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TED NORRISH

Chitral 1958

When I was aged 10 my grandfather gave me the Times Atlas of  the 
world for Christmas. I spent hours studying every map on every 

page, especially those of  the great mountain ranges. From as early as five I  
remember that I loved beautiful country and hills, and had decided one day 
I would be a mountaineer. In my atlas I noticed the small independent 
states of  Chitral and Swat, both now parts of  Pakistan. In Chitral I traced 
my finger over the Hindu Kush peaks of  Tirich Mir, Noshaq, Istor-o-Nal 
and one labelled ‘Sad Istragh’. For some reason I decided that, if  it was still 
unclimbed, one day I would organise an expedition to Sad Istragh.

My first ambition was Everest. However, on 2 June 1953, as I stood 
in The Mall with my father watching the coronation, I saw the news the  
mountain had been climbed on a newspaper hoarding. I was delighted that 
after all those years it was a British success, but secretly disappointed for 
myself  – foolish, because I was not a good enough mountaineer to have had 
a chance, even when older, of  selection for an Everest team. I comforted 
myself  that one day I would organise my own expedition to a major peak. 
I was also delighted that two members of  the successful team, Tom Bour-
dillon, who reached the south summit, and Mike Westmacott were Oxford 
University Mountaineering Club climbers who had graduated a few years 

Nigel Rogers holding polo balls, a gift from the Oxford Chitral Expedition to the 
Mehtar of Chitral. (All images courtesy of Ted Norrish)

previously; I had met them both at lectures and dinners.
At Oxford I began to plan my expedition from 1956. I became a member 

of  the Royal Geographical Society, and enjoyed visiting their map room 
and library. I discovered the correct name of  our mountain was, in fact, 
Saraghrar (7349m) and not Sad Istragh, that it was the fourth highest peak 
in the Hindu Kush, and, most important, that no attempt had yet been made 
on it, although the other three, Tirich Mir, Noshaq and Istor-o-Nal, had all 
been climbed. I read all I could find about Chitral, its history, local con-
ditions and mountaineering there up to that time. I intended our expedition 
should be small-scale, following the sound advice of  Eric Shipton, but have 
equipment and supplies to make a serious attempt. We did not have the 
experience to climb alpine style.

The first requirement was to form a team. I invited Peter Nelson, a grad-
uate of  St John’s College and a fine climber with good Alpine and other  
experience, to be our climbing leader. He readily agreed: a great comp li-
ment, because he had been invited to join an expedition to a higher and  
better-known peak, Ama Dablam in Nepal. I asked three other Oxford 
friends and good climbers: Eric Plumpton, studying medicine at Christ 
Church where he was college goalkeeper; Bill Roberts of  Exeter College, 
studying English and a college rugby player; and Nigel Rogers, who took  
a first in chemistry at my own college, Brasenose. Eric agreed to be our  
doctor, and Bill took charge of  equipment and food supplies.

I asked David Cox, a don and senior member of  the OUMC, for advice  
on funding; with his help I applied to the Mount Everest Foundation and 
the Royal Geographical Society. It is good they trusted us, although, with 
the exception of  Peter, we were young and inexperienced. This was the  
Oxford tradition, and long may it continue. We were awarded a grant of  a 
thousand pounds from the Mount Everest Foundation, and a good grant 
from the RGS, and we each paid just £100.

A F G A N I S TA N

The approach to Saraghrar
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Bill saved us a small fortune by writing to companies and firms for  
equipment and supplies at reduced or even no cost; we acquired huge  
brown fibre boxes, recommended by previous expeditions, strong enough to 
survive being dropped into the raging rivers we would have to cross. Despite 
studying for my DipEd, I spent much of  my time in expedition organisa-
tion, visiting the Foreign Office and the Pakistan embassy. Since the Afghan 
wars, Chitral had been dangerous for the British; permission to enter was 
only granted after much correspondence and many interviews. As expected,  
we would be provided for our safety with a Pakistani liaison officer and  
I had to promise not to cross the mountain border into Afghanistan.

