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Summary
In September 2014 a five-man British team, Derek Buckle (leader), Dave 

Broadhead, Mike Cocker, Geoff Cohen and Hamish Irvine (non-climber), 
explored the mountains to the east of the Lingti nala in the north-eastern 
Spiti region of Himachal Pradesh, close to the border with Tibet. Team 
members made first ascents of several of the subsidiary tops on the Lagma 
plateau, including: Peak 5782 via a WI2 gully (Fossil Gully, 9 September) 
on its north face, Tangmor (5920m, 11 September), and the second ascent 
of Lagma (5796m) itself on 12 September. They also made the first ascents 
of Peak 5927 (Taklu), 13 September and Peak 5924 (Chota Sgurr), 19 
September, both by their north ridges.
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Sisbang (5668m) from the north. (Derek Buckle)

Occasionally I have one of those days when I wake up bright and early 
and proceed to curse everything and anything under the sun. It’s 

generally when, at 6am, my alarm loudly declares that it’s time to go work, 
and every fibre of my being rallies outside my cerebral cortex in protest. 
Then I get a headache and start cursing all of creation. Naturally, all of 
creation doesn’t appreciate being cursed, and spends the rest of the day 
trying to give me a good reason to curse it. Sometimes it succeeds, and 
I spend the rest of the day trapped in a vicious circle, like a hamster in 
its wheel, cursing the foundations upon which my life is built, while the 
foundations curse me back. It makes me wonder whether hamsters face the 
same problem.

That’s roughly how I felt when I woke up at 6am tied into a tree. My 
climbing partner was in no way attached to me; Bradley was tied into 
another tree a few paces below me. Himalayan expeditions are funny like 
that: you think you’re going to wake up on an icy ledge half way up a 
shadowy face, but there you are, supported by a tangle of birches that grow 
almost sideways in a seemingly endless gorge. I turned my head to the 
left. The cleft in the slope just ahead barred our retreat and necessitated 
uphill. Tree climbing. Certainly, I realised, I would be cursing all of crea-

The north face of Patrasi. X marks high point, prospective route line dashed. 
(Aleksey Zholobenko)
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tion today, not least because I had never been very good at tree climbing.
Yesterday we were convinced that this stretch of unpleasant terrain was 

only a temporary inconvenience. We were correct in the sense that we 
only went through the ‘Groundhog Day’-like loop five times, and in the 
end escaped the Chyangdayng Khola with most of our possessions and 
a portion of our sanity intact. Clearly we had misplaced our confidence, 
both in the choice of descent route and, more globally, in our own abili-
ties. Despite, or perhaps on account of, the belief that we had planned 
everything perfectly, all those mousy little errors had worked their way into 
our expedition and had eventually gnawed away those tenuous strings that 
anchored our lofty hopes to reality.

You could say that it started with an overly optimistic email. To my 
surprise, the offending communication was from Bradley. We had been 
discussing the possibility of another expedition for a while, but so far 
nothing had materialised – I was finally enjoying my work and Bradley 
was skint. Now the situation had apparently changed and he wanted my 
opinion on the feasibility of a 20-day expedition. I rubbed my eyes, throwing 
myself against the backrest and looking at the plain, sterile ceiling, even 
duller than the October sky. It was a bold proposal. Too bold, even. Three 
weeks, on the other hand… Under the sway of alpine enthusiasm, which 
is so overpowering to the untested mountaineer, I sent a reply that was as 
flowery and over-optimistic as the original query. With the appropriate 
artificial acclimatisation, Herculean training, the proper doping regime, a 
virgin sacrifice, and a lifetime allowance of good luck, a three week expe-

dition up a remote Himalayan six-thousander might just succeed. In any 
case, the dialogue had began, and as it went on, three weeks turned to four, 
four weeks became five, and five weeks spilled over onto nearby Mondays 
and Fridays. The fate of my yearly leave and Bradley’s admittedly shallow 
financial reserves were sealed.

