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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)
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Maida-Adyr, our day’s destination, was largely a bulldozed track which 
went over a 3600m col. We arrived just as it was getting dark; Maida-Adyr 
is the starting point for flights into Khan Tengri and Peak Pobeda, two 
famous ‘Snow Leopard’ peaks. The next morning we caught a helicopter 
going in the opposite direction – west – towards the Djangart range.

The Djangart is in the Tien Shan and has eight main glacier systems 
that lead south from the Djangart River to the Chinese border. The first 
successful expedition into the Djangart was a Russian team in 2008, and 
there have been expeditions visiting every summer since. Both the Bristol 
team and us had the same primary objective of making the first ascent of 
the highest peak in the range – Peak 5318. This was scuppered at the start 
when we were informed that it had been climbed by an American team two 
weeks prior to our arrival, who had named it Peak After-You.

The helicopter dropped us off, and after it had left we discovered that we 
were about 12km away from, and in a different valley than, our intended 
location; our basecamp ended up situated next to the Djangart river 
between the ends of the N1 and N2 glaciers.

There was a friendly rivalry between the two teams which intensified at 
the end of the first week when the Bristol team made the first ascent of Peak 
5025; our team had spent the week exploring Chulaktor, Akoguz, N2 and 
N1 glacier systems for suitable objectives. When there was a break in the 
weather at the beginning of our second week, all six of our team headed 
up the N2 glacier. Max, Reg and I started off with the first ascent of Peak 
MacMillan (5051m) via the Frima (north-west) face at D-, which was remi-
niscent of the north face of Lyskamm and required 700m of front pointing 
mostly at 50º, then up the west ridge to the summit cornice. We descended 
the west ridge and south-west face. 

Two days later we made the first ascent of Peak Vinton-Boot (5168m) 
via a stunning north-west facing ice gully which we called Open Misère 
(TD) and involved nine pitches up to Scottish Grade V followed by endless 
simul-climbing to the summit. Following all this with the tricky descent of 
a broken glacier made for one very long day.

Tom, Hugh and Neil in the meantime had made the first ascents of Peak 
Fotheringham (4871m) by going up the east ridge and down the west; this 
was followed by Point Andrea (4566m), and then two days later by Peak 
Kinmundy (4950m), all from the N2 glacier. On 19 August Max, Reg and 
I had made our first attempt on our main aim of the trip, traversing from 
the unclimbed Djanghorn (5274m) to Peak After-You (5318m) via three 
other 5000m peaks. This was ended at the start by a substantial rockfall that 
hit us on the approach slopes; we were very lucky to sustain only minor 
injuries. The next week was spent sitting out bad weather in basecamp, 
before Max, Reg and I made the long trek round to the Sauktor glacier. We 
attempted to climb Pt 5112 (climbed by an AC team in 2014), but aban-
doned the attempt due to poor weather. Meanwhile, Tom, Neil and Hugh 
had a scary experience attempting to cross the Djangart River. Neil was 
almost washed away which put a stop to their plans. This left us with two 

days of good weather at the end of our trip. We vainly tried to re-arrange 
the helicopter pick up date, but didn’t receive any confirmation. We still 
had a burning desire to get back on the Djanghorn.

Liberation
In Nausea, Sartre’s character Antoine struggles with the existential doubt 

created by the realisation of radical freedom. Nausea is the giddy feeling of 
knowing you can do whatever you want while contemplating the inherent 
insecurity of the consequences of your actions. In alpine climbing, nausea is 
the feeling you get at the bivvy the night before the climb and approaching 
the bergschrund in the dark; it is the fear and doubt of the outcome of the 
climb bubbling to the surface. There is an ultimate feeling of liberation 
once committed on an alpine climb; your struggle with doubt is suspended 
once you have made the choice to commit. 

The first pitched section of the south ridge of the Djanghorn. (Reg Measures)
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The feeling of liberation comes when, once committed, you have lost 
your freedom and given yourself purpose; you must get up and back down 
the mountain. Either consciously or accidentally, and usually based on a 
deluded sense of reality, a decision to go up has been made to commit. 
Questions like ‘what’s the point?’ and ‘will we succeed?’ leave your mind; 
this is the essence of the loss of doubt and the feeling of liberation.

Djanghorn
Climbing through the same rockfall zone that ended things on our first 

attempt, this time we are earlier and climbing faster, but there is real doubt 
and fear about our ability to get up this mountain. Reg forces the pace up 
open snowfields that we hope link to the col at the base of the ridge. It is 
dark and everything is uncertain, the doubt in this project is building to a 
crescendo that I hope will end in liberation at dawn.

As the col is gained, the darkness fades; in light the uncertainty remains. 
Above we are greeted by overhanging, loose granite; all options look 

bad, but at least there are some to choose from. At this point doubt is 
deafening and defining. The shaded rock of the Tien Shan at dawn is pain-
fully cold to touch. Max steps up; he has the team’s pair of rock boots. The 
introduction is loose, cold and severe, and Reg falls seconding when what 
he is climbing parts company with the mountain.