I was due to pack our supplies at Tilbury after taking my DipEd, but the 
shipping company called to say our slot had been brought forward. I now 
had to be at the docks on the very day of  my exam. I arrived that morning 
in the exam hall, put my details on the first sheet, signed my name and  
after five minutes handed it in and left – to everyone’s surprise. (I still  
qualified as a teacher, thanks to good reports from my teaching practice 
and my Brasenose tutors – but sadly no diploma in education.) I rushed  
to Tilbury and checked all our boxes were put on board. Given our plan to 
be a lightweight expedition, I was a little alarmed at the number and weight 
of  our heavy boxes.

Our plan was that I should travel by ship from Liverpool to Karachi. 
I would find our baggage at Karachi and check it from the docks to the 
airport and fly to Peshawar. My four friends would have a more unusual 
journey: by boat from Harwich to St Petersburg and then by rail to Moscow, 

Above: The expedition with its local Chitrali  
porters at Saraghrar base camp. The team- 
members, left to right, are: Eric Plumpton,  
Ted Norrish, Peter Nelson, climbing leader,  
in the white hat, Bill Roberts and Nigel Rogers; 
the photo was taken by expedition cook Ali 
Murad Khan.

Left: On the road to the Lowari pass (3118m), 
also known as Lowari Top, gateway to Chitral, 
in 1958.

where academic friends of  my uncle had generously offered to host them. 
From Moscow they would fly to Kabul before continuing to our planned 
rendezvous on the Khyber Pass.

My father drove me to Liverpool and I embarked the Anchor Line ship 
RMS Cilicia. Every day I ran ten miles round the top deck working up 
a good thirst and appetite for the memorable dinners; on the last night I 
dined with the captain. After a week of  such luxury we reached Karachi.  
I found all our baggage safely at the dock, found the necessary porters, quite 
a difficult task but completed cheaply, and was soon airborne, catching my 
first sight of  the Hindu Kush – this really stirred my blood.

The streets of  Peshawar were crowded, packed with rickshaws and  
small bicycle-carts, and I spent two days exploring a city that has become 
so infamous in today’s troubled times. I had arranged to stay at Edwardes 
College, situated in the green and pleasant military cantonment; the  
principal and the pupils were hugely welcoming and helpful. After two  
days I travelled to the Khyber Pass and right on time met my four friends 
beside the old fort. Back at the college we spent four days checking our 
equipment and repacking everything into loads suitable for porters, mules 
and donkeys.

With the help of  the principal we hired a huge painted wooden lorry,  
which set off  from Peshawar’s caravansarai. Our route lay over the Mala-
kand pass, where Winston Churchill had served as young officer, then,  
passing the villages of  Dir and Drosh, we reached the summit of  the Lowari 
pass (3118m): gateway to Chitral. We sat on top of  the lorry with 20 other 
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The northern cwm, as the expedition dubbed it, leading to the heart of the north-
west face of Saraghrar (7340m); the expedition placed two camps on the glacier 
leading to camp III below the couloir to the upper plateau of the mountain.

passengers and two guards with rifles to protect us from bandits, looking  
at the distant mountains.

A colonel and a detachment of  the Chitrali Scouts met us at the pass; 
their captain presented me with a ceremonial dagger and in Chitrali tradi-
tion they fired their rifles in the air by way of  greeting. It was clear they were 
pleased to welcome us; the few who spoke English told us how much they 
respected the old British traditions and remembered them with pleasure. 
The descent to Chitral and the Mastuj valley was then only open to jeeps, 
so after a delicious lunch, we changed vehicles to begin a seemingly endless 
sequence of  hairpin bends, passing camels, mules and men hauling huge 
quantities of  timber. This area was well forested, but further into Chitral 
there were few trees.

