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Tibet

The Pays de Valais 
John Robert Cozens (1752-97)  

Between 1780 and 1785. Watercolour, graphite and red-brown gouache  
on medium, slightly textured, cream laid paper. 14¼ x 20½ inches.  

Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.
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PAUL RAMSDEN

Nyenchenthanglha South-East

Climbing towards the crux steep headwall low on the north buttress  
of Nyenchenthanglha South-East (7026m).  

(All images Paul Ramsden and Nick Bullock)

Paul Ramsden and Nick Bullock overcame bureaucratic hurdles and steep technical 
ground to make the first ascent of  Nyenchenthanglha South-East’s (7026m) huge 
and impressive north face (1600m, ED+) between 1 and 7 October 2016. The ascent 
was recognised with a Piolet d’Or, Ramsden’s fourth overall.

As well as referring to the highest peaks in the area, the name Nyenchen-
thanglha (Tibetan pinyin: Nyainqêntanglha) is also applied to the 

whole mountain chain running west to east, north of  Lhasa, in parallel 
with the Himalaya. I had actually driven past the Nyenchenthanglha peaks, 
which top 7,000m, nine years earlier, on my way to the Nyenchenthanglha 
East range with Mick Fowler to make the first ascent of  Manamcho. From 
the road the potential of  these peaks looked minimal, not helped by heavy 
cloud, a characteristic of  the area.

The magical thing about climbing new routes in China and Tibet is  
that after being lucky enough to complete a few successful expeditions  
you suddenly start receiving Japanese Alpine News. One day it just pops 
through the letterbox and then just keeps on coming. It’s a great source of  
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information about Tibet, acting as a record of  the activities of  the Tibet  
explorer and chronicler Tamotsu Nakamura, or Tom to his friends. A few 
years ago, perusing his latest article, I was struck by his set of  pictures 
of  the four 7,000m Nyenchenthanglha peaks. Taken from the north-east, 
they showed a large north wall falling away from the four summits, with a  
particularly striking arête at the north-west end. A plan started to formulate.

Wanting to go to Tibet is very different from actually getting there. First 
of  all the China Tibet Mountaineering Association (CTMA) is not easy to 
contact. Email addresses exist but getting a response is a different matter.  
Once in contact, the granting of  permits is based on the local political  
situation. If  the locals have been kicking off  against the authorities then you 
will never get a permit. If  you do get a permit the situation may change on 
a week-by-week basis leading to last minute cancellations. With Mick we 
had been applying for a peak in the Nyenchenthanglha for eight years to no 
avail. When the CTMA eventually agreed, I was amazed. Nine months later 
we arrived in Lhasa, although it wasn’t that easy: the CTMA announced  
the week before they couldn’t email me the Tibet entry pass so we would 
have to go and collect it in China before proceeding to Tibet. Expensive 
flight changes quickly ensued: Tibet is never cheap.

I have been climbing with Mick Fowler off  and on for the last 15 years 
and consistently for the last four expeditions but at over 7,000m, Nyen-
chenthanglha was a bit high for the now sexagenarian Mick, so I had to 
shop around for a new climbing partner. This was not an easy decision:  

A photo-diagram of the north buttress of Nyenchenthanglha South-East 
(7026m) showing the line and camps.

Above: Nick Bullock and Paul 
Ramsden, who won his fourth Piolet 
d’Or for their climb.

Right: Nick Bullock on his way to the 
bottom of the north face in new snow.
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a climbing partner for such routes needs to be the right person and the pool 
of  people interested in technical climbing on Himalayan peaks is actually 
not that big, although I can’t imagine why.

I first met Nick Bullock in Namche Bazaar many years ago. At the time 
he seemed a wild, intense, scary character but when I popped over to visit 
him in North Wales last year, he was writing his second book, while doing  
a spot of  cat sitting: an altogether calmer person. The last 12 years living out 
of  the back of  his van had clearly been good for him. Amazingly, the first 
pitch of  the climb in Tibet was the first time we had ever tied on together. 
Over the course of  the expedition we got on really well, never a cross word 
between us, just a steady stream of  mild mutual verbal abuse: just the way  
I like a team to behave.

Tibet had changed a lot since my last visit nine years earlier. Lhasa was 
about five times bigger with high-rise buildings everywhere. The Tibetans 
are now swamped with new settlers. The road network is totally overloaded  
with vehicles, though I was pleased to see that many of  them are now  
electric which improves the air quality a lot.

Beyond Lhasa, all the small towns have grown considerably with exten-
sive Chinese developments everywhere. It’s only when you get into the  
remote villages and farms that things look pretty much as they always have, 
except for the satellite dishes and mobile phone masts. It’s quite a surprise 
when a yak herder whips out his iPhone 6 and demonstrates that he has a 
3G signal just an hour’s walk from base camp.

