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WITH SALUTATIONS TO

THE CORRIEMULZIE MOUNTAINEERING CLUB



FOREWORD


by Nigel Tranter


It was only after considerable thought and hesitation that I finally decided to go ahead with this book, on Philip’s behalf. I am no mountaineer – although I have always been a keen hillwalker – and felt myself manifestly inadequate for the task. But I had no doubt that Philip would have wished me to do it, and his three fellow-climbers supported the idea. Moreover, I felt strongly that it was a book which ought to be published, not only for its own intrinsic interest and excitements, but to make known and to emphasise what I believe to be a quite splendid example of the initiative, courage, endurance and sheer élan of four young Scots, at a time when it is the accepted thing to moan about the softness, supineness and general decadence of the rising generation. A large part of my reason for tackling the editing of Philip’s Hindu Kush diary was that I might be privileged to touch my cap to four young men whom I would have been proud indeed to resemble, once – little thanks as I’ll get from the three survivors for saying so.


Philip, our son, was killed in a motor accident on 19th August 1966, in Northern France, on his way home from another and shorter climbing trip in the mountains of Eastern Turkey. He was coming home to write this book on the Scottish Hindu Kush Expedition of 1965, and had left with us the diary so often mentioned herein, some hundreds of photographs, and all his maps and sketch-plans.


I must not, of course, make too much of the task of putting it all into book form – not only because it has been a labour of love and a real satisfaction in itself, but because it really has only entailed condensing and editing, and usually only minimal editing at that. Ninety-nine per cent. of what is set down hereafter is Philip’s own words, written not months afterwards but on the spot, en route and high on the icy glaciers and snow ledges of the Hindu Kush, amongst the blizzards and the breathtaking beauty. The editing of this account has merely been to reduce the inevitable repetition. For this was a day-to-day diary and everything had to go in – and by no means always politely. Whether in fact Philip would have written his projected book this way is another matter. Probably not – for he was no tyro at the writing game, and had already published a great many articles on mountaineering and kindred activities in the hills he loved so well. Undoubtedly his book would have been a better book than this. But even so it is a good book, to me.


Philip was 27, and at the very peak of his physical and mental abilities – some will suggest, as good a time as any to move on, though others will think differently. As to these physical abilities, they were far from negligible, for he was 6 feet 4 inches tall, with quite the longest legs of anyone I have ever known – longest and most tireless. I love walking, but Philip’s walking was far beyond me. From the age of 8, when we first took him, with his sister, up Cairngorm, and he drifted up and over those far from inconsiderable mountains in rubber sandshoes, with as little apparent effort and toil as one of the sailing cloud-shadows, he quartered the Scottish Highlands from end to end, year in year out, in all weathers, choosing in due course to live and work amongst them, as a civil engineer. He was the youngest man, at 22, ever to climb all the Munroes (Scottish peaks of over 3000 feet) of which there are 277; and the only person, at that time, so far as I know, ever to have climbed them all twice. He walked non-stop right across the watershed of Scotland, from the mouth of the Atlantic sea-loch of Etive to Ben Alder, where the burns run down to Spey, 51 miles – and that across the Moor of Rannoch, perhaps as grim and waterlogged going as any in the Highlands. He did the traverse of the Cuillin ridge in Skye, a mountaineer’s challenge, many times, and once, the greater traverse, solo. Most ambitious of all, probably, he made the full circuit of the Glen Nevis mountains, climbing them all en route – the ten Mamore Munroes, the four Grey Corries, the two Aonachs, Càrn Mòr Dearg, and ended up on top of Ben Nevis itself – 18 major mountains, 36 miles, and 20,000 feet of climbing, in 23 hours.


Yet, do not be mistaken. Despite all this Philip was no ‘tiger’. He hated peak-bagging for its own sake, and was against deliberately notching up records, describing himself as no more than a competent mountaineer – although indeed he hardly used that word, content to be called a climber. He asserted that he was even less of a rock-climber – though he had scaled many of the most severe climbs in Scotland, led on not a few of them, and discovered quite a number of new ones. He was in fact editing one of the Scottish Mountaineering Club’s guides for rock-climbs in the Northern Highlands, with his great friend Alastair Park, who fell tragically to his death on Foinaven’s great precipices in April 1966, Philip being with him then. The fact was that Philip loved the hills, their beauty, their challenge, their quiet and loneliness, and even their savagery, with all his heart. He was an enthusiast, and an energetic one. And because of this, one of his experienced colleagues assured us, he had a unique knowledge of the Scottish mountains which will not soon be rivalled.


