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    Introduction – Birth of an idea




    I had always wanted to visit the Karakoram Mountains from an early age. I remember reading the Sunday paper magazine supplement in my young teens, with glossy photos of gigantic mountains, huge cliff faces, plunging valleys and the Chinese building the Karakoram Highway (affectionately known as the KKH) named after the mountain range through which it weaves its way up through northern Pakistan and over the Chinese border.




    The road was hacked out of sheer cliffs of bare rock. The people and the vehicles in the photos looked like ants and toys against the huge back drop of the mountains. And further to the east is the world’s second highest peak after Everest, K2 at 8,611 meters. Just the names of towns and mountains in the area seem to evoke oriental mystery.




    The Karakoram Mountain Range is in the Gilgit Baltistan province, in the far north of Pakistan which borders Afghanistan to the west and China to the north and in the east, the mountain range stretches over the line of control into Indian administered Jammu and Kashmir. It was a long way from my suburban life in the London Borough of Bromley.




    And I do love the outdoors. I remember with great affection, family summer holidays to the Lake District and trekking up the highest mountain in England, Scafell Pike 978m and marvelling at the scenery, the majestic views, and the sense of adventure and achievement of walking up the path to sit on the summit. In Wales, we headed up their highest mountain, Snowdonia just a little higher at 1,085m.




    It was not until I was in my twenties that I attempted Scotland’s highest peak, Ben Nevis at 1,344m. This is memorable for me but for different reasons, as there was low cloud, poor visibility, it was cold, windy and lots of rain so I turned back and never did get to the top. It’s not surprising it was so wet, as the nearby town of Fort William, is one of the wettest places in the country. It was not much better having turned back as I was camping and was still cold and wet.




    Whilst these mountains had great views, they were a long way short of the Karakoram Mountains and the second highest peak in the world, K2 and I knew that there were more mountains just waiting to be discovered for myself.




    Pakistan has featured in British history for a long while. It was part of the empire for many years. The area figured in the great game that England played with Russia in Victorian times to gain influence in this geographically strategic area. The Khyber Pass is famous for its place in history and whilst not on the KKH itself, is in the same area and features in several films of the 1960s and not just because of the release in 1968, of the film, Carry on up the Khyber featuring many of the regulars of the Carry On team.




    There was a network of ancient caravan routes collectively called the Silk Route stretching from China to Europe that Marco Polo travelled along in the thirteenth century. It wasn’t just an east west route but had several spurs for instance north to Russia and south through the Karakoram Mountains through what is now Pakistan to the sea and onwards by sea to the Gulf. For years caravans traded along this route carrying silk, spices, sandal wood, slaves, gems including lapis lazuli, artwork, intellectual ideas and religion.




    The conquest of Everest on 29th May 1953, the conquest of K2 on 31st July 1954 and the Apollo landings on the moon on 20th July 1969, when my parents would wake me up, so I could see it live during the night were inspirational in exploration and expansion of man’s horizons. And I felt that in that same vein of adventure, I wanted to visit the Karakoram, not necessarily new to mankind but new to me.




    The mountains are formed by plate tectonics, with the Indian plate thrusting northwards into the more static Eurasian plate. Where the two meet, the edges are crumpled under the relentless pressure and thrust upwards to form mountains. This is a continuous process but it can manifest itself in sudden movements in the form of violent earthquakes at any time.




    There is not one mountain range, but in fact, several ranges and the Himalayas, the Karakoram, the Pamirs and Hindu Kush mountain ranges all meet here. At the same time, the large amounts of rain and snow that fall here feed the rivers that cut deep valleys. Added to this river erosion, despite its southerly position, its latitude is level with the central Mediterranean, due to the altitude, there is snow and ice on the mountain tops and glaciers in the valleys. Some of these glaciers, such as the Siachen, Biafo, Hispar and Baltoro glaciers, are each over 60kms long and are the longest glaciers in the world outside of the Polar Regions.




    It is a long way to go and I wanted to do more than just drive up and down the KKH, in short I wanted a purpose other than just to see the road. So after a little research, there were other places of interest to be added to the KKH trip. There was a trek to K2 base camp, a visit to the Kalash valleys, the Deosai plateau, treks on glaciers and a trip northwards over the border into China to visit Kashgar which was a major trading centre on the east west Silk Route.




    Obviously this was a trip that was going to take a little longer than could be fitted into a two week summer holiday entitlement from my employer. The idea to visit this area was born but there were practicalities to overcome and not just the holiday entitlement issue. There was planning, the cost and family commitments. Therefore, it was still on my bucket list of things that I wanted to do but it dropped down the list in terms of being practical to undertake.




    It was some time later that I found myself divorced, working in London but with a 70 minute commute by train. I loved my job but hated the travelling to and from work. After more than 30 years of commuting, I had had enough. The trains were crowded and there was the noise from people’s earphones forcing you to listen to their music, whether you wanted to or not. The train was too hot in summer, too cold in winter and inane half conversations over heard from people on their mobiles.




    I had started to devote holidays to ticking items off my bucket list but as fast as I was completing a journey, I would find inspiration to discover something else, so I was adding to the list as fast as I was ticking them off. I also looked at the list and as I was getting older, noted that some of them would require higher levels of fitness and perhaps could not wait for retirement. Therefore, these ought to get priority over cultural visits and cruises before I got too old. I had wanted to reach the summit of Mount Elbrus, Europe’s highest peak, at 5,642m, located in the Russian Caucasus Mountains near the borders with Georgia.




