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Inearly April 2004, we received acal from Cynthia Amon of W.L. Gore, Inc. informing us that we
wererecipients of a2004 Shipton Tilman Grant. Earlier that winter we had submitted an application,
which, frankly, wethought nobody would be willingtofund. Our objectivewastotraversethelength
of Afghanistan’s Wakhan Corridor to the source of the Oxus River (Amu Darya) in the Little Pamir
near the western base of the Wakhjir Pass and then cross the Dilisang Pass to Misgar village in the
upper Hunza Vdley of Pakistan’sNorthern Areas. Simple enough, right?

Although we had spent much of the past twenty-fiveyearsliving, working and trekking across
the great mountain ranges of South Asia, we had never set foot in Afghanistan. Given our track
record of reconnoitering unknown mountain passes, we figured that finding a mountan pass not
marked on any mgps would be easy, but would we redly be safe? Afghanistan is not exactly the
number one destinationfor travelers nowadays. Would the governmentsof Afghanisan and Pakistan
give two Americans permission to cross their international border while our country waswaging a
war in Afghanistan? Pekistan, after all, was refusng American troops permisson to do jus that,
despite being an Americanally. If we didn’'t think we could pull it off, we wouldn’t have submitted
the application. But now that W.L. Gore believed in us too, we were going to have to make it
happen.

With just three months to go before we would get on an airplane, we began planning this
complex expedition. Sitting inour mountain home in California’s Sierra Nevada, we considered our
options. The strategy we settled on was smple - tell everybody the truth about what we wanted to
do and where we wanted to go. Anything else wastoo risky. And, for reasons we may never fully
understand, all along the way everyone said “yes” to us.

Planning

Politics
To avoid arrest, getting shot, or otherwise creating an international incident, we would need special
permission fromthe governments of both Afghanisan and Pakistan to enter Pakistan viathe Dilisang
Pass from Afghanigan. The only glitch was the Dilisang Pass is not an open international border
crossing.

We were counting on our years of experience living and working in Pakistan, during which
we had become very well-known figures with many friends in the government. It seemed liketime
to call in afew favors. Additionally, John’s membership in the American Inditute of Afghanistan
Studies (AIAS) and the American Inditute of Pakistan Studies (AIPS) would provide us with
academic credibility and official contactsif needed. We decided to go as high up as necessary to get
permisson - even to Pakistan's President Pervaiz Musharraf and Afghanistan’s President Hamid
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Karzai. We just weren't certain exactly how to do that. What we did know is that we were not
willing to do anything illegal that might jeopardize our future ability to work and travel in Pakigan
or Afghanistan. Jeopardizing our long-terminterestsfor ashort-termgod, no matter how appealing,
would be a migake.

We began our permisson quest with aletter writing campaign two months in advance of our
departure. We wrote the Pakistani Ambassador, Ashraf Jehangir Qazi, at the Embassy of Pakigan
in Washington D.C. andto the Federa Minister for Tourism, RaisMunir Ahmed, at the Government
of Pakistan’s Ministry of Sports & Tourismin Islamabad. Although we made numerous follow-up
calls to Washington and had friends in Pakistan contact the ministry in |damabad, we never got a
reply to these letters before our departure. But then again we didn't really expect one. Thingsin
Pakistan usually happen face-to-face at the last minute and we knew it. The letters were just a
beginning, and although we did not know it at the time, they proved useful later on.

Earlier that spring we had received an invitation from the Government of Pakistan to the
“Golden Jubilee Celebrations of K-2 & 51st Anniversary of Nanga Parbat”. \We were to be officid
guedts of the government in July, the week before we planned to fly to Kabul. We were certain top
government officials would be attending the celebration where we hoped to gain accessto the right
people.

Afghanigan was another matter entirely. We weren’t certain where to gart our quest for
permission. The country was ill a“conflict zone,” and Kabul’s authority over remote areas like
Wakhan was uncertain. We secretly kept hoping we wouldn't need any specid permission to exit
Afghanistan. Why would Afghan officials in Kabul care if we slipped out of Wakhan and into
Pakistan? Once we left, we wouldn’'t bein their charge any longer and asfar aswe knew, there were
no government officials in Wakhan to stop us.