It hadn’t taken us very long to find our target. With the power of satel-
lite imagery at our fingertips, we had soon gone through most Himalayan 
north faces, though figuring out what was suitable and accessible was a 
little harder. In a moment of decadent genius, Bradley suggested criteria 
both strict and sensible: the base camp should be on a grassy meadow, 
ideally next to a clear mountain lake. Those criteria would almost entirely 
eliminate the burdensome element of choice. A certain patch of glaciation 
in the Kanjiroba Himal that was surrounded by a sea of brown and green 
caught my eye. This small patch of white was the kilometre and a half high 
face of Kande Huinchuli and the adjoining glacier. As it turned out, it was 
true that this patch of scree-covered ice didn’t extend more than a couple 
of kilometres away from the face in any direction, but when the mountain 
was submerged in bottomless powder, it felt anything but small. In any 
case, our target had been decided. Of course I was not deaf to the voice of 
doubt and the closer we came to our departure day, the louder its whispers. 
Its message?  That any self-respecting Himalayan north face would eat us 
alive.

And then it really did begin to come apart. You could say that the first 
sign came when I balked at the weight of plastics and the price of over-
boots. I had read about one of Dyhrenfurth’s expeditions, where the writer 
scoffed at the super-heavy boots the expedition leader had proposed and 
had instead got by with an extra pair of socks. Modern metereological 
science gave us one chance to put everything right: checking the weather 
forecast a few days before departure, I hoped that the mirror on the wall 
would declare me the fairest of them all and confirm that the gamble of 
heading off into the Kanjiroba Himal, deep in post-monsoon season, would 
pay off. Instead my magic mirror showed me nothing but the prospects of 
the snow-white future I wanted to avoid, in the form of the tropical storm 
which would later claim the lives of dozens of porters and trekkers in the 
Annapurna region. Unlike a certain wicked stepmother, I took no heed of 
my magic mirror and with the words ‘It’ll be grand!’ the fate of our expedi-
tion was sealed. 

We completed our preparations as planned. Our equipment was light, 
functional and in good repair. In light of bitter experience, we resolved to 
abstain from local cuisine and Bradley even armed himself with a bottle of 
hand sanitiser. Our menu, synthesised from the experiences of two genera-
tions of mountaineers from two different mountaineering traditions, was 
the best we had eaten in the outdoors by a margin which even Jamie Oliver 
would envy. Our permits, porters, transport and accommodation had all 
been sorted and we just had to take off, land, turn our back on the civilised 
world and walk away. Since we lacked previous Himalayan experience, we 

Swimming the glacier to the base of Patrasi. (Aleksey Zholobenko)
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had no idea how well our preparations would fare in the face of reality, but 
when we stepped, sweaty palmed, off the Twin Otter at Jumla and faced 
the mountains, we still looked at the future of the expedition through the 
prism of optimism.

Our target mountain goes by several different names – Kande Huinchuli, 
Sisne and Patrasi. To compound the issue a couple of other mountains 
nearby also go by the names of Sisne and Patrasi. This makes asking the 
locals for directions pointless at best. The mountain itself had first been 
mapped in the 1930s, but the first ascent had to wait until a Japanese expe-
dition succeeded in climbing its south ridge. Since then there had been 
two more ascents – one of the same ridge by a different Japanese expe-
dition and one of the north-west ridge of a sub-peak (Sisne) by a Swiss 
expedition. There were then a number of other attempts, all which ended 
in different degrees of failure. One intriguing trend that emerged, for no 
reason apparent to us, was the absolute, systematic inability of small, 
alpine style expeditions to make it to the top. The Japanese expeditions 
approached from the south, while the Swiss expedition, in whose footsteps 
we were following, approached from the south and then, having traversed 
a high pass, descended into the cirque of the mountain’s impressive north 
face. It was specifically this north face, untried and unclimbed, that we had 
come to attempt.

With the exception of an unexpectedly snowy 4942m pass, which was 
crossed without porters, the approach to base camp was smooth and pleasant 
(and yes, we had a meadow and a mountain ‘lake’).  After a couple of days 
of lazing around base camp, partly to watch the build-up of another half 
metre of snow, we packed our bags with gear and eight days of rations and 
set off up the glacier. The plan was to climb just under a kilometre, from the 
grassy valley at 4200 metres, to the glacial cirque at between 4900 and 5100 
metres. The mountain threw down its second challenge. The way up to 
the glacier consisted of scree, scree disguised by unconsolidated snow, and 
more deep, soft, yet paradoxically stable, snow. Then we encountered a 
short (but somehow very, very long), narrow, shady gully, which in the end 
could only be overcome when Bradley, exasperated, stopped and, holding 
out a demanding hand, uttered the one word.

