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Upper Kongpo Without a Paddle

Imagine a sea of several hundred spectacular unclimbed summits stretching
over 6000 square kilometres, where deep primeval forests cloak the valleys,

and where strangers who dine out sometimes fail to return. This is Upper
Kongpo in Tibet, a day's drive east of Lhasa, whose inner reaches contain
peaks of up to 6900m, their names and appearances still a mystery.

We were not the first to take an interest in this area. Frank Kingdon
Ward was very curious about its overall geography, which in his time was
almost completely unknown. In August 1924, as an encore to solving the
riddles of the Tsangpo Gorge, he approached the region from the west, up
the long Tongyuk valley to Nambll Gompa and over the Nambu La to Je
on the holy Draksum (Pasum) Lake. At the head of the lake, he discovered
Namla Karpo, approvingly described as la very fme peak ... a pyramid of
snow and ice'. Having circled the lake in the opposite direction to the rest
of the pilgrims, he travelled on to Shoga and then, gradually turning to the
north, on up the valley of the Drukla Chu to Drukla Gompa, Pungkar and
eventually over the Trasum Kye La to Atsa - 14 days' travel in all. For
good measure he repeated most of the route in the following December.
Having thus circled the southern boundary of the region, he returned along
the northern margin in August 1935, following the Po-Yigrong river
upstream from Samling Gompa in the east. He passed through the isolated
village of Rigong Kha and the spectacular and difficult Po-Yigrong gorge,
to Nye, Kongma and Nyeto Sama, before crossing the Lachen La to meet
his 1924 route.

In the years following the Chinese invasion, Kongpo was a closed area 
home to prison camps and listening stations - but in recent years it has
attracted an increasing number of Chinese and Tibetan tourists, eager to
escape Lhasa. A road of sorts now runs part way round the southern shores.
In September 1999 a strong team of New Zealand climbers, led by John
Nankervis, visited Namla Karpo. They were unsuccessful on the main peak
but made a successful ascent of a neighbouring summit of 6300m.

Our target was the long valley of the Wortse Chu, running from the head
of the lake for about 50km north and then west into the heart of the region's
mountains. Here lay the highest peaks in Kongpo, some of whose mysteries
we hoped to solve.

On the 28 August 2001 we flew to Doha and on to Kathmandu by Qatar
Airways. Our friend Bikrum Pandey and his firm Hirnalayan Expeditions
had already organised our return flights from Kathmandu to Lhasa, and in
retrospect we should have used their services for arrangements in Tibet.
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Instead we had chosen to use Tibet International Sports Travel (TIST),
leading to interesting times later on. On 1 September we caught the 9.50am
China South West Airlines flight to Lhasa and were treated to excellent
views of Cho Oyo, Everest, Lhotse and Makalu during the one-hour flight
to Gongkar Airport. Lobsang, our TIST representative and liaison officer,
escorted us to a waiting Land Cruiser for the two-hour drive to Lhasa. We
spent two nights acclimatising, taking the opportunity to purchase provisions
for our trip. From there we would drive east along the Tibet-Sichuan
highway towards the road head at Draksum Tso, from where we would
continue on foot.

Lobsang and our driver - another Lobsang - were ready to leave Lhasa
around 1O.30am. After only 30 minutes on the road east, however, a stray
pig put our vehicle to the test, and sadly it failed. With no more brake fluid
and a faulty master cylinder we waited at Taktse for replacement parts
before continuing our journey some three hours later. From Taktse the
metalled road gradually climbed up towards the Mila Pass at 5000m where
we had another long wait while resurfacing work was in progress. It also
provided an opportunity for Derek's altitude-induced headache to become
established. Travelling past a large camp of Chinese on military manreuvres
we eventually arrived at the provincial township of Kongpo Gyamda. In
stark contrast to the desert landscape characteristic of other regions of Tibet,
the scenery then became greener and heavily forested. It also began to rain.
Much later in the day we reached Namse Zampa where we left the Tibet
Sichuan highway in favour of a rutted track reminiscent of a forestry access
road. Halted after several miles by a massive landslide we returned to Namse
Zampa for the night.