The only other Westernersto crossthe Dilisang Pass were Jean and Franc Shor, a husband-
and-wife team who recounted their journey in “We Took the High Road in Afghanisan,” National
Geographic, November 1950. Although it had been more thanfifty yearsago, we were purposefully
following intheir footsteps. Weturned to Jean Bowie Shor’ sbook After You Marco Polo to see how
they had dealt with Wakhan. The Shors had sought and received written permission for their journey
in Kabul from the King of Afghanistan Mohammed Zahir Shah and his Minister of War General
Mohammed Omar Khan. Their plan had been to cross the Wakhjir Passinto China, and it wasonly
because of aborder war and the subsequent communist takeover of China that they evacuated over
Dilisang Pass and ended their journey in Pakigan’s Hunza Vadley.

We were still pondering what to do when in early May 2004 we received an unexpected
invitation to attend a 30-person luncheon in honor of Hamid Karzai to be held in California. Since
the King of Afghanistan isin exile and no longer in power, we thought meeting President Karzai
would be ided. Not that we cared, but the guest lig was impressve - Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger would bethere. Weenvisioned President Karzai granting permissionand presenting
uswith avery officid-looking letter on state letterhead. Who in Afghanistan could refuse uswith a
letter like this? Inthe week leading up to the luncheon, we were granted clearance to attend the
function by the U.S. Secret Service. But afew days before the luncheon Ronald Reagan died, and
both President Karzai and Governor Schwarzenegger attended the funeral, cancelling the luncheon.
We didn't give up hope, but it would have been an honor to meet the president.
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What About Those Warlords

We knew that whatever authority Afghanistan’s central Kabul government had in remote provinces
was in the hands of local commandants or “warlords,” asthey have come to be called. These men
weretough, local mujahideen commanderswho ressted the Soviet occupation of Afghanistanduring
the 1980's. In northeastern Afghanistan, where we were going, these commanders aso fought
againg the Taliban government. Someof themweresaid to be facilitating thelucrative opium-heroin
trade now flourishing in Afghanistan. No mater their politics or funding sources, these men werestill
regarded by loca people as heros who resisted the Russians and fought for afree Afghanistan. The
commanders had been in charge for so long that they were the defacto authority. You just can't
argue with aman pointing agun at you. Our route would pass through several warlords' areas, but
weweren't certain how wewould both steer clear of themand gaintheir permissonto proceed. The
good news was that Wakhan, as part of Badakhshan Province, was under control of commandants
who were part of the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance and the Northern Alliance supported the
government in Kabul. Maybe the local commandants would acquiesce to permisson issued from
Kabul.

We did know that the commandant in Ishkashim, the district headquarters and main town
along the Amu Darya in Wakhan, was the chief authority for Wakhan with all local commanders
under his authority. We even had his name and telephone number - Abdul Wahid Khan. But who
the other commandants were, and who was the chief commandant in Faizabad, the capital of
Badakhshan Province, we had no idea.

We aso knew that the Afghan Tourist Organization (ATO), located in Kabul, issued special
permits for travel in Wakhan. Although we weretold that getting apermit was simply a matter of
paying the required fee, we had our doubts. One of our friends, a professor and Afghan specialist,
told us of how he had been denied permission to travel to Wakhan without a specia permit. We
decided that we would have to approach ATO - what other choice did we have? We also decided
to involve a Pakistani friend whose brother worked in Wakhan for a small non-governmenta aid
organization. Perhaps, we thought, working from both ends, we might be able to make our way
along the chain of Badakhshan commandants.

How Do You Get There?
When we first considered atrip to Wakhan about three years ago, we had decided we would travel
with an old friend as our locd counterpart. We met Alam more than ten years ago and had trekked
with him across several mountain passes and glaciersin Pakistan. Alam, a Wakhi mountaineer and
poet from Pakistan’s Chapursan Valey, is related to Wakhi people living in Afghanigan’ s Wakhan
Corridor. He had vidgted thererecently, and we were sure hisfamily contacts would comein handy.
It was his older brother who was working in Wakhan and who knew the Wakhan commandarnts.
Our plan was for the three of usto fly from Idamabad to Kabul. From there, we would be
faced with the drive from Kabul to Badakhshan. Not only wasit ajourney of severd days over rough
roads, passng through areas not yet cleared of land mines, but it dso passed through multiple
warlords domains. Exposing ourselvesto that indeterminable risk seemed pointless- our goal was
to traverse Wakhan, not to traverse central Afghanigan. But what way to best get to the mountains?
The Wakhan Corridor is in the far northeastern part of the country. Faizabad, the capital of
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Badakhshan, was the nearest town with an airstrip and we decided we would haveto fly.