The headquarters of  the Chitrali Scouts was 12 miles short of  the small 
town of  Chitral. Here Colonel Ibrahim Khan from Peshawar welcomed  
us warmly and we sat down to a fine dinner served in regimental style  
by Chitrali Scouts in uniform. There were photos and mementos of  the 
past, and books and maps in a special room. We found an old British map 
showing the way almost to our intended base camp in the Rosh Gol, but  
the mountain was unsurveyed – no map could help us there. After breakfast 
on the beautiful terrace 200ft above the Mastuj river, we walked to Chitral, 
a town distinguished by its situation and the astonishing palace of  Chitral’s 
hereditary prince, the Mehtar, few of  whom had died in their beds. The 
Mehtar was then a boy, having inherited the title aged four in 1954, but his 
uncle welcomed us, with two well-armed bodyguards in attendance. They 
invited us to a specially arranged polo match the next afternoon. As a gift 
for the young Mehtar, we had brought a box of  eight polo balls from a  
shop in Bond Street. Although polo is Persian in origin, it was played in 
Chitral from early times, perfect for their tough little horses.

We sat for the match, as guests of  honour, at the front of  a small wooden  
pavilion, next to the Mehtar, with two bodyguards behind him. He was 
dressed in a smart cowboy-suit that the American ambassador had recently 
presented to him. Riders came to compete from villages as far as a hundred 
miles from Chitral – a journey on their horses of  several days. The game 
was played at a furious pace and looked dangerous, with riders falling from  
their horses at speed, and thick clouds of  dust kicked up by the horses’ hoofs. 
The playing area didn’t seem to have any bounds. After the match we were 
served with tea, cake and fruit; then a wind band struck up and there was 
dancing and singing, and an atmosphere of  great celebration. The young boy, 
Muhammad Saif-ul-Mulk Nasir, lost his kingdom when Chitral was formally 
absorbed into Pakistan in 1971. He became a diplomat and died in 2011.

Next day we met Mulai Jan, the only Chitrali we met who was not by 
nature kind and generous, being both arrogant and dishonest, but he was 
of  great influence and consequently indispensable. Only through him could 
we obtain mules, donkeys and porters. He lined up about 400 men, and left 
us to select 80 of  the strongest and fittest. We paid them in cash and highly 
valued cigarettes.
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giving time to take photographs  
or talk to villagers. Peter, who was 
to be the first on our climb, was 
more mature and often last on our 
walk. The several villages we passed 
had small mosques and the houses, 
usually of  one room with a hole in 
the roof  for smoke to escape, were 
well constructed of  blocks of  stone 
and surrounded by beautiful gardens 
with roses and many other flowers. 
The villagers, although poor, seemed 
to us happy and well content with 
life. All the Pakistanis with us were 
as interested to see this new world  
as we were.

The trail often lay hundreds of  feet 
above the raging river; it was a spec-
tacular walk and I began to feel very 
fit. I great enjoyed the hot weather. 
The Hindu Kush is a rough, boul-
der-strewn range, with vast amounts 
of  bare rock and scree. Because it is 
not forested like the lower slopes of  
the Himalaya, it is perhaps a little 
less beautiful, but I was thrilled and 
well satisfied. In Chitral, wherever 
small streams flowed down to join 
the Mastuj small alluvial deltas of  

fertile land formed, which the villagers irrigated with great skill, often cut-
ting into the steep cliffs above. In these green deltas they built their houses 
and cultivated the land, usually covered with wild flowers.

After 10 good days, we began the ascent of  the Sarth-An pass. I remem-
ber the most beautiful blue irises on the lowest slopes. Feeling very fit by 
this time I almost raced to the summit and arrived there first, eager to see 
our mountain and there it was, at the head of  the 20-mile-long Rosh Gol 
valley: steep and formidable, as we expected.