    I had found a Russian organisation to guide me to the top. I could walk by myself but since the area suffers from a Muslim separatist insurgency, I wanted to be sure that someone knew where I was and could raise the alarm should anything go wrong … whether it was terrorism or an accident. But after filling in a medical questionnaire, it came as a bit of a shock to be told that they would not take me.




    Then I discovered Karamkoram Jeep Trek International (KJTI) run by a retired University maths lecturer, who had visited the Karakoram some decades earlier and was inspired to help the locals by establishing a travel company, to guide people on tailor made tours around the area using local guides, local drivers and local hotels. Some of the photos used for publicity were stunning with spectacular scenery and local culture.




    This was just what I wanted but given that this is northern Pakistan, there are security issues in the tribal area and it borders Afghanistan, I was always concerned about security. I was assured that where I proposed to go was not a dangerous area, but I had resigned myself to going for just two weeks and squeeze in as much as I could.




    I was getting very close to writing a cheque to pay for my proposed trip when on 2nd May 2011, the Americans found and killed Osama bin Laden, near Abbottabad in the Swat valley. The significance of this is that the KKH runs right through the heart of the Swat valley. I decided not to go after all. Later in Mingora, also in the Swat Valley, the school girl campaigning for the right for girls to receive an education, Malala Youzafzai, was shot in the head on 9th October 2012.




    Incidentally she survived the shooting receiving hospital care initially in Pakistan and shortly afterwards, flying to the UK for surgery and on 10th October 2013 received the European Union Sakharov prize for human rights and now lives in Birmingham. On 10th October 2014, she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize becoming the youngest ever recipient.




    The Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) gives detailed travel advice and is a marvellous source of accurate and independent travel advice on safety and security. Their security advice at the time was not to travel along the KKH, between Islamabad and Gilgit, the capital of Gilgit Baltistan province, or up the Swat valley. Some of Gilgit-Baltistan was only essential travel but there was no advice against all travel as it was considered generally free of militancy and terrorism.




    For the western city of Peshawar, the Lowari Pass to its north and the Khyber Pass into Afghanistan, the advice was against all travel so these places of interest and routes were off the schedule. There was specific advice for the KKH, citing narrow roads and sudden drops, not to travel at night and be aware that there are frequent landslides which is still valid. I might not be going right away but I kept in contact with KJTI as I am an optimist and the situation may yet alter for the better.




    Meanwhile, at work, my employer was undertaking a reorganisation and re-sizing the business. This is management speak for reducing costs, a reduction in head count and redundancies. This means different things to different people, depending on their age and aspirations. Some of my colleagues were delighted whilst others were gutted. Some acted that afternoon and signed on with an employment agency. Others were in shock but for me this was an opportunity that I grabbed with both hands and headed for the exit. I had always wanted to retire early so I could travel and this opportunity just came a bit earlier than expected. An added bonus was that after more than 30 years of commuting which I hated, I was finally free.




    I got back in contact with KJTI and booked the trip to include everything that I wanted to see and do in Gilgit Baltistan. I had a relaxed start to the schedule so that I could acclimatise to the altitude gently rather than rush straight to altitude and suffer altitude sickness.




    In order to avoid the dangerous Swat valley section of the KKH, I was going to fly from Islamabad to Gilgit and would have armed security in the less safe areas to the west of Gilgit. There is an option to get to Islamabad on a long direct flight but I find long flights tedious as you are cramped in your seat for a long time and after you have read the aircraft brochure and scanned through the entertainment on offer of films that you have seen several times before there is still plenty of time left with no distractions.




    Therefore I chose to travel via Dubai and have two shorter flights. There was another reason to go via Dubai despite the additional cost. I had heard that there is a lot to do and see so I would take the opportunity to spend some time there visiting some tourist attractions. More importantly for my Pakistan trip, I could acclimatise to the heat in the comfort of a western style luxury hotel in Dubai.




    I had visited the doctors and made sure all my injections were up to date and not just the free ones such as against polio but some of the optional ones such as a course of jabs against rabies and hepatitis B. This was despite the cost at £45 a jab. I feel that if there is protection you should have it. After all, you would kick yourself if you were given the opportunity, declined on the basis of cost or dislike of needles and then contract the very disease for which you had been offered and had declined the inoculation.




    I had a supply of malaria tablets for when I was in the lower areas (once you are high enough in the mountains there are no mosquitoes). I packed my single bag with as little as I thought I could get away with, to keep the weight and bulk as low as possible and I was on my way to the airport.




    Whist in transit, on 22nd June 2013 the Taliban killed 10 mountaineers at the base camp on Nanga Parbat which without even checking, I knew was on my schedule in just a few weeks’ time.




    


  




  

    Chapter 1


    Islamabad arrival – Not so dead of night




    The three hour flight from Dubai arrived in Islamabad at 1.20am and I was exhausted. The temperature even at this time of night, was still 29°C and whilst the monsoon was due, it had not yet arrived.




    The flight was very pleasant as I had no one sitting in front of me or sitting beside me. Therefore I didn’t have every airline traveller’s nightmare of the person sitting in front of them who insists on reclining their seat into your lap. Also, having no one sitting next to me meant that I wasn’t constantly clashing elbows as we both tried to eat our unimaginative and dull in flight meal.