Pitch two is the turning point. A loose overhanging groove is the only 
way; doubt is building; we will fail at this point…I don’t want to descend 
the rockfall zone… does this even lead anywhere? I can just see more over-
hangs above… 

Yet that is the whole reason we are here: uncertainty, the unknown; over-
coming this is the point. Affirmation of existence can only occur because 

of uncertainty. Liberation is the temporary loss of uncertainty achieved by 
limiting its domain: narrowing your focus to an alpine climb.

Max tries to free the groove; it is freezing and he is climbing in bare 
hands; a flake snaps off.

 ‘…Do….do my work…do my dirty work scapegoat…’1 is ringing in my head 
as he aids up on expanding flakes, and a steady stream of rocks and poten-
tial holds falls past us. How can something so steep be this loose? Max 
makes it to a belay; this was the turning point though we didn’t realise it 
at the time. After he had led some-
thing so horrible we couldn’t back 
down.

‘How does it look?’ 
‘Er… it’s just an overhang above 

me.’
This is the point of liberation; 

doubt has gone. I am liberated by 
commitment; my ropemate has 
got us through this section, so we 
have to succeed, I need to equal his 
belief.

Liberation is not accompanied 
by a feeling of lightness; I am just 
certain I can get to the top. The 
scope of life has narrowed to the 
domain of the Djanghorn.

Max climbs the next overhangs. 
We find a sneaky traverse around a 
1. Sad But True, Metallica

The mighty unclimbed Dawn Wall (east face) of the Djanghorn (left) to Peak 
After-You Ridge (right) from the N2 Glacier. (Hugh Thomas)

Timothy Elson and Reg Measures on the 
summit of the Djanghorn. Peak After-You in 
background. (Max Folkett)
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bottomless off-width. I climb an icy, mixed pitch with an awful, loose exit. 
Pitches and moving together blur into one long, loosely bonded memory 
after the scapegoat pitch. After each difficult step we vainly hope it is the 
last. Disappointment accompanies every realisation that there is always 
more to go. At all times during this section to the summit I am accompa-
nied by a certainly: I will get to the top.

The altitude starts to bite and Reg plods on in the lead; somehow several 
more hours have passed; the ridge is foreshortened. Surely it cannot take 
long to reach the cornice up there? Ten paces and rest, repeat. I can’t make 
out what Reg shouts when he gets over the cornice, but by its deflated tone 
of disappointment I don’t think this is the top. It’s not. Ten paces and rest, 
repeat. There is another cornice further ahead, surely it can’t take long 
to reach it? Ten paces and rest, repeat. After another eternity the second 
cornice is reached, and finally the top.

Then the three of us are standing on the summit of the Djanghorn. I have 
no sense of elation; there is still 2.5km of unknown ridge to go over with 
another three summits before the first opportunity for descent. 

Alpine climbing is easy: you make a hopelessly optimistic plan and then 
carry on regardless. We left our high camp at 1am with light day packs, the 
intention being to reach this summit at the latest by midday. Looking at our 
watches it is 5.45pm. It gets dark in two hours and our bivvy kit consists of 

belay jackets, a two-man bothy bag and a Jetboil. 
We are very alone, on top of a committing mountain in the middle of 

the Tien Shan with some teammates a day or so away at base camp. I have 
been liberated by commitment and not even darkness can impinge on my 
certain self.

We make a quick brew just down from the summit then try to get as far 
along the ridge as possible before darkness. I end up on top of a pinnacle 
looking down a 30m drop, but can’t find anything to abseil from; we have 
to go back and descend around the pinnacles. 

Two abseils and some down-climbing lead to darkness. At this point 
liberation is lost and doubt has set in. I stop. ‘We’re bivying here – I’m 
f**ked.’ The three of us squeeze into our two-man bothy bag and we light 
the stove. An argument ensues and I quite rightly lose:

1. In the 30 minutes we sit there the temperature plummets. We have all 
our clothes on and we’re all shivering; Max can’t feel his toes.

2. It’s the end of our trip and the helicopter might be coming to pick us 
up from base camp at 8am tomorrow morning. 

Moving upwards towards the ridge again feels like a superhuman effort. 
Every time I stop I start to drift off; it is only momentary, but feels like I am 
falling – while knowing I am climbing – and I jolt awake. The other two 
drag me along; liberation is lost as no thoughts exist now, only tiredness 
and cold; the wind picks up as we climb, continuing to wear every stitch of 
clothing. Two more summits pass by and we reach the ‘needle col’ below 

The west face of the Djanghorn (right) to Peak After-You Ridge (left); the south 
ridge of the Djanghorn is on the right and the col just before Peak After-You is 
where the team descended. (Hugh Thomas)
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Peak After-You. We don’t even discuss heading up, we’ve been on the 
move for over 24 hours and down is all we can manage.

Well past the middle of the night we reach our high camp. I argue for 
sleep, but the others reiterate our need to get down to base camp – we have 
no confirmation of the change to the helicopter date and they don’t want to 
be left alone in the middle of nowhere. 

