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A Peak and Three Passes in 
Himachal
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How dull it is to pause, to make an end,
To rust unburnish’d, not to shine in use!
As tho’ to breathe were life.

In 2012 the ‘untravelled mountain world’ of Eric Shipton seems a long 
time past. We are persuaded that all useful exploration of the Himalaya is 

complete and media attention is driven to the honeypot commercial peaks. 
My romantic soul has long wished that it were not so. Would that we could 
go on discovering untouched mountain kingdoms. I have visited the Indian 
Himalaya every year for the past 20, trying to recapture the explorer’s grail. 
In face of every kind of bureaucratic dissuasion and despite the occasional 
encounter with the squalor of siege-style expeditions, I have emerged heart-
ened and fulfilled. My teams have climbed a wealth of mountains and from 
their summits we have looked out over empty ranges and yet-greater peaks, 
never lacking an inspiration for the next year’s trip.

The interior ranges between Lahaul, Zanskar and Kishtwar form one 

23.  Sukto village - roadhead of the Miyar valley. (Martin Moran)
We’d completed what we’d come to do; now it was just a matter of 

making the long journey home. Two days later, during which we ate 
continuously, our porters returned to collect us; the next day we were 
driving back down the Wakhan Corridor to Ishkashim. Satya had some 
trouble with a recalcitrant immigration official as we crossed back into 
Tajikistan but managed to extricate himself; then it was the long 4WD 
journey back to Dushanbe. The leg across China? Well, it’s something we 
can notch up to experience. Hopefully there’s nothing in our passports that 
will stop us returning to what must be one of the wildest and most exciting 
mountain areas on earth.

Summary: An account of the first ascent of the north-west ridge of Koh-
e-Baba-Tangi (6516m), Wakhan Corridor, northern Afghanistan by Pat 
Deavoll and Christine Byrch, 1800m of climbing, 4-11 August 2011.

Acknowledgements: Many thanks to the organisations whose support 
helped made this climb happen: Beattie Matheson and Berghaus, Southern 
Approach and Black Diamond, the Mount Everest Foundation, the New 
Zealand Alpine Club Expedition Fund and Icebreaker NZ.

22. Porters on the return leg to Kret with Koh-e-Baba-Tangi and the Deavoll-Byrch route 
in the background. (Pat Deavoll)
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25. North wall of Pk 5755m above the Jangpar glacier. (Martin Moran)

a potential increase in traffic, trade and tourists. Up to two metres of 
snow can accumulate through winter, even at valley level, and in 10 years 
Udaipur could be a superb base for ski-touring. In the meantime accom-
modation facilities need drastic improvement. The charms of Hotel Aman-
deep extended only as deep as the layers of filth and an officious chowkidar 
who hounded us all evening waving triplicate Form Cs for completion. 

By far the oldest building in Udaipur is the Marikula Mata temple, 
dedicated to the Pandavas and thought to have a heritage of 1400 years. 
We gave offerings at the shrine and took the blessing of Lord Krishna, 
leaving with cotton bracelets to secure our safe passage. From past experi-
ence I regard it as highly unwise to dispense with such rituals and kept my 
bracelet firmly tied for the next three weeks. In a delightful twist of moder-
nity our agent Mr Pandey conducted a five-minute puja from his office in 
Delhi through my mobile phone while we were in the temple. 

For the first week of the journey we followed the long curves of the 
Miyar Nala, from its confluence with the Chandra Bhaga at 2600m north 
to the Kang La at 5450m, a distance of over 90km. A road runs up the first 
30km to the final village of Khanjar, but we elected to walk this section 
in the interests of acclimatisation. The lower valley is a happy open land 
of terraced cultivation, scattered villages and cedar woods. At Thingrat a 
young policeman came out to check our passports, and entered our details 
in a large ledger with undue pride. Although the Miyar valley is a fine 

of the greatest untapped wilderness areas. In 2007 the Indian submariner 
Satya Dam took a group of naval colleagues and a bunch of porters into 
this outback and in his words ‘walked off the map’. They crossed the Kang 
La and Poat La, glacial passes close on 5500m altitude, but baulked at 
a third, the formidable Sersank La. Instead, they escaped the trap of the 
Kishtwar valleys over the Dharlangwala Jot to regain the warmer pastures 
of Himachal state. Satya certainly knows how to spin romantic temptation. 
His article in the Himalayan Journal spoke of ‘row upon row of adrena-
line-pumping unclimbed peaks’ and views of ‘a brilliance that simply took 
the breath away’. Even allowing for a margin of descriptive hyperbole, I 

was quickly persuaded 
where to take my expe-
dition in 2011. 

