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For Manolo Hernandez

Our companion in arms in the Spanish Military team,
who stayed behind on the mountain.

“Not in silk nor in samite we lie,
Nor in curtained solemnity die,
Amidst women who chatter and cry,
Or children who mumble a prayer.

But we sleep by the ropes of the camp,
And we rise with a shout, and we tramp
With the sun or the moon for a lamp,
And the spray of the wind in our hair.”

J E Flecker
“Hassan”




FOREWARD

by Vice Admiral M G Rutherford CBE

It is a privilege for me to write a few words on the safe return of this highly
successful expedition. I write with some sense of relief since I played a part in
proposing a change from the original objective of Manaslu, and have been concerned

that Gasherbrum I was perhaps too demanding a goal, and the area too challenging for
the Junior Team.,

Clearly they were not, and I congratulate both the Junior and Senior Teams on
their magnificent achievements which do much for the credibility of Service
mountaineering. The 1996 expedition is the first in which the Services have climbed an
8,000m peak without oxygen, and the first in which young climbers have been given an
opportunity to “sharpen their crampons” in the Himalayas, gaining experience in
serious climbing at or near 6,000m. In doing all this the expedition members showed

superb team work, commitment and toughness, stemming from excellent leadership
and organisation.

The success of this expedition will raise the status of Service mountaineering in
a climbing fraternity which was showing signs of scepticism after two large and costly
Service expeditions to Everest narrowly failed to reach the summit. The expedition
was conducted in a truly text book fashion, and the Gasherbrum success puts the
British Services back in the forefront of Himalayan mountaineering. It also highlights
the continuing ability of the Services to take on demanding exploits of the highest

order, and to carry them through with sound planning, courage, determination and
leadership.

Malcolm Rutherford
Chairman, Higher Management Committee.
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THE JOINT SERVICES GASHERBRUM EXPEDITION
POST EXPEDITION REPORT
PART 1 - THE STORY

INTRODUCTION - Colonel Meryon Bridges OBE FRGS
Expedition Leader

The Report

This report covers all the activities of the Joint Services Gasherbrum
Expedition 1996. 1t is in two parts: Part 1 tells the story of what the teams did, and
Part 2 provides information on the planning and management of the expedition, which
may be of use to planners of future expeditions.

Additionally, a companion volume has been produced independently by the
Junior Team, which expands on the detail of their activities, and to which all its
members contributed.

Expedition Planning

When, in the summer of 1993, the Joint Services Mountaineering Committee
(JSMC) met to propose that a major joint services climbing expedition should be
planned for 1995 or 1996, the choice of objectives was wide open. The single Service
climbing clubs were invited to put forward suggestions for consideration, and at that
stage the AMA proposal of Manaslu was adopted.

The analysis behind its selection was that as the Services had not succeeded in
an attempt on an 8,000m peak for nearly twenty years (Everest in ‘76), there was
growing pressure for a successful climb to enhance the credibility of Service
mountaineering. For such a climb to have significance, the mountain climbed had itself
to be significant, and this militated for choosing one of the fourteen 8,000m peaks. At
the same time achievability was a high priority, so that a failed attempt on a hard
mountain was not to be contemplated. At this stage also there existed a predilection
for climbing a peak in Nepal.

In Oct 93, a Higher Management Committee (HMC) was formed to steer the
planning, consisting of the Presidents/Chairmen of the three Service climbing clubs,
Vice Admiral MG Rutherford, Air Marshal Sir Roger Austin, and Major General RA
Pett, together with Mr Nicholas Luard and the Chairman of the JSMC, Col DV
Nicholls. At the same time the leader of the expedition was selected and both myself
and the expedition deputy leader joined the HMC. Over the next six months, I
developed the analysis and planning further. This highlighted the following points:

a. High altitude mountaineering has a seriously incestuous streak, in that
teams are most often selected from a small core of tried and tested
mountaineers, and aspiring newcomers to the Himalayan scene find it hard to
get a foot in the door. It was therefore most desirable that this expedition
should be so devised as to spread the benefits as widely as possible.
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b. The Joint Services Expedition Trust was potentially a major source of
funding, but its deed of trust requires that to qualify for funding, expeditions
should include a substantial element of scientific work within their programme
of activities. Equally it was desirable that the scientific programme should not
deflect the team’s focus from the primary aim, that of climbing a big mountain.