His friends were like-minded, and I must salute Will Fraser, Gavin Johnstone and John Wedderburn, and thank them for all the encouragement and help they have given us in editing this work and in the selection and provision of the photographs and appendices.


It is good to know that the further and follow-up expedition which Philip was seeking to organise for 1968, to go back to explore those intriguing and beckoning mountains beyond the Lost Valley, is still being planned by other young members of the Corriemulzie Mountaineering Club, to whom we wish every success.


If I have used the first person singular too much in this preamble, it is because the plural might have sounded odd. Nevertheless every word of the editing has been done by my wife equally and together with myself – as Philip would have it – and something of a consolation and a comfort it has been to both of us.


The expedition’s little flag, the Cross of Saint Andrew of Scotland, made by Elizabeth McLaren, which has waved gallantly on the Roof of the World now sits in our home at Aberlady on the Firth of Forth, one of our proud possessions.


I am happy to have had the opportunity to write this – for it is a happy book – detailing one of the highlights in the life of a young man who loved life, lived it to the hilt, and managed to pack into his 27 years more than a great many of us do in a long lifetime.


Aberlady


February 1967




CHAPTER 1


When this expedition was first thought of we were all four together on a climbing weekend in the granite hills of Deeside, in September 1963. The four of us had been climbing together for years, in Scotland and in the Alps, as members of what is now called the Corriemulzie Mountaineering Club; but for long there had been an understanding between us that one day we would venture further and higher. It was only when John returned from the Scottish East Greenland Expedition 1963 full of enthusiasm for things expeditionary, that our plans began to take shape.


Although naturally in early discussions our thoughts had ranged over the whole field of the Andes, the Himalaya and elsewhere in Central Asia, Afghanistan had always attracted us especially – for the Hindu Kush, that great mountain range, part of the backbone of Asia running westwards from the remote regions where the Himalaya and the Karakorum meet the Pamir, had enormous pull for us. The mountains to the south of the almost legendary Oxus River, within sight of Tashkent and Sinkiang, seemed to us a more romantic and compelling proposition than any other mountains in the world. Before we left the Cairngorm plateau that day, we had reached our decision. We would go climbing in the Hindu Kush if it was at all possible – and the sooner the better. Thus was born the 1965 Scottish Hindu Kush Expedition.


For all its splendid title, the expedition was to consist of only 4 men. Will Fraser, 25, a chartered surveyor from Edinburgh; Gavin Johnstone, 23, research zoologist, then studying at Aberdeen University; John Wedderburn, 23, then at an advanced stage in his medical studies at Dundee; and myself, Philip Tranter, 25, a civil engineer working in Wester Ross. John was to be expedition doctor – as he had been in Greenland; Gavin would be responsible for a scientific programme, inclusion of which we hoped would help to attract financial backing; Will and I would tackle the map-making and geographical objectives. But, first and foremost of course, it would be a mountaineering venture.


It might all sound simple enough – buy a few maps, ferry-tickets, and away we go. But like most expeditions that ever planned to go anywhere remote and unusual, we discovered very quickly that simplicity was a mirage. As others have found before us, the mountains of correspondence seemed at times entirely to hide the greater mountains of rock and ice which we planned to climb.


I suppose we made trouble for ourselves from the start. Based in Edinburgh, Dundee and Wester Ross, with one of us first in London and then near Aberdeen, it took a feat of organisation to get us all together for even a conference, much less an expedition. We must have driven as many miles to rendezvous in odd corners of Scotland as would have taken us to Afghanistan itself, and the mail that went between us would have filled a post office van. But the major problems, nevertheless, were not of our own making.


Politically we knew that there would be difficulties. Part of the Hindu Kush is a frontier range, bordering Russia, Pakistan and China, and the Afghan government was not keen to let anyone wander there at will. For a year we bombarded their capital, Kabul, with letters and applications, and met with a stony silence. We gathered from other sources that this frontier area was more or less forbidden territory – but we were given a hint that permission might be granted if we applied for an area wholly within Afghanistan itself. After long delay we were in fact granted the necessary permission to climb in the Central Hindu Kush.