The circuit of the 
three passes, including 
Sersank, would itself 
be a testing adventure, 
involving a hundred 
miles of trekking with 
the crux at the very end. 
By freeing ourselves of 
a porter entourage we 
could move with speed 
and flexibility, cutting 
loose over the Kang La 
with a handful of high-
altitude porters and 12 

days’ food. With addition of basic climbing kit we could explore some of 
the unnamed and unlisted peaks in the interior should time and weather 
allow. Soon we had a team of nine signed on, with rock-master Robin 
Thomas as my assistant guide.

Our arrival in Delhi on 16 September proved well-timed. The previous 
day a final monsoon downpour had flooded the palatial new airport 
terminal, but we stepped out into clear skies that were to remain unbroken 
for the next three weeks. We caught the Kalka Mail sleeper to Chandigarh 
then transferred to two Force Traveller minibuses for the onward journey 
to Manali. The beauty of the Kulu valley in the luxuriant weeks that 
follow the monsoon overwhelms the scars of India’s spectacular economic 
growth, and there can be no finer a place to relax in the rustic charm of Old 
Manali than the Dragon Inn. To reach the start of our trek at Udaipur we 
crossed the Rohtang pass, then branched off the main road to Leh down 
the Chandra Bhaga valley to the north-west.

Udaipur has only been linked by road since 1978 and is in transition 
from a dusty one-horse town to modern a provincial centre. The valley 
is currently cut off throughout the winter but when the Rohtang tunnel 
from Manali is completed in 2015 Udaipur will have all-year access with 

24. Sketch map of peaks and passes on the Lahaul-
Zanskar-Kishtwar Divide. (Martin Moran)
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The sanctuary of smooth dry glacier was reached at 4400m and here 
we made a chilly camp, ready to start the final push to the Kang La. Only 
15 porters turned out next morning to make a last carry for us, the whisky 
wallah having been floored by a mysterious headache. We initially made 
steady progress past a succession of hanging glaciers and chiselled granite 
walls, but the pace flagged against a chilling breeze. The porters were cold 
and had to return that evening. Although we had hoped they would dump 
loads just under the pass, we were forced to stop 4km short at 5060m on a 
bleak and clouded afternoon. 

Robin and I had already made major economies of food and equipment 
during the early days of the trek, but in the Himalaya you fight a constant 
battle against the natural instincts of your staff who wish to maximise 
comforts for their guests. A selection of kit and food was spread out far 
in excess of our carrying capacities. In half an hour the surplus had to be 
sorted, packed and sent down. If we misjudged we could be heading for 
slow starvation over the next two weeks or else doomed to fail under crip-
pling loads. Our mess tent was replaced by a large nylon ‘tarp’ to string 
from boulders. Our cook Saran would not be parted from either of his two 
kerosene stoves, but some pans and serving dishes were prised from his 
grasp. Sherpa Thukpa looked crestfallen when we removed dozens of tin 
cans from the onward stockpile. Our Indian high-altitude porters, Govind 
and Mangal, fought bravely to hold on to their bags of potatoes and vegeta-
bles. 

Our team were not spared the economies. ‘We’re all in this together’, 
seemed the appropriate mantra. Gustavo preferred half his clothing to be 

27. The ‘snow queen’ or Eva’s Peak (6119m) from the Kang La. (Martin Moran)

trekking route and has a wealth of technical rock peaks we were his first 
foreigner entries for a month. He bemoaned the honesty of the locals. In 
his six-month posting not a single crime had been committed in the valley. 

After a ‘home-stay’ in Urgos we passed Khanjar and climbed to our first 
camp at 3685m where I spied the white tip of a snow peak in the Uldhampu 
side-valley. A two-hour pursuit of this virginal vision took me to a rock 
plinth at 4300m where the valley finally opened to display not one but two 
spectacular peaks freshly clothed in the monsoon’s snow. My 1:150000 
Swiss map estimated their height at 5900m, and they were almost certainly 
unclimbed. Such revelations were to become commonplace over coming 
days.

