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The expedition left Delhi on 18" December for N.E. India via the Rajdhani
after being flagged off by the President of the LM.F., Dr. Gill. He is als

officer for India and therefore India’s top civil servant. Thanks to hirgfwe

from all departments — Defence, local army and the Home Ministry - to make the first ever
non Indian visit to the mountains of Central Arunachal Pradesh. Without his wholehearted
support and connections, particularly with the Home Ministry, the expedition would not have
been possible. We were classed as a joint Indo-British team although we foreigners were Greg
Child from Australia and only myself from Britain. The Indian members were Akhil Sarpu,
into tea production, and my old friend Balwant Sandhu. It was Balwant who kept up the
momentum for this expedition, a brave commitment I realised later. He had already, at my
request, gone out to Arunachal on two reconnaissance sorties. In due course we were all to
find that we had strayed into an environment where we did not belong, and suffered

accordingly.

After passing the mangled and already rusting wreckage of a previous Rajdhani Express train
near New Jalpaiguri in which 600 people died we arrived at Guwahati in the wet lush green
state of Assam. Akhill was there to meet us and accommodate the expedition in his company
house. He was 32 years old and a big man at 15 stone, but fit from having played rugby for

India recently.

We left for Itanagar, the capital of Arunachal Pradesh on the 21* September by bus, now full
of final food purchases, all the equipment and our High Altitude Sherpas from Darjeeling:
Pasang Futar Sherpa, Phurba Sherpa, Thukpa Tshering and Dorji Sherpa. En route Balwant
cleared the first bureaucratic hurdle after consultations with the army H.Q. for N.E. India at
Tezpur. Despite intense pre-expedition planning Balwant forecast problems ahead. The army

had mixed us up with a local military expedition to the eastern Arunachal mountains of
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Gorichen and had not fully briefed their local army commanders ahead. The most serious
practical problem to confront would be the shortage of porters, and bureaucratic interest in
our “ground breaking” visit, due to the recent decision of the Indian government to call
national elections. Electioneering was already taking place in some states, staggered
throughout the nation. Unfortunately for us, elections would take place in Arunachal exactly
when we planned to leave for the mountains. All available porters would be taken up with

carrying election boxes and official baggage to remote villages.

We were however encouraged by the positive reaction to our plans of the Chief Secretary of
Arunachal Pradesh P.M. Nair and his Transport Secretary who both worked upon the idea of
making a helicopter available to transport gear and maybe some of the team from the most
important town in the region, Ziro, to the smaller administrative village of Sarli, thus saving
two days on jeep track and two days walking. We continued our journey into forbidden

Arunachal Pradesh. . . .

Our excitement at climbing up onto the Apatani plateau — the heart of the region — was
tempered on meeting, at Keming, the Commander of the 9" Assam Rifles — a paramilitary
force attached to the Home Ministry. The scowling Colonel insisted that a detachment of
soldiers, plus a radio operator and necessary porters should accompany the Liaison Officer
and ourselves to Base Camp. The Colonel was unable to answer the basic problem of how we

were to obtain porters to accommodate this extra burden.

We continued up out of the mist onto the plateau and paddy fields bathed in moonlight. We
drove through Ziro and surrounding villages to our lodgings at a government rest house where

we retired under our mosquito nets at midnight.

Early next morning we were collected by Sanjay Phukan of the Development Office and

taken to see the DC Keshav Chandra, a young, intelligent bright-eyed young man of 28 who



proved to be very decisive and sympathetic to our plight. He agreed to the helicopter support
and we worked out a schedule of portering so the porters could cast their vote — his main

concern.

Greg and I were to spend four frustrating days on the Apatani Plateau. The Apatani people
and the place were some compensation for being ordered off the helicopter after it had been
loaded up, and a few minutes from take-off. The pilot had received a chitty - “no foreigners

allowed on the helicopter” — this had originated with the military.