While we were waiting, we had been finding out more about the country. It was not an easy land to learn about, but by reading accounts of the few foreign expeditions, Japanese and East European, we did learn a little.


The Hindu Kush was first recorded in 1333 by an Arabian traveller named Ibn Batuta, who had crossed the range at some point. He declared that the name meant Indian Killer, but more probably the Kush was a corruption of the Persian kuh meaning mountains – the Indian Mountains. Alexander the Great’s army had crossed the Khavah Pass, on its way to India, in 325 B.C., and Marco Polo had traversed some part of the range en route for China in 1273. More modern exploration, however, does not seem to have touched the area until the first half of the 19th century, when in the days of expanding empire some expeditions, mainly British and military, penetrated into certain parts. But the two Afghan wars prevented the British from surveying the country properly, and the 800 miles of the Hindu Kush remained unsurveyed, except at one end, as after the second Afghan war the frontiers of that land were closed to Europeans. Actual mountaineering in the area is of only very recent development, the first peak on the main Afghan chain being conquered only in 1959.


The highest peaks, topped by Tirich Mir, 25,500 feet, actually in Pakistan, were in the forbidden frontier area of Wakhan. To the west was Nuristan and the Central Mountains. But the map, the only map, such as it was, showed this area as dull and a flat plateau. No one had ever been there, it seemed.


Had it not been for Dr. Diemberger of Salzburg, we would never have gone there either. Through him we learned that German expeditions, climbing to the north of this area, had seen that it was not any dull plateau but, in fact, a mass of high rugged mountains, some of over 20,000 feet. Apart from Koh-i-Krebek and Koh-i-Marchech, climbed from the north by the Germans, this whole tract was unclimbed, unexplored and unmapped. It became the avowed object of our expedition to make a second ascent of Koh-i-Krebek, this time from the south, and to master an unnamed giant seen by the Germans nearby, and as many other unclimbed peaks as opportunity put in our way. Very little was known about the southern valleys, especially the Bashgal, up which we intended to travel. Probably only one European had been up to the head of the Bashgal, and certainly no mountaineers. We hoped also to do as much mapping and exploration work as possible, but except for a few hunters and the traders who cross the passes, the local people not only do not go near the high mountains but never on any account venture above the pasture line, so porters would not be available for high level carrying, and this precluded our taking heavy surveying gear. I am sure that none of us imagined we would, in fact, spend more time exploring than mountaineering.


For this programme permission came from Kabul. The Scottish Hindu Kush Expedition was on.


There remained still, of course, an enormous amount of planning and preparation – in fact we had hardly started. But once we had the destination and the permission, we could feel that the rest might be classed as sheer hard and straightforward work.


First of all we needed money. Although we recognised that we would have to find the bulk out of our own slender resources, we did hopefully approach a great many organisations and firms. In the end we obtained only two actual grants – but one of them, £350 from the Everest Foundation, was not only a generous donation but it gave our morale a great boost. The Godman Exploration Fund gave us £50. This was all the cash we received, but many firms treated us, in respect of their products, with generosity. Nevertheless we still had to find, out of our own pockets, about £1300 – for individuals just starting on their careers, no light task. However, somehow or other we did find it.


We needed food – lots of it. But years of expeditioning in Scotland served as good experience, and we knew more or less what we needed. Gavin was made responsible for getting it, probably the biggest job of all, and he worked like a Trojan. We calculated on provisions to last for 100 days, roughly the estimated time out of Britain. It was our intention to be self-sufficient for the whole trip. For the time when we should be back-packing our own supplies, lightness was of prime importance, naturally; so for this period, which we estimated as a maximum of 60 days, we used accelerated freeze dried and quick dried meat and vegetables.


We needed equipment too, to supplement what we already had – high altitude clothing and boots, special tents, mosquito nets, extra ropes, pitons, crampons, etcetera – hundreds of pounds worth of every type of gear, not to mention camera and film equipment. This was Will’s job, in which he was assisted by Graham Tiso, the mountaineering specialist in Edinburgh.