We descended steeply to the small village of  Zundrangam, at a height 
of  about 10,000ft, the last village below our planned base camp, at the con-
fluence of  the Rosh Gol and a larger river. Here Murad arranged for our 
mail-runners and our welcome supply of  apricots. From Zun drangam, fol-
lowing the Rosh Gol uphill, the going was completely pathless and very 
rough at times, with wide areas of  boulders to cross. Our mules and donkeys 
could go no further than Zundrangam, and our porters now carried heavy 
loads of  about 60lb without complaint. A few of  them developed huge pain-
ful blisters on their backs, which Eric did his best to treat. After a few miles 

Camp III at 5,460m, below the critical snow and ice couloir, leading to Saraghrar’s 
summit plateau.

The couloir splitting the west face. 
Camp IV was placed about halfway  
up this from where climbing leader 
Peter Nelson and Eric Plumpton  
attempted to reach the summit. 
Nelson died in a fall on the way back 
to Camp IV having missed the top.

They did not become rich from our expedition, but longed for the adven-
ture. None of  them had been anywhere near our mountain, nor had Mulai  
Jan. It is to be admitted he was handsome with an aristocratic bearing,  
and he accompanied us on a fine white horse. While making our prepara-
tions we met a skilled and intelligent man, who asked if  he could be our 
cook. His name was Ali Murad Khan, and he owned a small tailor’s shop 
in Chitral. We immediately agreed; he was a first class cook and on our 
long walk at base camp purchased and cooked chickens and vegetables  
for us, made naan and all manner of  delicacies, and in particular his speci-
ality, apricot omelettes.

On our walk he chose our campsites for us, always a grassy patch by 
a side stream of  the Mastuj shaded usually by apricot trees. He was so 
attentive and so willing that we became a little lazy, but he was more than 
happy to do everything for us. He arranged facilities for us with discretion, 
and even cut our hair. He saw that villagers brought baskets of  apricots  
regularly to our base camp, and runners collected our cards and letters, 
which somehow by long stages reached Peshawar and home.

We left Chitral with 80 porters, 20 mules and some donkeys. After the 
polo match, the Mehtar’s uncle had shown us his orchard full of  apricot, 
mulberry, peach and pear trees, so they carried plenty of  fresh fruit. We fol-
lowed the Mastuj for about 80 miles, each stage being 12 miles. This suited us,  
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we passed a huge waterfall on our right. Another day brought us to a small 
green oasis called Duru, and here we enjoyed our last sight of  trees and  
wild flowers.

After three days of  hard going we reached the snout of  a great glacier, 
below the precipitous 10,000ft wall of  our mountain. At the glacier snout, 
on a small area of  green grass, we pitched our tents for our base at a height 
of  about 13,800ft. All around us were huge mountains, none of  them as 
yet climbed; at night there was the roar of  avalanches. Murad organised 
everything and made us feel at home in this wild place, which we were  
probably the first to see.

Our next task was to select four porters to help us to carry our loads to the 
higher camps, although the Chitralis, while courageous and cheerful, had 
no previous experience of  high mountaineering. Finally we chose Khalid, 
Abdul Karim, Neap and Sher, to the disappointment of  the others who  
returned home; before they left we took a large group photograph.  
We gave our four porters extra warm clothing, strong boots and sleeping 
bags, with which they were delighted. The colonel, a charming man quite 
unsuited to mountaineering, returned to the comforts of  Peshawar. Mulai  
Jan stayed with us for a time. Returning to base camp, Bill and I were 
amazed to see him making off  with one of  our good tents and a sleeping 
bag. We caught him in the nick of  time. He left on his white horse without 
a word or an apology.

I had enjoyed being organiser, and so far the leader, and all had gone  
well to this point. From now on, Peter was in charge, and it was in his 
hands to plan the reconnaissance, and eventually to make an assault plan 
and choose the team.

There followed four weeks of  reconnaissance. I remember especially two 
wonderful expeditions shared with our cheerful porters. On the first we 
climbed and walked about 12 miles up a small side glacier and an icy ridge 
to a narrow pass looking into Afghanistan, from where we had a wonderful 
view of  range upon range of  mostly unknown mountains in Afghanistan 
and in the further Pamirs. On the second we enjoyed a climb up another 
crevassed glacier and along a narrow rocky ridge from where we looked 
down vertically about 2,000ft to the most amazing glacier I have ever seen: 
brilliantly blue and green, and riddled with a thousand crevasses. We imme-
diately knew this was no route to the summit. We finally decided to try by 
what we called the northern cwm, climbing a huge glacier at least 10 miles 
in length, before finding a route up the steep west face.