Some checking showed that there was no domegtic flight service from Kabul to Faizabad.
Another professor and friend even suggested that we start our journey from Tajikistan! We read in
the 2nd edition of Crosslines Essential Field Guide to Afghanistan, just published in May 2004, that
several private companies provided humanitarian air service to Faizabad. It was a stretch, but we
would try to get on one of these flights.

Maps: Where’s the Dilisang Pass?

The seventy-five to 100 miles of the upper Wakhan, which comprises al of the Little Pamir, lies
above the highest year-round settlements. The Little Pamir has two distinct branches. to the
northeast is Chagmagtin Lake, which is the source of the Murghab River, and to the esst is the
Wakhjir Valley. The routeto Dilisang Pass branches south off of the Wakhjir Valley.

The Wakhjir Valley is of geographical and geological interest, where the eastern edge of the
Hindukush Range meetsthe northern tip of the Karakoram Range and the southeastern extent of the
Pamir Range. The region is sometimesreferred to as the Pamir Knot.

Dilisang Pass, once used by the Kyrgyz nomads of the Little Pamir and the Burusho people
of Misgar in Pakistan’ sNorthern Areas, is now in disuse and is essertialy unknown. The passis not
marked on maps. H.W. Tilman, who had crossed the Wakhjir Pass from China into Afghanistan in
1947, remarked in his book Two Mountains and a River tha from “. . . some yorts [yurts] onthe
south bank of the [Wakhjir] river wherethe Kama Su nalah joinsit . . . thereis a passleading . . .
over the Hindu Kush to Misgar . . .” This was the only description we found that indicated where
the Dilisang Pass might be.

The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) published a seven-map series, the 1:500,000 Pakistan
Satellite Image Maps. Two of these maps, N.W. Frontier Pakistan Map I-2587-B and Northern
Areas Pakistan Map 1-2587-C, show most of Afghanigan’s Wakhan Corridor and Little Pamir,
including the Wakhjir Vdley, and the adjacent areas of Pakigan. These satellite images provided a
graphic overview of the mountain range we would cross. Althoughwedidn’t know precisely where
Dilisang Pass was, we spent hours studying the satdllite imagery and evauating al the possihbilities.

For the field, we photocopied the relevant sections of the U.S. Defense Mapping Agency’s
topographic maps for pilots: the 1:500,000 Tactical Pilotage Chart (TPC) G-6B and G-7A4. A map
at a scae of 1,500:000 isn't much on the ground, but we continued to look at this map for an
overview of our route.

We aso had aphotocopy of asketch map called “Pamir Und Wakhan Ostlich Qala Pandjia
(NE - Afghanigtan)” from Die Kirghisen Des Afghanischen Pamir, abook by Austrians Rémy Dor
and Clas Naumann published in 1978. This sketch map included many loca place names - including
dl the sde vdleys. Was Dilisang at the head of the side valley called Mohammad Nazar or the
Kamansu? From looking at the satellite imagery and reading Tilman’ s account, we were certain it
could only be one of these two side valleys, but the Austrian sketch map placed “ Kotal-e-Delsang”
between 15 and 20 kilometers farther east a the very head of the Wakhjir Vdley. Crossing their
“Kotal-e-Delsang” would clearly involveextensive glacier travel through thehighest elevationsalong
the Afghan-Pakistani border, yet this was the only map known to usthat indicated the Dilisang Pass.
Could it be right? 1t seemed unlikely.
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The mapswe coveted were the 1,100:000 topographic maps with 40-meter contour intervals
made by the Russian military, labelled in Russian. These maps cost $75 each, which wasway beyond
our budget, and we would need several map sheets to cover our route. Fortunatey, the University
of Californiaat Berkeley map library had all the sheetswe needed. AsaBerkeley dumni and current
University of Californiafaculty member, John wasableto copy the digitized map filesand later print
them at afriend’ s architectura office using their oversized color printer. Although these detailed
maps did not show the Dilisang nor any other pass leading from the Wakhjir into Pakistan, having
these Russian map sheets was key to our successfully finding Dilisang Pass. From west to east, the
map sheets are:

* J 43-99 shows from Sarhad to Borak

* J-43-100 Langar showsfrom confluence of Borak and Wakhan Rivers, up Shpodkis
Valley, across Uween-e-Sar and Aqbelis, to Kashch Goz.

