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we could soak up 
the scenery and 
see that we were 
higher than any of 
the other peaks in 
this area. It felt a 
great privilege to 
be able to make 
the first ascent of a 
mountain like this. 
We loitered for 
30 minutes taking 
photographs, gener-
ally revelling in 
the achievement 
of something we’d 
dreamed about for 
many months.

The weather 
stayed fair, the 
descent was pleas-
ingly uneventful 
and seven days 
after setting out we 
were back at base 

camp. Mike and Rob had enjoyed their exploratory trip to the upper glacier 
and Pritam had prepared a Kishtwar Kailash success cake. Relaxing felt 
particularly good and the enduring retrospective pleasure that goes with 
Himalayan success was beginning to flow – long may the exciting peaks of 
Kishtwar be accessible for mountaineering.

Next day our perfectly timed weather window closed and snow came 
to base camp. The mules arrived as planned and it was time to go home.

Summary: An account of the first ascent of Kishtwar Kailash in the 
Kishtwar Himalaya, India, by Mick Fowler and Paul Ramsden, 4 – 10 
October 2013. Other team members were Mike Morrison and Rob Smith 
who explored the upper reaches of the Chomochior Glacier but were unable 
to climb their chosen objective due to difficult conditions on the glacier.

Acknowledgements: The team would like to thank Berghaus who helped 
make the climbs possible.

‘And what a summit 
it was. . .’ Fowler and 
Ramsden triumphant.

The decision to return to India in the autumn of 2013 was made much 
too late for us to apply for grant applications since it was April before 

we had really got the makings of an expedition together. Eventually four 
of us committed to the trip: Mike Pinney, Chris Storie, Tony Westcott 
and me – all seasoned Alpine Club members, some would say. The next 
decision, of course, was exactly where to go. Having been to the Indian 
Himalaya several times before, I for one was keen to visit somewhere 
different. Harish Kapadia’s article Zanskar Anyone?1 finally solved the 
dilemma, providing photographs of the mountains to the south-west of the 
road taken on his journey from Kargil to Padum. Our research rapidly 
established that several of these side valleys were infrequently visited, at 
least by Westerners. One valley, the Durung Drung, situated a little beyond 
the Pensi La watershed, has received much attention, but what attracted 
us was the neighbouring Pensilungpa Valley. Despite being adorned with 
some impressive peaks, this valley seemed considerably less well-known, 

Tributary glacier 1 and the north face of Z8. (Derek Buckle)
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Peak 5641m 

The peaks at the head and to the NW of the Pensilungpa Valley. (Derek Buckle)

with the potential for both exploration and unclimbed summits. On hearing 
of our plans Harish not only encouraged us to visit the Pensilungpa but 
readily supplied us with a number of high resolution photographs. From 
these and the aid of GoogleEarth we finally homed in on several peaks 
straddling the Pensilungpa-Durung Drung divide.

Our preferred objective did not feature on the ‘approved list’ of the 
Indian Mountaineering Federation (IMF) and we were assigned another, 
much harder, mountain situated at the head of the Pensilungpa Valley. 
We duly paid the appropriate peak fee for this otherwise unknown Peak 
6048m, but in the knowledge that we had freedom to explore and climb 
virtually anywhere in the valley; including our primary objective. Things 
were looking up at last and we were set to go. To our knowledge only Z8, 
the peak at the head of the valley, had been climbed, by the Italian husband 
and wife team of Gino and Silvia Buscaini via its west-north-west ridge in 
July 19782.

The journey to the Pensilungpa Valley 
At our obligatory IMF briefing in Delhi we were introduced to Suman 

(Happy) Kant, the Liaison Officer assigned to our expedition. Happy 
subsequently proved himself a true asset by facilitating our passage through 
multiple military check-points and by assuming a role as the team’s surro-

gate Sirdar – not strictly necessary, but very useful in ensuring there was 
no confusion concerning our plans once we were established in the valley.

