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BRITISH HUNZA EXPEDITION 1980/ 
BRITISH WEST KARAKORAM 

EXPEDITION 1980 

KUNYANG KISH 25,760 ft. 

The tirst attempt on the unclimbed Northwest Spur and 
North Ridge of the world's 22nd highest mountain 
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(26) Schoolteacher, York. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Towards the end of 1979, Phil Bartlett and Stephen Venables planned a lightweight expedition to the West Karakoram-the' "British Hunza Expedition 1980". Meanwhile, Dave Wilkinson had been planning his "British West Karakoram Expedition 1980" and had permission from the Pakistan government to attempt Kunyang Kish. Both teams were heading for the same area and both were conspicuously short of members, so we decided to join forces for a three man attempt on the unclimbed North Ridge of Kunyang Kish. 

Kunyang Kish is the 22nd highest mountain in the world i. 
huge and complex peak; towering above the Hispar Glacier, in the West Karakoram range. It has been climbed once, by a Polish expedition in 1971. They climbed the long south ridge which had dofeated a British attempt in 1962 and a Japanese attempt in 1965, On 

each of these three expeditions a climber was killed and the mounta 
gained an awesome reputation tor danger and difficulty. 

The successful Polish expedition had examined the north side of 
the mountain and dismissed it as impractical and unsafe. However a 
few vears later David Wilkinson thought differently, after examining a 
photo of the Northwest Face. A 7,000 ft. spur climbs up the side of the 
face, leading to the North Ridge of the mountain. Both the spur and the 
ridge appeared from the photo to offer snow and ice climbing of a 
reasonable standard; and the spur appeared to avoid the line of fire of 
the vast seracs which dominate the faces to either side. Dave's 
proposed route was an attractive and logical line up one of the most 
impressive mountains in the world, and on July 5th, 1980, we set off to 
find out whether it really was climbable. We were the first expedition to 
visit the mountain for nine years. 
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This is a simplification of part of J. Wala's comprehensive 
Karakoram map. Both this and the Japanese map mark the 
topography of the N.W. face of Kunyang Kish incorrectly, with the 
glacier branch below the N.W. face flowing west towards Bularung. In 
fact the glacier flows north-west and a sizeable ridge makes it 
impossible to take a direct line from Base Camp to Advance Base. 



WITH LUCK NOT ON OUR SIDE The journey from London to our base camp on the Kunyan9 
Glacier took eighteen days. We flew to Islamabad, where we werewell looked after by hospitable staff of the British Embassy. After nine days 
we continued with Wali, our Pakistani Liaison Officer, who 
accompanied us as far as Base Camp. We travelled by road to Gilgit and on to Nagar, on the south side oft the Hunza valley. From there we walked the remaining thirty miles upt 

porters. 

Base Camp was sited at Bularung (c. 13,500 ft.) - a grassy ablation valley on the west bank of the Kunyang Glacier. Due to an error in the map we were further from the foot of the climbthan we had expected to be and it required a tedious five hour crawl over the boulder-strewn glacier to reach the north west spur. Phil and Stephen reconnoitred the route over the glacier on July 25th and saw the 10,000 ft. high North-West Face of the mountain for the first time. Thespurt the left of the face did look climbable and we returned to Base Camnin 
a mood of optimistic enthusiasm. 

At this stage the weather was fine and we made good use of the 
time, carrying loads up the glacier acclimatising all the while. We were 
intendina to climb onto the crest of the spur by its north flank and were 
stockpiling food and equipment on this side. t was only after ourthird 
journey up the glacier that Dave spotted what looked a safer and easier 
line on the south side. Bad weather kept us in Base Camp for four 
days: but then, on August 3rd, we returned to try this approach, We 
managed to reach the crest of the spur at c. 19,000 ft., and descen ded 
the same day, and moved all our supplies from the original 
reconnaissance camp to a new Advance Base at c. 15,500 ft. just below 
the south side of the spur. The route up to the spur was fairly 

straight-forward. The Garadh Gully (named after a similar feature on 
Ben Nevis) bypassed an awkward icefall, leading to the glacier basin 
immediately below the Northwest Face. From there we climbed a long 
45° snow and ice slope up to the crest of the spur. The whole of this 
approach was exposed to stonefall after about 9 a.m., which 
necessitated leaving Advance Base around 2 a.m. to avoid serious 
danger. 

We now made very rapid progress. Two days later we climbed 
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back up to the spur, carrying full loads. We continued along the 
twisting crest, on firm, frozern snow fora few hundred feet, to the site of 
Camp 1 -a crevasse in a sheltered hollow, at c. 19,500 ft. The crevasse 
was filled with packed snow, so we dug out a snowhole and spent the 
night there. The next morning we continued up the northern slopes of 
the spur, avoiding its tortuous crest. We climbed most of this section in 
the dark, as the slope appeared to be avalanche-prone, and we wanted 
to get back down before it was hit by the sun. At c.21,000 ft. the spur 
merges into a steep snow face. We struggled slowly up this, 
zigzagging between crevasses and seracs. At about 9 a.m. we reached 

It was an exciting moment; for the first time we looked over 
beyond the Kunyang basin to the endless expanse of China. We also 
had our first close-up view of the North Ridge of our mountain - a 
beautiful, twisting snow arete, leading straight up the summit pyramid. 
But there was an obstacle : we were standing on the north side of a 
sizeable bump in the ridge - almost a peak in its own right. There was 
no easy way round the back as we had hoped there would be; we would 
have to climbup its steep front face and then descend to the start of the 
North Ridge of Kunyang Kish. This small peak was an annoying 
obstacle on route that had so far proved unexpectedly 
straightforward, so we irreverently namedit "Sod's Law Peak". 