c. Servicemen have some significant advantages over civilians in the
opportunities that they get to take part in expeditions, and it would be
commendable to extend the membership of this expedition to a small number of
civilians.

d. Further consideration of Manaslu showed that while it met the criteria
of achievability and significance, it, and particularly its NE face, constituted an
exceedingly dull proposition. The route is essentially a long snow plod, without
technical interest, but it does involve a significant level of avalanche hazard.

e. The reasons for concentrating our attention to Nepal had disappeared,
in that the incumbent Defence Attache, who was a climber, was due to be short
toured.

Accordingly the selection of the peak was reviewed, and of the fourteen,
Gasherbrum I (8,067m) seemed to offer a much better compromise. It is a fine peak,
aesthetically appealing, and at that stage it had not had a British ascent. It offered a
route which posed significant problems of technical interest at above 6,500m. The
objectives finally selected for the expedition therefore were:

a. A Main Team of 12 Service personnel would climb Gasherbrum I in the

Karakoram in N Pakistan. The climb would be conducted in
contemporary lightweight  style, using three camps above base, and without
using supplementary oxygen.

b. A Junior Team, composed of 8 members who would be under the age
of 23, but under the direction of an experienced leader and deputy leader,
would carry out a parallel expedition in the same area, aimed at introducing its
members to Himalayan mountaineering. This team would consist of two Navy,
two Army, two Air Force, and two civilian members.

C. A medical party, consisting of two professional researchers and a
leader, would travel with the Main Team, and supervise field studies into the
sourcing of medicinal compounds from native herbal resources, and into aspects
of acclimatisation and acute mountain sickness (AMS). At the same time the
doctor of the Junior Team would use its members as guinea pigs in a separate
study into acclimatisation.

d. The expedition would raise a substantial sum of money for a donation
to The Prince’s Trust, a charity sponsored by HRH The Prince of Wales to
create opportunities  for young people.

At Annex A are given details of the planning of the expedition, together with a
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plann_ing diary covering the period from Oct 93 to departure in May 96. At Annex B is
d;escnbcd the system developed and used for planning and then controlling the climbing
phase.

. InJul 94 a brochure was printed and fund raising started. At the same time
invitations for applications to join the team were published.

Team Selection and Training

The leader pre-selected three further members of the Main Team in order to
help in the planning, and to provide him with some support. These were the Deputy
Leader, the Equipment member and the Rations Member. All other places were open
to application, male or female. Applications were submitted direct to individual
Service clubs, whose committees were invited to vet them and to provide initial
screening.  The clubs then submitted lists of their favoured candidates for the
leadership of the Junior Team, and for membership of the Main Team. These lists
formed the basis for invitations to attend interview and selection weekends.  All
potential candidates for the Junior Team were invited to interview as their CVs
provided too little information for paper screening, and the numbers of applicants were
relatively small. It was notable that there were no female applicants for the Main

Team, and the two who put in for the Junior Team were well outside the qualifying age
limit,

Interviews were held at Capel Curig over two weekends in Feb/ Mar 95. The
pattern was to meet up on Friday evening, climb informally together on Saturday,
followed by an obligatory social visit to the pub. Formal interviews by a panel were
held on Sunday. The panels were composed of members of the HMC, members of the
single Service climbing club committees, and senior members of the team, not
exceeding five in all, but ensuring full tri-Service representation.

Selection of the Main Team members was targeted at finding the best climbers
available, but with a dispensation which allowed for two of the members to be less
experienced, provided that they had sufficient promise. Considerations of rank and
Service were largely ignored, though an approximate balance was seen as desirable.
Successful candidates had to be competent, compatible and to have climbed previously
at high altitude (at least 22,000ft). They also had to indicate commitment, and of
having thought through what they were letting themselves in for, what it would entail,
and why they wanted to do it. The amateur psychologist on the panel from the
RN&RMMC proved to be a daunting interviewer and a source of revelation into some
of the characters who came forward! A substantial reserve list was drawn up, and
extensive substitution took place over the next twelve months, as selected members
withdrew for various reasons.