It rained continuously throughout the night and the hotel courtyard 
which also served as the lavatory - was a quagmire the next day. The plan
was to drive as far as we could in the Land Cruiser, manually ferry our gear
across the landslide, and then transfer to a lorry on the other side.
Surprisingly this operation worked without a hitch, although bypassing
the JCB involved in road clearing was an exercise that would not have
passed muster with the UK health and safety regulations. The trick was to
dodge under the swinging arm of the JCB in between its digging and
depositing manreuvres, while taking care not to fall into the Draksum Chu
some distance below.

Although not stinking continuously of petrol like the Land Cruiser, the
lorry was no more comfortable on the rough track and we were thrown
around like the clothes in a washing machine all the way to Draksum Tso.
The journey was not without interest, however, since we passed several old
Tibetan defence towers as well as bizarre Chinese listening stations. It was
around mid-day when we eventually reached the 'hotel' adjacent to the
Tsosum Gompa on Draksum Tso at 351Om. Like the more sophisticated
gvest house at Tsomchuk this one had commanding views over the lake
and its surrounding mountains, but it was in desperate need of maintenance.
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It was here that our major problems with TIST arose. No horses were
available for our onward journey and it was suggested that we hire a boat
at an exorbitant rate to get to the head of the lake. It was unclear what
would happen then. Lobsang also informed us that sirIce he had no warm
clothes he would go no further, but remairI at the hotel until we returned.
So much for our liaison officer, but more importantly we needed horses to
transport our equipment to our intended base camp - some three days
further on. When it was clear that we would not pay for a boat, a runner
was eventually sent to Je, a village further along the lake, to see if we could
hire horses from there.

The mornirIg of 5 September passed slowly as we waited to see if horses
could be procured in Je and it was past mid-day before we were given
encouraging news. An hour or so later three horses arrived with Gola, their
horseman. Since Lobsang would not accompany us, complex instructions
were passed back and forth to ensure that Gola was aware of what we
wanted to do and how long we would stay at our proposed base camp in
the Wortse Chu valley. The instructions were all consigned to paper, but it
was abundantly clear that we would be heavily reliant on our Tibetan phrase
book from now on. With the Kongpo dialect different again, conversation
with the local villagers was going to be interestirIg. Other concerns were
the cautionary tales about the Kongpo that we had not only read about irI
the guidebooks but were also warned about by Lobsang. Their reported
habit of poisoning strangers in order to acquire their karma was somewhat
disconcerting and we vowed to be careful about eatirIg food that they had
prepared.

Our late start meant that we only walked as far as Je that day before
stoppirIg for the night. On the way we were treated to a spectacular view
across the lake to the rocky spires of the peak subsequently identified by
Tamotsu Nakamura as Samarasa (5712m Russian/6132m Chinese).
Another spectacular peak to its west, noted by us as W59 (5994m/5844m),
is well seen from the lake side. Je is an irIterestirIg village, sitting as it does
at the final road head planned for this area. Currently the Chinese are
actively improvirIg the road between Kongpo Gyamda and Je in an effort
to exploit the natural beauty of the region for ChirIese tourists, a project
that is scheduled for completion by the end of 2002. At present it is mairIly
pilgrims who come here in order to complete the two-day circuit of the
lake and its two gompas. As a consequence of the road work there are
numerous Chinese encampments along the southern end of Draksum Tso,
which must impact on the lifestyle of the Tibetan irIhabitants of Je.

Here we got our first close-up glimpses of the region's mountairI grandeur,
with an especially fine view of Ama Jomo Taktse (5963/5904m) at the
head of the lake and of Namla Karpo. The latter is somethirIg of an enigma
- the Russian maps give the name to the peak marked on our map as Namla
Karpo I (6664m) while American maps show it as the peak we have called
Namla Karpo 2 (6620m), which may have the specific name of Lungpo
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Gangtse Karpo (Nakamura). Some Chinese maps appear to identify it as
one of either our NK4 (c.6600m) or NKS (c.660Om). The locals, who should
know, are quite clear that Namla Karpo is the peak seen prominently from
Je and attempted by the New Zealanders, marked on our map with the
Russian map height of S840m. The Chinese give it a height of 6316m and
in the photos published by the New Zealand party it appears as high as the
6620m peak to its north east. If you are somewhat confused by all of this,
you are not alone.

