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New Routes and a Mystery  
in West Sikkim
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Between 16 October and 3 November 2011 David Kinsella (Aus), Arun 
Mahajan (Ind/USA) and I explored mountains on the east side of the 

Thangsing valley in West Sikkim, and climbed three summits as alpine-
style day routes. This report corrects some information published in the 
2009 Alpine Journal and mentions other climbs on nearby peaks, which help 
to answer questions that have surrounded the earliest ascents in this area 
by WW Graham in 1883.
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88. Bahini group from Chowkidar Camp (A Col, B unnamed, C Prabha Behin, 
D unnamed, E Kali Behin, F Soneri Behin, G Churi, H Kanchi Behin). 
(Roger Payne)

The Thangsing valley is the route of the popular trek to the Gocha La, 
which enjoys magnificent views of Kangchenjunga. The area explored in 
2011 is just to the south of Lamalamani (c5650m), and above the Arralang 
valley. Julie-Ann Clyma and I had made an initial reconnaissance of this 
area on a trekking trip in October 2004 with Loreto and Ian McNaught-
Davis. Having seen the potential and made some local contacts, we 

returned in March 2005 to make the first ascent of the lower north summit 
of Lamalamani (with Kunzang Bhutia and Saga Rai of the Sikkim Amateur 
Mountaineering Association – SAMA) and the first alpine-style ascent of 
Tinchenkang (6010m), which we understood to be the third ascent of that 
mountain. 

We saw some peaks to the east of Lamalamani, which later I mistook 
for Narsing in one of my photos that was published in the 2009 AJ 
(vol.114,155). The peak shown is not Narsing, but an unnamed peak given 
5526m on the 1:150,000 Sikkim Himalaya map (published by the Swiss 
Foundation for Alpine Research 2006).

Bahini group
We called the group of peaks explored in 2011 the Bahini group, and 

named individual summits to reflect the character of each peak. These 
peaks are not shown on the Swiss map and as far as we could ascertain, 
none of them had names or had been previously climbed. We hope the 
nomenclature we have used (see below) is acceptable locally, regionally 
and to any interested organizations. 

With our base camp at Thangsing, we established a very simple but 
comfortable advanced camp at around 4800m below a prominent rock 
tower we called Chowkidar. On 23 October we made an acclimatisation 
reconnaissance to the col between Lamalamani and Prabha Behin (an area 
I first explored in 2005, but did not discover much then because of cloudy 
conditions).

Tridesh (c5100m) was our first peak, which is just west of the Bahini 
group, and was climbed on 27 October by Kinsella, Mahajan, and Payne. 

89. Tridesh (c. 5100m) showing the Kinsella-Mahajan-Payne line up the 
north-east flank (II-III, PD+). (Roger Payne)

On 12 July 2012, as this AJ went to press, Roger Payne was among nine climbers killed in an avalanche on Mont 
Maudit. A full tribute will appear in the next Journal. The AJ salutes a fine mountaineer and good friend.
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Initially we descended from our camp to reach the peak, which we climbed 
via its north-east flank on snowed up rock (II-III, PD+). From the summit 
we could see that the east and south side of the mountain had extensive 
rock faces, and we had good views of the lakes below at Lam Pokri.

Soneri Behin (c5250m) was our second peak, which was climbed on 28 
October by Kinsella, Mahajan, and Payne (also PD+). We initially retraced 
our route of the previous day, then headed up to a hanging valley with 
a very small glacier which we ascended to reach the east ridge via some 
very unstable rock. The ridge itself was more stable with enjoyable rock 
steps (II). From the summit we retraced our route down the ridge, then 

90. Bahini group: Google Earth image showing ascents and peaks. (Roger Payne)

descended the snow couloir (II) on the north side to make a circular route 
back to Chowkidar camp. The northwest ridge of Soneri Behin includes 
another lower summit we called Kanchi Behin, and some remarkable rock 
towers we called Churi. 

