in
which I could not sit up. Even wearing all my clothes and in two sleeping
bags I was still cold. The only insulation from the underlying ice and snow
were the climbing ropes. There was also the problem of boots, which usually
froze in bizarre shapes and became very hard to put on. Marco had wisely
forbidden the use of a primus in the porter's tent since the fire risk was too
great. As a result we cooked for them; a curious reversal of roles.

In spite of the night-miseries with 12 hours of darkness, Freddy and I
enjoyed some recreational skiing at 20,OOOft. Clearly by now we were well
acclimatised. I also had a very curious experience. Standing on the Simvu
saddle and looking south-west and down, all one could see was mist. Yet I
had the overwhelming impression that I could see through the mist and
perceive the teeming multitude of the plains, and simultaneously knew that
in some mysterious way I would be linked with them in the future. And so
it happened, from 1952 to 1998.

The climbing party found a steep ice face which appeared to lead to the
crest of the ridge. Marco skilfully, if slowly, cut steps in the ice. He told me
later that this was a very exhilarating experience. Finally, he reached firm
snow in which he could fix his ice axe, attach a rope and thus let the others
come up onto the ridge. Naturally, they were optimistic, but half an hour
later they found that the ridge was broken by a wide and deep crevasse
which extended down each side of it. With their limited resources they had
to admit defeat. It is interesting that climbing in Sikkim was far harder
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than their previous climbs in the Spiti valley. Spiti is a very dry area, with
virtually no rain and very little snow. As a result, the stages up to the
advanced camp were relatively easy. Rimo Pargyal, which they climbed in
1933, is roughly the same height as Simvu at 22,OOOft. In the Zemu valley
we had constant mist and snow, even in the non-monsoon period. We met
snow and ice at low altitude and the snow was often unstable. Setting up
depots and advanced camps was much harder here than in the Spiti valley.

My job was to return to base camp with the porters, taking with us all the
surplus luggage and equipment apart from tents and sleeping bags for the
returning climbers. Skiing down fairly steep snow slopes was exciting,
though I must admit that I was unbalanced by my heavy rucksack and fell
frequently.

On my return to camp, I was faced with an unforeseen crisis. There had
always been some friction between the Darjeeling porters and the two
Garhwalis. They tolerated Ishwar Singh because he was older, but hated
Jun Singh who was younger than many of them, yet claimed to be superior.
While we were away, a number of the porters conspired, and persuaded the
rest, that we were certain to be killed on the mountain and that then they
could kill Jun Singh and divide our possessions among themselves. When
I returned alone this convinced them that the others had been killed. My
Tibetan was not good enough to sort this out and it was clear that things
might be awkward. Fortunately, providence intervened. We saw coming
up the valley one of the porters whom we had discharged after base camp
was established. He told us that two sahibs - army officers .- had been
intending to climb in the area but one of them had been taken seriously ill
and was being carried down to Gangtok. The other, Lt Harrison, would
arrive soon. His presence was a double blessing since he helped to calm
things down and also provide Jake with a partner to climb in the Lhonak
valley which they did with some success.

The day after the climbers returned, we started to clear the camp. This is
inevitably a sad business but it was important not to leave any rubbish.
Some articles were given to the porters on a lucky dip basis. Freddy had at
once left for Gangtok, the rest of us with Lt Harrison trekked to Lachen.
The countryside had been transformed. Instead of snow, there were wild
flowers. I have never ceased to be amazed at the way flower buds can form
under the snow so that once the snow melts a fully formed flower emerges.
At Lachen, Jake and Harrison departed for the Lhonak valley and achieved
some excellent climbing. The abbot of Lachen had left for his summer retreat
at Thangu, a small hamlet some miles north of Lachen and not far from
the Tibetan border. Marco wanted to have another lesson from him, so we
trekked up to Thangu. On the way we met many Tibetans mostly returning
from pilgrimages to the holy Buddhist sites in India. I was struck by their
stoicism. Several had malaria but I only had enough quinine for palliation.
Indeed, even if I had had plenty it is doubtful if they would have followed
the instructions for a long cure. Two men had advanced heart failure -
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swollen legs and abdomens, congested lungs and so on - but in spite of this
they battled on slowly even though a 12,OOOft pass had to be crossed. Their
overwhelming desire was to return to Tibet to die.

At Thangu we witnessed a remarkable ceremony. In Tibet and Ladakh,
most villages are approached via a mani wall, the broad structure made of
stones which are inscribed with the traditional prayer - Om mani padme,
hum. At Thangu a new wall had just been built by an itinerant Tibetan,
who possessed only the clothes he wore, an eating bowl and the tools of his
trade. He spent his life travelling from village to village, building mani walls.
The only reward he received was his food while he was working; a
remarkable example of apostolic poverty combined with usefulness. The
Abbot, arriving on a white mule, conducted a moving ceremony. Afterwards
he asked Marco why he climbed mountains. Marco said that it was for
peace and solitude. The Abbot rebuked him: 'You should be able to find
those in yourself without artificial aids'.

The return trek to Kalimpong was unpleasant, the monsoon being in full
spate. We were never dry, and the leeches were more active than ever.



46. Nicholson, Cooke, Roaf, Chapman, and Paths, from the 1936 Zemu Valley expedition.
(R C Nicholson) (p 173)

47. Right
Roaf writing his diary on
the approach march.
(R C Nicholson) (p173)

48. Sherpas wearing their Grenfell cloth windproofs. (R C Nicholson) (pI73)



49. First camp on Simvu. (R C Nicholson) (p 173)

These pictures of Richard Nicholson's are from his photo album of the expedition.
They are now held by his great nephew Tim Mitchell, who is conserving the collection.

50. Repairing the bridge across the Zemu Chu during the approach. (R C Nicholson) (pI73)
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