Selection of the Junior Team was harder and more subjective as there was less
evidence to go on. Since the object was to create a group of potential future
expedition leaders, and give them the necessary qualifying experience, we sought to
identify those with the drive, the ambition, and the initiative to carry on what we
started, without at the same time sponsoring complete Prima Donnas. Some
candidates came with an impressive array of experience for their age; some had
virtually none, but at the same time indicated sufficient promise to justify a place. In
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any case, over the next twelve months, the Junior Team was put through an intensive
training programme by its leadership, so they were fully prepared by the departure
date. The very high quality of the potential Junior Team candidates was encouraging,
but it was difficult to maintain a proper balance between officers and other ranks. This
largely reflected the problems of getting the word out to young soldiers/sailors/airmen.

Details of the teams, as they took part, are given in Annex C.

Team training consisted of a series of meets held around the UK, four for the
Main Team and five for the Junior Team, and of piggy backing onto the Joint Service
Alpine Meet at Zermatt in Aug 95. For the UK meets, the generous support of the
JSMTC in allowing us to use the centres was much appreciated. The primary aims of
the training for the Main Team and reserves were team building and creating
opportunities for briefing and coordination. The Junior Team meets were held
independently under the control of that party’s leadership, and the training provided
was an essential precursor to the expedition.

Fund Raising

The task of fund raising fell primarily to the leader. Notable assistance was
provided by Steve Jackson in tapping Navy funds, and by Richard Gammage in tapping
very generous support from the RAF, but the bulk of the appeal, from designing and
arranging the gratis printing of the brochure onwards, was managed from the one
office.

All expedition costs, covering all groups, were funded from one single account,
to allow tight fiscal control. The initial fund raising strategy was to seek a single major
(commercial) sponsor. After the first fifty applications, it became apparent that such a
sponsor was unlikely to be forthcoming, and the net was widened to invite any firm
with whom we had a contact and which might consider making a donation of whatever
size. At the same time application was made to all the Service charitable funds which
might support the venture.

The evidence of the 18 month campaign is that there is very little publicity
value left in mountaineering, unless it is conducted at the cutting edge, and/or includes
a well known public figure. Therefore a Service team without a well known name,
making a climb of a mountain which enjoys no particular notoriety, and by a well
established route, held as much appeal for most commercial sponsors as a lorry load of
fish after a week in the sun. Having said that, some firms did come forward and gave
us very significant support, which was much appreciated. A few firms made
contributions in kind or heavily discounted their charges, and attendance at the
Camping and Outdoor Leisure Association (COLA) trade bash in Harrogate in Sept 95
allowed us to negotiate the supply of all equipment purchased at trade prices.

Conversely, support was forthcoming from within the whole range of Service
charities, and they provided a series of very large and generous cash grants. It would
be invidious to name selected sponsors here, but all sponsors are listed in Annex D.
Annex D also details the budget and the funding of the expedition. Essentially, of the
£125,000 required, approximately 20% was subscribed by the members, 72% came
from Service sources, and 8% came from commerce. The vast majority of the
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sponsorship was in the form of cash.. We were in the fortunate position of being fully
solvent when we left the UK in May 96.

Preparations for Departure

When the Go/ No Go decision date of 1 Dec 95 arrived, the financial position
allowed the Go option to be selected. From then on the expedition was in the
implementation phase, and all equipment orders and other financial commitments were
confirmed. Rations were ordered, travel arrangements made, insurance arranged, and
all the plethora of detailed preparatory actions taken.