» J-43-101 Chakmaktin shows the Wakhjir Valey east from the confluence of the
Bozai Daryaand Wakhjir River to the Wakhjir Passand the glecier with the ice cave,
and the Little Pamir north to Chagmagtin Lake

* J 43-113 Babakhundi shows the Kamansu V dley south across Dilisang Pass into
Pakistan.

Speak to People in Their Own Language

John speaks fluent Urdu, thelingua-francaof Pakistan, and is also competent in AfghanDari Persian,
the lingua-franca of northern Afghanigan. And, as a linguistic anthropologist, John is the only
American and one of only a handful of scholars worldwide who knows Wakhi, the language spoken
in Afghanistan’ s Wakhan Corridor. John’slanguage skills and cultural familiarity dways pave the
way. InWakhan, the only explanation local people had when meeting this Wakhi-speaker was that
hewasfrom Kanjut, alocal name used to describe Hunza, which hasalong history of interaction with
the Wakhi people of Wakhan. We didn’t dispel these beliefs and said, “Yes, we're going home to
Kanjut.” It made sense to them and to us.

The Journey

Islamabad: From Tourism to Interior Ministries
Mid July found us in Islamabad packed and as ready as we' d ever be to get on a flight to Kabul.
Amir, aPakistani friend who was now operating atrave agency in Kabul, had booked roomsfor us
and would meet us a the airport. But seventy-two hours left before our flight, we ill had no
permission for our expedition. Thiswas not what we d planned on and we were determined to keep
trying. We had received no response to our formal written request to the Federa Minister for
Tourism for permisson. Let’sat least, we figured, get ther reply. But how to contact a Federal
Minister on short notice?

We called on our long-time friends at Nazir Sabir Expeditions, the office of the renowned
Pekistani mountaineer Nazir Sabir. They contacted the ministry and learned that the federal minister
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had received our letter some weeks previously, but would only meet us if we wrote him to request
ameeting! Mushir Anwar a Nazir Sabir Expeditionswrote an articulate, flattering and wonderfully
persuasive letter to Rais Munir Ahmed, the Federa Minister for Tourism, requesting a meeting and
faxed it over. To our delight, he granted us a meeting for the next day, Friday, July 16th at 11:30
am.

Sultan Khan from Nazir’ s office picked us up ina new rented Toyota Corolla. “Y ou need to
have a nice car when going to ministries,” he observed. We drove across Islamabad to the
government ministries, where the guards at the gate looked at our appointment slip, glanced under
the car with their long-handled mirrors, peered in at us, and waved us through the gate and into the
fenced compound. We made our way among the many buildings to “C” Block and parked. The
driver stayed with the car aswewaked inside. After cdling upstairsto verify our appointment, the
guards at the building entrance handed us a pass.

Wetook the elevator to thetop floor and walked down theair-conditioned, carpeted hallway
to the office of the miniger’s personal assstant (PA). Taking our visiting cards, he went in to the
minister’ s office whilewewaited outside. The PA returned, announced we were expected, and asked
usto follow himinto the minger’s office. Behind alarge, dark well-polished desk, wearing a vest
over his fully buttoned half-collar shirt, sat the Federal Minister for Tourism, his aquiline face
inscrutable beneath ablack lamb’swool peaked hat.  After exchanging pleasantries and briefing him
on who we were and the purpose of our vist, he asked for John’ s passport, glanced through it and
remarked,

“Y ou come to Pakistan often.” John replied that he’d been doing so for more than twenty-
five years and had studied a Punjab Univergty in Lahore. The minister flinched dightly,
involuntarily, as though that information surprised him. Then, looking again at the passport, he
remarked that he saw no problem with our request, as we had multiple-entry visas, valid for
mountaineering, and that we could, of course, enter Pakistan at any checkpost!

“But,” he quickly added, “this seems like it is actually a matter for the Interior ministry.”

Our momentary eationvanished. Our ship hasrun aground onthe shods of bureaucracy, and
it was back to a non-existent Plan B for us. But lo and behold, as the words we thought spelled
doomfor our expedition left the minister’ slips, hereached under hisdesk, pulled out his* 2004 Green
Book,” the officia directory of Islamabad government telephone numbers, and dialed the Secretary
of the Interior. The secretary and the minister conferred, and much to our surprise we heard the
minister say,

“Yes, that's just what | thought. No difficulty at all. They have proper visas, and can enter
Pakistan at any checkpost.”

