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A Chinese patrol advanced
toward us far below.
Should | remain hidden,
or risk shooting one

of the ibex I’d adventured
so far to find?

By Elgin T. Gates
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B The exact nolation on the map
reads, “Chinese .’:r.r}rurr.f.frr_v a;:l.':l.l'r.ln'-
mate.” Beside it is the cryptic note:
“Nar fully exploved.” My allimeter
reads 19600 [eer,

The past hour has been an agony
of climbing step-by-step through the
dark-gray clowd mass, visibility nearly
zero, The two Hunza shikaris, Aman
Shah and Sheree Ali Khan, display
increasing signs of altitude sickness.
They are near the limits of their en-
durance,

We have just reached a rocky ledge
and paunse to rest our straining lungs.
Abruptly, the misty cloud layer is
whipped away, the swirling snow-
flakes with it. The view is hreath-
taking. We are high above the pass,
]nuking at an incredible panorama of
immense glaciers and snowy peaks.
[ kneel down and siudy the map
hoping to find something we can
orient to, It 15 vseless, The area we
are in has no clear landmarks,

Suddenly Aman Shah points down
the long windswepl slope w a low
part of the pass. Two black dots are
visible against the snow. Quickly
bringing my binocular to eye level,
I see two Chinese soldiers, with rifles
slung on their backs, mounted on
vaks, They are wearing dark quilted
coats and peaked hats with laps cov-
ering their ears. They ride hunched
forward straining against the icy
win.

[ look around at the lay of the
terrain and feel a quick surge of fear.
We are well beyond the pass and
must be inside China, regardless of
the map notations. 1 pull the two
shikariz down behind the rocky ledge.

The one thing T want to avold at
all costs 15 a confrontation with a
Chinese patrol. We found their tracks
down the valley on the Hunza side
twor hours ago, and only a desperate
need for food brought us 1o this lofty,
unnamed pass.

As | study the advancing patrol
with my binocular, my mind drifts
hack 72 hours. . . . Individual snow-
flakes come :iI;Lnlin;__; out of the dark
sky as we reach the two stone shep-
herd's huts at the foot of Wad Khun
pass, With me are 18 men of Hun-
za—Hunzakuts, they are called—and
three half-tamed yaks. This is the
third day of forced marching, During
the last 16 hours since leaving the
main trail we have covered 19 miles

of difficult terrain. The dim tortuouns
trail has led across perilous 607
slopes, through labyrinths of shat-
tered moraine and creaking glacial
ice, Onee we climbed hand over hand
up a rocky chimney to detour around
a sheer cliff. According to my altime-
ter, the altitude has varied between
J0OEKY and 12,500 Teer,

[ slump, exhausted, against one of
the low huts as the yaks are unloaded.
The animals are led into a small stone
enclosure and the entrance is blocked.
Several of the men gather burtsa, a
small sagebrushlike plant with an oily
tap root. 1t provides the only fucl in
this high, desolate valley.

I am deep in the heart of central
Asia in a lofty region known as
Bum-i-dunya, the legendary root-of-
the-world. Tt is a land of speclacular
beauty; of misty, hidden valleys and
magnificent snowy mountains in the
Kingdom of Hunza, a tiny state be-
mween Afzhanistan and West Pakistan
on so-called “Red Chinese” border.

It is a land of danger; of massive,
grinding glaciers and thundering av-
alanches; of shrieking winds and
merciless storms; uninhabited by
mankind, Il 15 the abode of that
mythical creature, the abominable
snowman; of one of the world's pre-
mier hig-game trophies, the great
scimitar-horned ibex, Capra siberica,
the king of Asia’s wild zoat family.
This 15 the prize that has lured me
to this remote country at world's end.

Within minutes after our arrival at
Wad Khun, a strong wind comes
whisiling down from the pass, bring-
ing a torrent of dry snow pellets with
it. Fifteen of the men take refuge in
the larger hut. Four of us crawl into
the other. With me is Sultan Ali, my
interpreter, and Sheree Ali Khan and
Aman Shah, the two Hunza shitaris.
Aman Shah is the only man in the
party who has been in this rugged
country, Long ago, he once journeyed
1o the Chinese border,

[ unroll my sleeping bag and crawl
intoe i, clothes and all, as the men
kindle a tiny fire against the opposite
wall and brew 1ea.