Prabha Behin (c5500m) was the third peak and was climbed on 29 
October by Mahajan and Payne. It is the highest in the group, and is prob-
ably the summit on the Swiss map marked as 5480m (but felt somewhat 
higher). The ascent was via a snow and ice crest (III) in the broad north-
west couloir, with a traverse at its top to the left to reach the crest of the 
north ridge. The crest of the ridge is mixed and exposed with some technical 
rock climbing (IV, AD+/D-). The summit block is small, and required an 
athletic single tool pull-up and heel hook to reach (and which turned out 
to be completely unnecessary as an easy ramp comes up from the south 
side). The connecting ridge to the lower summits to the west looked loose 
initially, but the lower summits look attractive, in particular Kali Behin, 

which seen from the west is a 
very impressive black tower.

Lamalamani and Jopuno
Just north of the Bahini 

group, in spring 2010 a UK/
USA team led by Geoff Cohen 
climbed a new route on the 
north summit of Lamalamani 
(Cohen came to the conclu-
sion, as we did in 2005, that 
the unclimbed south summit 
is higher). Cohen’s team 
also visited the cols on both 
the south and north sides of 
Lamalamani, and made an 
ascent of the prominent rock 
summit in the north col. The 
team also planned a new 
route on Jopuno (5936m), but 
instead repeated the elegant 
and technical west ridge to the 
top of the granite (which was 
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91. Jopuno: (A direction of 2001 ascent, B presumed line of 2008 route, C false 
summit, D likely highest point of Jopuno, E line of 2009 ascent). (Roger Payne)

92. Jopuno: Julie-Ann Clyma and Hugh 
Sheehan on the south-west face.  
(Roger Payne)
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first climbed in challenging weather in March 2008 by an American team 
led by Jason Halladay). 

Also on Jopuno, Julie-Ann Clyma, Hugh Sheehan and I climbed a 
new route on the south-west face on 7 November 2009, which provided 
very enjoyable mixed climbing at around D. We reached the crest of the 
west ridge at the top of the golden granite and followed the ridge on loose 
black rock and snow crests. We climbed towards a high point, which from 
photos of the 2008 ascent I had understood to be the summit. However, on 
getting close it seemed that the highest point was much further on. It was 
too late to continue along the ridge, so we reversed our route back along 
the ridge with darkness arriving just as we started a sequence of abseils 
down the face.

In 2001 Deepak Kumar Chettri, Kunzang Bhutia, and Sagar Raj climbed 
on the right side of the south-west face and along the south ridge of Jopuno 
(which was a very notable effort undertaken with minimal equipment). 
Having recently checked with them, it seems they reached a summit on the 
south ridge that may not be the highest point of Jopuno. 

Hence, as for Jopuno, until someone makes a traverse of the summit 
ridge, or reaches the summit on a clear day to verify the highest point, 

93. Lamalamani: the north summit seen from Jopuno.  The right-hand skyline was taken 
during the first ascent in 2005. The face on the left was attempted by Payne and 
James Astill in 2009. (Roger Payne) the ascent by Halladay and Josh Smith in 2008 could be the first time the 

highest point of the mountain had been reached. 
Meanwhile, what is certain is that there are many peaks and summits 

in Sikkim that can be explored and climbed in alpine style, and that access 
can be arranged through the local tourism organisations and Sikkim 
state authorities in Gangtok. In eight trips since 2004 to peaks in West 
and North Sikkim, I have enjoyed valuable assistance and great help 
from friends in SAMA, and Barap Bhutia and the staff of Sikkim Holi-
days in Gangtok. Also, the Travel Agents Association of Sikkim (TAAS) 
has undertaken impressive work to increase capacity and skills of service 
providers, and recently initiated actions to develop a structure for moun-
tain rescue working with SAMA and the state authorities. So, you can 
approach organisations in Sikkim with confidence and know that they can 
make the necessary arrangements for exploratory treks and expeditions.