John, as well as superintending health regulations and vaccinations, was our contact with Dr. Diemberger, and many were the letters, sketch-maps and plans which ferried between Salzburg and Scotland. Despite the German helpfulness, however, there remained still a great many question-marks. Could we indeed identify the unknown mountains from a heap of scribbled sketch-maps drawn from the other side of the range? Would the weather be favourable for climbing, or would the monsoon reach this part of the Hindu Kush? How far could we get transport up the Bashgal – 5 miles or 35 miles? If only 5, could we hire donkeys or porters for this stretch? Or would we have to march up and down that long valley 4 times with our loads? The whole shape of the expedition depended on these points, but we could not know the answers until we got there – as we were the first to try. We were told there was a track of sorts, but that was all.


I was not inactive myself. We needed many other things besides those mentioned – maps, routes, insurance, tickets and more items than I can list. We had decided that the cheapest and simplest way to get to Afghanistan was to drive all the way by Land Rover, and this entailed fighting with governments for visas to cross their territories. Time did not hang heavily on our hands.


The rather ambitious scientific programme we originally envisaged had to be cut down because of weight. Instead of trapping a veritable zoo, we had to be content with planning to identify and capture small mammals, reptiles, butterflies and bumble-bees, and to make a collection of the mountain plants of the area, for the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. Also, to keep ornithological records.


We bought a second-hand Land Rover and had it adapted for our purposes at a cost of £530, the biggest single item of our budget. We were almost ready.


We had, needless to say, timed our venture with some care. John and Will had both just sat their final exams, in medicine and surveying respectively, and so were at a suitably foot-loose transition stage. I was in the fortunate position of being able to request extended leave of absence from my employers and Gavin had only to organise his research programme so that it wouldn’t be too upset by taking time off. We aimed to leave Scotland at the beginning of July and to return in mid-October, as the very latest we could delay in the serious business of earning our livings. I personally decided to go on ahead, to the Alps, for a fortnight’s limbering up, while the others waited to tidy up sundry professional and domestic matters before picking me up, en route, at Chamonix.


It had been intended that the packing of the individual day food boxes would be part of my job. Unfortunately all the food had not arrived by the time my commitments to others of the Alps party necessitated my leaving. So Elizabeth McLaren, our climbing club’s secretary, and Fenella Johnstone, Gavin’s sister, gallantly rallied round and made up for my defection in this uninspiring task. I may say that they had been towers of strength on other fronts also, and had made the small expedition flags, Scots’ Saint Andrew’s Crosses, which were duly to flutter on the windy roof of the world.


After three hectic days of packing, the expedition Land Rover eventually rolled out of Edinburgh, much overladen, at 9.20 p.m. on 4th July 1965, to a great send-off from friends and relations. Taking turns at the wheel – for a certain amount of day-and-night driving was going to be necessary to fit into a tight time-schedule – they were only 20 miles from Dover by 10 a.m. next morning. At this stage a tyre burst, through overloading. This was perhaps providential, for it caused my friends to make speedy purchase of a trailer for £20, and this in fact proved to be the answer to many problems – though it did produce some of its own. They missed their Channel ferry – and then missed another, on discovery of certain items missing from the stores. But they spent the night on French soil, in one of the new Sopu tents, and about 30 hours later routed me out of my bed on a fine morning in the Col des Montets.


It was now only approximately 5500 miles to the Hindu Kush.
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CHAPTER 2


Three days later, in the late afternoon, we drove off the Bosphorus ferry and into Asia. We had covered the 1,600 miles through Eastern Europe at a fairly average speed; in fact, our cruising speed on these good European roads worked out at 58 m.p.h., and at this stage we were driving fairly solidly day and night – though we had taken a blissful 3 hours off, to bathe, when we reached the Sea of Marmora. Our system was for one to drive, one to navigate and sustain the driver’s morale with song – and the others to sleep in the back, if they could. We were now feeling the heat, the temperatures being in the nineties, but we would have to get used to this. On the whole, the Land Rover was doing well, but it was heavy to handle and prone to weave on straight stretches at high speeds – possibly because of the trailer.


I am afraid that John and I saw little of the romantic Bosphorus, the gateway to Asia, for we were locked in the back of the Land Rover, on the advice of a friendly Turk who spoke English, to avoid paying for extra tickets.