We soon left a sweltering Delhi to acclimatise at the cooler altitudes of 
Leh where Rimo Expeditions, who facilitated our trip, have their head-
quarters. There were many familiar faces from earlier visits: Dan Kumar, 
who was with us three years previously in the Jiwa Nala3, would again 
be our base camp cook, ensuring excellent food, but the five additional 
support staff, Robin, Dawa, Karma, Ambir and Ajay were all new to us. 
They too did not disappoint, the young Sherpas could not have done more 
to help us establish assault camps higher in the valley.

After visiting the impressive 17th century Leh Palace – a mini replica of 
the Potala in Lhasa situated on a hill above the town – and the established 
monasteries of Shey and Hemis, we began the long drive along the Indus 
Valley, taking in the ancient 11th century Alchi Gompa and the impres-
sive 8m high Maitreya statue, depicting the future Buddha, at Mulbekh 
– believed to have been carved into the rock in the 8th century – en route 
to an overnight stop in Kargil. From Kargil we followed a gradually dete-
riorating road beside the Suru River until it was possible to access the 
Pensilungpa a little north of the Pensi La. From here a 3km trek over easy 
ground led to our planned base camp at 4650m, only 0.6km short of the 
current glacial snout and the source of the Suru itself.
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Above: Mike Pinney (front) and Tony 
Westcott on the ascent of Hidden 
Peak. Left: Tony Westcott descending 
from the summit block of Hidden 
Peak. (Derek Buckle)

Mike Pinney, Chris Storie and Tony Westcott low on 
the north Ridge of Peak 5641m. (Derek Buckle)

Exploration of the Pensilungpa 
and its south-eastern glaciers 

Like most glaciers worldwide, 
the Pensilungpa has contracted 
massively in recent years. At one 
time five subsidiary glaciers to the 
south-east flowed directly into the 
main glacier – but no longer. Today 
they are separated by excoriated 
ground and substantial boulder-
fields which, though unstable, are 
relatively easily traversed. Remote 
sensing studies suggest that up to 
38% of the Pensilungpa Glacier 

disappeared between 1962 and 20074 and that the snout has receded about 
120m over the same period5. More recent ground surveys indicate that the 
process continued over the period 2008-2013 with an average annual reces-
sion of the snout of 11m6.

Having established base camp on 9 September our first task was to estab-

lish the topography of the valley and to reconnoitre possible sites for higher 
camps. Thus, while Mike and I followed the medial moraine of the main 
glacier, Tony and Chris negotiated the more complex true right lateral 
moraine by traversing beneath both the second and third tributary glaciers. 
A combination of radio and clear visual contact between our two parties 
simplified the task and it was soon apparent where we needed to be, even 
if our primary objective was blocked by a prominent triangular peak that 
dominated the skyline of the third tributary glacier. This peak was subse-
quently named Pyramid 
Peak, although we made 
no attempt to climb it.

On 11 September we 
relocated to camp 1 at 
4845m and the next day to 
camp 2 at 5223m situated 
close to the edge of the 
third side glacier (see map). 
Despite the excellent views 
afforded by this camp, 
Pyramid Peak continued 
to dominate the southern 
aspect to the extent that 
there were initial concerns 
we may have entered the 
wrong valley. 

There was only one 
way to find out! Leaving 
Chris, who was not yet 
fully acclimatised, we set 
off early on 13 September 
roping up where the 
glacier markedly steep-
ened and wound through 
a maze of crevasses as it 
steepened further. Eventu-
ally the angle eased and, to 
our relief, the snowy arête that we had identified from satellite pictures 
came into view. With hindsight we should have trusted the satellite images, 
but visual confirmation is immensely reassuring. 