    I had been concerned that the two small girls sitting behind me travelling as UMs (airline language for minors travelling without an adult, literally unaccompanied minors) might make the flight a bit of a chore. However, they settled down quickly enough and the airline hostess made sure that they were alright. They were happy to watch cartoons throughout the flight. Personally, I selected to watch Skyfall, a great film but with aircraft noise intruding through the headphones, it required some concentration on the storyline. Not to mention the PA announcements in both Arabic and English interrupted the film, so I saw the end but with only minutes to spare before the plane landed.




    Immigration! What a hassle. There were several lines with large signs above detailing who should join which line, several for returning locals, lines for Pakistanis living abroad, lines for visitors with proof of Pakistani origin, a line for diplomats and UN passport holders and lastly, on the far left, a single line for foreigners who didn’t fit any of the other categories. This line was the longest. And it was also the slowest moving.




    Whilst the other lines slimmed down steadily, ours was moving ever so slowly. Eventually, the other lines were duly processed and emptied. And when the immigration officers had cleared their lines completely, they waved us over. So what was the point of separate lines?




    I needn’t have worried about the delay, for once we were through the doors, towards the baggage reclaim area, everyone who had disappeared through those doors ahead of me, were standing about waiting for the baggage on the still empty carrousel. Then the carrousel started moving and there was anticipation in the crowd. The crowd was five deep and it was difficult to see the belt through the bobbing heads.




    I have always been amazed at the volume of luggage that some people take with themselves. For this particular trip I had 12kg of luggage in one bag, and no hand luggage (I had packed my small day rucksack into my main bag). I take the view that if I have my passport, money and credit card on my person, everything else can be replaced if the worst case occurs and the airline loses my bag, or if I have left something behind that really is essential. It also means I don’t have to lug around heavy baggage around the airport, finding a trolley without any wonky wheels, what to do with it when you want to use the toilet etc. It is so much easier to move about without extra baggage.




    I saw one gentleman with a trolley with some bags on it but it was obvious that he was still waiting for more items. He already had a trolley with three big bags on it and I was aware of him bobbing left and right behind me to get a better view through the throng of people in front of us to look at the bags on the carousel as they came past. He pushed past me and scooped up a bag. But it wasn’t until he had filled his trolley high with five big bags, all wrapped in plastic, plus a cardboard box with the top and corners covered in gaffer tape plus a small bag over his shoulder that he tried manoeuvring his load laboriously towards the exit. I am so glad that I travel light.




    Finally, after more than 30 minutes of watching the carousel go round and round, I was delighted to see my black waterproof bag with the logo and words on the end prominently displaying ‘Mountain Equipment’, one of my favourite brands which I scooped off the belt and headed for doors, above which was a sign welcoming you to Pakistan.




    I was being met by my guide Karim, a compact five foot six in his mid-forties who spends his time between his home town of Karimabad, in the Hunza valley in summer and Paris in winter. I had met him five months earlier, in London, and was confident I could pick him out but I was not prepared for the huge number of meeters and greeters, all waving their boards with the name of the person they were due to pick up. We saw each other at the same moment, shook hands and headed out to the car.




    Leaving the bustle of the airport at the dead of night, I expected the roads to be quiet, so I was surprised at how busy the roads actually were. It was the middle of Ramadan, so for observant Muslims, night time is when they can eat and drink but that didn’t wholly explain the number of people, not just driving, but also gathered in small groups on the roadside and even walking along the edge of the busy motorway, heading towards Islamabad city centre.




    This was my first visit to Pakistan and I was fascinated by the lorries. Each driver customises their vehicle with colourful paintings, mirrors, lights, carvings and ornaments. They looked more like fairground rides than lorries. Also, many of the lorries have an extension projection up and over the drivers cab, and extensions jutting out from the front and back bumpers. There are also chains dangling from the extended bumpers that jingle as they bump along the road surface.




    We turned off the motorway and made our way through the dark streets. I sensed we were close, as we drove through an area of large detached houses with well-tended gardens behind high walls with large gates. There were a few people about but those I saw, all wore uniforms of private security companies, anti-terrorist squad or police and all were armed.




    We turned off the road and the side road was barred with a three bar barrier with a big counterweight at one end plus coils of barbed wire either side blocking what would have been the pavement, between the barrier and high walls of the corner properties. A guard stood by the barrier, dressed in black with the words anti-terrorist squad on his back armed with an AK47.




    His colleague sat behind some sandbags, under a canvas tarpaulin to give protection against both rain and sun. Even in the dim light under the canvas, I could make out the outline of a mounted machine gun jutting out above the top row of sand bags. We were asked for our IDs and a barrage of questions, who we were, where we were going, the number of the house, the name of our host, whether we were expected … in short, a thorough interrogation. My name was found on a list, cross checked with my passport and we were allowed through.




    We drove 100 meters down the road and pulled up in front of a pair of solid metal gates and the driver hooted his horn several times until the night watchman opened the gate. We were welcomed in and I was given a cold bottle of water and shown to my room. It had been a long journey and it was after 3am and breakfast time was only a few hours away so I collapsed on the bed and went to sleep.




    I was due to meet Karim later that morning at 11.30am. I hadn’t set the alarm as it refused to work but in the end I didn’t need it, as I didn’t sleep well and I was awake at 7.30am. On arrival I was too tired to take much note of my surroundings so I took the chance to look around. This was the Hunza Embassy Hotel, a grand name but in reality, it was just a large house. The furniture wasn’t new, or non-descript institutional but looked like a collection of items that any family might have collected over the years.




