
GEORGE BAND

Nanda Devi Reopened
A Short Walk in the Sanctuary

(Plate 13)

On 4 November 1999 I was sitting quietly in the departure lounge at
Delhi Airport waiting for my flight to Srinagar, when an official

handed me a note hastily scribbled by Ian McNaught-Davis who was on
the other side of the security barrier. It read: 'George: Seven soldiers killed
6pm yesterday in Srinagar cantonment by militants. Conference to be
rescheduled in Delhi. Mac.'

But I was committed, my baggage already loaded on the aircraft. I was
eagerly looking forward to my first ever visit to Indian controlled Kashmir,
the earthly paradise for so many tourists and climbers before partition in
1947. Mac and I, together with Steve Berry of Himalayan Kingdoms, had
accepted invitations from the Indian Mountaineering Foundation (IMF)
to a 'Millennium Meet' to be held in Gulmarg, Kashmir. As both Mac and
I had been on separate treks in Nepal, we planned to arrive early and spend
a few days trekking in Kashmir before the Conference. Mac had been warned
just in time not to fly, but I was still expected and was warmly welcomed by
Ashraf Khan, the Director General of Tourism for Kashmir. He put on a
brave face to conceal his disappointment that, after all his organisation, I
was the only Conference delegate to arrive instead of the hundred expected!

A week later we all reassembled in Delhi. Our presentations were well
received and in the ensuing discussions we three made a plea for the
reopening of the Nanda Devi Sanctuary which had been closed to foreigners
since 1982. After all, the so-called Annapurna Sanctuary in Nepal was
open to trekkers and it was quite within the remit of the Indian Government
to open Nanda Devi for limited trekking and climbing and, if they wished,
to charge a premium rate for doing so, as is the case for travel in Mustang
and Bhutan.

Nanda Devi has a special attraction for the British, with our early history
of attempts to penetrate the ring of peaks surrounding the Goddess, by the
only obvious entry point through the precipitous gorge of the Rishiganga.
Famous climbers like Graham, Longstaff, Mumm, General Bruce and
Ruttledge, with their Alpine guides, had all tried in vain. The eventual
success of Shipton and Tilman in 1934, and the brilliant ascent of the
mountain itself at the first attempt by the Anglo-American party only two
years later, are wonderfully told in Shipton's and Tilman's books.
Bill Tilman and Noel Odel1 reached the summit and, in their excitement,
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'SO far forgot themselves as to shake hands.' Nanda Devi was the British
Empire's highest peak, and at 25,645' /7816m was the highest climbed in
the world until the French scaled Annapurna in 1950.

Why was the Sanctuary closed in 1982? We never received a clear answer
from the authorities or our friends at the IMF. It was probably for a
combination of reasons:

Unacceptable rubbish left by uncaring trekkers and climbers in the
1970s.
Overgrazing by sheep and goats on pastures in both the Outer and
Inner Sanctuaries where the shepherds of Lata village considered
they had hereditary rights.
Excessive poaching of musk deer, blue sheep and snow leopard.
The secret ill-fated attempt by American and Indian climbers in
1965 to place a nuclear-powered device near the summit to monitor
Chinese missile tests. It was secured at 22,000' /6707m but in 1966
was found to have been swept away by avalanches and was never
recovered. This extraordinary act has been suggested as the reason
for closure, although it had happened 16 years previously.

Our petition to reopen the Sanctuary did not fall entirely on deaf ears.
Colonel Narindar 'Bull' Kumar, who had led the first Indian expedition to
climb high on Everest (1960), and to summit Nanda Devi (1964), and
Kangchenjunga (1977) was long retired from the Indian Army, but kept his
hand in by managing an adventure company, Mercury Himalayan Explor
ations, specialising in trekking and rafting. He made our petition a personal
crusade. The newly elected President of the IMF, Mr N. N. Vohra, a former
Defence Secretary and Home Secretary, was also sympathetic. Kumar
advised Mac, as current President of the UIAA, the World Mountaineering
and Climbing Federation, to write formally to the IMF to request permission
for a trekking party to visit the Sanctuary. If granted, Mac undertook to
write a report on our experiences for the IMF. The trek would be organised
from the UK end by Himalayan Kingdoms and in India by Kumar's
company. Steve happily persuaded John Shipton, Eric's son, to lead the
trek and took the risk of advertising it in his brochure, subject to permit, and
had little difficulty in raising a party. The trek was scheduled from 23
September to 18 October 2000, and I apologise if this personal account may
not give due credit to all the members of a very congenial team.