For the Miyar trek we employed 16 Nepalese porters under the supervi-
sion of local sirdar Shamshir and spent two delightful days strolling up 
25km of broad alluvial meadows to the Miyar glacier snout at 4100m. 
Here the ground changed abruptly to tortuous and exasperating surface 
moraine. Shamshir took us up on the left bank to avoid endless hummocks 
in the glacier centre, but this give scant relief. The Miyar valley is so narrow 
that there are no lateral moraine ridges to offer direct and speedy passage. 
The lower glacier is steadily sinking and the monsoon floods of 2010 had 
triggered countless rockslides and avalanches on the sidewalls. We spent 
much of the day picking our way through fresh rock debris. The sight of 
great rock walls, spires and arêtes up the Jangpar glacier did little to alle-
viate the purgatory. It was small wonder that half way up this ocean of 
stones we found one flamboyantly dressed porter clutching an empty bottle 
of Red Knight whisky.

26. Trekking up the Miyar glacier towards the Kang La. (Martin Moran)
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29. Unnamed 5800m peaks on the west side of the Zanskar-Kangthang glacier. 
(Martin Moran)

Behind us on the east side of the Miyar glacier a ‘super-Alpamayo’ of snow 
flutes and cornices swept up to 6145m. To the north-west a gentle glacier 
bay rose to the final pyramid of Pk 6294m, the cornerstone of our Kang 
La-Poat La circuit. The latter was tempting but we were not sufficiently 
acclimatised to stay above 5000m for another three days. Our immediate 
imperative was to get over the pass and down to a lower camp in the Tidu 
valley. The Kang La was a wild spot, unadorned except for the upturned 
carcass of a bharal sheep. The pass lies on the watershed of the Greater 
Himalayan Range and immediately to its north the terrain becomes both 
arid and savage. This was the fabled land of Zanskar. Among the skeletal 
rock peaks on the horizon a single ‘snow queen’ stood proud with an ice 
boss and curving glacier shelf at her feet. She was about 10 miles away 
on the north side of the Tidu valley and looked of the order of 6000m in 
height. There was no way that we could walk past her.

We made camp down at 4450m at Kanjur grazings. While our Sherpas 
and porters did a second ferry of loads across the Kang La Robin and I 
reconnoitred up the Tidu glacier to spy out the peak. The glacier is ringed 
by ferocious ice faces, most notably the north wall of Pk 6294m. Perched 
on a boulder table we opened Saran’s foil-wrapped lunch offerings to find 
a large slice of watermelon. How they had smuggled this into the wilder-

removed than be parted from his zoom lenses. Others, fearful of spending 
two weeks in plastic boots, hid sturdy trekking shoes under their flysheets. 
The merits of a Kindle over paperbacks were hotly debated. The team 
whisky was ceremoniously decanted into Sigg bottles. When night settled 
we were leaner in weight and, at last, committed. I sensed the joy of 
freedom and slept in peace.

Glorious weather returned for the Kang La crossing. Our loads substan-
tially exceeded 20kg. Although in summer the pass is often crossed by trek-
king parties, a foot of fresh snow now covered the crevasses above 5100m. 
Any doubts about whether we had needed to rope up were dispelled when 
Gustavo missed a jump and slithered three metres down a slot. I placed an 
ice screw anchor in the underlying ice, and rigged up a Z-pulley system. 
After a couple of metres hoisting Allan and I needed a rest so we relaxed 
our grip, expecting my ‘Ropeman’ back-up clamp to take the load. Alarm-
ingly, the rope kept slipping and Gustavo screamed ‘I’m going down!’. I 
then realised that I had put the Ropeman on the wrong way round. As 
Gustavo is an American passport holder I foresaw a massive legal claim if 
the situation was not quickly reversed. We grabbed the rope and after some 
frantic rearrangements established upward movement once more. 

Already we were examining surrounding peaks for possible climbs. 