As 1 drink a second cup of hot lea,
the storm breaks upon us—a mon-
strous, raging storm. The men pile
stones in the narrow doorway, and
converse in fearful 1ones; they chink
crevices in the walls with smaller
sLones, { Continted on page J08 )
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{Continued from page )

sealing us in. The wind rises lo a screaming
erescendo and beats against the hut with cy-
clonic fury. In spite of my companions’ efforts,
the fire is snuffed out and cannot be rekindled.
1 manage to light a stub of candle inside a small
bottle. By its dim flickering light 1 watch in
fascination and dread as smow pellets come
spilling through the rock walls te form pyramids
om the foor.

Is this as far ar we go? Showld we turn back
and try ta reach the main teail before the snow
builds up so high we cant fight our way threugh?

The only entrance into this mystericus land
is through a narrow, green-ierraced valley. the
tiny kingdom of Hunza, sometimes called
Shangri-la. Precise details of the country beyonid
Hunza are unknown. Maps are marked with
the note: Net fully explored,

I had planned to be in Hunza in September,
but events in Karachi, the capital of West Pakis-
tan, where all my permits were issued, had
delayed the expedition a full month. It was late
October when T finally reached Gilgit, the
northernmost outpost of the old British colonial
empire in Kashmir, now part of Pakistan.

In four days [ marched 63 miles from Gilgit
through the Hunza valley to Balut, where ©was
cordially welcomed by Mir Mohammed Tamal
Khan, the ruler of Hunza. When [ told him
of my desire 10 hunt ibex in the high country
he assigned two of his men o accompany me,
Sultan Ali and Sheree Ali Khan. The Mir also
warned of the dangers that lay ahead: “Winter
is coming and there will be terrible storms and
avalanches. IT you pet trapped in deep snow
you cannal escape. There is no food exceptwhat

lintle vou can carry and the game you can bag.”

1 gave him my solemn assurance [ would he
extremely careful, then I turned in carly. Bu
sleep would not come and [ lay awake for hours
in sober thought of the ordeal ahead,

It iv now (cfoher 20, _I.Fur too late in the seqson
o be marching imto a lide-fnown region, and
et speed i essential i Tam to have any chance
af swecess, | omust ger fo the Righ cowmry and
Feinrn as queickly as possible, This means leaving
all my eguipment behing exeept what ix abwolutely
MECESSar),

(reraber 30

The carly sun slants in from a deep-blue sky.
warm and brilliant, as | make the final adjust-
ments on my saddle. [ remember o few more
essential ilems and get them from my dufe
bags: heavy wool gloves, skinning knife, pocket
alumeter and thermometer and my small medi-
cal kit

The Mir comes aver and puts his arm around
my shoulder saying, “1 will be praying for yous
success. Beware of Chinese patrols, They some-
times cross over the passes and come several
mites down into Hunza territory. 10 vou should
oet caught it could create an international m-
cident.” 1 acknowledge his concern and thank
him for the help he has given me. We part with
a handshake.

With Sultan Ali leading, we head up the trail
a1 4 swift canter. The Mir has provided the best
horses available, fresh and in good condition.
We soon reach a mass of black ice, Ghulkm
glacier, coming down a rock-splintered clelt in
Batura peak, which wwers 254350 feen. 1 look
up &t the massive ice-bound summit and shud-
deras | remember what the Mir told me yester-
dav. Thiz ix the peak where e five Gernn

climbers were kifled. They were the anly other
auisiders to enter the Hunza valley this year. We
slow down o pick our way across. This glacier
moves 20 feet a day, and yesterday’s trail is
obliterated.

Ahruptly the sun is blotted out. [ look up
1o see a solid charcoal sky, A strong wind strikes
us head on, and seon snowlakes come sweeping
in, We canter the horses when the trail allows
and dismoeunt and lead them up the sieep,
mugped raverses. AL the village of Passu we stop
long enough o water the horses and push on
across o desentlike plateau. We come o the
gigantic Batura glacier, three miles across and
winding at least 25 miles up into the Batura
peaks. Dismountng, we slowly lead our horses
aeross the crumbling moraine and over the
narrow treacherous irail leading from one ridge
of ice to another. Qeoasionally 1 can hear the
eminous rumble of ice grinding against the solid
granite buttresses of the mountain, Vibrations
from the movement of the ice-mass give me
un eerie and fearful sensation. We move with
great care, Onee my horse slips and almost
plunges into a crevass, [Uis a vast reliel 1o climh
cut ol the moraine and continue on a solid trail,

There are four inches of snow on the ground
when we reach the dak-bungalow—rest
house—at Khathar, The valiant horses are fin-
ished. | unrell my sleeping bag on the wooden
bunk and fall asleep, exhausted, as Sheree Ali
Khan builds a fire. They wake me for a hot
meal of mutton, curry and stewed apricots,

Altitude, BRO0 feet, Temperature 187 F, Dis-
tance traveled, 23 miles.