Steve hoped that the permit would be granted by May, but it proved a
real cliff-hanger. Kumar chased it round various government departments,
even threatening to go to the Prime Minister's office. By August, he assured
us that it was 90% certain, but it was not until we had actually been in
Delhi for a day that Steve was able to hold the precious document. We
were to be classed by the IMF as an expedition, rather than a trek. We
required X-visas, and we had to pay an environmental fee and take a Liaison
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Officer. Mac's wife, Loreto, used her charms to help persuade Surab Gandhi
to join us at a few hour's notice, having only returned at 2am from being
L.O. to an expedition in Spiti. He was a happy choice. One of the fittest in
the party, the memory of his frequent and characteristic braying laugh still
rings in my ears.

We left Delhi by bus at 3pm on 25 September and seven hours later
stopped for the night in Rishikesh. Another full day on the bus took us to
Joshimath. To ensure the success of our venture, we stopped for a dip in
the Holy Ganges close to Mercury's permanent rafting camp and, at midday,
reached Devprayag, the confluence of the Bhagrati and Alaknanda rivers
before following the latter to Joshimath, perched on the steep hillside, some
I 500ft above the river.

Above the town, much to our surprise, was a gondola lift, rising from
1905m to the ski resort of Auli at 3000m from which looking east we had
our first stunning view of Nanda Devi. It was a chance to recover from the
long road journey, stretch our legs and stroll up through the forest until we
broke out onto open pasture. Had we continued a few more hours uphill
we would have reached the Kuari Pass at 4268m which marks the cul
mination of the Shipton-Tilman trek, also called Curzon's Trail, starting
from Gwaldam, which in the 1930s was the roadhead. Mac, Loreto and I
had done the second half of this 10-day trek the previous year to pass the
time before the IMF Conference. The Pass was famed as a viewpoint.
Shipton wrote:

... we were privileged to see what must be one of the grandest mountain
views in the world. As we raised our heads above the top of the pass a
gigantic sweep of icy peaks confronted us, and it was difficult to refrain
from gasping at the vastness of the scene. The serrated line of the
Kedernath and Badrinath peaks, Kamet, Hathi Parbat, and the great cleft
of the Dhauli Valley were easily recognised, but the glittering array of
snowy peaks of all shapes and sizes which fJ.lled the gaps were easier to
admire and wonder at than to identify. South of the Dhauli towered the
graceful Dunagiri, but a sight of Nanda Devi, so soon to be our lodestone,
was denied us.

We were there on an equally cold, clear morning, but I confess to a sense
of anti-climax. To me, the view was fme, but hardly of a Himalayan
dimension, and then I realised why. In the 1930s Nepal was still a closed
country and Europeans were ignorant of its mountain wonderland. I had
just come from a challenging and wondrously beautiful trek up the Buri
Ghandaki, round north of Manaslu and the Annapurnas and down the
Kali Ghandaki towards Dhaulagiri. I had skimmed the cream of Nepal
and been thoroughly spoilt in comparison.

Our trek proper was to start from Lata up the Dhauli Valley where our
bus deposited us the next afternoon. This was the last village, and counts
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as being in the Outer Sanctuary, just above the Dhauli's confluence with
the Rishi. Above it is the wooded Lata Peak from the summit of which
Tilman had a magnificent view up the Rishi gorge - the key to the Sanctuary.
Our first stage was to Lata Kharak, a grazing area above the tree line at
3700m, a good l500m above the village and a strenuous first day. An
acclimatisation rest day enabled us to stroll along the ridge towards Lata
Peak until the view of the Rishi was revealed. We could see our next stage,
crossing several rocky spurs to more grazing at Dharansi, where we were
told there was insufficient water, so it was decided to do a double stage,
continue over a saddle and down to a beautiful strip of pasture surrounded
by a forest of tall pines called Dibrugeta. This was one of Shipton's favourite
camp sites, but it was almost our undoing. We were not yet acclimatised
and several were feeling poorly, so it was long after dark before we were all
in camp, the porters lighting their way through the forest by flaming torches
made from strips of resinous birch bark. A rest day gave the botanists, John
and Howard, ample time to collect seeds and argue over the names of various
plants. We were actually camped in a stand of wild angelica towering 6 - 9
feet around our tents - a far cry from the candied root in my mother's fruit
cakes! The next day we entered the gorge of the Rishi and crossed the torrent
to camp at Deodi in the forest on the opposite bank. We now began to feel
we were really in the Sanctuary and could look back at a huge square-cut
cliff resembling an outer curtain.

