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British Solu Expedition 2000

Summary

Venue: Solu glacier, west/central Karakoram, Pakistan.

Approached via Skardu, Shigar, Tissar, Doko, Bisil.

Reconnaissance of Solu glacier and a side glacier to the north.

Ascent (probably first ascent) of one small peak on Solu/Hispar glacier divide.

Our name for this: “Sekha Brakk” (Dragonfly Peak), c. 5400 m.

Members: Dave Wilkinson, Ken Findlay, Karl Zientek, Paul Hudson.

Expedition Report
Main text by Dave

Medical notes by Ken/Dave
Diary by Ken

1st Sketch map by Dave

2nd Sketch map by Paul

Map production by Paul
Photos by Dave

Photo production by Stew Muir

Cover photo: Sekha Brakk from the east. The final section of our route went up the right hand skyline.

Page 10 photo: Looking north from Sekha Brakk. On the right unclimbed peaks in the Balchhish range,
Hispar La left centre, Sim Gang glacier behind.

The compilers of this report and the members of the expedition agree that any or all of this report may
be copied for the purpose of private research.
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Introduction

Dave had been up the Basha river valley (leading to Arandu) on four previous occasions. Over the river
from the jeep road was the village of Bisil, and beyond it the start of a little-known valley leading to the
twin Sokha and Solu glaciers. A few parties had crossed the Sokha La to/from the upper Biafo glacier,
but no climbing seemed to have been done, and there was no record of parties even visiting the Solu.

The unknown is always tempting, and the idea had been forming for some years in Dave’s mind to visit
one or both ofthese glaciers. Some pictures of the Sokha peaks (by Steve Venables) were found in an
old magazine. These looked attractive but quite serious.

Ken, Paul, and Karl had been to the Hindu Kush during 99 on an “official” expedition with liaison
officer and all the trappings. They quite liked the idea of a smaller, more hassle-free trip. The Sokha
and Solu peaks are mostly below the witching height of 6000m., so would require no permit, peak fee
or L.O.

During the planning stage, Dave had a phone call out of the blue from lan Arnold. He had read of our
planned visit in the BMC s “Summit” publication. He had been to the Sokha glacier twice before,
firstly to cross the Sokha La, then in 1992 he climbed one small peak and made a very good attempt at
a serious route on the North face of “Sokha Brakk”, point 5956 m. (apparently still unclimbed). He
was planning to visit the Sokha glacier again in summer 2000, at about the same time as us.

Happily, this contact developed cooperatively rather than confrontationally, and lan even obliged by
loaning us a large part of his collection of 1992 photos, a most generous act. These were helpful, but
mainly in a negative sense, showing many serious objectives on the Sokha glacier. One photo up the
Solu glacier from the junction showed some more friendly mountains: point 6102m. and its
subsidiaries, so, when the time came, we opted to go to the even more unknown Solu.
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Dave and Karl flew out to Rawalpindi on 11th July and bought the bulk of the food and other supplies
Three days later, they met Ken at the airport with a hired minibus, and drove straight away to Skardu.
aul had continuing work commitments, and would catch us up later at base camp. In Skardu we met
an old friend Abbas from Satpara village, who would to be our cook/head porter, along with his
. . . P . AMsha valleys as far as a wire
ley bridge, which led across to Bisil. We crossed over with our 18 porter loads.
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Next day, our first day’s walk took us to the summer “village” of Dabadas, where we bought a goat
which was slaughtered and eaten by our porters, us, and all and sundry. ® ®
a glacier. We chose the Solu, a greater step into the unknown, and also as it
sSw h N n A*A®" le peaks. We continued the next day to the
smaller herdsmen s village of Pakora, then the next day to the similar encampment of Sugulu.

We learned from the locals that an expedition had been here a few years previously (19959) their base
chmLd out (across the side glacier west from Sugulu), and they were said to have
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porters seem to do shorter stages, but they are happy to do more than a stage a day, and demand less
pay per stage, so it totals out quite fairly. A short negotiating session, and both sides were happy.
Money changed hands, tea and biscuits consumed, hugs and handshakes all round, and off they went
back to their villages, leaving us to our business. We then had a day of digging tent platforms, starting
home-brew beer, and generally getting sorted.

Reconnaissance

We now had to find suitable objectives. There was no shortage of mountains nearby, and all very
scenic, but most of them seemed horribly frightening. Many of the actual peaks looked reasonable, but
the approaches didn’t. We were hemmed in by the steep lower slopes of the mountains. All around
were steep cliffs, smooth slabs, stonefall-raked mixed slopes and steep rubbly moraines. There were
side glaciers, but passage up these was guarded by steep icefalls abutting against side walls of rubble
and compact rock.. What had we committed ourselves to? The winter and spring that year had, by all
accounts, been abnormally dry. Lack of snow may have exacerbated problems with stonfall, crevasses
and suchlike, other years might be better.

Our first three days in base camp were dominated by rain, often heavy. This did not matter too much
while we were acclimatising, but it did delay our reconnaissance.

One afternoon, Dave had a solitary walk up the Solu glacier as far as the next side glacier to the left
(north). During the walk-in, a couple of attractive peaks could be seen which appeared to be up this
way. But access to the side glacier was guarded by a huge and seemingly impregnable ice-fall. The
main Solu glacier also had a sizable ice-fall, which defended access to the upper part of this glacier and
other good-looking peaks.