Oetober 31

I learn that Sultan Ali has heen given unlim-
ited authority by the Mir o commandeer any-



thing we need. He also has instructions to
hand-pick 16 of the best men in the valley, Fresh
horses are being saddled as 1 drink hot rea.
There is a crowd of men gathered in front of
the bungalow and Sultan Ali is arguing with
them., When he comes in | guestion him in
detnl. He tells me that every man in Khaibar
wants o come with ws.

Seven of us ride out of Khaibar. The new
men ride with straight-backed pride. They are
splendid fellows with flashing eves and uncon-
cealed elation at being among the chosen few,
More men are eager Lo join us when we reach
the village of Molkhun, The arguments arc
repeated, We are 11 strong leaving Molkhun,
It is almost dark when we reach Sost, the last
Hunza village in the vallev. There is great ex-
citement at our arrival, Sultan Ali is presiding
over intense arguments as | go to sleep.

Altitude 9100 feer. Temperature 267 [Distance
21 males.

November |

A big crowd is gathered around the dak-bun-
galow this morning, Sultan Ali tells me the last
cight men have been chosen. We have three
waks which will carry most of our food supply,

We dizmount at the wrooll where the men
pile up our supplies. After the yaks are loaded,
the rest is divided into small packs af ahout
153 pounds each. There is onlv a remnant of
4 trail. Sulian Ali tells me this valley is raversed
only by a few of the Mir's shepherds who bring
in seme fiocks of domestic sheep o araze in
the summer.

Even though we arc walking now, our pace
is swifl. The Hunzakuws are magnificent. We
are climbing through sweep defiles and across
rock slides, constantly ascending slopes 2000 to
3000 feet, then working our way back down
1y the Khunjerab River, Our Kfwed or hill staffs
are indispensable for maimtaining balance on
the 50° and 60° slopes we must cross. The yaks
are marvelous animals. They go through dif-
ficult terrain 4 horse would never anempt.

At this altitude the only vegetation other than
grass is the thin willows in the narrow river
bottom and the scrubby burisa. Around us,
snowy peaks dominate the horizen, and the near
landscipe is a chaos of boulder-sirewn slopes.
It is nearly dark when we reach the shepherd’s
huts at Wad Khun.

Altitude 11,000 feet, Temperature 32°,

November 2

This morning the wind has abated, When the
stones are removed from the hut entrance, we
step aut into g phenomenon that mountain
climbers fear—the dreaded whiteout—where
there are no shadows, no harizgon, no grave or
tones, Fortunately, most of the snow has been
scoured awav by the screaming north wind,
leaving the ground bare and dark.

Aman Shah claims to know the way, With
some trepidation | decide to push on. The dim
trail ascends steeplv. In two hours, climbing
slowly and with extreme caution, we reach the
top of the frigid pass and have o chop our
way through the narrow ice-blocked defile, We
pause 1o rest. The whitcout is gewing thinner.
Tcheck the altimeter and thermometer. Altitude,
14,400 feer. Temperature, 54° [ look again 1o
make sure, Fifty-four degrees is correct, That
explains the whiteout. A mass of warm air has
Aooded up the valley from the country below.
Merging with the cold wir of the upper regions,
it creates another prablem even more danger-
ous—avalanches!

I catch up with the caravan, and we traverse
back and forh across perilous slopes, working




downward. Crossing a steep shale slope [ notice
a few silver-dollar-sized stones racing silently
down the slope from above, T pay little attention.
but the avalanche-wise Hunzakuts react in-
stantly.

“Go quickly, sabih,” Aman Shah shouts,
pointing 10 a butiress of rock 30 vards away,
We run For our lives, reaching the bultress just
as a churning river of snow and shale comes
pouring by. Mone of the men is caught, but
we pay & costly price. One of our three yaks,
the cne loaded with a goad portion of our food,
is swept down the chasm and buried forever.

