
Miyar Glacier, Pangi Valley, Zanskar, Kishtwar, exploration; crossings o f  Kang La (5,440m), Poat 
La (5,500m), Dharlangwala Jot (5,086m), Shopu Pass (3,400m). For many years I have been try­
ing to connect the entire length and breadth of the Himalaya on foot. In 2007 I put together an 
inexperienced but tough, eager 
team from the Navy, and on 
August 10 our rickety bus 
groaned over Rohtang Pass. 
Next morning we hiked into 
one of the greenest, loveliest 
valleys in the entire western 
Himalaya. Village children and 
women gathered around, while 
the men offered us peas and 
potatoes. Three days later we 
reached the Miyar Glacier, and 
the day after that we topped 
Kang La, where the panoramic 
view extended into Zanskar. 
Kang La is crossed by trekkers 
going from Miyar to Padam, 
and we spied a group of hikers 
ascending from the other side. 
This pass took us across the 
Great Himalayan Axis, into the 
Zanskar range.

The next day as we hiked 
up the Tidu Glacier, my eyes 
riveted to the trio of peaks, 
5,995m, 6,294m, and 5,935m 
(from west to east), which gir­
dled the glacier. Each is virgin 
and would give even the best



climbers a hard time. The icefall below 
Peak 6,294m was horrifyingly rotten. 
Up toward the cwm of the glacier lay 
two superb peaks, 5,609m and 5,763m, 
both virgin.

On August 18, we climbed 
steeply over rock and ice flutings 
toward Poat La, which looked decep­
tively close. Navigating through colos­
sal obstacles we finally reached the lit­
tle-known Zanskari Kanthang Glacier. 
On the side opposite, two rock walls 
reared up like sentinels; they would be 
a rock climber’s delight. About 15km 
long and 1km wide, the Zanskari Kan­
thang Glacier has rock and ice prob­
lems strewn from one end to the other, 
several topping the magical 6,000m 
mark, all unclimbed and never before 
photographed from nearby. One might 
be a miniature Trango Tower. If we had 
had climbing gear, I would have 
stopped there. One could spend a 
month on this small glacier and climb 
more than dozen adrenaline-pumping 
peaks in true alpine style.

This may be the prettiest sight I 
have seen in the Himalaya. Our camp 
was perched on a tiny grassy ledge at 
about 4,800m on the right bank of 
Dharlang Glacier, just at the junction 
with ZK Glacier and another icefall. To 
my south, peaks 6,072m, 5,698m, and 
5,615m (east to west and all un­
climbed) spread out like a Japanese 
fan, coming down to the glacier in out­
rageously oversized falls of ice and 
rock. It was an unusually narrow 
gorge, filled with glacier ice, rocks, and 

frozen pools with towering rock and ice walls rearing into a brilliance that simply took my 
breath away.

That day we waded through the Bodh Nullah and descended to a grassy meadow. Sheep 
and yaks dotted the green field, and a few horses loitered. The mountain slopes on either side 
bustled with flowers, butterflies, bees, and birds. It was paradise after so many days of rock and 
ice. We camped next to a stream; I could reach my hand out of the tent to touch the freshest



water in the world. At 6,002m, Shiv 
Shankar is the giant in that area. As far 
as I know, it is still virgin, but this region 
is so rarely visited by climbers or hikers, 
and so little has been written about 
these mountains, that nothing can be 
known with certainty.

Our next objective was the dreaded 
Sersank Pass. What we heard from local 
shepherds was not encouraging. The 
glacier leading to the pass has broken 
down, with steep icefalls and huge cre­
vasses opening up. It was impossible to 
cross this pass without climbing equip­
ment, and certainly not with such a 
large group as ours. We had two options 
for leaving this narrow valley. We could 
walk due west, along the Dharlang Nul­
lah, come out at Machel, and go by road 
to Kishtwar and Jammu. Or we could 
cross the high, rarely used pass of Dhar- 
langwala Jot and enter the remote 
Huram valley of Kishtwar. From there 
we could loop back across the Shipu 
Ridge into the Pangi Valley of Himachal 
and Killar. According to the shepherds, 
this trail was well-marked and the pass 
had little ice, so this would be our route.