Evidently, the minister had already made up hismind about our request and this meeting was
ashow staged for our benefit. But the key was to get their assurance inwriting. Well aware of this
need, the minster concluded his chat with the secretary, saying,

“I’ll send themright over.” Wehad animmediate appoi ntment with the Additional Secretary
for Politica Affairs (External), Abdul Rauf. Speed was of the essence, because thetime for Friday
prayerswas fast approaching. We had less than forty-five minutes to get this done.

We shuttled across the complex to “R” Block and got an entry permit slip from the three
door-keepersinside. Passng through the meta detector (much more security here in the Ministry
of Interior - we're not in “C” Block anymore) we took the elevator to the 4th floor, the Narcotics
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Control floor. Uniformed armed guards in the hallway where we got off the elevator examined our
entry dip and escorted us down the hall to the correct office.

Inside Rauf Sahib’s office, amap of Afghanisan adorned the wall, the sole indication that we
had arrived in the Afghan wing of the External Political Affairs division of the Ministry of Interior,
avery serious place. But Rauf Sahib, too, seemed favorably inclined to our proposal, and agreed that
aletter wasagood idea. Hetelephonedto hisJoint Secretary superior for confirmation, but the Joint
Secretary had been ingructed by the Secretary, and so the Additional Secretary instructed usto see
the Deputy Secretary, Political Affairs (External) [Afghanistan], Arshad Mahmood. We were taken
down the hall to the Deputy Secretary’s office, where three cronies perched on chairs infront of the
Deputy Secretary’s desk. We sat on a brown couch againg the wall in this rather drab but air-
conditioned office.

Arshad Sahib examined John’s passport while the three underlings debated the merits of our
proposal.

“But who will ensureyour security in Afghanigan?’ asked one of them, “ These are dangerous
people. You remember wha happened to poor Daniel Pearl. They pretend to be your friend until
they have you where they want you, and then . . . .” Hetrailed off ominously. All we could do was
reiterae our years of experience with assurancesthat we were not likely to be led astray.

Their debate moved on to the wording of the required letter. What should it say? The
Section Officer, who would actually have to type and signtheletter, wassummoned. Standing at the
side of the Deputy Secretary, he hemmed and hawed about the wording, trying his utmost to avoid
having to type this letter to which he would have to affix his name. But by now it was past 12:30
p.m., and the cal for prayershad been made from the nearby mosque. Time to close the office for
theday. The Deputy Secretary sood, dready rolling hissleevesin preparation for his ablutionsprior
to prayer, and brusquely ordered the Section Officer to write the letter and sign it. Off went the
Deputy Secretary with his three cronies, and we rode with the Section Officer in the elevator up to
the non-air conditioned and decidedly more shabby 6th floor, where Chaudhary Muhammad Khan,
Section Officer, typed out the requisite letter stating that we could enter Pakistan at any entry
point/check post. Amazing! Chaudhary Sahib inked Kinm's passport number onto the letter. We'd
done it! In less than two hours, we had official permission to cross the Dilisang Pass from
Afghanistan into Pakistan, where we would report to the Sost entry checkpost.

Later that afternoon, much to our surprise, Alam announced he had second thoughts about
accompanying us becausetheletter did not mention hisname! Wereiterated that Sultan had told the
Deputy Secretary that we would be accompanied by alocal person, and that the Deputy Secretary
thought that agood, even essentid thing, but Alam was ill perturbed. He stated flatly that unless
his name was added to the letter, he refused to crossthe border from Afghanistan into Pakistan, and
furthermore, herefused to return aone from Wakhan, fearing that he might be arrested if he returned
without the two Americans. This, of course, threatened to scuttle our entire program. We had no
time left. Our flight to Kabul was the next morning. But, we agreed to return to the Ministry of
I nterior and request that his name be added. We persuaded Sultan that he, too, must accompany us,
though he was highly reluctant to risk asecond venture into deepest bureaucrecy.

That evening, after dining on kabobs and nan, we bought food supplies at one of the upscade
marketsin Jnnah Super. Coffee, macaroni, tea, milk powder, porridge- dry food that would sustain
us through Wakhan. Very little besides MRES (meals-ready-to-eat) was available in Kabul, we'd
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been told.