28. Steve Birch and Mike Timar crossing the corniced summit arête of Eva’s Peak. 
(Martin Moran)
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found to be unclimbed I suggested that we call it Eva’s Peak, after Mike’s 
baby daughter. 

The descent featured a somewhat stressful abseil off an ice thread on the 
ice nose, all of us suspended from a single back-up screw, the other four 
dozing off while I fumbled hopelessly to thread misaligned holes. At such 
times the sacrifice of a Turbo ice screw is very tempting, but eventually 
a remarkable stack of five abseil plates was rigged and we abandoned no 
more than a 6mm cord. Back at the bivouac the others opted for a second 
night on a gravel bed while I pushed down to Kanjur into the dark for a 
rajma stew and tented lodgings.

Any elation at success was replaced by immediate urgency to get over 
the Poat La. Our schedule had dwindled to eight days. We left Kanjur to 
an empty hibernation that would last till next summer when shepherds 
would venture up for the valley’s scant grasses. Halfway across the Tidu 
glacier we were rejoined by the summit four. Here Allan realised that at 
some point in a haze of fatigue he had mislaid his crampons. I had already 
assigned the horrors of the boulder gully to the corridors of memory, but 
realised that without crampons the last passes could be impossible. Better I 
went back up at once than shower Allan with recriminations. I spent four 
fruitless hours, first boulder-dodging in the gully, then combing the bivouac 
site and glacier snout. 

Back on the Tidu glacier at 4650m I shouldered my load and bent my back 
to a long and weary plod to our next camp under the Poat La, pondering 
the coming epics of stepcutting. After an hour a lone figure emerged from 
the evening cloud. It was Mangal, who had come down to help me. When 

31. Badile-like peak above the Zanskar-Kanthang glacier. (Martin Moran)

ness I did not know, but it was delicious. An appraisal of the approach to 
the ‘snow queen’ focused on a 300m-high barrier of near-vertical lateral 
moraine, which barred access to the cirque of the mountain. 

A day later eight of us were back, Gustavo having been instructed to make 
full use of his zoom lenses at Kanjur camp. We selected the least horrifying 
of a series of gullies in the moraine and set to work. The strains of the Kang 
La were telling. All of us felt leaden and we found the gully a torment. Our 
doctor Chris dropped out before we made our bivouac up on gravel flats 
at 5000m. When the midnight alarm sounded Robin emerged from his bag 
in feverish state, shivering and coughing phlegm. While we dressed, he 
grabbed extra camp-mats and a second sleeping bag to better survive the 

remaining six hours 
of night. 

Without a moon 
to guide us we 
could navigate only 
by intuition and 
vague awareness of 
a silhouette of rock 
spires against the 
star-filled sky. A lilac 
dawn found us up 
amongst the waves 
of the glacier shelf 
exactly where we 
had planned. The 
hanging ice boss that 
formed a definite 
crux to our route 

emerged from the shadows and with great relief we spied a route directly 
up its crest. Gary ‘hit the wall’ at 5600m and returned while the snow 
remained firm enough to allow a safe solo retreat. I roped to Allan and 
David while Steve and Mike formed their own team, following our line 
and using our ice screws. We pitched up the 60-degree ice nose at an enjoy-
able grade II standard and gained an easement just as the sun built some 
power. The frozen crust started to give way and our rhythm was destroyed, 
but as the slope steepened again we found that by flexing our feet sideways 
we could stay afloat. The angle increased to 50 degrees and I led a long 
pitch on fragile fibrillations of snow to gain the summit ridge.

The panoply of peaks on the southern horizon included dozens of 
impressive 6000ers along the Himalayan watershed that have barely been 
identified still less explored. Now we could see to the north and west over 
rocky castellations and high white glaciers towards Kishtwar. The ridge 
was grossly corniced to the north and with an alternative of brick-hard 
ice on the south flank the finale proved more delicate than expected. We 
arrived at 11.20am and measured our height at 6119m. Should the peak be 

30. Steve Birch leading the ice nose on Eva’s Peak. 
(Martin Moran)
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forge a route through the remaining miles of moraine. We built cairns on 
each moraine crest to guide the following party and after two hours found 
a freshwater stream in a lateral moraine that led us quickly to the Dharlang 
snout. By midday we reached deserted grazings at 4000m at Danga. Round 
the corner lay the Sersank valley and the denouement of our adventure. 