    The bathroom had hot and cold running water, a basin, a western toilet and a shower above the bath although there were rusty marks where the taps had dripped over the years. The window was set high in the wall, overlooking a small light well and it was a bit dim in the room as there was vegetation growing thickly over the window.




    Last night I had put the bottle of water in the fridge which curiously stood by itself in the middle of the room, beyond the end of the double bed as if it were a feature. In the light of the day, I now noticed that the fridge wasn’t making any noise and wasn’t cold … it didn’t work. Beyond the fridge there was a fireplace and a gas fire in the hearth which seemed incongruous, given the outside temperature. I opened the curtains to look out over a small concrete covered yard with high whitewashed walls which was home to some broken furniture.




    On one of the walls of the room, set high almost touching the ceiling, there was an air conditioning unit and a control unit on the wall. It hummed quietly away, on a low setting, which I left unaltered. Underneath was a dressing table and on it there was a menu detailing breakfast menu options, sandwiches with various fillings, burgers (obviously geared towards western tastes) and a selection of curries and side dishes catering for local tastes.




    There was also some details of this hotel and I discovered that it was part of a chain of hotels which were locally owned, one hotel in the capital and a selection throughout the northern Gilgit-Baltistan area, all with their pictures and a brief description. Many were located in places that were on my schedule and I realised, I would be staying at several of them over the next few weeks.




    The hotel itself was similar to a large semidetached house, two storeys high and there were probably fewer than twenty rooms for guests, a small neat garden at the front, with a handkerchief sized lawn, a drive up the side of the house and walls all the way round the perimeter. One of the heavy double doors, through which we had come during the night was open. The road outside was straight, perhaps 200m long with security barriers and armed guards at each end. The opposite side of the road was a 3 metre high wall, stretching the length of the road behind which I discovered later was a school. All the houses on the road had large gates and a number had their own security guard together with a little hut for their protection against rain and sun.




    The breakfast menu was a simple affair. There was a choice of continental breakfast, basically fruit juice, tea or coffee and toast; American, being continental plus cereal and eggs, any style or Pak Nashta. This caught my eye and needed a bit more investigation. Luckily all the staff spoke English as my Urdu is rudimentary. It consisted of lassi, best described as a yoghurt drink, Pak omelette, an omelette with vegetables in it, paratha, an unleavened flatbread and a choice of coffee or tea. On the basis of ‘when in Rome’ and travelling is an adventure and a chance to experience different cultures and cuisines, I opted for the Pak Nashta with green tea.




    On the advice of my doctor, for a healthier fat free diet, there are a number of foods that I should avoid or at least reduce such as red meat, cheese, salt, fat, sugar, fried food, etc … I can’t remember all the details but fish and vegetables are definitely okay. It’s a shame as some of my favourites used to be salted roasted peanuts, bacon sandwich and blue cheese. This you may think might make me a fussy eater and I do adhere to the dietary advice at home. But whilst on holiday the strict regime goes to pot and I will try anything that is on the menu, especially if it is a local dish.




    I am always interested in sampling different cuisines and if something is eaten locally that I have not had before I will always try it whatever it may be. Ultimately you may not like it, but it is not poisonous as the locals eat it and how would you know whether you like it or not if you don’t try it.




    There is only one food item that I know I will refuse to eat … tripe. I had heard about this as a child and asked my mother to cook it for me. She duly cooked it and I hated it but since she liked it, I was allowed to leave it on my plate and she ended up eating it. When I was working in Madrid, as an adult, many years later, I saw los callos, Spanish for tripe, on the menu. It had defeated me as a child, but as an adult, with different taste buds and experience of a range of cuisines, I tried it again. Same result. It was still horrible. I tried several mouthfuls but couldn’t believe that I still couldn’t eat it. I left most of it and ordered something else.




    It appeared that I was the only guest having breakfast that morning as other than staff, I saw no one else. The result of the Pak Nashta that I had ordered was that I liked nearly all of it but lassi is not to my palate. I finished the whole glass but made a mental note for next time when I order a Pak Nashta for breakfast to change the lassi for a fruit juice.




    After breakfast, I went for a walk up the junction with the main road. I smiled at the guard who was the same guard who had interrogated me just hours earlier but I was allowed out without any problem. Much easier to get out than it was to get in. On the main road in the morning light I noticed that many of the side roads also had barriers and guards. Several of the houses both down the side streets and on the main road, had guards with small huts for them to sit in or tents with canvas awnings and sandbags.




    At the end of this road was a dual carriage way and on the opposite side, a large arch proudly declaring it to be the Zafar Gate of the Navy Head of Command and yet more security, this time armed military personnel in camouflage fatigues. I looked around and saw no signs forbidding photography but remembered details of my security advice not to take photos of anything sensitive. This included a long list, detailing such things as security force personnel, military camps, police stations, bridges and women which were all considered sensitive. The arch was distinctive and I was tempted to take a photo but decided to have the rest of my holiday in freedom, rather than getting thrown in jail and waiting for the High Commissioner to get me out.




    I was reading an English language local paper to catch up with local news, when Karim and a driver turned up early at 11am so we set off to Rawalpindi. We were heading for some shops to buy a couple of shalwaar chemise for me. This is the local dress that both men and women wear in the area. The shalwaar is a pair of baggy trousers, held up by a drawstring. The chemise is like a standard shirt with a few buttons at the neck and put on by pulling over the head. The difference compared with western shirts, is that the shirt tails are extended to the knees and worn outside the trousers.