The next avalanche i& more noisy, Shattered
blocks of glacial ice and boulders, loosened by
the warm air, come thundering down from far
above. We race madly to ger out of their path
and that of the main avalanche which follows,

The wvalley is narrow and the stream has
dwindled when we finally reach the bottom,
We have 1o ford the icy waters cvery lew

hundred feet, | ride across on one of the surviv-
ing vaks, but the men pull off their skin hoots
and wade, then walk barefooted through the
snow e the next crossing, We must pet oul of
this avalanche zane!

We reach a point of relative safety where the
valley widens, and stop, exhausted, 1 order the
two vaks unloaded while the men gather bercsa
and build fires. As tea is being brewed, we open
the packs and inventory the food that is lef,
There is not encugh o continue and have any
margin of safety. Our survival will depend on
what game I can shoot. As a last resort—and
I push the brutal thought out of my mind—we
can kill the two surviving yaks.

The men all know we are in trowhle, They
squat around the little fires, conversing in low
tones, They are waiting for me w0 make a deci-
sion. We really should turn back, bur the hunger
in my heart o reach the high valley of the
scimitar-horned thex 15 greater than reason.



We load up and push on. The wind sirikes
again, bringing lushing snow that slicks the rocks
and makes footing dangerous. We stumble on.
1t is lage alternoon when we reach the entrance
of what Aman Shah calls the sakin mulfah—the
ibex valley, We find shelter under the over-
hanging ledoe of @ gisantic bowlder,

Food is rigidly ratiened. The Hunzakuts bake
small chapaeris, a thick, lenillalike bread, on
fire-heated stones, using the dwindling supply
of coarse stone-ground meal that cach man
carrics: and we share a lew handfuls of dried
apricots, They huddle together under the ledge
and roll up in their long-sleeved cliogas, keeping
tiny willow-and-burisa fires burning around
themsclves, Giad help us i there (v @ heavy snow.
Jatl!

Altitude, 13,100 feet. Temperature 8% Dis-
lance 15 miles?

November 3

There are six inches of snow on the ground
as daylight comes. Sultm Ali is kneeling heside
me. facing loward Mecea, reading prayers from
his small Koran as he does every morning.
“fnshalloh, ™ le says, his face serious, “vou will
gel the sekin loday so we can reiurn, or we
will all die here.”

Time is very critical. Hew much fonger will
this capricious hiph-altitude weather hold off?”

I decide 1o ke Aman Shan and Sheree Ali
Khan and leave the rest of the men w rest
A mile up the rocky muflah we spol a wild vak
an i distant clowd-ohscured slope, We attempt
a stalk, which fails when a blinding snow Query
ahliterates the tracks. We continue, searching
the shrouded slopes on hoth sides for yaks and
ihex.

Aman Shah sces something in the snow and
martions 1o me. Fresh yak tracks! They can’t
be more than 15 minutes old! | rase my hinocu-
lar to look Tor them. but visibility is bloted

out by swirling snow. We advance less than 100
vards when 1 sec o small dark object on the
snow. Stooping o pick it up, 1 feel an instant
surge of fear. [1is an empty match box inscribed
with Chinese characters, fustead of wild yaks,
we are fracking o Chinese patrel monnied on
fetre o)

The two shikaris zrasp the significance of the
match box a few seconds after | do, and the
impact is devastating, They cast feartul eyes up
the valley and whisper e each cther. Instine-
tively, [ check my rille again, suddenly thankful
for the snowy curtain that limits visibility.

“What do you think?” 1 ask Aman Shah. whe
seems o huve recovered his aplomb.

“Hahib.” he says, putting one hand on his
slomach, “we are very hungry, ves? And you
wish to shoot the sakin with hig horns, ves!”

“Yes" [ agree,

“Then we must go up there,” e spys, pointing
toward the pass.

“What about the Chinese?™

“They will follow the jifpa on the right side
of the weffah, sahib. We should go high on the
slope W the lefl.”

As we begin the march, a bitter wind comes
probing from the pass, turning the spowakes
e icy pellets that sting and nemb our fees.
For an houwr, we ascend into the gray, wind-
whipped cloud mass and come o the rocky
ledge—and the oncoming Chinese patrol.