We had gone far enough for one day, so we left a cache of food and 
hurried back to Camp 1, before the sun hit the dangerous avalanche 
slope. 

We spent a contented afternoon outside our snowhole, enjoying 
the view out past Trivor to the Hunza valley and the vast pyramid of 
Rakaposhi. For the first time we felt confident of success : within twO 
weeks of arriving at Base Camp, we had reacheda height of c.22, 000 ft. 
without suffering unduly from the altitude. We had climbed two thirds 
of the route, without even uncoiling a rope. This meant that we could 
move up and down the route as often as we needed to, without 
resorting to belaying and abseiling. By not carrying heavy climbing 
gear, we could afford to carry more food and fuel. Obviously this 
unroped climbing had its dangers, particularly when we eventually 
climbed the steep face of Sod's Law Peak. However, on the mainly 
snowy terrain, belaying would have been slow and problematical, and 
we each felt happier being responsible for our own safety, moving 
steadily, unfettered by ropes. Probably the biggest danger was the 
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possibility of an avalanche on the slopes above Camp 1 But if we had 

been caught in one, it is doubtful whethera rope would have ! been any 
help. 

We needed more supplies on the mountain and we needed a rest: 

so, the following morning, we descended to the glacier. and returned to 

Base Camp. Bad weather kept us there for our second l enforced stay 
and it was four days before we returned to Advanced Base, with heavy 

sacks full of food and fuel. After four hours sleep, we set off again on 

the six hour climb to Camp 1. Phil. and Stephen waited there a day for 

Dave, who had been delayed, making a social call on the Japanese 

expedition camped near Trivor. Then we all continued towards Sod's 

Law Peak, kicking two feet deep steps in new snow. 

Camp 2 was another snowhole about 15000 ft. below Sod'sl aw 

Pesk Yet another snowfall kept us there tor two nights, cowering 

below a subsiding roof, which was being slowly pressed down by the 

weight of snow avalanching from the slopes above. 

The weather cleared again and we climbed up towards the North 

Ridge, under a starry sky. At dawn we collected our food cache and 

traversed back across the slope below Sod's Law Peak. our sacke 

bulging with a week's supply of to0d and gas, on top of duvets. 

sleeping bags, stove and pans and a small amount of climbing gear. 

The face of the peak steepened to 50°; patches of brittle ice alternated 

with deep snow. From the summit we had to descend the steep West 

flank of a dangerously corniced ridge a piece breaking off gave Phil 
a narrow escape - and down to the Col below the North Ridge proper. 

There was now a strong, cold wind, blowing more and more clouds 

over from the southwest; so we stopped and started to dig our third 
snowhole. Digging out an 8' x 6'x 4' cave, at about 22,500 ft. is a tiring 

operation; and we were very glad when we could finally crawl into the 

We were now in a firm position to try for the summit. We had 

enough food and cooking fuel to last a week; two days' climbing would 
get us up the North Ridge; we were all fit and well acclimatised for the 
attempt. But we were never given a chance -a four day storm kept us 

marooned in the snowhole. In the early hours of the fifth day we made 
a futile attempt at uphill progress, through three feet of new powder 
snow. It quickly became obvious that a summit attempt was out of the 
question; the only answer was to descend to Advanced Base to rest, 
eat and collect more supplies, while the new snow consolidated. But 
even descending was going to be risky; so, very much at Dave's 
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instigation, we resigned ourselves to another tedious day's waiting in 
the snowhole, to give the worst of the avalanches a chance to fall, 
before starting the descent. 

At dawn the following day we were wading our way back over the 
top of Sod's Law Peak, when one of the huge cornices broke off with a 
violent bang and went roaring down the far side of the ridge. Luckily 
we had judged the fracture line correctly and were just below it. The 
slopes down to Camp 1 were a jumbled mess of avalanche debris. 
Everywhere there were jagged lines where three feet of windslab had 
broken away to slide 4000 ft. to the glacier below; we were glad we had 
spent the previous day of fine weather waiting at Camp 3. After a six 
hour descent we arrived back at Camp 1, relieved to be safely down. 
The following morning we continued down to Advanced Base, where 
we ate our first square meal in twelve days, and then lay down in the hot 
sun, enjoying the one completely cloudless day of the whole 
expedition. 

The wind soon started to blow again, bringing more unstable 
weather. Perhaps we would have to wait longer than two days at 
Advance Base, so Dave and Stephen reluctantly stumbled down to 
Base Camp to fetch more food. Paul Nunn and Tony Riley were there, 
having just walked up from the Hispar Glacier. It was good to see new 
faces and swop news; but they were sadly unable to join us on the 
climb, due to a violent fever, which turned out later to be Hepatitis. 
After a good sleep and a large meal, we left them and returned to 
Advance Base - our sixth and last journey up the glacier. 

The weather was far from settled. It didn't look as though we were 
going to have a prolonged spell of fine weather for the second attempt. 

Dave kept assuring us that Karakoram weather was good the storm 
had been a freak and we couldn't possibly have such bad luck again. 
We certainly deserved some fine weather, or at least the sort of weather 
where the snowfalls only last for a few hours. We knew that we could 
sit out a day or two of moderate snowfall at Camp 3 and still climb the 
remaining 3000 ft. to the summit. The North Ridge was quite feasitble 
and we were fit; only a prolonged storm could stop us from reaching 
the summit. 

Once again we climbed up the Garadh Gully in the dark. Again we 
climbed the delicate, exposed crest below Camp 1. Again we dug out a 
Camp 2 (the previous one had been completely demolished in the 
storm). Again we panted slowly up Sod's Law Peak and arrived at 
Camp 3 with another week's supplies. The snowhole was completely 
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