
DICK ISHERWOOD

King of Mountains

Haizi Shan 5833m, Sichuan

The good mountaineer is never separated from his pit.
Ken Wilson, c1966

I n case you haven't heard, Western Sichuan is the 'in' place. Tamotsu
Nakamura publicises it at every opportunity, and very generously gives

out his beautifully produced East of the Himalayas to all comers. Young hard
men and old soft men alike are flocking there.

Geoff Cohen and Martin Scatt got a hold of this and recruited two others
in the latter category Bill Thurston and myself. With a mean age of 59
we had a bit of trouble finding anything in Tom's book that we thought we
could climb, but we settled for Haizi Shan, a little over 19,000ft and not too
far from the road. It had a bit of a history - the survey expedition of the
Baron Szechenyi in 1877 determined its height at 7774m, in a region where
there was thought to be at least one peak over 30,000ft. The Tibetan name,
Ja-Ra, apparently translates as 'King of Mountains' and there is a story
that the Tibetan King's eldest son preferred to live up there for ever more,
despite offers of palaces and concubines down below. He must have had
good circulation.

Haizi Shan is a fine peak, mostly snow on the north and rock on the
south, well separated from everything else, and looking over the big plain
of the Tagong grasslands to the west. We had some pictures from the north,
which seemed the way to go, and were pleased to find we could drive to the
base camp in a day and a half from Chengdu. We established ourselves in
a meadow, with two cooks and two huge propane cylinders to look after
the catering and tons of fresh vegetables, noodles and Sichuan red peppers,
and immediately found ourselves surrounded by a Tibetan horde. There
was a seasonal camp just up the trail, with at least 200 people in it devoted
to the collection of worm grass, also known as caterpillar fungus. This
slightly mysterious substance is variously described as a worm, a fungus
and a grass, and has remarkable properties, in common with most Chinese
medicines.

'Make you strong. Make you strong at night.'
'What does it do to women?' Geoff asked.
'Make your woman hot inside.'
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25. Gatherers of the sought-after 'worm grass' below Haizi Shan. 'Make
you strong at night,' the mature alpinists were told. (Dick [sherwood)
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Personally, when I saw my first one, I thought it was just a little weed, but
at least one website tells me it is in fact a dead caterpillar with a fungal
fruiting body growing out of its head. Yet another miracle of the Orient.

The energy expended on the collection of these small things was
astonishing - young ladies in bright red headdresses adorned with silver
were all over the hillsides, 2000ft above the trail. Maybe you need to eat
some just to get you going. Perhaps, we thought later, we should have taken
a few up the hill.

We had driven to 3800m so we had an excuse for a fester. We walked for
two hours to a very fine hot spring and lounged in the pool watching some
hyped-up snails moving much faster than you would expect, and speculating
about the west face of Haizi Shan which would make a good route for
someone a little younger. On another day we encountered a yak caravan
and I got into the wrong place at the wrong time. A small boy was leading
them, waving a little whip in a very photogenic fashion. I pointed the camera
at him but he didn't want any, so I put it away. While doing this I was
suddenly attacked by a classic Tibetan dog, mustard and black and rather
determined. It just popped out from between the legs of the yaks and before
I could find a rock to throw it had made a big hole in my jeans and two
deep gashes in me. I washed them out as best I could and hoped the dog
wasn't rabid. Xiao Mei, our interpreter/minder, was reassuring:

'I was once bitten by a dog too,' she said, 'but the public health man in
Kangding says rabies is very rare here.' I decided to believe her. No frothing
at the mouth so far.

Eventually we had to address the hill. It was necessary to move about
60lbs per head of gear and food to a camp about 4000ft higher up if we
were to have any real chance of getting to the top. In the good old days we
would just have put it on our backs and headed up. Now, however, a debate
began over whether we should do it in two carries of 30lbs or three of 20lbs.
Since most of us weighed around 180lbs with boots and other stuff before
even lifting a load, I argued strongly for the former.

I felt that the condition of the lower mountain justified me. Steep
rhododendron forest with a metre of soft snow on it, and disintegrating
steps of ice with bad snow on top and gurgling water below left us totally
exhausted and rather short of our planned camp site, despite a good
combined effort in which we all shared the trail breaking. Bill led one of
the wettest ice pitches I can remember. The fewer times one did this the
better. A moraine crest above was the obvious route and we kept looking
at it to see how much snow had thawed off it. Not enough, unfortunately.
It was still a soggy mess when we left in early May. If I come back here it
will be post-monsoon - though maybe a couple of weeks later in the pre
monsoon season might work well enough.