At 9 am. the next day, we breezed into the minigry compound and returned to “R” Block.
Alam waited in the car with the driver, while John and Sultan went in, taking Alam’s passport and
Pakistani National Identity Card with them. But the trio of door-keepers would not give us a pass
to see the Section Officer on the 6th floor or the Deputy Secretary on the 4th floor. Without an
appointment we were rebuffed. Redizing we would not get by these three men, weleft the building
and once outsde, Sultan began working his cell phone. He soon had things smoothed out, and we
re-entered the Ministry of Interior and proceeded to the 4th floor, proper dip in hand. Inside the
Deputy Secretary’ soffice, we handed him Alam’s passport and identity card, explained our dilemma
and requested him to add Alam’ s name to the letter.

“But where is this person?’ he asked. “Let me see him.”

Sultan leapt to his feet and headed down to the Corolla, returning with Alam. The occasion
cdled for some ceremony and soon we were all served cups of green teawith sweet biscuits on the
side. The Deputy Secretary and his severd cronies conferred and decided they should consult their
Joint Secretary. After taking our letter and Alam’sdocuments to his superior, the Deputy Secretary
returned and pronounced that there was no need for Alam’s name to be on the letter, because after
al, Alamis Pakistani, and cannot be kept out of his own country. Redlizing that no new letter will
be forthcoming, nor the existing |etter amended, John enquired of the Deputy Secretary if he might
be contacted in the event of any problem. He could hardly say no, and we carefully noted his name,
title, office and telephone number as he reassured us that we could proceed with out program.
Thanking him, we quickly got up and left the office before anyone could change their mind. We had
seriously tempted fate by twice entering the Pakistani bureaucracy, but somehow, we had succeeded.
It wasnow 11:00 am. and we had to get to the arport.

We quickly settled our hill a theguest house, loaded our bags into the same Corol | g, thanked
Sultan as we bid him farewell, and headed to the Islamabad airport for our flight to Kabul. Check-in
at the airport went smoothly. Waiting for our flight, we glanced through the newspaper and came
across an item stating that the U.S. and Pakigtan had just signed a debt relief agreement worth $495
million. Perhaps the remarkable good will and cooperation we received from the Pakistani
government came on those nearly half a billion dollar coat tails!

Kabul to Faizabad: Meeting General Warduk
Peering out the window of our Pakistan International Airlines' Boeing 737 flight we saw Afghanistan
fromtheair. Along the Kabul River the land wasgreen, but barren everywhere ese. The Peshawar-
Jalalabad-Kabul road, mostly unpaved, wound towards Kabul. A few vehicles were visible on it.
Flying low, we came in over the arrport and touched down into a scary landscape. Rusting vehicle
hulks, bodieswithout motorsor whedlslinedtherunway. Old, inoperativeaircraft were parked along
the tarmac, which was potholed in places. Many International Security Force (INSF) cargo planes
sat near the termind where our planetaxied to ahalt. We disembarked and walked acrossthetarmac
to the terminal where a huge portrait of Ahmed Shah M asood welcomed usto Afghanigan. No real
customs check here - our passports were stamped and we walked out of the airport with our bags.
The idea of going to Kabul was more mentaly taxing than thereality. We had very littleidea
what to expect and were relieved to see Amir with his red Pgjero and driver. Our long drive into
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town took us through an upscae neighborhood and past the United States Embassy. All along the
road were waled compounds, with concrete vehicle barriers at their corners and a heavily armed
security presence at their solid sted blast gates. The rest of Kabul was dusty and mud-walled, but
clearly “under construction.” Our guest house, the Park Palace, was also awalled compound with
asteel gate and armed guards. No sign marked its presence. The rooms were clean, with attached
bathroom, a big bed, ceiling fan and satellite TV. The other guests al seemed to be aid and
development workers and dection officids, herefor along say.

The next morning John and Amir went to pick up our tickets for the Kabul-Faizabad flight
booked on PACTEC, one of the humanitarian air service companies operating in Afghanistan. The
gmall ten-passenger plane had strict weight limits - 20 kilograms per person, including carry-on.
Because we were carrying food for our trip, our luggage totaed 90 kilograms - 30 kilograms
overweight. At the PACTEC office, Johntriedto buy afourth seat, but the flight was full. PACTEC
told uswewould have to cal them at 8 p.m. the night before the flight to confirm the exact departure
time once they received their amended schedule form Regional Air Movement Control in Qatar.