Here a little digression. Having understood that the Sanctuary was
formally closed to all since 1982, we were very surprised when one of our
party, Lena Dacunha, discovered through the Internet a book by the Indian
Engineers describing their expedition to Nanda Devi in 1993. In their report
they recommended that the Sanctuary should remain dosed, but an
expedition should be allowed every 5-10 years to report on the area's
regeneration. Perhaps we were that expedition? But we were not alone. We
were further surprised on arrival in Delhi to learn that a full-scale expedition
by the Indo-Tibet Border Police was currently climbing Nanda Devi by the
customary south ridge. They had built log bridges over the Rishi and Trisuli
torrents and fixed ropes over the most exposed tricky sections of the entry
to the Inner Sanctuary. We learnt that they had in fact sumrnited on 30
September, eight eventually reaching the top, and were now on their way
out. Kumar was able to agree with them that they would leave their bridges
and ropes in place for us, provided we removed them on our way out, leaving
the Sanctuary inviolate. This was a lucky break for us, removing the
uncertainty of whether we would find the way in at all. However, the ITBP
asked us to wait a further day at Deodi because the next camp site in the
gorge at Ramani was constricted between a cliff and the river and there
was not room for both groups. We could only agree.

Up to Ramani, although there had been no need for fixed ropes, the path
along the side of the gorge was quite exposed in places. At one of these, a
porter's load unbalanced, a small bag broke loose and tumbled out of sight.
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As I rounded a spur, I could see people looking down, and at first thought
someone had fallen headlong and probably been killed. It was with some
relief to all but Loreto that it was only her Gucci bag containing her make
up, some jewellery and various accessories! Several porters risked their lives
in descending to retrieve the scattered contents and she was not allowed to
forget the incident.

We crossed the Rishi easily by the well constructed double-log bridge
making use of a huge boulder jammed midstream., and we were humbled
to think of Shipton, Tilman and their three porters, Angtharkay, Pasang,
and Kusangjust wading across the torrent. At Ramani, the impending wall
of the gorge towered over us. It seemed incredible that there could be a
viable path up, around and beyond the intervening spurs. We were a trekking
party of varied abilities and this was the point at which each person had to
decide whether to continue to the Inner Sanctuary. We agreed to split forces.
Four 'clients' would return from here in leisurely stages together with
Kumar. The rest of us including Kumar's son Akshay would continue. Steve
had recommended we bring climbing harnesses so that we could clip on to
the fixed ropes if necessary.

This was John Shipton's day, 6 October. It was his 50th birthday and he
was leading us into the Inner Sanctuary, first penetrated by his father 66
years before. I had not known John before this trip, but he had much of his
father's charisma and carefree nature. He was born in Kunming in 1950
during Eric's last Consular appointment, on returning from which he was
invited to lead the 1951 Everest Reconnaissance. John had been something
of a rolling stone, teaching English overseas, but now gathering moss as a
'bluebell farmer' in Carmarthenshire, with his partner Alison, growing
native bulbs for wild-flower gardening. It seemed only in recent years that
he had become interested in visiting the regions travelled by his father, and
had led several treks for Himalayan Kingdoms. His considerable botanical
knowledge added lustre to the party.

We started at 7.30am, nearly two hours before the sun reached us in the
depth of the gorge. I cannot remember the intricacies of the route. We
wound up, down and across several times, with fixed ropes here and there
protecting moves that were never more than'difficult' but were very exposed
and intimidating with all too clear views of the river hundreds of feet below.
A fortuitous natural ledge led us around the curtain of Pisgah, followed by
an equally unexpected 50ft chimney giving us access to the slopes above.
We had arrived at the overlapping slabs of Patalkhan, with water and
convenient caves for the porters. Mac's cumulative altitude watch registered
985m for a height gain of only 650m. We now had a superb view of Nanda
Devi and marvelled at the steepness of the prominent North Buttress route
climbed by the Americans, Roskelley, States and Reichardt in 1976. At
sunset all our cameras and telephoto lenses were trained on the summit.
Hugh Thomson, one of the last to join the party, was the most meticulous
photographer as, being both a BBC producer and a freelance writer, he had
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negotiated a contract for a well-illustrated book on the trek. We celebrated
John's birthday and our entry to the Inner Sanctuary with the last of my
Famous Grouse and a packet of tasty shredded biltong.

Next morning, we immediately had to cross some tricky slabs where a
fIxed rope was a welcome handrail. It was the point on the 1936 expedition
where the heavily laden Sahibs in their clinker nailed boots had suffered
some embarrassment. Tilman wrote:

The Mana men waltzed across this with no more ado than crossing a
road, ... and then they sat down on the far side to see how we, the eminent
mountaineers, would fare. It was not a prepossessing place to look at and
the fIrst few tentative steps soon convinced us that this time appearances
had not deceived us. The wretched loads were of course the trouble, for
with those on one had not the confIdence to stand up boldly and plank
the feet down. Each man took the line that seemed good to him, but all
got into difficulties, and then was seen the comic sight of seven Sahibs
strung out over the slabs in varying attitudes, all betraying uneasiness,
and quite unable to advance. The Mana men, having savoured the
spectacle to the full and allowed time for the indignity of our situation to
sink in, came laughing across the slabs to our aid and led us gently over
by the hand like so many children.