In the disorientated waking dream of the descent from our high camp, I 
can hear a voice I recognise, but don’t know from where, singing just out 
of earshot. I try to stop and listen yet automatically my legs move anyway, 
and I can’t make out the song or voice. In front Reg stops then Max too: a 
stream, a sip of water. I have moved past the point of falling asleep when I 
stop; I feel nothing in particular; my knees hurt. The effort of continuing is 
fading. I think I can keep walking indefinitely now; there is no pressure, no 
pending darkness, only endless moraine.

Eventually all moraine ends
On arrival at base camp I am speechless and incapable of coherent 

thought for a while – I just have a feeling of contentment, of having 
achieved something. Momentarily freeing oneself of doubt and completing 
the climb led to liberation of other sorts. So what is the achievement – 
Liberation? No. The first ascent? No. It is getting back down having lived 
through the experience. 

The top section of the Scapegoat pitch. (Reg Measures)

Leaving the summit of Pk 5207 part way along the traverse. (Reg Measures)

The team with Soviet era Kyrgyz Army helicopter: Neil Thomas, Timothy Elson, 
Reg Measures, Max Folkett, Hugh Thomas and Tom Bell. (Timothy Elson)

Postscript
We arrived at base camp 10 minutes before the pick up time; the heli-

copter arrived the next day. At times it felt like we would not get to sleep 
until we were returned safely to Bishkek. Thirty-one hours on the climb 
wiped us out, and the satisfaction lasted for weeks. 

The helicopter picked us up the day we had re-arranged it for and 
dropped us off back at Maida-Adyr. Strangely, they wouldn’t let us take 
any of our bags out of the helicopter and there appeared to be quite a bit 
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of military about. We eventually understood that we were to wait by the 
landing strip. At this point we were starting to get quite concerned as none 
of us had any idea what was going on, but everyone seemed to be being 
quite friendly so hopefully that boded well. 

After a while some other climbers and trekkers turned up; one team was 
a group of Czechs who could speak English and they explained that the 
road was shut. That didn’t seem surprising, though we thought it must be 
major if the all-terrain Soviet vehicle could not cope with it. After some 
more chatting they started mentioning the ‘exclusion zone’ which at first 
we thought might just be a mistranslation – but it turned out to be a bubonic 
plague exclusion zone. 

In fact this helicopter was the last one flying out, which was why we 
had no confirmation of the change to the date of our helicopter. Tien Shan 
Travel (who facilitated our trip) had been busy organising the evacuation of 
all the teams and their staff in the area. Eventually we flew out to Karkara 
on the Kazak boarder where we were seamlessly met by a mini-bus that 
took us back to Bishkek.

Summary
An account of the first ascent of the south ridge of the Djanghorn 

(5274m), (ED, HVS A2, Scottish IV, 750m) and the traverse of Pk 5207 
(FA), Pk Buddyness and Pk Betelgeuse (2.5km), Djangart region, Tien 
Shan; 31 July to 27 August 2013. 

Team members: Tom Bell, Hugh Thomas, Neil Thomas, Max Folkett, 
Richard ‘Reg’ Measures and Timothy Elson.

Routes and peaks: Frima face (D-, 45-70°, Scottish III, 900m), Peak 
Macmillan (5051m FA) – Reg Measures, Max Folkett and Timothy Elson 
14/08/13).

Open Misère (TD, 90°, Scottish V, 500m) on Pk Vinton-Boot (5162m FA) 
– Reg Measures, Max Folkett and Timothy Elson 16 Aug 2013.

South ridge and traverse (ED, HVS, A2, Scottish IV 750m + 2.5km 
of ridge) Djanghorn (5274m, FA), and Pik 5207m (FA), Pk Buddyness 
(5172m, 2nd ascent), and Pk Betelgeuse (5100m, 2nd ascent) – Reg Meas-
ures, Max Folkett and Timothy Elson, 27 Aug 2013.

East Ridge (AD, 400m, FA) of Pk Fotheringham (4871m), – Tom Bell, 
Hugh Thomas and Neil Thomas 15 Aug 2013. 

Pk Kinmundy (4950m), (PD, 400m FA) – Tom Bell, Hugh Thomas and 
Neil Thomas 18 Aug 2013. 

Point Andrea (4566m), (F 200m, FA) – Tom Bell, Hugh Thomas and 
Neil Thomas 16 Aug 2013).
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The author walking in to the Little Poobah (5481m). (Rob Middleton)

The 2012 Alpine Club symposium on the states of the former Soviet 
Union provided many inspiring areas and objectives in the space of a 

few hours, rather than the usual weeks of research. One country clearly stood 
out as having inspiration combined with simple logistics and bureaucracy: 
Kyrgyzstan. The capital, Bishkek, is a fairly nondescript former Soviet city, 
with few cultural highlights to alleviate the challenges of amassing supplies 
in the stifling heat of August 2014. Finishing our shopping in Osh’s bazaar 
and the city’s more modern supermarkets, we loaded our supplies onto the 
mighty six-wheel-drive KAMAZ truck, glad to be heading south into the 
cooler climes of the Tien Shan.

As we rolled onwards and upwards the temperatures became more 
comfortable, tarmac became  rarer and the yurts and horses of the nomadic 