Acclimatisation requirements made the short journey to base camp take 
a long time. Lhasa is at 3,700m so we had two nights there after flying 
in. We then drove for half  a day to Damshung at 4,200m and spent two 
nights there. Then we drove for an hour and spent a night at the road head 
at 4,700m in the headman’s house, then walked for just four hours to base 
camp with packhorses. It took six days to base camp and at the end of  the 
expedition six hours back to Lhasa.

As we arrived in bad weather, there was much confusion over which  
valley we should walk into. Maps of  the area are quite poor and location 
names confused. It worked out, but the locals warned us we were approach-
ing the mountain from the wrong side, saying it was too steep to climb, 
which sounded brilliant. They also warned us the area was infested with bears 
that would ‘bite you in the face’. Following Nick’s infamous Canadian griz-
zly incident, which made national news in 2015, his face was a real picture.

We had no staff  at base camp, since they’re so expensive in Tibet, so 
it was just the two of  us for a month, pretty intense with someone you 
don’t know that well. But it was a pretty location and once settled in with 
our psychedelic cooking shelter we felt right at home and ready to explore.  
On the first day Nick decided to take it easy, bed being his natural habitat, 
while I wandered up the valley to see if  we were in the right one after all. 
Expectations were low due to heavy cloud but a few hours up the valley it 
cleared and there was our mountain, big and steep.

Our original plan had been to climb the north buttress of  Nyenchen-

thanglha’s main summit, which looked just brilliant in Tom’s pictures.  
However as we walked below the face we realised there was a hidden mon-
ster. The lowest 7,000m peak and first on the ridge, Nyenchenthanglha 
South-East, had a recessed north face not really visible from anywhere other 
than directly below it. As we edged into position the clouds cleared to reveal 
a huge north buttress that was just incredible. It was the sort of  route you 
always dreamed about finding and here it was. We were speechless.

The buttress itself  was very steep in the lower half  before giving a bit and 
forming an impressive arête in the upper section. The headwall of  the lower 
face in particular looked problematic. Steep rock with what appeared to be 
a thin veneer of  ice looked like it might go – but only just. If  that veneer of  
ice turned out to be just a bit of  powder snow from the last storm then we 
would have big problems. Hardly able to contain our excitement we headed 
back down to base camp for a rest and to get ourselves prepared.

Our first attempt on the route is best forgotten about. We camped under 
the face, it dumped snow, the tent nearly blew away and we retreated. Let’s 
just call it a gear carry to ABC. We needed to let the mountain slough some 
of  that snow for a few days so we headed to base camp and read, made 
bread, ate enormous meals, debated whether to take a toothbrush or not, all 
the usual base-camp stuff. Eventually conditions were deemed suitable, or 
as good as it was going to get, so we set off  for our second attempt. Luckily 
the only two really nice days of  the trip coincided with our walk back up and 
our first day on the face. It wouldn’t last.

Tackling the steep band barring access to the upper mountain,  
the crux of the route.
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Camped once again under the face things were looking good: perfect 
weather and a lot less snow on the face. We decided the direct start looked 
a bit thin in the first rock-band; there is nothing more dispiriting than failing 
on the first pitch. A gully to the left offered more ice and would allow us 
to traverse into the centre of  the face a bit higher up, avoiding the regular 
spindrift sloughs coming down the centre of  the face.

I always enjoy the walk to the foot of  a face. As the perspective changes  
the face rears up alarmingly but as the upper face disappears, the lower 
pitches become visible in more detail. Suddenly the whole thing looks more 
manageable. I suppose it’s burying your head in the sand but I always think 
its best to think about such a big route just one pitch at a time. Deal with 
what’s in front of  you and worry about the rest later. If  you think about the 
route as a whole it’s just too easy to get intimidated.

Once on the face we soon discovered that we weren’t going to get any névé 
on this trip. The snow was deep, really deep, and the only ice existed when 
things steepened up. That first day working our way up the lower slopes was 
really hard work, never-ending post-holing as we worked our way towards 
the planned first bivy ledge below the ever-steepening rock bands above.

I was convinced that the snow arête we were aiming for would give us  
an excellent camp spot but it turned out to be knife sharp with rocks just 
below the surface and only offered two semi-reclining spots to sit on. Grim. 
With us on separate ledges there was no way to put up the tent so I wrapped 

myself  in the fabric, pulled on my duvet jacket and settled down to try  
and melt some water with the wind frequently blowing the stove out. Open 
bivouacs in mediocre weather are best avoided; a bad night on your first 
night is a recipe for retreat. As the sun came up we could see the good 
weather had gone and we were back to the usual Nyenchenthanglha cloud 
and precipitation. But the night had not been that bad; we were ready to get 
stuck in. Above our bivy ledge, things steepened up alarmingly. From below 
we thought this would be the crux of  the route. A steep rock band crossed 
the full width of  the face; in most places it was too steep for ice but in the 
centre there was a thin veneer of  white covering the rock. Whether this  
was powder snow or ice remained to be seen. At least we would find out  
if  the line would go or not.