We began the slow process of  establishing three camps, all carrying 
heavy loads. It was exhausting in the hot conditions, but enjoyable as we 
started to make progress. There were many wide crevasses to cross and we 
had brought with us a 12ft aluminium ladder, which proved invaluable on  
several occasions. Finally, our camp three was established, and eventually 
fully stocked, at about 18,500ft or 5,650m. The weather on Saraghrar was 
perfect throughout our time; the monsoon did not affect us here.

It was wonderful to be there but very cold at night although excellent 

sleeping bags and thick duvet clothing served us well and we were not too 
uncomfortable. Murad was not with us here, but Bill made a fine job as 
chief  cook. At night there was always the roar of  avalanches, and on one 
occa sion heaps of  rocks and ice and snow reached within 400m of  our tents. 
Above the tents an ice and snow couloir rose steeply for about 1,000ft, lead-
ing directly to what we thought was the summit plateau. Peter made the 
final decision this would be our chosen route, and he asked Eric to join him 
on our first attempt. We were a happy small group and I think there was 
no jealousy between us; Nigel must have been disappointed, but he never 
showed it. Our plan was that Nigel, Bill and I would follow later as a three-
men team; my dream was now at last within reach.

As Virgil wrote: expectata dies aderat. The long-expected day arrived.  
We shook hands and wished Peter and Eric good luck. They spent a day 
carefully cutting steps and climbing up the steep couloir, and established 
camp four on a narrow ledge at about the halfway point, resting there for 
the rest of  the day. Early next morning we saw them leave, climb slowly and 
safely up the rest of  the couloir, and disappear from our sight to the right. 
We waited nervously and in hope for about six hours. Eric told me later 
that they nearly reached the summit on the high plateau, but the climbing  

Peter Nelson shortly before his death. A graduate of St John’s College, Oxford, 
he had been working as a civil servant in the ministry of power. J H Emlyn Jones, 
in his obituary for the Climbers’ Club Journal, wrote: ‘his last letters were full 
of the joys of mountain travel and appreciation for the beauty of the unknown 
mountain area which he and his party were exploring for the first time.’
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continued steep and difficult. Finally, they made the decision to return to 
camp four, hopeful that they would succeed the following day.

We were glad to see them again at last re-entering the couloir and climb-
ing slowly down. Then, after about half  an hour, we saw a figure fall the  
full remaining height of  the couloir – a thousand feet. Eric explained to us 
later how Peter had decided to climb unroped here because secure belays 
were impossible. As he was passing his ice axe from his right hand to his 
left, he slipped. Eric now faced the severe task of  climbing down on his 
own, which he achieved without mishap. He stopped briefly at camp four, 
which sadly we had to abandon. Our four porters were as dismayed at the 
accident as we were. They carried Peter down to base camp, and then to  
Zundrangam, and we cleared base. They built a grave outside the village 
and made a small cross out of  apricot wood, and we buried our friend  
beneath an apricot tree. I recited the Lord’s Prayer and then said: ‘God rest 
his soul in peace.’ It was a sad occasion but we did not regret our expedition. 
Peter had accepted the risks and we were proud to have him as our leader.

There followed the long walk back in the same hot weather. On the  
second day I fell and sprained my knee. Murad obtained a black horse from 
a village and for a day I rode. The horse insisted on trotting on the very 
outside of  the narrow track, hundreds of  feet sheer above the river, and with 
no previous experience I was happy that next day I was able to walk again. 
Back in Peshawar we stayed again with the kind principal at Edwardes  
College. He was most sympathetic, and through him I was able to phone our 
Oxford friend Miles Rucklidge; he had the sad task of  contacting Peter’s par-
ents and brother in the Isle of  Man, and the Alpine Club. The principal also 
contacted the Peshawar News, and at their office I gave a short interview.