A couple of days later, Ken & Karl attempted to pass the icefall in the Solu, but were defeated by
sustained crevasses and seracs. During a snowier year, this might be easier.

This pair also gained some height on the slabby ground directly above base camp. This would lead
to the side glacier mentioned above, or the small one further west {not marked on the Jerzy Wala map).
But the slabby terrain would have given a time-consuming ascent, and the final access to either of these
glaciers was not clear. Meanwhile, Dave had visited the herdsmen at Sugulu, and walked a
consideiable way up the hill behind. This gave a good view of the big side glacier between base camp
and Sugulu, showing some minor but accessible peaks on the Hispar divide, and also a bird’s eye view
of a hidden valley, which bypassed the lower slabs and icefalls which guarded access. A couple of days
later, Dave ascended this hidden valley, which led to a secret passage going rightwards to a subsidiary
snout of the glacier, which was then gained on gritty 45° ice.

Next day, Ken and Karl followed this way onto the glacier, and left it after a short distance to follow a
minor ablation valley, complete with tiny babbling stream and a site for camp 1at c¢. 4200 m. Looking
down at base camp, it was hard to believe that this camp was little more than a thousand feet higher. It
had been hard work getting here, due to the need to walk down the Solu glacier from base camp, then

up some complicated and tedious terrain. Next day, the pair explored a scrambly line leading towards

the small glacier below point 6102m., before descending to base camp.

Meanwhile, Paul had arrived at base camp. Unable to persuade his employers to give him quite the full
amount of leave, he had ventured to travel alone and catch us up, following a trail of clues we had left.
Straight away, he accompanied Dave to camp 1, and part way up to camp 2, following a tedious and
tortuous line on and offthe glacier edge following rubble and broken crevassed terrain, to a point
where the glacier lay back and the line to its upper basin was clear. Bad whether again forced a retreat
to base camp.
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Climbing and Attempts

Two days later, the united team shouldered big sacs, and trod the now familiar route to camp 1. Next
day, an early start took us to Dave and Paul’s high point. A long but gentle ascending traverse, with
one heavily crevassed section, led to a col behind a prominent rock “rognon”. A short scramble gained
its top and a good site for our camp 2. This had fine views in all directions including, we later
discovered, a remarkable glimpse of base camp.

For starters, we decided to go for a small peak right at the head of this side glacier. Although a minor
summit, this would be ideal for acclimatisation, and seemed to be on the divide with the Hispar glacier,
so we looked forward to some good views to the north. An early start saw us plodding steadily up the
easy glacier in the dark. A steeper section, and we made an unlikely find: two dragonfly corpses lying
on the snow at 5000 m. We could think of no purpose for their presence here. Perhaps they were driven
here by freak winds to perish in the cold, far from their home down below. The sun rose a short way
before we arrived at a romantically situated col to the east of our little peak. Taking off our crampons,
we scrambled up the loose bouldery ridge to the summit block. Better rock gave a pitch of “V. Diff.”,
one pair taking the crest, the other a groove to its left, and we arrived together at the summit.

We sat and soaked up the sun and the hoped-for panorama, which was not at all short of expectations.
Apart from the way we had come, the view extended to all the big Hispar peaks and those around the
Hispar La, a short way to the east. We were back at camp 2 for lunch. Ken and Karl returned to camp 1
that evening, but Paul and Dave had hopes of another climb the next day. But the weather was
generally ill-disposed that summer, and snow and rain saw us all back at base the following day.
Further ascents beckoned from camp 2, so we had left a tent, equipment and supplies. We were
committed to return.

But there followed a week of mainly wet weather, starting with another abortive trip up to camp 1land
down again. The expedition was taking on some resemblance to a Keystone Cops film. The summer
pasture at Sugulu, which we had visited on the walk-in, was only an hour away. Every couple of days,
we had herdsmen as visitors, curious to meet the strangers, seeking medical attention, or simply for a
brew and a snack, a break from the monotony of their pastoral existence. One day we had different
visitors, these were white men. lan Arnold and his companion Dave Millman had walked over from
their base on the neighbouring Sokha glacier. They stayed for three days, a sociable interlude timed to
perfection during this spell of bad weather.

After their departure, better weather saw us setting off up again with monster sacks, including food
enough for six days. Karl was troubled with his piles; although he did set off, it soon became clear that
he would be unable to continue, so sadly he returned to base. We planned another two peaks, with
sufficient supplies for that and some sitting and waiting. In a burst of enthusiasm, we went in one day
to camp 2. Late arrival and fatigue meant we could not manage an early start next morning (i.e. that
night). So we had a rest day, and prepared to leave the following midnight. But the weather played one
of its tricks.

Clear starry skies and early evening frost saw us settle down optimistically. When we awakened at

11 pm, the sky had clouded over, the peaks had disappeared into the murk, the lying neve had gone
soggy, and gentle snow had started to fall. We went back to bed hoping for better the next day.
Intermittent snow continued to fall till noon, and the weather then cleared to another crisp starry
evening, then the cycle repeated itself. This pattern is not uncommon in this range. It is much worse for
climbing than the opposite pattern - the familiar Alpine one of clear in the morning, cloudy/stormy in
the afternoon, which is not too bad for early-day routes. The unfavourable pattern continued for four
days, and actually got worse rather than better, so eventually our patience gave out and so did our
supplies. Time was now running out, porters were due in a couple of days, so we reluctantly fled down
with all our gear in a whiteout, and arrived back in base camp after almost a week away, much to the
relief of the others.
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