Tien Singh and I started early, to 
find the base of Dharlangwala Jot. Even­
tually we came across a group of severe- 
looking nomad women, unruly and 
dirty kids, and a very old man. They 
spoke in pure Kashmiri, and we barely 
understood a word. The inevitable dog 
bared its teeth and strained at its leash. 
A kilometer later we came across a 
muddy hut in the middle o f nowhere, 

tended by a woman and her children, with three of the fiercest dogs I have seen in the Himalaya. 
She offered buttermilk that we gulped down.

Around another cliff, we crossed a rickety bridge filling the chasm over the rushing waters 
of Dharlang Nulla. We pitched our tents and waited for the others to catch up. The next day was 
long and stressful, as we crossed a high pass, so we spent the morning of the 23rd relaxing, dry­
ing our clothes and sleeping bags before descending to the Huram Glacier. Typical of Kishtwar, 
the ridges were decked with gravity-defying hanging glaciers and massive waterfalls. Soon we



reached plush meadows and green pas­
tures. The vista was so exotically beauti­
ful that I could have stopped at every 
step and stayed there forever. Farther 
ahead, the stream dropped away, turn­
ing toward the villages of Tun and Bhat- 
was. I stopped often to gaze awe-struck 
at nature’s handiwork, musing that if 
this did not prove God’s existence, then 
nothing will.

The next day we descended into 
the immense grazing ground of Sanyot 
Adhwari, where the Billing Nullah unit­
ed with the Huram. Typical Tibetan 
houses with flat roofs and black-framed 
doors held snot-nosed kids and red­
cheeked women, who welcomed us 
heartily. Sonam, our only Ladakhi 
member, finding his brethren, beamed 
from ear to ear. Only seven families and 
around 30 folks populated Tun. They 
were clearly Tibetan and Ladakhi in ori­
gin. None of them knew how their peo­
ple reached here across the high passes, 
nor when or why. We rested on the open 
roof of the village chief and then walked 
down through the villages of Alya, 
Khizrauni, Muthal, and Chag finally 
camping on the Chaund next to the 
gurgling Sansari Nullah. A group of 
young Kashmiri women visited our 
campsite in the evening and, showing 
none of the restraint or coyness that 
they are normally known for, visited 
each of our tents and even entered our 
kitchen tent looking for male company.

On the 25th we crossed Bhatwas 
and a bridge across the Sansari Nullah. 
The trail went through a thick wood of 
pine, deodars, and chinars littered with 
generous amount of bear droppings. 
Then we had to climb over the Shopu Pass to return to the Him achal’s Pangi Valley. From the 
village of Dharwas we managed a lift on a tipper to Killar, the main village in the valley. The rest 
of the journey to Manali would be in buses, and I thought that all dangers were over. But when 
the bus (if it could be called one) flew like a maniac around blind turns on the worst road I have



ever seen, I realized that our troubles were far from over. All 60 passengers were threatened with 
a watery grave in the foaming waters of Chandra Bhaga River. Then the bus shuddered to a halt 
just inches from the chasm at the edge of a landslide. We had to walk across the kilometer-long 
landslide and get into another bus on the other side.

It was the evening of August 27 when we reached Manali after a wonderful journey that 
stitched together four remote valleys. We had explored some of the last blank spots in the 
Himalaya. My only regret was that we lost one porter. Just before we reached Shopu Pass, a 
stone zipped out o f the woods and struck young Min Bahadur Thapa, who died on the spot. 
The boy had taken leave from his apple picking job at Manali and came along with us, hoping 
to make some extra money for his old parents back home. There was no reason why he should 
die that day, at that spot. We were out of all dangers on easy ground, on the last day of our hike. But 
he died. As long as men go into the wild, there will be some who will not return. I wish to dedicate 
this expedition to the memory of the young man who did not return. May his soul rest in peace.

Expedition Summary: 17 walking days, covering 156km. Passes crossed: Kang La 
(5,440m ), Poat La (5,500m ), Dharlangwala Jot (5,086m ), Shopu Pass (3,400m). Regions cov­
ered: Himachal (Miyar, Pangi), Zanskar, Kishtwar. Maps: 52 C, 52 C/16, 15, 11, 12, 8 and 
Trekking Route map of Himachal Pradesh Sheet No I (First edition, which can be bought from 
DMAS Manali).
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