    Pockets are fitted into the seams of the shirt at hip level. There were two reasons why I was getting these. One, is that they are very practical in hot climates and I had been assured that they are remarkably cool, which having worn them for several weeks I can confirm that this is absolutely correct. The other, was security in an attempt to fit in to local crowds, thus drawing less attention to myself but also to allow fewer barriers between me as a foreigner and the ability to interact with the locals.




    I had a choice of only a few simple colours, such as white, black, khaki, olive, brown and tan and wasn’t offered any brighter colours or patterns. Indeed, in retrospect, I saw no bright colours and very few patterned materials used for men, throughout my time in Pakistan. On the basis that both white and black would show the dirt and that we would be camping at times, I opted for one olive and one brown.




    Karim had two female clients to pick up from the airport the next day and there would not be time to shop before flying up to Gilgit so he had an idea to buy them shalwaar chemise on their behalf, so we headed off to a dress shop. Unlike shalwaar chemises for gentlemen, the ladies’ versions came in all sorts of colours and patterns, ranging from quite traditional colours and patterns to some very modern avante garde looking designs.




    Had the two clients been men, I would have had more confidence in selecting a colour for two people that I didn’t know, as the choice for men was quite restricted. But in the dress shop there was far too much of a choice and I voiced concern that we were dicing with death as our choice could be very wrong. Therefore Karim agreed it might be better to take them to a shop in Gilgit on arrival there.




    I needed to exchange some money so we went not to a bank but to the money changers. This was a row of several shops in a three storey building, most of whom seem to be money changers. In front and up the side of the building were rows upon rows of armoured security vans, with different logos belonging to the different shops in front of us. Around the vehicles were numerous uniformed armed guards and as we went up the steps there was another guard waving his shotgun around and smiling at us as we passed. There were thick bars tightly spaced on the doors and windows and we went through the open door.




    Once inside though, there were none of the armed guards to see, nor very much in the way of security. There was a table with a teller and next to him, another teller, but with bars reaching up to head height. On the table were stacks and stacks of notes, mostly well-worn and grubby and not being familiar with the currency, I had no idea how much was neatly stacked up on the tables.




    I handed my sterling to Karim who counted it and handed it to the first teller, who counted it twice and calculated its value in rupees. He handed it to the second teller who counted it twice and re-calculated the rupee amount. Then, he counted out the rupee amount twice and I saw my bundle of rupee notes make the return journey through different hands being counted several times, until Karim had finished counting it and handed it me. I didn’t bother to count it.




    Walking around the streets was an eye opener, as there didn’t seem much differentiation between pavement and road. It was chaos, with people pushing or pulling barrows with cars, motorbikes, lorries and pedestrians, all using the road at the same time. Traffic was thick and slow but there didn’t seem to be any road rage between the different road users, as they inched their way past each other.




    The streets were also full of rubbish of all sorts and I regretted wearing sandals as I followed Karim, whilst at the same time as trying to walk around or stepping over rubbish and foul looking puddles of muddy water, which covered who knows what beneath their surface. Looking up above the chaos, there was a mass of power cables and telephone wires criss crossing the sky above the street. It looked like chaos up there as well.




    One feature of the traffic that surprised me was how few bicycles there were as I had expected great crowds of them on the streets. This was countered by the throngs of mopeds wherever you went. The road rules were obviously different or perhaps not adhered to in the least. Very few of the drivers or passengers had helmets, as if this was an optional extra that people didn’t appreciate was for safety. Lady passengers sat sideways on the back of the mopeds which I have never tried, but I imagine that the co-ordination and balance must be an art.




    And when referring to passengers, I mean one moped and several passengers. Why stop at one passenger when there is room for more? It was a common sight to see two passengers plus the driver and I started to count and look out for more. My best sights were a driver, two adult passengers and a child and a driver with four children. I never saw a woman driver.




    We stopped at a local restaurant for lunch. There were the usual beef, mutton, chicken and vegetable curry dishes, dahls, different rice dishes and side dishes that you would expect in any Pakistani restaurant back home. I chose chicken tikka masala, since it is one of my favourites and I was curious how it might compare with what I am familiar with in either my local Pakistani restaurant or shop bought ready meals. Karim was happy to eat his meal with his fingers carefully scooping up the food with a piece of pitta bread. This was a skill that I had yet to acquire and I was hungry, I wanted to eat it rather than play with it and push it around my plate so I went for the knife and fork option.




    The first difference that I noticed was that I am used to large chunks of filleted meat whereas the dish in front of me had clearly been made from a small and scrawny chicken. There were a few scraps of meat, clinging to small bones which had to be prised apart and having found some broken bones, I was cautious about what lurked in the sauce as I didn’t want to break a tooth or lose a filling on a piece of bone. So it looked like I was going to play with my food after all. Taste wise I was surprised, as the flavours were not as strong as had been adapted for western palates at home. It was neither highly spicy nor burning hot. As I like spicy hot food, I was both surprised and rather disappointed at the real thing.




    That afternoon we headed for the Margalla Hills National Park just north of suburban Islamabad and the Daman-e-Koh viewpoint that overlooks the city. The road twisted and turned up a steep hillside to a large car park which has a short walk to the viewpoint. There was a slight breeze which was a relief, after the hot sticky city. On a clear day, the view would be great but there was a haze from the heat and pollution.