Holding Faizabad tickets, but with our travel logisticstill very unclear, John and Amir drove
to the Afghan Tourist Organization (ATO) near the airport to get a Wakhan permit. Rusted vehicle
hulks lay behind the building, typical debris in the post-war Kabul landscape. Dr. Hessamuddin
Hamrah, the ATO president, welcomed usinto hisspaciousoffice, graced by Marco Polo sheep horns
mounted on thewall. After ligening to our program, the president called in his assistant, Basir. The
three of us, John, Amir, and Basir, went to Basir's much smaller office, where we met Rauf and
Khalil, ATO guides. Basir explained that we would need an AT O guidewith usasfar as Sarhad, the
end of the road in Wakhan. After that, they agreed, we could proceed with locd guides. The rate
for an ATO guidewasU.S. $60 per day, plustransportation costs. Basir said we would need to pay
the guidefor ten days, whichincluded hisreturnto Kabul. Fortunately, Basir was surethat a seat for
the guide could be managed on KamAir, a new domegtic airline that had just days ago begun
commercid service between Kabul and Faizabad. At 4,000 afghanis for the round-trip ticket, it was
slightly less expensive than our PACTEC seats. Basir appointed Abdul Khalil to be our guide, and
John advanced Khalil US$200 - $80 for his KamAir ticket and $120 so he could purchase what
supplies he would need. Basir and Rauf typed out a letter to the Ministry of Interior requesting
permisson for our itinerary. They carefully examined our letter from the Pakistani government and
proceeded to prepare an even more detailed letter that actually mentioned we would depart
Afghanistan from Wakhan and arrive in Pakistan at Sost, the Pakistani immigration post. John and
Amir departed ATO with Khalil and dropped him a KamAir to buy his ticket. He would then take
our paperwork to the Ministry of Interior and the following afternoon come to our guest house.

The next day Khalil arrived, greeted us, and announced we should al go together to the
Ministry of Interior and bring our passports. Khdil haled alocal taxi outside our guest house - a
beat-up old Corolla - and we drove to Passport Lane, one block from the ministry. We could go no
closer, and we walked the last block. At the entrance was amandatory frisk search, with separate
rooms for men and women. Kim proceeded into the women’s room, while Khalil, Alam and John
went into the men’s. Reunited inside, we headed toward the rear of the large compound, past INSF
Stryker armored vehicles, artillery placements, and too many armed uniformed Afghanarmy soldiers
to count. At therear of the compound, we entered a small building, passed through another security
point, and came into an office where two uniformed army men and a uniformed woman typist were
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busily working on our papers. Khalil sat near one of the men, and they began to whisper busly, no
doubt about us. One of the men struck up a conversation in broken English with John as he made
entriesin Persganin alargeledger book. Uncertain, wesat, hopefully. Suddenly athick-set manwith
short, almost spike-ish hair and exaggerated wild eyes came in. His green army uniform had four
stars on the red shoulder boards.

“Who wantsto go to Wakhan?’ he asked. John stood and shook his hand, and he continued
to hold onto John’s hand. “Come with me,” he ordered. “All of us?’ John asked. “All,” he said,
“who want to go to Wakhan.” Holding John by the hand, he led usinto his office. “Wakhan,” he
asked, “so who will look after your security there?” Johnreplied that United Nations personng who
drove to Sarhad in Wakhan last year reported it to be the safest place in Afghanistan.

“Where are you from?’ he asked. “California,” replied John. “Which part?’ “Santa Cruz,”
replied John ashe handed him his University of Caifornia, Santa Cruz businesscard. Ashe took the
card from John, his head trembled dlightly in an involuntary, nearly steady tremor. His hands
remained calm, though, so hisshake seemed not Parkinsonism, but perhapsfrom awound. “I’ ve been
there,” he remarked, “ drove trucks through there. | lived in the San Fernando Valley. Reseda. My
family still lives there. I'maU.S. citizen, adual national. We are colleagues, you and I, from the
same place. | should do what | canto help you.”

We were astonished at what we were hearing. This guy was speaking English with a
California accent! He liked us, as though we were neighbors or something. “My name is General
Zamay Warduk, Head of Foreign Affairs at the Ministry of the I nterior. Here's my phone number,”
and hewrote hisname and number on apieceof paper which he handed to John. “Anytimeyou guys
arein Kabul, give me acall. We'll have dinner together.” Later we |learned that he was also former
Deputy Minister of Defence and a mujahideen hero.