We traversed diagonally up and rightwards aiming for some steep runnels 
and the elusive ice. Much of  what had looked like ice from below turned 
out to be powder snow stuck to the underside of  overhangs and a thin  
delaminated snow crust on the vertical rock itself. Luckily a series of  shallow 
runnels did hold some goodish ice. Often it wasn’t thick enough to take a 
full ice screw but if  you dug around on the adjacent rock, bits of  rock gear 
were available.

Slowly we worked our way up some absorbing pitches, occasionally haul-
ing sacks. The climbing was excellent; Nick thought it reminded him of  the 
upper part of  the Colton-MacIntyre on the Grandes Jorasses. Eventually the 
groove ended and Nick was forced to climb a steep rock wall; fortunately 
beneath the snow veneer was a series of  flakes that allowed for good if  scary 
hooking: a fine lead.

Then we were through the rock band and looking for somewhere to camp. 
Determined to have a better night’s sleep I announced it was time to test  
out my latest version of  the ‘snow hammock’. Originally a Russian inven-
tion, it employs the fabric base of  a portaledge to trap snow and build an 
artificial ledge. I have experimented and produced lightweight versions.  
The first version was used last year on Gave Ding with Mick and proved 
effective but not robust enough. When it froze to the face and we pulled it 
off, it would rip. The second version is a totally different beast. High-tech 
rip-stop fabric and Kevlar webbing make it both strong and lightweight. It’s 
essentially a large rectangle of  fabric you attach to the face with ice screws and 
fill with snow before pitching your tent on top. Now it worked brilliantly:  
we finished with a nearly flat camp spot in a truly ridiculous position.

It had been a tough day and we woke pretty exhausted. From this  
point we had two options, either follow the crest of  the buttress or the more 
mixed ground on the right. Concerns about avalanche potential on some 
of  the snowfields and the feasibility of  some of  the rock bands meant the 
crest of  the buttress was clearly the best option. Traversing leftwards we hit 
the crest and climbed an arête in a pretty wild position. The previous two  
days had tired us more than we realised so we decided to make day three 
a short one and stopped as soon as we could find another good spot for 
the snow hammock. The ledge was even better this time and the tent fitted  

Weather in the Nyenchenthanglha is notoriously mixed.
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comfortably. In the evening we had great views of  the adjacent Nam Tso 
lake. We could literally see moisture being sucked off  the surface ready to 
dump on us. The lake was so big the route felt like a sea cliff.

Now we were following the crest of  the buttress, the setting was drama-
tic but as the route became less technical the snow got deeper. Combined 
with the altitude, this made for some lung-busting pitches. Our fourth 
camp was good but that night it started to dump snow and at 6,700m you 
start to realise what a serious position you are in. Retreat down the line 
would be difficult, due too a lack of  ice, making abalakovs time-consuming.  
We didn’t have enough rack to abseil on rock anchors all the way. Upwards 
to the summit and hopefully down an easier ridge was the best option but 
this snow could make that option hazardous.

Dawn brought more snow and cloud. Post-holing upwards we made the 
summit about midday. It was the second ascent of  the peak and my first 
time over 7,000m: we were both knackered. There wasn’t any view so after 
a quick ‘selfie’ I was keen to get off  down. I was pretty sure our best option 
was to descend the east ridge until it terminated in a huge cliff  at which 
point we would abseil down the north side on abalakovs before regaining 
the ridge again at a col. From here it looked like an easy walk down to the 
valley and base camp. In the end dense fog turned the relatively easy but 

complex east ridge into a navigational challenge. I loved it. However, after 
falling into three bergschrunds I decided to call it quits for the day. The tent 
fitted quite nicely into the last hole I made.

By now there was little food left, it dumped snow all night and we didn’t 
actually know where we were due to the dense cloud, so it wasn’t the best 
night. Dawn brought poor visibility so we stayed put for a few hours until 
it improved, which it did and we pushed on. At this stage avalanches were 
our main concern but there wasn’t actually anything we could do about it. 
There was no Plan B.

Fortunately the cloud cleared and we identified our location exactly,  
allowing us to descend to the col without incident. From here we had 
planned to descend to the north, towards our base camp. However, from the 
col it was clear that the southern slope was easier and safer, even if  it did 
descend into an unknown valley. We had no map but it got us safely down to 
the moraine without incident. The following day was a purgatory of  loose 
boulders and soft muddy moraine. Not a day I’d care to repeat. Amazingly 
the valley then opened out onto grassy slopes just above the small hamlet 
where out liaison officer was living with the village headman. They seemed 
amazed to see us, even more amazed to hear we had summited. After all we 
had gone up the ‘wrong valley’.

Above: Ramsden’s honed technique of 
packing a fabric sheet, hung from ice 
screws, with snow to create a tent ledge.

Right: Paul Ramsden climbing 
towards the summit on the fifth day.


