The 2024 Panmah Expedition
9 September -12 October 2024

We arrived in Islamabad on 10 September and met Ibrar, a local guide whom Karim, our
agent in Pakistan, had arranged to host us for the day. A short drive in an air-conditioned
minivan took us to the Pakistan Monument in the western Shakarparian Hills, a striking
construction of Indo-Islamic architecture built to represent the strength and unity of the
people of a free and independent state. The air was warm and faintly humid, and the
forests were rich with wildlife. Below us, spires and minarets from the city’s many
mosques pierced the golden haze being cast by the late afternoon sun.

After a short internal flight, we landed in Skardu the following day. The road from Skardu
to Askole is a cacophony of broken asphalt and dirt tracks. To our great relief, we made it
to this little village, the gateway to the deeper Karakoram, unscathed and set up camp
for the night.

A six-day approach trek took us northwards up the Panmah Valley before turning east
towards the border with China and our objectives on the North Chiring Glacier. We
established a base camp at c4,500m and rested for a few days.

On 22 September, Karim and Felix explored to the east of base camp. They sought a
route to establish an advanced camp from which we could access our objectives, but
found the glaciers almost impermeable via our planned approach. Crossing the North
Chiring Glacier, they pitched one of the spare tents on the lateral moraine before
crossing a second glacier to reach a small, rocky plateau. However, any further progress
by this route was blocked by rearing icefalls, flanked by unstable rock and complex,
impassable crevasses. The pair returned to base camp and the realisation settled in
that we would not achieve these objectives on this trip. We didn’t have the weather
window to reconnoitre an alternative approach and it was time to rethink our plan.

After taking a day to rest, Karim and Felix set off again, this time following the right-hand
side of the North Chiring Glacier, their eyes trained on a snowy peak of just under
6,000m. Once again, impenetrable icefalls forced a retreat, and the exhausted pair
returned to base camp.

Our original objectives had shut us down, but Karim and Felix had identified a smaller
peak (around 5700m) opposite our base camp.

We debated whether to stay in Panmah or call the porters early and descend before the
next weather front hit. Objectives in Hunza offered an exciting alternative plan and a
better chance of more agreeable weather.

We discussed a possible alpine ridge line on Pk 5650, the smaller peak on the east flank
of an unnamed glacier to the north of base camp. Karim, Felix, and | decided to go for it.
At 5.00am on 25 September, we departed base camp and scrambled up a steep field of

loose boulders towards a small, isolated glacier which led to a col below the ridge. This

superb vantage point commanded a spectacular panorama of our original objectives



and their approach options. It was now apparent how difficult these mountains were to
reach. The glacier was more akin to an icefall, with millions of tons of twisting,
impenetrable ice, huge crevasses, and so much loose rock flanking the glacier that any
attempt to circumvent it would have been in vain.

We continued along a mixed ridge of snow and rock from the col. Classic high alpine
terrain allowed Karim and Felix to move together as | soloed slightly ahead of them,
weaving a line over snow slopes and through granite bands. We summited before
midday to much elation, and Karim surprised us both as he pulled a stove from his pack
and set about brewing tea. After a few photos, we quickly descended and arrived at
base camp in the early afternoon. We named the peak Aesh Sar and recorded a summit
height of 5,662m.

By now, the wind had picked up, and dark grey clouds had formed up the valley. We
decided that now was the moment to call the porters, return to Skardu, and make our
way to Hunza.

A week later, we established our second base camp, this time in the Misgar Valley, on
the northern edge of the Hunza District in Gilgit-Baltistan. There were rumours of an
unclimbed peak of around 6,000m that had relatively easy access and was yet to
witness a British attempt. Seeking a more lightweight approach, we opted for two
porters and a polo pony to make the one-day trek from our delightful guesthouse in
Misgar village. Victor Saunders had kindly sent us a weather update, and we had a
window of a few days before another storm was forecast to roll in. We decided to rest
the next morning, make a reconnaissance of the glacier in the afternoon, and then make
a summit attempt the following day.

On 4 October, the air warmed quickly in the morning sun as Leo and | packed for a bivvy
and a summit push. We bid farewell to our team and headed up the valley. Still suffering
from stomach ailments, Felix had decided to return to the village with the porters.

After several hours of scrambling up a death gully of loose rock and dust, we built a
bivouac at the base of the upper glacier. The following day, we awoke at 2.00am under a
clear sky and set off from our bivouac an hour later. Weaving between crevasses on the
lower glacier, we gained the face, the rope threading between strange features of snow
and ice, our head torches offering only faint clues as to the way ahead. We moved
together on snow slopes linked by sections of a rocky spur. The situation was
spectacular, and we rested atop a small buttress to watch the sunrise to the west. Leo
led the steeper final pitch of rotten ice, which took us to the crest of a spur that forms
the highest point of the southeast face. As we looked towards the summit ridge, a vast
serac band reared ahead of us, and the heavily corniced ridge made further progress
impossible. We agreed to turn back and made one precarious abseil off the crest to
regain the face.

Halfway into the abseil, | shouted for Leo to take cover and sent a sizeable block
tumbling down the face, hitting the snow below. It broke into several pieces, one of
which smashed into the ropes. On later inspection, we discovered the sheath had been
severed, and the core was probably damaged too. Careful to avoid loading the damaged



section, we roped up again and began our descent down the face and back across the
glacier, collapsing into our bivvy and eating the last of our meagre food supplies.

After another fantastic adventure in the high Karakoram, we packed up and descended
Death Gully, kicking down showers of loose rock and dust which funnelled through the
narrow rift. Our last-minute dash to Hunza may not have led to a new summit, but
exploring this steep, new ground in the Karakoram was the perfect way to round off a
successful expedition to Pakistan.

The Alpine Club Panmah Expedition 2024 was made possible by the Mount Everest
Foundation, the Alpine Club Climbing Fund, the Austrian Alpine Club (UK), and the
Jeremy Willson Charitable Trust. It received support from Mountain Equipment,
Precision Fuel & Hydration, MSR, Therm-a-Rest, Platypus Hydration and Expedition
Foods.
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- Tom Davis-Merry

Sunset over the Pakistan Monument in Shakarparian Hills, Islamabad. The four pillars represent
the four major ethnic groups of Pakistan — Tom Davis-Merry



A porter and mule hauling loads to base Camp at the conluénce of the Cﬁirmg and Panmah
Glaciers — Tom Davis-Merry

The view from base camp looking west up the Chiring Glacier towards the Muztagh Pass
(5735m) — Tom Davis-Merry
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Dowidar-Jackson on the north ridge of Aesh Sar (5662m) — Tom Davis-
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The nort ridg of Aesh Sar (5662n;1) —Tbm Davis-Merry
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LThe realities of expedition life - Felix washes his socks at base camp-Tom DavisMerry
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The expedition's porters cook tawa over an open fire. Rolling the bread in the ashes of yak dung
gives them arich, earthy flavour - Tom Davis-Merry
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Leo in the 'Death Gully' - Tom Davis-Mery



Leo Kesner leading the final pitch of the south face to access the northeast ridge of a new peak
of unknown height in the Misgar Valley — Tom Davis-Merry
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