Satya had described the Sersank icefall as ‘totally broken with steep 
icefalls and huge crevasses… a near vertical maze of 800-900m of extremely 
treacherous ground’. Our optimism was wearing thin as we climbed on 
to a sharp lateral moraine and entered the jaws of the valley. The lower 
icefall was only 400m high but ‘suicidal’ seemed the appropriate adjec-
tive. However, we spotted a ramp of screes and grass running up the right 
side. If we could get through a rock band to gain the ramp we would have 
a passage. Next morning Robin and I returned with Govind, Mangal and 
Thukpa. Inside an hour we outwitted the rock band. Where the ramp ended 
we were forced on to the glacier but old patches of névé bridged crucial 
crevasses. Loose cliffs barred further flanking manoeuvres so we climbed 
direct up a second icefall, fixed a rope, and then snaked through a crevasse 
field to a flattening at 4800m. The pass came into view 2km away with no 
intervening obstacle other than a final shale wall. It had been a magnificent 
day of exploratory mountaineering. Wherever our way seemed barred we 
had discovered a slender onward passage. Exhilarated, we dropped loads 

32. Virgin big wall territory on the east side of the Zanskar-Kanthang glacier. 
(Martin Moran)

I recounted my sorry tale of the missing crampons he grinned. 
‘Sir, I have a spare set.’
Notwithstanding the watermelon incident I was now profoundly 

thankful for the hoarding tendencies of our staff. Up at camp Mangal did 
indeed produce a battered pair of Camp strap-ons and we fitted them to 
Allan’s boots with humble thanks.

Robin was restored to full vigour. Next day, he, Govind, Mangal and 
Thukpa carried loads up and over the Poat La, while the Eva’s Peak team 
tried to recuperate. Highlight of the day was Mike and David’s production 
of a rich and creamy cheesecake, the product of Tesco instant packets and 
Indian butter. Every little certainly helps up at 5000 metres. Even Allan, 
whose appetite had dwindled to nought over recent days, was enticed to 
eat a slice, but Thukpa merely giggled after one mouthful and returned to 
his rice and dal. 

The Poat La day dawned brilliantly clear. Prayer flags on the crest at 
5490m streamed horizontally in a keen east wind and we were glad to get 
down to the west side where a dangerously exposed rock ramp cut down 
through vertical cliffs. We could not imagine how or indeed why plimsoll-
shod shepherds would cross with a flock, but from the discovery of drop-
pings it was clear that they had done so in the recent past. With the passage 
of the Poat La we left Zanskar and entered Kishtwar region, famous for 
its granite peaks. The scenery of the Zanskar-Kanthang glacier had moved 
Satya Dam to paroxysms of joy on his trip. A series of burnished rock 
peaks split by tumbling glaciers and icy couloirs filled its western walls. On 
the east side a fabulous prow of rock opened up, apparently holdless save 
for a single gigantic flake at half-height. A replica Matterhorn occupied the 
onward view. The place ceded nothing to the Karakoram save perhaps a 
few hundred metres in absolute scale. This is paradise for the Alpine-style 
climbers of the future.

At 4500m the Z-K glacier joins with the Dharlang glacier and swings 
westward. Here the 2007 Indian team encountered a sea of moraines, and 
made an enforced bivouac. We tried to convince ourselves that we would 
find a clever way to avoid this trap, but come mid-afternoon we hit the 
stone maze, just as the efforts of a 10-hour day with 22kg loads sapped our 
reserves. The team was split and even Thukpa was slowing under a load of 
30kg. Mutinous mutterings were voiced when I expressed a determination 
to push on to nightfall. Surely we could find a little meadow or a lake by 
which to set a camp? For two hours I forged on through the desert of rocks 
and dead ice before abandoning dreams of comfort. I stopped at the sound 
of a nearby glacier river and we set a bivouac on the boulders. The team 
staggered in, exhausted and demoralised. I fretted over lack of progress. 
Sersank la was still 15km away and if we couldn’t escape the Dharlang 
valley within three days we would be re-booking our flights home.