The heights given here and on the map are from the Russian 1:200 000
military maps, now available for a small fortune from some US dealers.
Where there are Chinese heights available we have noted them in the text
as a second figure. Just after our visit, Tamotsu Nakamura, a fellow member
of the AC, and of the JAC, also explored the Wortse Chu, as well as some
of the inner valleys of Namla Karpo, before embarking on the long trek via
Drukla and Pungkar to Atsa, in Kingdon-Ward's footsteps. I am grateful
to him for additional names and heights.

The subtleties of Namla Karpo were not apparent at the time of our visit,
as the weather left us struggling for decent pictures of the one incarnation
that was on show. Instead of camping as expected at Je we were billeted in
a modem wooden chalet on the village outskirts and very near to the main
water supply. As such we had a grandstand view of village activities such
as food preparation, washing, the dying of clothes etc. Conversely, they
had an excellent view of us. More bonding with Gola occurred as he helped
us to eat our evening meal- a situation that was to become commonplace
during our time together. Clearly he liked 'European style' cooking and he
rarely refused anything that we had prepared.

On the morning of 6 September we were up early and ready to leave by
9.4Sam. Gola had his son Phubudhandlay (PB) with him so that he could
remain at base camp while his son returned to Je with the horses. Unlike
his father, PB wore the traditional upturned trilby hat and black poncho of
the Kongpo that we were to see frequently in the days to come. The trek
from Je to Tsogo at the head of the lake took only a couple of hours and
followed a well-defined track SOm or so above the lake. We saw no others
on this track, but its use as a pilgrimage route was evident from the many
prayer flags and occasional mani stones. Approaching the idyllic village of
Tsogo we passed attractive water-driven prayer wheels before picking our
way through the muddy paths running through the village. John chose the
lakeside path, which turned out to be more lake than path, but whether it
was really worse than the alternative mixture of mud and animal excrement
was hard to decide. For Gola and PB, on horseback of course, it was of no
consequence.

After passing through Tsogo we entered the Wortse Chu valley,
characterised by a wide flat base with steep, forested sides leading to rocky
cr:ests. The western side was occasionally cleft by narrow side valleys through
which we could see a succession of steep alpine peaks of about 6000m
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running parallel to our route. Our path on the eastern side of the river was
decidedly damp and at times degenerated into mini lakes. While this was
presumably a legacy of the recent monsoon, it did mean that we would
have to get used to having wet feet over the days to come. Those permanent
tributaries that we crossed were provided with rudimentary bridges, but
for many of the side streams the only option was to jump - not always
successfully in John's case. These events clearly amused the locals and it
was not long before the whole valley seemingly knew about John's mishap.
We pressed on into the early evening rain, passing the inviting-looking
wooden houses of Dzongba, and eventually a local villager showed us to a
bothy-like hut on a small island between the Wortse Chu and a major
tributary where we would spend the night. It was not ideal and became less
so after a fire was lit and the atmosphere became heavy with smoke.
Fortunately we found a small area on which to pitch the tent and just
managed to assemble it before more rain set in. We put together a rushed
meal in the darkness of the hut before leaving Gola and PB for our tent. It
rained incessantly that night, causing concern that the surrounding torrents
would flood and take us with them. Surprisingly, this did not happen and
we were still about 50cm above the water-line when we awoke.