Soon the path became broadly horizontal; the rocks and scree gave way
to rolling downland. The view opened up and we could see up the valley to
the north side of Nanda Devi, hemmed in by the chain of peaks from
Mangraon to Saktam forming the east rim of the Sanctuary. Due north
was Changabang but, from this southern viewpoint, totally unlike the much
photographed granite fang of the north face familiar to top-flight British
climbers. Indeed, there was considerable debate as to whether we were
looking at Changabang or something else altogether. Sadly, we would not
have time to explore the northern basin of the Sanctuary. Our aim was to
camp on pasture at Sarsonpatal, 4l00m, below the dark ramparts on the
SW side of Nanda Devi and then continue to the site of the 1936 Base
Camp in the cirque formed by the southern flanks of Nanda Devi and Nanda
Devi East. In 1936, Tilman and Houston had forced a new route out of the
Sanctuary by crossing Longstaff's Col, 591Om, to the east. It was tempting
to think that we might do the same, but unrealistic in the time at our disposal.
Indeed, the weather, which had so far been superb, began to show signs of
breaking and we did not want to be caught on the trickier fIxed-rope sections
of the Rishi gorge in foul weather. So it was decided to spend just two
nights at Sarsonpatal before returning, and on the intervening day walk
either to the 1936 Base Camp and back, or on less energetic exploration.

In the event, only fIve of our party made it to the Base Camp, John
Shipton, Jeff Ford, our sole American Gerry Becker, Surab and Deva. I
started with that intention, getting as far as the Base Camp area of the
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tragic 1976 American expedition (in which Nanda Devi Unsoeld died),
but seeing the seemingly endless hillocks of glacial moraine ahead, and
rounding several spurs only to see more of the same, I gave up and
compromised with the view of the upper half of the Longstaff Col. Others
in the party walked up the hillside from our camp, gaining much the same
view with less effort.

Our return journey was completed without incident, apart from one fixed
rope section where, becoming confused by too much advice, one of us let
slip with both hands and feet and hung momentarily only from his harness.
All the fixed ropes were retrieved and the log bridges over the Rishi and
Trisuli rivers were demolished, leaving the Sanctuary inviolate. By doing a
couple of double stages, we caught up with Kumar's party and avoided a
serious change in the weather, although the now snow-covered slippery
slopes above Lata Kharak required special care.

Travelling with Kumar's adventure company enabled us to spend two
days unwinding, with a taste of white water kindly arranged by Akshay, at
their very comfortable rafting camp on a sandy secluded forest-fringed shore
of the Ganges just above Rishikesh. Mac and Loreto returned earlier to
prepare for the annual Assembly of the UIAA, but on our trek back we had
discussed what recommendations for opening up the Sanctuary Mac could
reasonably propose in his report to the IMF. There seemed to us no reason
for not allowing limited trekking and climbing, under careful supervision,
for say 6 - 8 parties per year. To avoid congestion between groups entering
and leaving the restricted camp sites in the narrow part of the gorge, it
would be more satisfying if a circular route could be devised, entering by
the gorge but departing by another route, possibly over a shoulder of the
Devistan ridge between Sarsonpatal and the Trisuli nullah. Although I do
not know whether any foreigners have crossed this way, there is said to be
a route used by local shepherds and hunters over a reasonable pass. These
local people could be contracted at the beginning of each season to build
temporary log bridges over the Rishi and Trisuli torrents, as a welcome
boost to their incomes.

We did not see a great deal of game. There were blue sheep here and
there, and doubtless an unseen snow leopard or two preying upon them.
There were certainly musk deer on Lata Peak. I kept a modest bird list and
was pleased to see my first glistening blue grandala. Appendices on birds
and plants may be included in the IMF report. We are very grateful to have
been allowed - albeit briefly - into the Sanctuary. I was delighted while in
Vermont the following month to stay and share reminiscences with Charlie
Houston, co-leader of the 1936 Anglo-American team and still a sprightly
87-year-old. He was astounded to learn that we started our trek just by
stepping off the bus at Lata. What a bunch of softies, he must have thought,
but was far too polite to say so. 'Before we got to Lata,' he said, 'We had
already walked for two weeks from Ranikhet!'



13. A short walk in the Nanda Devi Sanctuary. George Band with the mountain in the background.
Band reports that Indian expeditions have been active in the region during the 1990s.
(George Band coOection) (pSO)
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