    At independence in 1947, the capital was Karachi but this was felt to have too much association with the colonial past, as control was wielded from that city. Other factors supporting a relocation, was that it was at one end of the country on the coast and subject to enemy naval attack, rather than a central location. Also its location so far south made it subject to a tropical climate, monsoons and cyclones.




    Moving the capital to its current location was also nearer to the economically important Punjab area and army headquarters. Hence, it was developed in the 1960s as the new capital, laid out on a grid pattern and the government moved to its new home in stages, throughout the first half of the 1960s. The grid pattern is clearly discernible from the vantage point, high above the modern city.




    The nearby Faisal Mosque with its unconventional design was clearly visible, not surprisingly as it was the largest mosque in the world named after King Faisal bin Abdul-Aziz of Saudi Arabia who financed its construction. It lost its pole position as being the largest mosque in the world, with the completion of the Hassan II mosque in Casablanca in 1993 and with the expansion of the mosques in Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia, it now lies in fourth position. Beyond the mosque in the mid distance, the tall modern buildings of the business district and Rawal Lake were indistinct through the haze. Anything further was too blurred to make out.




    That short walk between the car park and the view point was full of the usual street vendors selling ice creams, snacks, sweets, drinks and souvenirs. In front of me was a well-dressed family with a young daughter, perhaps five years old, flanked by mum and dad who were both looking down at her, as she looked up at one and then the other accompanied by a torrent of Urdu.




    The daughter had been treated to a packet of crisps which she was tucking into as they walked along. When she finished, she simply dropped the packet, rubbed her hands together and made a comment at which point, the whole family laughed. The packet was caught by the gentle breeze and was wafted across the path and into the foliage to join loads of other wrappers and rubbish.




    They walked on as if nothing had happened. I noticed that it wasn’t the lack of litter bins as there were plenty of them. I might have expected some rubbish in the crowded city market but in a tourist site, advertised as a scenic view and in a national park, I was deeply disappointed to see that littering everywhere was considered normal.




    Back in the city we headed to a local well renowned Afghan restaurant, for our evening meal. Outside was a giant barbeque on which were cooking skewers of meat, tended by a very busy chef with great clouds of smoke billowing across the street, assisted by a small electric fan blowing across the top of the glowing coals. I didn’t recognise any of the dishes so took pot luck and had a local dish of chicken and a soft drink.




    As we left the restaurant, what we hadn’t eaten was packed up and put in a bag for what I discovered later was in effect a tip for the driver who had sat in his car waiting for us whilst we ate. The journey back to the hotel was illuminating. It was dark by now and there were few street lights with most of the light flooding from the shops and buildings, lining the road and other vehicles.




    I prefer to sit in the front so I get a good view of what’s happening. The driver eased his car into the flow of traffic. After a few hundred meters, where there was a darker section of road and almost as an afterthought, the driver switched on his lights for which I was relieved. However, looking about from the vantage point of my front seat I could see that several other road users seemed to be on the road, without lights. Plus a bicycle, with a passenger on the back happily cycling down the middle of a dual carriage way without lights or reflectors.




    Finally, nearing the hotel on a wide but quiet boulevard we were going down on our side of the road and coming towards us, admittedly with his lights on, was another vehicle. Our driver gently swung across the road to avoid a collision and carried on without a word, as if it was an everyday occurrence, which it probably was. So I was glad to get back to the road block, go through the identity questions again and get back to the safety of my hotel.




    


  




  

    Chapter 2


    North by Pakistan International Airlines




    Today was an early start to get to the airport for a 10am flight from Islamabad to Gilgit. I was leaving before the usual start of breakfast, so I had arranged for an early breakfast to be available. I guessed that there might be an inflight meal so something light was all I needed, so the night before I had ordered some toast and green tea. I got served black coffee and buttered bread.




    It wasn’t quite what I’d ordered but I wasn’t going to starve. Rather than send it back for what I had originally ordered the night before, which could mean a possible delay, during which, the car to take me to the airport might arrive and I might end up with nothing, so I drank and ate without complaint.




    Heading down Faisal Avenue and on to the Islamabad Expressway I was still looking to see whether I could improve on my maximum number of passengers on a moped score. In the early morning rush hour traffic, there were plenty of examples of multiple passengers but I didn’t see more than two.




    We turned off the expressway at the airport exit and joined a long row of slow moving traffic to get to domestic departures. There were plenty of armed soldiers about and as we approached the security barrier, there was a knot of soldiers looking inside all the vehicles, as they slowly inched past. Then my heart sank. Coming towards us, on the passenger side of the vehicles in front of us, was a soldier pointing a device at the vehicles as he passed, that I can only describe as, a brass handled steel divining rod. This was their version of a bomb detector.




    My thoughts turned to Gary Bolton and James McCormick, two British business men who had recently made the headlines for their convictions. Independently of each other, they had sold fake bomb detectors to unsuspecting buyers, including the Afghanistani and Iraqi governments, with the full knowledge that they were in fact, utterly useless.




    Unless there was some Eastern mysticism at work, of which I was unaware, I suspected that this divining rod had the same chance of working as the fake bomb detectors. There was an outside chance that this was some form of sophisticated bluff that worked along the lines, that if a terrorist thought it was effective, in which case, it would work as a deterrent. Either way, I was not reassured for my security.