The stress of the day receded when we laid out bivouac beds and a slim 
new moon rose. Saran cooked up soup and dal bhat under his canopy and 
we settled to a peaceful sleep under the stars. Robin and I left at dawn to 
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and Thukpa pushed on to the roadhead at Khangsar village. Unwittingly, 
they took our last meal of soup and noodles with them, leaving us to a 
Spartan fare of nuts and raisins washed down by herbal tea. Thukpa made 
up by coming back up the valley to meet us with two Thermos flasks of 
sweet tea in the morning. At Tidso Adwar we passed a substantial shep-
herding village and gained a good path for the final miles. Despite all the 
doubts and obstacles of the 18-day trek we reached Khangsar one hour in 
advance of our planned rendezvous. We took breakfast of puris and pota-
toes in a village home and our jeeps arrived from Udaipur bang on time. 
On the same cue, milky clouds produced the first rain of the whole trip and 
I wore my Gore-Tex jacket for all of 10 minutes before we commenced the 
long drive home.

Few trips could be blessed with better weather and more fortuitous juxta-
position of events. In Delhi airport I felt sufficiently vindicated to dispense 
with my lucky bracelet, but 
the gesture was premature. 
During the flight back to 
Britain I felt the creeping 
onset of fever. Twenty-four 
hours later I was laid up in 
hospital in Inverness with 
a massively swollen leg and 
a severe cellulitis infection, 
a condition later attributed 
to the sanitary neglect of 
the Amandeep Hotel. The 
perfect Himalayan odyssey 
ended with a sharp retort 
from reality, but every moun-
tain traveller must eventually 
make a pause.

Summary: A lightweight exploratory journey over passes on the Lahaul-
Zanskar-Kishtwar divides of the Indian Himalaya. The team of 13 crossed 
the Kang La (5450m), Poat La (5490m) and Sersank La (5120m) and 
five members climbed a peak of 6119m on the north side of the Tidu 
valley (possibly unclimbed and named Eva’s Peak, Alpine AD standard). 
Members: Martin Moran and Robin Thomas (leaders), Steve Birch, 
Gustavo Fierro-Carrion, Allan Isherwood, David King, Gary Motyer, 
Chris Sloan, Mike Timar, Govind Singh, Mangal Singh, Saran and Sherpa 
Thukpa. Support services were provided by Himalayan Run & Trek Pvt 
Ltd of Delhi. 

Map: 1:150000 sheet Ladakh South by www.olizane.ch
Reference: ‘Walking Off the Map’ by Satyabrata Dam, Himalayan Journal 
64, pp99-118 (2008).

34. Martin Moran on the Poat La. (Moran coll)

and hastened back to Danga to report the success.
Spirits brightened at the news. Food supplies were running low, and 

Saran’s cuisine had acquired a minimalist theme. Allan had barely eaten 
for a week and was absorbed in silent dreams of lamb chops and Lanca-
shire hotpot. Gary was mid-way through a 9kg weight loss, while Gustavo 
needed persuasion that he was capable of the 1200m climb. Even the 
Indians were glad to leave some kitchenware and surplus kerosene in a 
shepherds’ cave. 

The ascent to the Sersank La commenced at funereal pace, but by 4pm 
the following day we were all settled in a camp under the pass. We needed 
just one last day of good weather. Though evening clouds threatened a 
change the night was bitterly cold. We packed painfully in twilight and 
moved towards the pass in the shadow of 6011m Shiva Shankar, which 
displayed a tremendous north face of linked white spiders. Robin led a diag-
onal line up two pitches of 60-degree rubble and at 10.15am on 6 October 
we reached the col. Our height was 5120m. To the south we looked out on 
the gentle folds of the Sural valley. A vertiginous descent of 300m of shale 
and a few kilometres of meandering on rognons brought us to a razor-sharp 
lateral moraine crest. This led for 3km to sandy flats where we spotted bear 
prints and a ground vegetation of willow scrub developed. Ahead, a silvery 
river snaked down into autumnal birchwoods. 

While we camped for a final night in an oasis of tufted grasses, Govind 

33. On the ramp above the Sersank icefall; Shiva Shankar behind. The north walls of 
this 6002m peak dominated the climb to Sersank La. There are two beautiful spurs in 
view and to their right a perfect ice and mixed face about 900m in vertical height.  
(Martin Moran)