The relationship between the Main and Junior Team leadership was one which
had to be evolved. The outline plan of the Junior Team was predetermined for costing
and scheduling purposes, but they were free to develop the detail within that plan, and
identify their requirements for equipment and rations. However all the equipment and
rations were procured centrally to avoid confusion, since technically we were one
expedition. Likewise funds were centrally controlled, travel arrangements covered the
whole group, and negotiations with the in-country trek agent were centralised. In the
matter of training, the Junior Team was entirely free to do their own thing. Once in
Pakistan, they achieved an increasing level of autonomy, up to the point where our
ways parted, when they became a separate expedition. The relationship between the
expedition leader and the Junior Team leader was crucial in making this arrangement
work, as the latter had to endure many minor frustrations in having his arrangements
made for him.

The expedition freight was moved in advance direct to Islamabad by civil air
freight. We negotiated a very competitive rate per kilo with Atlas Air, and the kit was
all ready for collection on our arrival. (Our thanks go to the RAF for bringing it all
back for us on a passing flight in August).

Acting on advice received, an advance party of three, Steve Jackson, Andy
Edington and Mark Watson, was dispatched on 21 May. This proved vital to a speedy
and successful passage through the arrival formalities in Pakistan, including negotiating
customs clearance, the paying/ arrangement of the necessary indemnities for helicopter
rescue, environmental protection, etc. and the booking of the formal team brief given
to all members by the Ministry of Tourism.

By courtesy of the Commanding Officer of RAF Cranwell, the remainder of the
expedition gathered there on the day prior to departure. This allowed for resolution of
last minute omissions, and ensured that all members and their gear were delivered to
Heathrow at the right terminal and at the right time on 25 May 96.
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THE EXPEDITION

PRELIMINARIES - Meryon Bridges

Islamabad

After a seven hour flight, the main party arrived in Islamabad on Sunday
morning, and were met by the Defence Attache, Brigadier Digby O’Lone, our Liaison
Officer, Captain Syed Aftab of the Pakistan Army, our trek agent, Anchan Ali Mirza,
and our advance party. With the help of the DA and our agent, the advance party had
done a superb job, and despite the fact that Monday and Tuesday were public holidays
(Sunday is a working day in Pakistan), we completed all formalities by Wednesday
lunchtime. This was perhaps as well, since by then several members of the team were
already suffering from stomach upsets. Activities included the extraction of the freight
from Customs, the Ministry of Tourism brief to all main team members, the issue of
some centrally procured personal equipment, and last minute shopping and packing.
On the Tuesday evening Duncan Penry was dispatched in a local “jingly” truck, so
christened because of the elaborate ornamentation, which included a fringe of fine
chains suspended from the bumpers back and front. He was selected to ride shotgun
for the freight, and the truck would take up to twelve hours longer to reach Skardu
than the rest of us. This committed him to a 72 hour trial of heat, dust, noise and
somewhat odiferous companions, but I considered it would be good character building
for him. Since the characters of the remainder were in excellent shape, we departed in
two air conditioned buses the following morning.

To Skardu

The drive to Skardu initially heads north west across country to join the valley
of the Indus, which it then follows up the famed Karakoram Highway (KKH) for over
400km. South of Gilgit, a right turn takes the military built road eastwards for 170km
through the Indus gorge to Skardu.

Where the road joins the Indus, the river is wide enough and deep enough for
the QE II to float down it sideways! For most of the way upstream to Gilgit it retains
this scale, though it passes through a steep sided valley with many rapids. The road
clings to the slopes above and is a very fine piece of engineering. However from the
turn off, the road becomes much more dramatic. The river is penned in a narrow rocky
gorge, and the violence of its rapids makes quite a spectacle. The sides of the gorge
are much steeper than further down stream, and over extended sections the road is
blasted out of near vertical cliffs. Elsewhere, it crosses loose shaly rock which slips
and slides, and delays are frequent as these are cleared. Overall, the drive to Skardu
covers 720km and constitutes a memorable experience.

By Wednesday night we had reached Besham, a short way up from where we
joined the Indus, and we stopped for the night in the very comfortable motel there.
The next day we set off at 0600, had lunch at Chilas, and arrived in Skardu at 2200.
How the drivers managed to keep up a concentrated effort, (and concentration was
needed!) for fourteen hours is not entirely clear, but they had frequent recourse to the
contents of little plastic bags which they then chewed. Surely not Hashish?
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