With much effort we established a camp at around 4900m, in a slightly
fraught spot on a cone of old avalanche debris, below a couloir that seemed



26. North face of Haizi Shan (S833m), western Sichuan, showing
the Isherwood-Cohen route and high point. (Dick Isherwood)
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to have shot its load for the season. A Hong Kong party had climbed the
ridge above here as far as the north summit, so we knew it was feasible. We
carried a dump of food, gear and fuel another 300m up the hill to a jolly
little spot on the bottom lip of a crevasse but lack of acclimatisation
prevented us going further that day. The weather now became less than
perfect, though far from bad, and by consensus but with some reluctance
we went down to the valley for another fester. The theory was that we
would return reinvigorated and feeling wonderful.

Three days of beer-drinking and nine hours of serious effort later we
were back, and I felt awful. The rhododendron forests and soggy ice had
got worse, if anything, and we had been forced to do what Geoff called
'real Scottish climbing' - pick in the heather and pulling up on half-attached
vegetation. We were all pretty exhausted. However, trying to display the
character of Englishmen, we set the alarms early and packed everything up
for a shot to carry a camp to the north summit, from which we thought we
could surely get there and back.

We were very slow indeed that morning. When we had battled our way
up to the dump by the crevasse it was clear that we weren't going to make
the north summit even on the best scenario. Geoff then came up with a
new plan. Camp here and go for it with minimal gear. Only 600m of vertical
to go. Everyone bought in to avoid further load carrying.

The weather was now good, removing our only excuse. Geoff, who had
mostly so far been lingering near the back, moaning about his lack of fitness,
suddenly sprang to the front, got out of the tent first and beat a mighty trail
up the hill in the dark while the rest of us were still grappling with our
porridge. We followed him to the ridge crest and a stunning view of Minya
Konka and adjacent peaks to the south and enormous plains to the north.

The ridge was of course a bit steeper than we had anticipated and the
cornice needed watching. Here and there were nasty cracks going down
rather a long way. I had a theory that there was so much tonnage of nice
flat frozen cornice that you could walk on it without your weight making
any real difference, but I wasn't quite bold enough to put this to the test.
We all agreed we would have been uncomfortable soloing this with full
camping gear. After a bit Martin and Bill decided to go down and Geoff
and I continued, unroped, to the north summit.

We got there around eleven o'clock and thought we had lots of time. We
went on easily to the big saddle before the rise to the main summit where a
30m serac cuts across the ridge. Geoff led off round its right side and took
a while, though protesting that it was all straightforward. When I followed
I was impressed by the view - you stepped a long way to the right, across a
big hole, and then found yourself looking straight down a good 6000 ft to
the hot spring valley. The rest of the pitch was steep and distinctly exposed.

Somehow this one pitch took us almost two hours and it was now 2pm.
The remainder of the ridge was steep on the north side, very steep on the
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south, and corniced. It was definitely climbable but a bit hard to solo, we
thought, and would take four to six more pitches. We had no bivvi gear,
having failed to follow Ken's dictum, and didn't fancy a cold night out.
Therefore we chickened. We both agreed that 20 years ago we'd have pissed
on up it, but what's the use of that?

We returned to the north summit and descended the big glacier below it,
which was rather crevassed. Geoff introduced me to snow mushrooms as
abseil anchors. The first one worked fine - the second disintegrated when I
was two metres above a friendly snow bank. I landed flat on my back and
made what I thought was an impressive crater. We saved a sling and I felt
no pain - it was probably worth six visits to the chiropractor. We got back
to the tent just as dark was falling. I don't wish to tell you about the descent
next day through the rhododendron forest.

We had a bit of time left, though not enough for another attempt on the
mountain, so we went touring to the north and west through this interesting
part of culturally Tibetan China. Th~ villages were all Tibetan, the bigger
towns at least half populated by Han Chinese. We visited several monasteries
all of which, except the one in Tagong, had been destroyed during the
Cultural Revolution and completely rebuilt. They seemed to be flourishing;
lots of monks wandered the streets and the official Chinese presence was
certainly low profile, apart from a couple of very long PLA convoys on the
road which were probably heading for Tibet proper. The only thing you
mustn't do, we were told, was display a picture of the Dalai Lama.
Construction was going on everywhere - the Tibetan villages looked very
prosperous, the roads were being worked on after a fashion and the shops
were full of stuff. I replaced my dog-eaten jeans with a far more fashionable
pair in Garze. We ate exceptionally well everywhere, though we did leave a
few red chillies and pigs' intestines on the table. I never thought I could tire
of Sichuan food. Mr Ka, who drove our car (no kidding), stuck to tea during
the day but in the evening introduced us to serious 'Chinese Alcohol' in
quantity. The old tea-trading town of Kangding, deep in a spectacular gorge,
now has a six-figure population and apart from its setting is just like
Kowloon, with ten-storey buildings being demolished to make way for
thirty-storey ones. See it all soon before the hordes arrive.

Summary: An attempt on Haizi Shan (5833m) in the Daxueshan of Western
Sichuan, April 2004. Geoff Cohen and Dick Isherwood reached around
5800m on the north ridge. Grade AD, as far as we got.
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