    I pulled my bag out of the boot and headed through the doors to domestic departures where the security was then more familiar with x-ray machines for the luggage and metal detectors for passengers. I made my way to departures and waited for Karim who was at international arrivals to greet his two guests from London Heathrow.




    It was in domestic departures, that I finally met Judith from Lincolnshire and Etso who lives in London, but was originally from Japan. Both ladies were a similar age to myself and obviously had a sense of adventure to travel independently to northern Pakistan.




    We had a few moments to introduce ourselves and start to get to know each other before it was soon time to board the aircraft. We headed through the doors to board the bus and out to the aircraft. This is always a moment of apprehension for me, as there are certain standards for air travel in Europe that airports and airlines are forced to follow. Further afield standards are different.




    I remember travelling in Russia some years previously and the international fleet was well maintained but the domestic fleet had a poor reputation for air safety. The state airline properly known as Aeroflot was known jokingly as Aeroflop. I was making an internal flight in Siberia and had been assured that the plane would be an airbus. So I was surprised to be confronted with a Tupolev, a Russian aircraft and whilst aircraft recognition and specification is not my primary area of expertise, it was obviously rather old. I sat next to the emergency exit and there was a constant, very cold draft, around my feet coming from the door where the seal should be.




    Back on the aircraft apron at Islamabad, the bus pulled up at our aircraft and I was relieved to see that it was a new European built ATR 42, an aircraft that I know well, which is known for its excellent short runway performance. Just as a book should not be judged by its cover, just because the plane was new and I recognised it, doesn’t eliminate pilot error or poor maintenance, but it was reassuring.




    We taxied towards the take off point and came to a halt at right angles to the main runway. There was a queue of aircrafts, to take off ahead of us, a couple of PIA airbuses and a military Hercules. The two airbuses took off, followed by the Hercules and then we rolled forward on to the runway, turned and without pausing we took off some 25 minutes late. The aircraft banked hard and gained height.




    After a short while, the pilot come on over the intercom and made an announcement in Urdu. I won’t say that I speak Urdu but when I travel I do like to have a few words and phrases of the local language before I arrive. I usually start with the basics such as greetings, numbers, food and directions and build on this. I didn’t understand what the pilot was saying but I did pick out several inshallahs which translates as ‘if God wills’ or ‘God willing’.




    Then he made the announcement in English, which was the usual pilot announcement regarding the flight, warning of some turbulence and details of the weather on arrival at Gilgit being patchy cloud and a cooler and more pleasant temperature of 22°C. But he continued to use inshallah such as ‘flight time is one hour inshallah’ and ‘landing at 11.25am inshallah’ as if there was some real uncertainty in the safe outcome of the whole flight. It’s lucky I am not a nervous flyer.




    The plane would be cruising at 18,000ft (it’s operational ceiling is 19,000ft) which seems high but en-route, we would be flying right past Nanga Parbat which is the 9th highest mountain in the world at 26,660ft (pilots still seem to use feet but for those who use metric measurements we are flying at 5,486m and the mountain is 8,126m … still a bit of a difference in whatever measurement that you use).




    Nanga Parbat is at the western end of the Himalaya range and has a very prominent peak. Its name in Urdu means ‘naked mountain’ as an acknowledgement to one of its faces, the Rupal face which is the highest face in the world which rises straight up for over 4,600m from its base. It is so steep that snow can’t settle on it, hence the name ‘naked mountain’.




    Flying regulations here require that the pilots can see the ground, so as to avoid flying into the mountain. Therefore, weather conditions must be good in order to fly. When weather conditions are patchy clouds, as they were on this flight, the plane must fly around or under the clouds so as to maintain visibility, hence there was a lot of manoeuvring and turbulence so the seatbelt sign was on for the whole flight, but I didn’t mind as I always have a window seat and spend the whole flight looking out of the windows at the scenery below.




    It was all very worthwhile, as the view of the mountain as we went past, was spectacular, revealing bare ragged rock slopes ending in pinnacles of rock and patchy snow on the summit. It was an odd feeling to be flying in a plane and to see the ground rising above you. If the cloud cover gets too thick then planes are either grounded before take-off or must return to their departure point.




    Soon, we were descending and flying up the upper Indus valley. As we were so low there was a great view of the mountains, the Indus River, the KKH below and you could pick out the individual vehicles moving along the road. We flew over the confluence of the Hunza and Gilgit rivers and after a few turns landed at Gilgit airport.




    This airport is one of the world’s top ten most dangerous airports. Flat land in this mountainous area is hard to find and the twisting valley approaches are thwart with danger. The runway is fairly short so large planes can’t land.




    The runways eastern end is above the steep banks, down to the Gilgit River and faces the confluence of the two rivers and a tall bluff at the confluence point. At the western end, the valley bottom starts to rise steeply towards high mountain peaks. Only planes that can manoeuvre in tight turns and undertake steep ascents and descents on their approach can use this airport. Again, visual flight rules apply and if visibility is poor at the airport, flights can and often are cancelled.




    We landed without incident and disembarked. I noticed that also on the ground was the Hercules with the same aircraft recognition number painted on the fuselage that had taken off ahead of us in Islamabad which was powering down its engines. Then I realised that we had our own military escort for the journey and wondered whether we really were at risk from terrorist anti-aircraft missiles, or whether it was just a coincidence. I asked Karim and he just said that it was always happening.