‘Shovel.’
That word marked the end of the transition from the gentle fantasy 

inspired by the soft walk-in and our preconceptions of the word ‘post-
monsoon’, to the reality that called for a shovel. We had been ascending a 
gentle snow gully that might pass as a Scottish I when Bradley finally had 
enough of sinking lower and lower for every step uphill he took. It took 
us the rest of the day to dig our way up the gully, and then a bivvy plat-
form. We had been battling with the snow since we had parted ways with 
our porters, but up to now, as we passed the high col that separated the 
mountain’s north face from Jumla and the south-west face, the snow had 
been bearable. It was either shallow as we ascended the col or it was on the 
downhill, and snow on the downhill usually makes life easier. Here, on the 

other hand, it was deep, and more importantly it was on the uphill and as 
consolidated as the sanity of anyone who was about to climb it. One more 
realisation came to us in this shadowed gully: this frustrating white powder 
was most likely to haunt us all the way to the summit. We chose to ignore 
this epiphany and continue until our eight days of provisions ran out. 

It was at the first bivvy that I first had a faint impression that my boots 
might not be warm enough a kilometre higher up. The impression got 
stronger the next day, when I sat down facing the sun and spent a good 
ten minutes massaging a pair of feet that simply refused to warm up on 
their own, even with the rest of me breaking a sweat. Despite these small 

Spindrift Rainbow: Alek on the easy snow slope at the base of the north face. 
(Bradley Morrell)
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setbacks, we spent the rest of the day clambering and lumbering over the 
lateral moraine of a dying glacier and by sunset we were tucked into our 
bivvy bags. At that point the problem of waking up with cold feet in the 
morning came under the scrutiny of my clearly insufficient intellect. The 
best I could come up with was tucking my still be-booted feet into a dry bag 
before tucking myself into the sleeping bag.

In the morning, I had toasty feet and thought about perhaps writing a 
UKClimbing article on methods of keeping one’s feet warm when your 
boots just don’t cut it. My jubilant mood was short lived, as half an hour 
later the boots had acquired the material properties of plastic and my feet 
were once again on the chilly side. I was concerned. As we explored the 
area, sizing up the face, I suggested we pick a line that gets at least a little 
sunlight. Unfortunately the best line was quite naturally tucked into the 
darkest, coldest corner of the face. And what a line! It looked like 400m 
of thick, 80° ice, or at worst dirty névé followed by easier terrain, which 
culminated in either a struggle up a vertical rock face (which would have 
been impossible for us), or an ever steepening ramp up to the ridge. We 
admired this line for a while, wishing that our boots were just that little 
bit warmer and didn’t freeze early in the morning. Then reason prevailed 
and we picked a more sensible line; it had a couple hours of sunlight in 
the afternoon and can be summarised as a meandering route over dodgy-

looking mixed, followed by steep, dodgy-looking mixed, followed by a 
long, steep snow slope. It did not inspire in the same way, but perhaps the 
short window of sunlight would make it bearable.

This last day of our three day approach was particularly humbling. Our 
‘advance camp’ was separated from the face and our chosen route by two 
kilometres of rather tame, glaciated terrain. This meant that two kilometres 
of quicksand which pretended to be snow separated us from the base of 
our route. These two kilometres took us most of the day. I can swim that 
distance faster – significantly faster. Despite feeling like a couple of fugi-
tives who had escaped from a gulag only to find ourselves surrounded by a 
wintry tundra, we did eventually reach a series of crevasses which marked 
the bottom of the route. Here the glacier reared up to the start of the mixed 
climbing. Here, in a fit of Scottish madness, we constructed a snowhole. 
After a poor night’s sleep, punctuated by periodically digging Bradley out 
of a snowy coffin, we started the climb.