And so on through Asiatic Turkey, on roads which were mainly new and very good, but occasionally old and very bad, or in process of being remade. Driving was an exciting business. Turks in cars cruised at 90 m.p.h. Those in buses and lorries, which constituted most of the traffic, drove at whatever flat-out maximum speeds their vehicles would permit, hooting horns at each other as in a continuous carnival. Bus drivers even persisted, with expressions of the utmost ferocity, in attempting to overtake us, when we were going faster than they were, falling further and further behind on the outside lane, hooting furiously. Sometimes all this childlike enthusiasm had me in fits of laughter, as Gavin cruised imperturbably along at his steady 58 m.p.h.


Although this traffic was the dominant feature of the afternoon, we realised that much of the country was very beautiful, especially along the coast and the lakes thereafter, becoming hilly and wooded as we moved east. It seemed to us that half the country was little more than a vast military camp. I have never seen more men under arms. The Turks are clearly a proud people, and there were national flags flying everywhere.


I took over the wheel on the way to Ankara. The stream of lorries was not only thinned by now but much slowed by the long climb into the central highlands and over the various passes – which at times reduced the Land Rover to first gear. We passed many evidences of the huge road-building programme under way in Turkey. As darkness fell, we began to experience a problem that was going to keep us on our toes all the way – the habit of Asiatic lorry-drivers to carry no tail-lights. There were many hair-raising incidents.


We reached Ankara after midnight, in bright moonlight, to find the town still very busy. Wishful to camp near the city, to have the Land Rover serviced next morning, Gavin enquired with a tentative “Camping . . . ?” of the first traffic policeman we saw. He promptly whistled up his own police Land Rover, told us to follow him, and in no time had us installed in the yard of the local police barracks. This was no beauty spot, and smelled strongly of the open sewer which ran behind it, but we were most generously provided with site, fresh water and the use of toilet facilites. We cooked ourselves the usual soup and hamburger supper, to the chorus of croaking bull-frogs, and settled down to welcome kip in the two Sopus at 2.30.


While the Land Rover was being attended to next morning, I wrote my diary in camp, trying to ignore the smells – and the American songs on a Turkish policeman’s portable radio. We didn’t see much of Ankara, for everybody got so affected by the smells, dust and general lack of beauty that we decided to push on; but it seemed to be a large and fine city, pretty modern, but with the open spaces dry and parched.


Our A.A. route now would have sent us north-east, and along the Black Sea coast, but the Ankara garage people advised otherwise, suggesting instead that we go due east via Yozgat and Sivas, to rejoin the A.A. route at Erzurum – thus saving 80 miles in 500. We made good time along tarmac modern roads, through dry arid country, hilly but not mountainous. Despite the aridity there was a lot of cultivation with an abrupt transition to baked red earth where even weeds would not grow. As we progressed it became pure desert, with nothing but prickly scrub and dust, with the tarmac left behind. I slept a lot on this stretch, Will and John doing the driving and navigating. Better than that, they wakened us at 9.30 p.m. to provide us, in the back, with a meal cooked in the cab in front – a luxury much to be encouraged, even though the fare was the regular Pom dehydrated potato, and hamburgers, and I suffered from severe indigestion.


We drove on through the night, taking turns at the wheel, finding it very tiring on the rough roads. In fact, at this stage, all of us began to feel the effects of insufficient sleep, and learned that we would have to be more careful when Gavin, in fact, fell asleep at the wheel just as we were reaching the town of Zara. Fortunately, at his side, I was rather more awake, and grabbed the wheel just in time to avert disaster. We changed over, and I drove north now, on a road marked chequered on the map.


The reason for this was soon plain. Daybreak revealed that it was very beautiful country, spectacular scenery, gorges and mountains, wooded mainly with willows in the valleys, arid elsewhere. But the road twisted up and down by innumerable hairpin bends, with a great deal of bottom-gear and low-ratio driving necessary, so progress was slow. The surface was very bad on steep sections and through villages, but otherwise fair. At one point we crossed higher mountains, pine-wooded and less dry. We reached Suserhi, where Gavin was successful in buying bread, tomatoes, cheese and cherries for our breakfast.
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