Confusion reigned the next morning when we found that instead of
gathering the horses, PB was actually taking them back to Je. Indeed, he
was way out of sight by the time we had convinced Gola that our base was
some way off and that we still needed the horses in order to get there.
Sprinting off like a marathon runner he then disappeared down the valley
in hot pursuit, leaving us to wonder what we would do if neither he nor the
horses returned. We need not have worried, because both horses and men
reappeared about two hours later to be followed by relief and amusement
all round. Without doubt Gola was a lucky find and we appreciated his
loyalty and commitment to us more and more as time went on. By early
afternoon we were ready to leave and set off up the valley to the confluence
of the Wortse Chu and its major tributary, the He Chu, where we planned
to set up our base. The valley floor remained flat as we passed several hamlets
and the village of Tala, but there was some easing of the slopes on either
side. Beyond Tala we could look back to the ethereal flutings of Yula, surely
higher than its supposed 5948m, and the attractive wedge of Shamu
(c.5800m). Crossing over the He Chu, we ascended on its true right-hand
side for about a kilometre before setting up base camp in a small glade.
Interestingly, we had walked 32km from Je and our altitude now (3620m)
was only lOOm higher. No sooner had we assembled the tents than it started
to rain heavily - a pattern that was to recur almost every night that we were
there.

On the morning of 8 September PB left with the horses while Gola stayed
with us at base camp. With so many local hamlets in this area it was unlikely
that Gola would be lonely and we frequently had visitors to our camp,
especially when we were preparing supper. Soon after PB's departure we
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set off to explore the He Chu valley. Taking the well-used path on our side
of the river we soon passed a small hamlet and then crossed a substantial
bridge to the prominent path on the eastern side. Continuing through
temperate rain forest, festooned with moss, we arrived at the small hamlet
of Droba where we were invited into the primitive housing for yak butter
tea. We were probably the first Westerners that these people had seen, but
they smiled and tuned their radio to the BBC World Service - they had
divined, correctly, that we felt a long way from home. From Droba we took
a path along the line of the river running down from the east which zigzagged
steeply through the vegetation to an impressive waterfall at just above
4000m. Time did not allow us to continue further, but the path did not
seem to offer an easy route to the adjacent mountains since the slopes on
both sides were lined with wet, steep, unbroken crags. Directly across the
valley was a snow peak of about 5700m - the first we had seen with hints of
a route. Out of sight round the corner to its north were signs of something
bigger (Ama Geysa 6162m). We presumed that our path led to highland
yak pastures - the map shows a 3km glacier and a cirque of 6000m peaks.

That evening was exceptionally clear and we were able to take pictures
of most of the surrounding mountains. Typically they were jagged peaks
reminiscent of the Chamonix aiguilles, but considerably higher, and no
obvious lines of ascent were apparent. From Droba, the pinnacled ridge of
Shuta (5930m) was framed at the foot of the valley. To its west was the
perfect icy blade of the peak we called Shuta's Sister (Shuta Punkya 621 Om).
At the head of the He Chu were two attractive and climbable peaks,
christened 'H57' (c.5700m) and 'H61' (6170m) for want of better particulars.

Despite the glorious evening it rained heavily again throughout the night,
but the morning dawned clear and dry. With John suffering from the effects
of one too many Szechuan sausages, Derek explored the upper Wortse
Chu valley, maintaining contact with base camp by radio. The whole valley
was sprinkled with clusters of wooden houses, although there were limited
opportunities to cross the main river to its southern side. Diverting away
from the northern bank the track passed the hamlet of Pu'ma Nyoro
(Layalama), where the valley took a marked turn northwards. A magnificent
peak of icy ridges and steep hanging glaciers dominated the upper valley.
This, we learned, was Jomo Taktse (6582m).

It was impossible to pass Pu'ma Nyoro without being invited in and an
hour was spent lunching with the family of one of the youths we had met
on our journey to base camp. Derek then bushwacked some way further
up the valley through the dense woodland before returning to base camp.
This was the way, if there was one, to the high peaks at the source of the
Wortse Chu. John later penetrated about 2km beyond the junction of the
Wortse and its Yangdu tributary, eventually being slowed to less than a
kilometre an hour by a three-dimensional maze of fallen trees. He stopped
at the point where further progress entailed braving a holdless 20m log
which had been felled across the main torrent.
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Rain set in again overnight but it was dry when we woke on the morning
of 10 September. Being keen to get pictures of the large mountain 'N69'
(6920m/6842m) north of the He Chu valley we climbed up through dense
woodland on the west flank of the Ama Geysa ridge until we exited onto
the steep grassy slopes above. We stopped on steepening ground at around
4000m but low cloud and lack of height inhibited extensive views. The
depth of these valleys and the steepness of their sides is a great hindrance
to exploration. Despite the charms of the dark and pristine forests one found
oneself longing for a good old-fashioned alpine meadow, with distant views.
It gradually became obvious that the impressive wall of the 6300m 'N63'
would block any sight of her bigger brother, other than from the summits
of the ridges above us.