Nomenclature for Bahini group

94. Tridesh: Arun Mahajan enjoying the crest of the summit ridge. (Roger Payne)

Bahini - sisters, 
Behin - sister, 
Chowkidar - sentry/protector,
Churi - knife
Kali - black

Kanchi - small 
Prabha - radiance/shine/glow
Soneri - golden
Tridesh - three lands
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W.W. Graham in 1883
by Geoff Cohen, Roger Payne and Glyn Hughes

The first claimed ascent of Jopuno was by WW Graham who described 
his climb in 1883 as ‘incomparably the hardest ascent we had in 

the Himalaya, owing to the great steepness of the glacier work’ (AJ 12 
[August 1884] 25-52). However in the opinion of several parties who have 
recently been to the area it is impossible to make any sense of his descrip-
tion of his climb. For example Graham wrote ‘the glacier was crowned 
with steep rocks, which formed the edge of a noble amphitheatre formed 
by Jubonu and Nursingh’. The panorama sketch of the Kangchenjunga 
range published in 1882 (reproduced in AJ 114, p220), which was presum-
ably available to Graham, indicates a topography somewhat like such 
an amphitheatre. But in fact there is an intervening ridge and those who 
have been high on Jopuno cannot understand what Graham means by this 
glacier, particularly since it is quite evident that if he climbed Jopuno he 
must have done so from the west, whereas Narsing is well east of Jopuno. 

Graham also claimed to have climbed to within 40ft of the top of Kabru 
(7338m). This would have been by far the highest summit reached at that 
time, and for many decades after. However although Graham seems to 
have been a strong climber and explorer, and had two very experienced 
and fit Swiss companions, one of them the guide Emil Boss, at the time of 
Graham’s reports some questioned the accuracy of his claims. A reappraisal 

95. Prabha Behin: Arun Mahajan on the snow/ice crest during the first ascent. Koktang, 
Rathong and Kabru peaks in the background. (Roger Payne)

96. Prabha Behin: Arun Mahajan on the crux rock 
moves during the first ascent. (Roger Payne)

by Willy Blaser and Glyn Hughes of the mountaineering world’s reception 
of Graham’s climb of Kabru was published in AJ 114 (2009) 219-228. Unfor-
tunately that article was written without the benefit of Ian Mitchell and 
George Rodway’s biography of Alexander Kellas Prelude to Everest (Luath 
Press, 2011 – reviewed on page 352 of this journal). Kellas, whose pioneering 
Himalayan explorations and scientific research on high altitude physiology 
have been somewhat ignored, had explored the Kabru area intimately and 
was of the firm opinion that Graham had been mistaken in his identifica-
tion of Kabru (Mitchell 
and Rodway p.182). 
Kellas could make no 
sense of Graham’s topo-
graphical description of 
Kabru’s eastern flank.

Kellas also devoted 
a great deal of thought 
to human performance 
at altitude; he was one 
of the first to make a 
scientific study of factors 
affecting acclimatisation 
and, together with the 
eminent biologist J.S. 
Haldane, conducted 
experiments in a hypo-
baric chamber to assess 
the possibility of climbing Everest without oxygen. He correctly predicted 
that an oxygen-free ascent of Everest might be made, with the summit 
slopes being climbed at a rate of about 300 feet per hour, exactly the 
speed achieved by Messner and Habeler in their first oxygen-free ascent 
of Everest in 1978. Graham had claimed an ascent from 18,500 feet to 
the 23,700-foot summit of ‘Kabru’ in just under eight hours, an average 
rate of about 670 feet per hour. This was not so different from the average 
rate of 600 feet per hour recorded by Longstaff’s party on Trisul in 1907. 
What appears to have raised Kellas’s doubts was Graham’s assertion that 
he was not in the least affected by the altitude, though nobody seems to 
have doubted Carl Rubensen’s report of suffering no ‘real physical incon-
veniences’ on the Norwegian near-ascent of Kabru in 1907. As Mitchell 
says, ‘Victorian gentlemen did not stoop to accusing one another of lying’ 
and indeed Kellas wrote ‘while not attacking Graham’s veracity, which is 
quite unimpeachable, he was almost certainly mistaken in the mountain he 
ascended’. In a letter to Norman Collie dated 9 April 1921, Kellas said: ‘I 
will write to you again more fully with regard to this matter.’ Presumably 
this second letter was never written. Two months later Collie died en route 
to Everest, and took any more detailed doubts about Graham and Kabru 
to his grave at Kampa Dzong.


