
VICTOR SAUNDERS & JO CLEERE

Tsha Tung

And a lesson in trash clearance

I first saw Tsha Tung in December 2003. It was all Andy Parkin's fault.
We had spent the previous winter, or at least several weeks of it, struggling

up the Langtang glacier to Hagan's Col, where we completed a winter ascent
of a minor summit while wondering at the vast and beautiful south face of
Shisha Pangma. There was almost no wind and no clouds and though it
was mid winter we thought that in these near perfect conditions Shisha
Pangma looked inviting. The reality in the winter of 2003 was very different.

The summer base camp at 5400m (advance base camp of the 1982 south
east face expedition led by Doug Scott) was traversed by constant gale force
winds, which destroyed our kitchen tent. We had to move the entire camp
to the lee slope of the long ridge leading up to the mountain. Andy and I
ground to a halt on the south face, crampons barely biting the bullet-proof
ice, buffeted by the winds, teetering under the huge rucksack that alpine
style climbing in winter forces on you. We thought the chances of a fall had
become greater than the chances of success in that season.

Before leaving we cleared away our base campsite; we have always made
a point of leaving our campsites as clean as we found them. Waiting for the
yaks to come we spent two days collecting tins and bottles from the summer
campsites, and paid for the extra yaks to remove the rubbish. It seemed a
pity to have to do that.

On the walk out I could not help noticing a peak that Nick Prescott's
map in the 1984 edition of Doug Scott' The Shishapangma Expedition named
as Gyaltsen Peak. The 2000 edition was revised to show the peak we were
looking at as an outlier of Gyaltsen. Our Tibetan yak herder and camp
assistant, Kesang Tsering, told us it was called Tsha Tung and, as far as
anyone locally knew, unclimbed. It looked like a perfect objective for a
short, semi-commercial trip (I believe the correct phrase is 'not-for-profit').

Later that winter I was guiding in Chamonix, when my client, Philip,
said he would be interested in a trying something new but not too difficult
in the Himalaya, and so the seed of the idea was formed. The group that
eventually coalesced consisted of Philip, a human resources director for an
engineering company; Vernon, a sociology lecturer at Stirling University;
John, an urban regeneration consultant; and Josephine, a translator.
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It was June 2005. Jo takes up the story:
'Our plan had been to trek from Shisha Pangma north-side base camp to

the south-side base camp. The average altitude of our trek would have been
around 5000m and we would have been sufficiently acclimatized to make
an attempt on Tsha Tung, which is a fraction under 6000m. In the event,
we were unable to hire yaks at the last village before the north-side base
camp. We were told that the lack of rain in the spring had been hard for the
yaks and the villagers and the herders didn't want to exhaust their animals
on another expedition. The plateau in this part of Tibet is a barren and
desolate place and the villagers rely on their yaks for food and transport. In
addition, they are an important source of income during the climbing
seasons on Shisha Pangma when they are used to carry loads.

So, after an exciting, and at times white-knuckle, three-day drive from
Lhasa to the north-side base camp, we were in the 4x4 again on our way to
Nyalam where we met Kesang Tsering. In 2003, when he and Victor had
discussed the possibility of trekking from the north-side BC to the south
side BC, Kesang had described a' way through used by yak herders.
Moreover, there are great views of Tsha Tung from the top of the moraine
above the Nyanang Phu Chu valley, which goes from Nyalam to the south
face of Shisha Pangma.

In Nyalam there was an atmosphere of excitement and anticipation as
we shared a hotel with a group of pilgrims on their way to Mount Kailash.
The following morning we used yaks to carry loads up to our base camp at
Drak Po Che (Smaug's Lair in The Shishapangma Expedition).

From our base the most logical route was the wide, snowy east ridge. We
used a couple of donkeys to carry loads up to Camp 1, located in a beautiful
hanging valley fed by a couple of streams. The following day we scrambled
up loose boulders and rock for about 400m and then followed the rocky
shelf and established Camp 2 at the snout of the glacier at 5l35m. 19 June
was to be summit day and involved climbing a broad glacial shelf, a short
lOOm ice-wall, a 700m glacial traverse and a fIne summit pyramid. As the
clouds drifted in and out we had the occasional glimpse of the fearsome
looking north face of Phurbi Chachi and a set of towers on its eastern end
('The Coolin Towers').

The descent was straightforward, retracing our ascent route. There was
even some judicious glissading to ease tired legs. On 21 June we cleaned
and tidied up around our base camp, bagged up our tins to be carried down
by yak and took care to leave the camp as we found it.

We fInished off our expedition with a trek up to the base camp below
Shisha Pangma's south side where we were shocked to fInd huge amounts
of rubbish left by recent winter expeditions. The piles of rubbish and debris
were quite recent (winter 2004) and even included car batteries, which had
been dumped next to the lake in the middle of the camp, together with
large piles of plastic, unwanted gear and gas canisters. In our opinion, it is
unacceptable to leave camps in such a state.'



9. and 10. Expedition calling cards. The rubbish which so disgusted Victor Saunders
and his companions on their arrival at Shisha Pangrna base camp. (Victor Saunders)
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11. and 12. The east ridge of Tsha Tung (5995m), Shisha Pangma region.
(Victor Saunders)

Jo is undoubtedly right. It is quite unacceptable. There has been a lot of
informal discussion as to who is to blame for this execrable behaviour.
American and Nordic expeditions are often contrasted (favourably) with
other nationalities. Sometimes the blame is laid at the door of the growing
commercial expedition industry but the more I visit the Himalaya the more
I come to the opposite conclusion; that amateur expeditions often leave
much more rubbish behind than commercial trips, possibly because
commercial ventures have a vested interest in keeping their sites clean for
future clients. On this campsite the most recent offenders left a calling card,
a bleached yak skull set overlooking their midden. Theirs was not a
commercial trip.



TSHA TUNG

NOTES
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Tsha Tung itself is not marked on the map in Scott and MacIntyre's The
Shishapangma Expedition and we did not fmd any record of it having been
climbed. There have been ascents of the mountains behind Tsha Tung (Jugal
Himal, Nepal) from the Phurbi Chachu glacier. These include the 1955
first all-female Himalayan expedition which made the first ascent of Gyalzen
Peak. However, access to Tsha Tung from this side looks like it could be
problematic.

Other possible new routes: The north face of the mountain looks very
complex and a nice set of gullies and couloirs on the east side is threatened
by seracs. The mountain's western end has some good looking hard ice
lines, also threatened by seracs.

Weather: We left the monsoon behind in Nepal, but every day we saw the
clouds building up behind the mountains. Expecting the worst, we all took
rucksack covers and even umbrellas. The top of the mountain was clear the
morning of our summit bid, but then quickly disappeared again under cloud.
It was also quite windy for the whole of the trip and good windproof layers
are recommended. We had one day of rain at base camp, which fell as
snow at Camp 2.

Summary: An ascent of Tsha Tung (5995m) in the Shisha Pangma region
of Tibet by its east ridge (PD). Length of time in the field, 26 days; summit
day 19 June 2005. Team and staff: Jo Cleere (GB), Vernon Gayle (GB),
Philip Jeffery (GB), Victor Saunders (GB), Kasang Tsering (Tibet, CN),
Penpa Tsering (Tibet, CN), John Tunney (GB), Yie Xie (CN), Huang Zhi
Qiang (CN).
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