Descending to the valley we crossed the river and ascended upstream to
the bridge at Droba where we hoped to get further up towards the main
glacier system. Once again, however, dense woodland eventually forced us
to retreat. Hastened by heavy rainfall, and aggressive dogs on the outskirts
of Droba, we returned to base camp for a speedy supper.

Continuing rain and poor visibility delayed our departure the following
morning so that by mid-day we decided that this was a rest day. The locals
arrived early, to enjoy an uninterrupted day of Derek's cooking. More rain
fell overnight, but by the morning of 12 September the sky started to clear.
Leaving rather late, we crossed the He Chu with the intention of exploring
the hanging valley immediately east of our camp. Poor route-finding meant
that we spent the first hour or so bushwhacking up through thick vegetation,
but we then found a suitable path that wound up to a summer encampment
overlooking the intersection of the He Chu and Wortse Chu. It also provided
an excellent aerial view of base camp. From here a path continued east
along the north side of a small river and running roughly level with the
upper tree line, although a route up the scree coming down from the ridge
to the north looked a feasible option. The presence of prayer flags on the
lower rocky bastions of this ridge supported this suggestion. Following the
line of the hanging valley, however, we crossed the river at another deserted
encampment before proceeding to where the terrain opened up at the start
of a significant boulder field. From here we obtained a limited impression
of the 6000m peaks further up the valley amidst swirls of low cloud, before
retreating into another downpour.

With poor weather prevailing we did very little the next day. The following
day, 14 September, was to be our last at base camp and since it was relatively
clear of dense low cloud we were both keen to make the most of it. With
John exploring the Wortse Chu, Derek visited Tala in the hope of climbing
up to the prayer flags we could see fluttering above cliffs on the crest of the
ridge leading up to the peak east of our base camp. With a little directional
assistance from local villagers it was possible to find tracks leading up
through the steep wooded crags, but these soon petered out several hundred
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metres above the valley floor. A second foray ended with similar results.
Local knowledge is needed to facilitate passage of even the lower slopes in
this region.

Following an unusually dry night we set off around 9.30am for the long
trek back to Tsogo on the Draksum Tso. Stopping first at Tala we enjoyed
our first eggs for several weeks in one of the village chalets. No money
changed hands, but we were aware that Gola was becoming very adept at
bartering our less palatable provisions for local produce.

With less for the horses to carry on the return trip, we rode for a couple
of hours through the marshiest part of the journey. Unfortunately, this was
not soon enough to save Derek from slipping off one of the stepping-stones
in Tala into a deep and intimate blend of mud, yak, pig and horse manure.
A late arrival in Tsogo meant camping in a swamp and a long search for
drinkable water.

Walking back to Je via the lakeside afforded stupendous views that we
had been denied on the walk in and the time seemed to pass quickly. On
reaching Tsosum Gompa we rejoined Lobsang, who had remained there
for the whole time that we had been away. Next day, 17 September, we
started home. The return trip was relatively uneventful, except that we lost
all the brake fluid quite early on and the driver was then required to exercise
a certain degree of caution after a dubious Heath-Robinson repair. The
landslide was now passable but delays had doubled at the Mila pass. Back
in Lhasa, the headquarters of TIST were only two floors down from us in
the Himalaya Hotel, which meant we didn't have far to go to ask for a partial
refund. To their credit, and our considerable surprise, we got one. If there
is a God - a special one for mountaineers - he undoubtedly lives in Tibet.

Summary. In August/September 2001 Derek Buckle and John Town visited
the little-explored Kongpo region of Tibet in the eastern Nyenchentangla
range. They spent two weeks in the watershed of the Wortse and He rivers
where they managed to photograph many of the impressive 6000m peaks
in this area, none of which had been seen previously by outsiders.
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