Balwant had been frequently telephoning the top brass at the Indian Army Eastern Command.
He was himself a retired colonel of the Parachute Regiment and had the extra army personnel
reduced to just two radio operators. Now mysteriously others had pulled strings in the

opposite direction

Akhill and Balwant left with the equipment. Our Liaison Officer - Lt Raj Kumar Singh, who
had turned up at Ziro two days ago - Greg and myself waved goodbye from the Tarmac. Greg
took this badly, declaring “I’m outta here”. I persuaded him otherwise, and the next day, with
the help of the DC, drove for 2 days in torrential rain with the radio operators in the official
DC’s jeep on very rough rain tracks and roads to the head town of Koloriang. At least we
were at the start of the trek-in, despite one last effort by the Assam Rifles” Colonel to delay
our departure by insisting we had two soldiers to protect the radio operators when he knew
our jeep was already over-full, and no other was available. The DC had persuaded him

otherwise.

On the 29" September we were given enough porters by the Subdivisional Officer, G.L. Roy,
to manage our four light loads for the two day walk to join up with Balwant and Akhil, now at
Sarli. We walked up to the Administration Bungalow with the Liaison Officer limping

alongside, having twisted his ankle. Mr Roy and the villagers we spoke said we were the first



foreigners ever to come here. Mr Roy gave us the cheery news that people were dying of
cholera up the valley, and a villager was killed by a bite from a poisonous snake last night.
His final advice was not to antagonise the jungle natives or they will cut us to pieces with
their machetes, but then he mused we would probably not find any more porters so we could
not proceed far anyway. I told him we could always wait for the election to finish. He said
even if they were free to carry, the Indian government provides so much subsidy to the
villagrs that they do not need extra money from carrying loads. This was eminently sensible

but our prospects of even reaching base camp two weeks away now seemed very remote.

THE JUNGLE JOURNEY — EVERY DAY TORRENTIAL RAIN

o 29" September: left Kloriang. Reached Boweng in 9 hours lathered in perspiration, bitten
by Dim Dim flies, leeches and cut from jungle thorns.

o 30" September: Boweng — Sarli. 6 hours where we met Balwant and Akhill who had been
busy pushing gear up the valley with a small band of porters to work in relays

e 1¥-3"October: spent in Sarli as everyone was now preoccupied with the elections. The
time was used trying to obtain more porters, organise the building of bamboo bridges and
ladders up the jungle clad Kurung river valley as well as touring around the fascinating
Nishi homesteads.

e 4™ September: Sarli — Palo (hamlet) 8 hours

o 5™ September: Palo — Milli (1550m) 4 hours

e 6" September: Mille — this was the last permanent settlement. We stayed in a long house
of bamboo set on stilts 10 — 15 feet high where pigs and chickens scratched around for
human waste dropped through the split cane floor. The men had up to four wives , each
with her own fire place and collection of children screened off from each other.

o 7" October: Mille — Wate (1890m). 9 hours. So far the path had never been anything like
as good as those in Nepal. From now on, the path became very indistinct. They do not

move animals up the valley so the path is only trodden by the bare-foot Nishi people



treading nimbly and hardly leaving a trace. Rather than zig zag, they prefer to put up log
ladders against steep rock steps, tied with bamboo strips, or to pull up creepers. The old
ladders were fragile, jungle-rotted and frequently broken, especially when Akhill was on
them.

8" October: Wati — Bibi (1830m) 8 hours

9" October: Bibi — Watung (8 hours). Because of the acute shortage of porters Balwant,
the Liaison Officer and the two radio operators were to remain at Bibi until more porters
came from down the valley. The going got more difficult, rarely seeing the grey sky
through the jungle green, and with huge drops to the Kurung river thundering down
below. It was never possible to walk more than 15 paces without fear of tripping and
slipping on the greasy boulders, mud and tangle of roots, ferns and creepers.

10" October: Watung — Semai: (2490m) 5 hours — we recrossed the Kurung to camp
under a rock overhang.

11" - 12" October: Semai. There were insufficient porters to move on, as some had
disappeared and others had gone to relay gear left with Balwant.

13™ October: Semai — Pi Chu — Bakar 8 hours. Another hard day of constant effort and
concentration as if on a climb. We re-crossed the Kurung by a very rickety net of creepers
and bamboo. Began to meet some rhododendron trees and conifers.