    We collected our bags and jumped into jeeps for the short drive to the local PTDC hotel for lunch. The PTDC, which stands for The Pakistan Tourism Development Company, is a government sponsored organisation which as its full name suggests promotes tourism to both local and international tourists. Its aim is to provide quality accommodation at a competitive price in areas where private companies may be reluctant to invest. It operates more than twenty hotels, mainly in the north and north west of the country.




    Two notable exceptions are the Flashman’s Hotel in Rawalpindi and the hotel at Wagah, not that the hotel is exceptional but because Wagah used to be the only road crossing to India and the soldiers on both sides, some with giant handle bar moustaches and all in full dress uniform perform a spectacular blustering ceremony at the closing of the border at dusk.




    The hotel in Gilgit was off the main road, down a quiet side road near the river, where the main road crosses the river. It was set in its own grounds, surrounded by a wall and gates at the entrance. Inside was a well-kept garden with shade trees and a lawn surrounded by flower borders. The main facilities were housed in a single storey building, opposite the gates with a few rooms off a long veranda. More bedrooms were provided at each end of the main building in modern concrete framed two storey extensions.




    Painted on the wall outside of the door to reception was a map with the heading ‘Wildlife of Northern Area’, two metres long and a metre high. It had the outline of Gilgit Baltistan, with major towns, roads and rivers marked. Scattered all across it were images of the heads of the wildlife to be found in those areas. The key on one side showed the English and Latin names of the animals such as snow leopards, bears, ibex, marmots and eagles. Also depicted by little coloured circles was whether the animal was common, rare, vulnerable or endangered. There were only a few green circles indicating common, and far too many orange and red indicating vulnerable and endangered.




    We relaxed after the flight with green tea at one of the tables in the garden. It was like a pleasant English summers day, and a lot cooler than Islamabad. From the garden looking up between the trees, we could see the valley sides stretching hundreds of metres up towards the sky and their bare rock faces. And to the north over the Gilgit River, was the Karakoram mountain range. But my trip to see them would have to wait as we were due to head west first which has the most security issues. I wanted to visit there first and get it out of the way, so I could enjoy the rest of the trip without the nagging concern of security.




    It was a little early for lunch so we headed off to town to get Judith and Etso their shalwaar chemises. The main shopping street was a busy bustling place with crowds of shoppers with small traders showing off their wares on the pavement or hanging from the front of the shop. It was colourful and noisy after the stillness of the garden at the hotel.




    One of the girls, as I affectionately thought of them, chose quickly and settled on plain simple colours similar to a gentlemen’s version, both in a light pink but in different shades. So similar that you could only tell them apart when you saw them both together.




    Etso was harder to satisfy, trying on several different choices. The colours were wrong, the stitching wasn’t good enough, the cut was too tight or too loose and in short, nothing was quite right. We headed off to another shop and the same thing happened, the design too modern, the pattern too busy. Personally, I couldn’t see a problem, as these were what the locals wore and might just be worn for the time that you were on holiday anyway and were included in the price so the cost was immaterial. Finally, we headed back to the first shop and made a purchase. It was more than two hours after starting the shopping trip that we left the shop and headed back to the hotel for lunch.




    Our bags had been tied to the back of the jeep and covered with a tarpaulin, to protect them from the dust. I sat in the front, next to our driver Matu, whilst Judith and Etso sat in the back and Karim perched on the edge in the back. We set off from the hotel and headed down to the river and turned left to follow the road along its edge heading west out of town.




    We were heading for Chitral in the west, not far from the Afghanistan border. I didn’t have any detailed maps but I’m used to looking at a detailed map such as an Ordnance Survey map and measuring the distance and knowing it was fairly accurate. That assumes good tarmac covered roads but here in the far north of Gilgit Baltistan province, outside of the towns some of the roads are just rough tracks. Frequent landslides and wash outs also hinder progress. At a guess, Chitral is about 360kms from Gilgit and luckily most of this road is tarmac but it would still take us three days with the first overnight stop near Gupis.




    The houses gave way to farmland on both sides of the road on the valley bottom, hemmed in on both sides by bare rocky slopes rising steeply to the mountain tops. Beyond the fields on our right was the Gilgit River which was out of sight, as it flowed between high steep banks.




    We rounded a corner and on the side of the road, was a large canvas tent and a barrier across the road with several policeman standing about. Behind the tent was a large satellite dish pointing skywards. Karim got out and showed our papers to the policeman in charge. He seemed to be answering a lot of questions and an animated conversation ensued with the policeman.




    After a few minutes, he exchanged a few words with Matu and returned to his conversation with the police, pulling out a packet of cigarettes and offering them to the policemen. Matu pulled over to the side of the road and switched off the engine. It seemed that this wasn’t a straight forward formality of checking papers and being waved through. It was because we were foreigners and there were security issues. In contrast, a local drove up to the barrier, flashed his ID card and almost without stopping, was waved through the barrier. Obviously no security issues for the locals.




    I got out to stretch my legs. On the far side of the road was a simple shack selling crisps and sweets, amongst other items, to passing travellers. There were a number of locals milling about and some of them wandered over and stared at us. They weren’t threatening, begging or trying to sell anything to us, they were just curious and just stared, standing too close for comfort.




    They didn’t seem to have that self-consciousness where if you are caught staring you would look away or realise that they are too close to someone’s personal space and back off. I wandered up the road and they followed me. But they were well within my personal space so I thought it better not to go too far and went back and sat in the jeep with some people standing right next to the jeep, staring at us.