We should be safe as long as we remain

hidden behind the ledge. Looking ahead of

them, I can see that the valley leading down
the Chinese side of the pass wrns and comes
directly under us. abouwt 600 yards down the
slope. before turning north again. _
Carefully, | sweep the surrounding terran

110

with my hinoculur, particularly the slope behind
us that leads back over the ridge ino Hunzia:
I want to make sure there are no more Chinese
in the vicinity. If these two spot us, which is
possihle, and come up the smooth barren slope
in pursuil. my seope-sighted 300 magnum will
he maore than a match For their rifles, which
appear to be military arms equipped with open
sights. [ intend 1o avoid trouble, but | have
already made up my mind o shoot rather than
submit to capture. [This way before the Nixon
deétenre wivh China— Editor]

Scanning the slope below again. [ see some-
thing else—a herd of six ibex. slowly heading
up the slope directly toward our position. They
have been down in the valley aler dry grass
and are now moving out ahead of the oncoming
patrol. All six are hig bucks. The leader is
carrving massive, swept-back horns that are
longer than any [ have ever seen. | point them
aul by the two shikaris. The wind is right—still
blowing strongly from China. The ibex aren't
really alarmed, but are simply moving loward
our ledge, stopping now and then o feed on
the sparse tufis of dry grass sticking cut of the
SOW,

Warning the shikearis W remain molionless.
I find a slot between two boulders where [ can
see both the ibex and the Chinese patral, which
is now heading away from us, [ wail, in o
quandary, hoping the ihex will continue their
slow, feeding ascent until the patrol is well down
the walley, Twenty minutes go by, The patrol
i mow almost o mile sway and the ihex are
nearing a low cut in the ledge ahout 75 vards
to aur left. [ ease the barrel of my rifle through
the slot and center carefully on the hig leader.
He slumps down at my shot while the other
five spring wildly in all directions, one bounding
over the rocks we are hiding behind, 1 raise
my binocular and train it en the patrol. which
muoves stolidly onward. The strong encoming
wind has muffled the shot. as 1 hoped it would.

Posting Sherce Ali Khan to keep a sharp
lookout, Aman Shah and [ guickly cape the
head and clean and halve the carcuss. With the
shikaris earrying the meat and me the caped
head, we wasie no time heading back up the
slope.

sSnowflakes come whirling out of China as
we top the ndge and start down the long ineline
into Hunza. [ have a feeling that all our luck

COsHESW!

and then some—has been used up. | have no
desire o push it any further, Now our move
is 0 head back 1o the lower Hunza valley at
first light in the morning.

We reach our makeshift camp under the
boulder just as the dark sky closes in, The tny
winking fires are i welcome sight, Later, sipping
hot wea while the aroma from roasting chunks
of ibex kel pervades the air, [ watch the silent
feathery snow boilding up outside our shelter.
Our margin of safety s still razer-thin, but |
make no effort o sop the Hunzakuts Trom
gorging themselves on ihex meat. We must
summon every ounce of strength o fght
throwgh the snow that already has fallen,

November 4

It is 4:30 am. and sill dark. Temperature
117 below zero. Sultan Ali is praving as we wait
for dawn. 1he snow 15 al least i loot ‘.1l.-‘l.:'Fl an
level pround but it is solt and dry, easy o march
through. Hopefully the avalanche zone will be
frozen in. The thing that worries me is chimbing
the steep traverses o the wop of Wad Khun pass.
We load up and move cut. Speed is the only
thing that can save us.

Neovember 5

Chur luck has held. Last night we camped in
a thin clump of willows at the bottom of Wad
K hun pass. A howling wind blew most of the
night, scouring away parl of the snow, This
morning, in & protected basin near the summit
af the pass, we struggle through snowdrifis
cight and 10 leel deep. The Taithful yaks are
aceustomed 10 breaking trail. For two hours
there 15 no surety we will make it Bul the sheer
courage and determination of the Hunzakuls,
taking turns at the vanguard when the yaks are
plaved out, carry us w0 the cloud-ohseured sum-
mit, The other side of the pass is swept clean
al snow, We have won!

I look back once o make sure all our men
are accounted for. They come striding out of
the mist, jubilant at reaching safety. In tme,
Ly Forget same of the details of this incredible
journey beyond Shanpri-la, but the ghostlike
imige of those great seimitar hoens bobbing oul
ol the mist om the back of the man who cirries
them will he eiched in my memory for-
ever. - Elgin T. Gates

“That's really a rerrific camouflage suie, Harry.
woetth. . Harey? ..  Harey! .7



Hunting the preat scimiiar-horned ihex (far
lefe) in central Asia’s Kingdom of Hunza de-
mands perseverance. Trip heging with the

Sording af icy streams and convinues with
dargerous treks over {4,000-foot mouniain passes,
Crates {abave) persisied. pot trophy,

&7
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