14™ October: Bakar — Kowachvi (3620m). Again crossed back over the Kurung and at a
gorge 150 ft deep and so narrow it was possible to span it with 20ft logs. Greg now had
blood poisoning from an infected cut in his leg, and Pasang came down with malarial
fever. (9 hours)

15™ October: Kowachvi — Dolayang (3730m). Today we came out of the forest (now
alpine) and into open pasture upon which the sun shone for the first time. We decided this
would be base camp. Unfortunately, I had slipped off the trail earlier and tore a tendon
(MCL) in my knee. Thukpa Sherpa also now had high fever, probably malaria, as with

Pasang. They both retired early, as did Greg, whose fever was at its height. We retained



three of the younger Nishi, who seemed to be but children — probably between 13 and 18
years old. The others went down to bring up the rest of our group.

e 16™ October: Dolayang (BC) until 24™ October. During the time we tried to reccy the
mountain above. Occasionally there were clear periods when we could see the snow-clad
peaks of the Indo-Tibetan border. Takpa Shiri (6655m) was the only named peak, and
was directly above base camp. Base Camp was on the bend of the Kurung where it
swings west to its source. It was in that direction that the most attractive unnamed peaks
were situated beyond the Mukhpa La, and between 6000m and 6800m all the way to

Nyegy Kangtang (6983m) in the South West.

During this period, we heard that Balwant was down with Typhoid at Semai, Akhill had run
out of time from his job, and wife expecting their first child, I dislocated my big toe whilst
hopping over a stream with my damaged knee. Greg decided to pull out with Akhill, and
Pasang went down being completely debilitated from Malaria (temperature 104 — 105

degrees)

On the 24" October the Liaison Officer arranged for a helicopter to take me out, and en route
to collect Balwant, now totally emaciated from typhoid fever. We were flown to Din Jan

Military Hospital in Assam, near Dibrugarh.

On 29" October we left by train and plane for Delhi. I arrived home 8" November wondering

if I should go back to Arunachal Pradesh.

We would not have made the eighteen day journey through the jungle to the peaks on the
Indo-Tibetan border without the help of the indigenous Nishi tribesmen. We would not have
managed a week on our own. As it was, we suffered typhoid, malaria, blood poisoning, torn
tendons and festering sores from leeches and dim dim flies as well as a degree of

despondency and helplessness not experienced on any other expedition.



Meanwhile, the Nishi, totally adapted to living on steep mountain sides covered in dense

jungle washed by incessant rain, displayed all the attributes and energy of real mountaineers.

They used, to ingenious effect, the jungle cane and creeper to bridge torrential side streams
and the thunderous Khurung River. They were physically very strong, with exceptional
balance, moving over the most precarious terrain with grace and an economy of effort that
allowed them to cover in a day,bare foot and laden, what would take incomers four or five

long exhausting days without a load.

One young man came up to base camp with a letter Balwant had written between bouts of
fever four days away down in the jungle. By the time I had realised that the letter had been
written that same morning and that I should really show more appreciation, the 'postman’ had
gone melting back in the green! Not only were these people modest they were also honest.
Not a single item of gear was missing despite it being scattered along 150 miles of jungle

track awaiting relays of porters to move it up to base camp.

Each evening, usually after dark, we would reach camp wet and exhausted only to find that
the natives, before attending to their own needs, had our fire going with ample dead wet wood
drying on a rack alongside; they had filled our water butt with fresh spring water, made a
frame for our tarpaulins and cut back vegetation to make a flat area for us to sleep on - all
that after carrying a heavy and sometimes awkward load through the tangle of root and mud,

creeper and thorn bush, across innumerable side streams by slippery logs or slimy boulders.

Throughout this ordeal they remained stoically indifferent to the horrendous and often
dangerous conditions of travel, where the slippery slope fell away towards monster cliffs

above the Khurung River in full flood.



Not only were the Nishi kind and generous in taking good care of totally inept strangers, they

were also warm and spontaneous, producing laughter and amusement at every opportunity.

The lasting impression of them is one of being completely professional mountaineers. Small
bands of hunters would suddenly materialise en route or in camp and vanish before we could
organise a photograph of them wearing thick homespun mosquito proof jackets, carrying a
lightly woven snug fitting bamboo rucksack and a woven bamboo so'wester shaped hat that
overlapped a cape of animal fur. Across one shoulder hung their sword (dao) and on the
other a bow and quiver full of arrows. Strong bare legs and feet bleeding from leech bites -
and off they went with only rice and tobacco and wild life they could shoot or trap on their

journeys sometimes lasting a month beyond their jungle village.