We decided Bill and Eric would return home by plane, and that Nigel and 
I would travel by train from Peshawar to Karachi, change trains there, and 
south to Bombay, where we had managed to book two passages to Marseille. 
Our trains were crowded, and had no restaurant cars, but I always enjoy 
long journeys seeing new country from the train window. To while the time 
away we tried to remember and write down all the 92 teams that then made 
up the Football League. By the time we reached Bombay we’d reached 91, 
tantalisingly one short. Arriving home, having hitchhiked through France, 
I bought a newspaper and found the 92nd team: Coventry City. I had never 
visited the city, and little knew that I would spend so much of  my life there.

In 1959 an Italian team, led by Fosco Maraini, succeeded in climbing  
the mountain by a different route from the north-east. Fosco wrote a  
superb book on their successful expedition, Where Four Worlds Meet. In the 
inside cover of  his book he wrote: ‘To the memory of  Peter Nelson from his  
Italian colleagues’. In his book he gives an account first of  our expedition, 
and wrote appreciatively of  the information we provided. Fosco consid-
ered himself  too old for the ascent but on 24 August two pairs reached the  
summit, first Franco Alletto and Paulo Consiglio, and half  an hour later, 
Giancarlo Castelli and Carlo Pinelli. I feel in a way that I partly shared  
their exaltation, and from my atlas at the age of  10 I had led the way.

C A RUSSELL

One Hundred Years Ago

With many Alpine resorts severely affected by the First World War  
and bitter fighting continuing in the Dolomites and other regions the 

opportunities for mountaineering in the Alps in 1916 were, in the main, 
restricted to climbers based in neutral Switzerland.

During the early months of  the year several notable expeditions were  
undertaken in the Bernese Alps. Hans Morgenthaler and G Chiardóla, both 
members of  the Akademischer Alpen-Club Zürich, made the first winter  
ascent of  the Bietschhorn and parties led by Hans Lauper completed the 
first ski ascents of  the Balmhorn, Altels and Grünegghorn. Other peaks 
ascended for the first time with the aid of  ski included the Aiguille d’ 
Argentière, climbed by G de Choudens with the guide Théophile Theytaz.

Early in the summer a skier who would later achieve international rec-
ognition arrived in Switzerland. Arnold Lunn, who was unable to enlist for 
military service due to a severe leg injury, had been appointed to manage 
two hotels owned by his father’s companies. Some weeks later, accompanied 
by Boris de Croustchoff, he made the first ski ascent of  the Gletscherhorn.

The weather during the climbing season was unsettled with prolonged 
periods of  rain affecting the principal regions. New routes completed by 
parties confined to the lower peaks included the steep north-east ridge of  
the Vorder Tierberg above the Susten Pass climbed by Bernhard Lauterburg 
and Hans Morgenthaler and, in the Bernina Alps, the north-north-west, 
Eisnase ridge of  Piz Cambrena by Hans Frick with Christian Zippert and 
Hans Kaspar.

In May Alpine Club members were informed that a generous offer of  
hospitality in Switzerland had been received from a friend of  the Club.

Dr Alexander Seiler, the well-known head of  the Seiler interests in the  
Zermatt Valley, and between whose family and English travellers there exists 
a very deep-rooted and old-time friendship, has written to express his desire to 
receive as his personal guests at Zermatt any wounded officers who are members 
or connexions of  members of  the Alpine Club. The invitation is also extended 
to Red Cross nurses who are friends of  members, nominated by the AC.

As in the previous year some climbing was possible in other moun tain 
regions not directly affected by the conflict. In South Africa, where several 
members of  the Mountain Club had enlisted in the armed forces, W T 
Cobern continued his exploration of  Table Mountain (1087m). Climbing 
with C W Campbell he opened Kleinkop Buttress and Grootkop Buttress, both 
severe routes for the period.