We then crossed two major bergschrunds to a small rocky col, south-east 
of Pyramid Peak, from where we climbed the steep north-north-west ridge 
via a snowy top to the rocky summit at 5802m (first ascent, Alpine PD+). 
We subsequently named this Hidden Peak on account of its relative invisi-
bility from anywhere in the Pensilungpa Valley, although it did offer exten-
sive panoramic views over the Durung Drung Glacier and its surrounding 
peaks. In deteriorating weather we retraced our steps to camp 2, arriving 
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Derek Buckle, Tony Westcott and Chris Storie descending from an attempt on 
Peak 5641m. (Mike Pinney)

just as the only significant snowfall of the trip set in. We returned to base 
camp the following day.

With our primary objective in the bag, our attention turned to Peak 
5641, situated at the foot of the 
fourth tributary glacier. We 
had looked long at its impres-
sive north face from base camp 
and elsewhere and spotted what 
appeared to be a climbable line 
up the mixed north-northeast 
ridge. So two days later (16 
September), all four of us estab-
lished camp 3 at 4950m on the 
true left lateral moraine at the 
foot of this glacier. 

It was not an ideal site as it 
still lay some way below the 
plateau by which we hoped to 
gain the ridge; but it was the 
only place that provided rela-
tively flat, even ground that was 
objectively safe and with access 
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The sharp second pinnacle on Twin Peak. Hidden Peak is just visible at half 
height beyond. (Derek Buckle)

Tony Westcott nearing the summit of Twin Peak. (Mike Pinney)

to water. It would have to do.
We set out at sunrise next day in brilliant weather and continued up the 

moraine until it was possible to move right onto the rocky north-northeast 
ridge proper. Climbing relatively straightforward broken ground we made 
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Z3 and the Durung Drung Glacier from Twin Peak. (Derek Buckle)

Mike Pinney, Chris Storie, Tony 
Westcott and Derek Buckle in 
Leh. (Derek Buckle coll.)

one or two forays onto the hard ice of the north face before returning to the 
relative security of the rocks. At 5576m, however, we reached an impasse. 
At this point a prominent rock finger projecting into the face forced us to 
choose between difficult rocky ground to our left and a threatening 65-70º 
ice face on our right. From here it was evident that the summit was still 
some way above (more than the 70m suggested by the map height) and 
that it was likely to prove a challenge. With a higher assault camp we may 
have made a different decision, but under the circumstances we chose not 
to continue and, having spent a further night at our high camp, returned to 
base camp the following day.

With Chris still not feeling on good form Mike, Tony and I established 
camp 4 at 5186m on the true right of tributary glacier 2 on 20 September 
with the intention of attempting a peak on the Pensilungpa – Durung Drung 
divide that we had seen from the main glacier. The weather remained 
clear the next day and we climbed the rough glacier left of centre until it 
visibly steepened and extensive crevasses forced a detour leftwards before 
we headed south to a snowy col around 5600m. Westwards from here lay 
the more easterly of two rock towers at 5825m (first ascent, East Summit, 
AD). We declined to attempt the second, more technical, isolated rocky 
spire even though it was the slightly higher of the two. Twin Peak, as we 
subsequently named it, commanded panoramic views towards Z3 and the 
Durung Drung Glacier to the south, Z8 immediately north and Hidden 
Peak to the south-west. Further north held distant views of Nun and Kun.

Next day, with our time in Zanskar coming to an end, we managed 
to scramble to 5118m along the north ridge of Z8 for a good view of its 
impressive north face before finally leaving the valley on our return journey 
to Leh, Delhi and home.

Tributary glacier 3 with Pyramid Peak at centre. (Derek Buckle)

Summary: Expedition to Pensilungpa Glacier in the Zanskar region, Indian 
Himalaya, 3 September – 2 October 2013 by AC members Derek Buckle 
(leader), Mike Pinney, Chris Storie and Tony Westcott. The team explored 
four of the major subsidiary glaciers descending from the Pensilungpa – 
Durung Drung divide and made the first ascent of Peak 5802m ‘Hidden 
Peak’ (PD+) via the north-northwest ridge and Peak 5825m ‘Twin Peak’ 
(AD). They also reached a height of 5576m on the north-north east ridge 
of Peak 5641.
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