They seemed brilliant at living their entire lives on a 'slant' as VERRIER ELWIN put it and

summed them up thus:

"A belief in the importance of truth, a hardness or moral and physical
fibre, courage before impossible living conditions, the love of adventure
and exploration, a fresh, candid simple attitude to life's problems are among

the other qualities that the (Nishi) people have to give the world"

Time with the Nishi gives a snapshot of how presumably all our ancestors once were and for

200,000 years or so - a long time to have had the basic instinct of compassion for others.



INDO-BRITISH ARUNACHAL PRADESH EXPEDITION 1999

ACCOUNTS

INCOME:

Mount Everest Foundation

British Mountaineering Council
Polartec Challenge Award (6000 US$)
National Geographic (31000 US$)
Personal Contribution (DS)
TOTAL INCOME

EXPENDITURE
UK (DS)

Airline Tickets (Newcastle-Heathrow-KTM-Return)
Food/Equipment

NASA Satellite Photos

Film + Processing + Prints

Medical Expenditure

Insurance

‘X' Visa Costs including Courier

Administration (1995-1999)

Concluding Expedition & Misc.

USA (GC)

Airline Ticket plus Excess Baggage

Local Travel

Equipment

Medical Expenditure

‘X' Visa (Including courier)

Admin., Freight HOme Concluding Expedition
American Government Tax

KATHMANDU (DS)

2 x Flights/Meals/Accommodation to Delhi 1995/97

Airline Ticket KTM-DEL-KTM (1999) + Excess Baggage

Visa (Nepal)
Equipment/Medicines
Hotel/Taxis/Meals

720
665
134
320
120
135

55
500
250

2899
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£1156
£ 68
£ 378
£ 68
£ 62
£ 374
£_650
£2756

£ 580
£ 325
£ 35
£ 180
£ 180
£1300

£ 1100
£ 1950
£ 3704
£13,265
£ 600
£20619
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DELHI

IMF Service Charge (Royalty) (DS)

IMF Environmental Levy (DS)

Balwant Sandhu 1% Recce Costs (1997) (DS)
Balwant Sandhu 2™ Recce Costs (1998 May-July)
BS Pre Expedition costs and loss of earnings
BS Conclusion of expedition in India
Food/Equipment

Rail Tickets + Freight (Delhi/Guwahati)
Meals/Accommodation in Delhi

Taxis

Books about Arunachal Pradesh

Final Hire of Equipment from [.M.F. (inc L.O.)

GUWAHATI

Food/Kitchen Equipment

Meals

Bus (Guwanhati/ltanagar/Ziro

Van (Guwahati/Tezpur - Military Briefing

ARUNACHAL PRADESH

Food / Accommodation Itanagar
Accommodation -Ziro

Helicopter Ziro - Sarli (Equipment)

Jeep Ziro / Koloriang

Accommodation - Koloriang/Sarli

Porters Koloriang/Sarli/BC inc Bridge Building
Local Food/Rice

Jeep Ziro/Guwahati (Akhil/Greg)

Jeep Koloriang / Guwahati (Baggage + HAPS)
Dinjan Military Hospital Costs (Doug/Balwant)
Train Tickets Jinsukhia /Guwahati

Jeep Guwahati / Tezpur /Kazirangar / Ghw
Accommodation Kazirangar

4 x Darjeeling Sherpa (H.A.P.s) Wages & Travel
Freight (DHL) Guwahati / Salt Lake City
Airtickets x 3 Guw/Del

Miscellaneous (Tips/Phone/Meals/Taxi etc.)

TOTAL EXPENDITURE:
BALANCE

£2470
£ 247
£ 802
£1523
£ 780
£ 285
£ 354
£ 315
£ 151
£ 42
£ 30
£ 366
£7365

£ 443
£ 47
£214
£ 32
£736

£ 99
£ 57
£ 614
£ 71
£ 15
£2085
22
93
143
17
33
44
18
£1569
£ 185
£ 357
£ 285
£5707
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£20619
£ Nil