I say we started the climb, but actually, as an expedition, we had some-
thing of a threshold moment. It’s like when you stand on a pier in early 
May in your swimming trunks and battle the fear of jumping into icy water, 
or when you stand on a tiny ledge under a crux with poor gear below you. 
Then there is a moment when it is all decided, and you either commit to the 
challenge or slink away. We packed the bags and debated, throwing hesi-
tant glances up the face. On the one hand, we would have liked nothing 
better than to descend to our grassy base camp, regroup, and make another 
attempt. At the same time we were quite aware that if we went down now, 
we probably wouldn’t have the will left to get to the start of the route a 
second time. We committed. Since we had come this far, we would keep 
going. We would push our limits and see this glacier from above.

Thus hours and spindrift flew past and I found myself sat on a snowy 
ledge, untying my shoelaces. The suspicious sensation of bunched up socks 
that had been following me all morning turned out to have a more sinister 
cause. We had spent five hours front-pointing, post-holing, and swimming 
up the slope, all as a powdery spindrift flowed down to meet us. In those 
five hours I had gained some wonderfully colourful blotches on my toes. 
I tapped them. They were quite wooden. It was over. We had plodded, 
post-holed and swum through ever deeper snow on and off for the past 
week and a half, and just as we had reached the interesting bit, those limits 
that we had intended to push had begun to push back. It appeared that our 
limits didn’t take kindly to it.

From this highpoint at c5450m, though who knows what the actual 
height was, it took us 12 hours to limp back to base camp. The descent 
had an element of surreal lightness to it: perhaps because Bradley had 
volunteered to lighten my rucksack. Or perhaps because the weight of 
ambition and uncertainty had been taken off my shoulders and only the 
single-minded goal of preserving my toes remained. The fact that it was all 
downhill did help.

After we had mulled the situation over for a few days and it became 

Shovel Grade Gully: Bradley, digging us out of a dead end and into trouble. 
(Aleksey Zholobenko)
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apparent that the much-maligned digits had no intention of falling off, we 
decided on a bold move. Instead of hobbling back to Jumla the way we had 
come, we would take the long, low road, the road that no other expedition 
had used before. We imagined that if we could at least report a wonderful, 
alternative route up the valley, it would all be worth it and the sense of 
purpose could be salvaged.

There’s a lot left unsaid, but in brief, that is the story of how I woke up 
tied into a tree. Just walking, walking, more walking and not a scrap of 
duelling – just us and the laws of physics on that overhanging chessboard. 
And in the end I seem to have learned the wrong lesson. If, today, a passer-
by were to stop me and instead of asking for directions (don’t ask me for 
directions, I’m not from around here), were to put on a solemn expression 
and ask whether I’d go there again, to those very ordinary mountains, I 
would think about the limits that I can’t seem to overcome, those limits of 
will, common sense and experience beyond which lies the promise of the 
extraordinary. And I would still answer with a pensive ‘yes’.

Summary
A yarn about the attempt on the unclimbed north face of 

Patrasi/Sisne/Huinchuli in the Kanjiroba Himal of western Nepal, by 
Bradley Morrell and Aleksey Zholobenko in October-November 2014.
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And then there were trees: Not quite a nice easy, downhill retreat along the 
Chyangdayan Khola. (Aleksey Zholobenko)

What defines success? In this case we defined it as making the first 
ascent of Djanghorn by the south ridge and traversing the rest of the 

summits on the ridge to the highest peak in the range, Peak After-You, in 
alpine style.

Strictly speaking we failed: the aim was the traverse of all the summits; 
we didn’t climb Peak After-You.

We were a team of six from the UK and New Zealand, and arrived 
in Bishkek at the beginning of August. We spent a day buying food and 
meeting the other AC team from Bristol with whom we were sharing trans-
port to basecamp. The next morning started early, with a six-hour minibus 
to Karakol before a swap into a Soviet all-terrain vehicle that travelled the 
same speed whatever the surface or angle. It was ideal, as the only road to 

Eyeing-up the line of Open Misère, Peak Vinton-Boot, during our reconnais-
sance. (Reg Measures)