It was too much. This guy looked like the mad scientist/renegade generd from some
Hollywood ‘B’ movie, but here hewas, the biggest generd in Kabul, our friend. “Really, anything
| can do to help you guys, you just let me know. Y our papers are ready. | already approved and
signed them. | just wanted to meet you guys.”

We departed the Ministry of Interior with a letter, containing our names and passport
numbers, that declared we would travel to Wakhan for three weeks, and then exit Wakhan to Sog,
Pakistan! Alam was pleased to read his name on a list & last. We stopped to make multiple
photocopies, onefor each of us and many extras. With all these permits, we were now just too legit
to quit, and on our way to some kind of real adventure.

Early the next morning our alarm rang, even though our flight was not scheduled to depart
until 11:20 a.m. Khalil wasflying to Faizabad on KamAir, and John went with Khalil to the airport.
Our ATO guide had agreed to carry one food duffel so that we would meet the strict weight limit of
our humanitarian air serviceflight. Khalil had almost no baggage himself, so it was easy for him. The
KamaAir flight, scheduled for 7:30 am., had not even arrived in Kabul until 8:00 am. The check-in
was fagt - KamAir had no counter and no scale - just a guy with alig taking ticketsin one corner of
the Kabul airport departure area. No one even looked at the bright ydlow duffel holding our food,
and Khalil had to put the baggage tag on it himself. Off he went, and not long after, Kim and Alam
arrived to meet John at the arport.

Our PACTEC flight was departing from a separate location, so we trooped out across the
runway and sat inthe shade of the PACTEC hanger. The staff meticulously weighed our bags, our
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handbags and even us! The twin-engine turbo-prop Beechcraft King Air 200 would carry ten
passengers plus pilot and co-pilot over the Hindukush Rangeto Faizabad. We got in, fastened our
seat belts and took off, climbing rapidly to 24,000 feet. It was a one-hour flight to Faizabad, which
had no terminal and arunway covered by linked metal plates - the kind used by militaries for quickly
establishing a hard-surface runway. We hitched a ride into town with a Toyota pick-up truck
operated by a French humanitarian medical service that had brought two people to the airport. They
took our seats on the PACTEC flight, which continued on to Kunduz and Taugan.

Faizabad, the capital of Badakshan Province, lay along the Kokcha River. Dry hills rose
above the town, which was several kilometers from the airport. We passed through a long bazaar
aswewound into Faizabad. At the center of the market we came to the public hotel, but it was not
for us. Thedriver suggested that we should go to the government guest house near theriver. We
hired avaninthe market and soon were walking up the several flights of concrete stairsto the Pamer
Club, anewly decorated guest house perched on a giant rock that stuck out into the Kokcha River.
“Good for security,” remarked Alam.

The Pamer Clubturned out to betheformer residenceof Burhanuddin Rabbani, a Tajik leader
who was once president of Afghanistan and belonged to the Northern Alliance that fought with the
Americansto defeat the Tdiban. We settled into our room overlooking the river and asked for some
food. We were the first guests of this place, and we didn’t mind the lack of electricity, as it was
clean, pleasant, and evidently secure. After kabobs, nan and pulao for lunch, Alamand Khalil headed
into the bazar for kerosene, sogp, utendls and sugar. Kerosene proved hard to find. In Badakshan,
people were burning diesel fud in their lamps, and kerosene could be found only at a shop near the
airport, where it was being sold as ‘aviation fuel.” That afternoon, we began negotiations with a
young driver of aToyota TownAce4WD vantotake usto Sarhad. He had beentherebefore, he told
us, and we agreed on a price of $400 - expensive, but we had no other options for the three-day
drive.

Faizabad to Sarhad: The End of the Road in the Wakhan

There were no jeepsor other rugged vehicles for hirein Faizabad. All the best vehicles and drivers
were working for aid organizations - UNOPS, the United Nations Office of Project Services, the
World Food Programme, UNICEF, the Aga Khan Devdopment Network. So we had to settle for
the little 4WD van. Idris, the young driver, turned out to be arelative of the driver for the French
ad organization who brought us from the airport into town. |dris assured us he knew the way to
Wakhan.

The next morning, Khdlil took our permit letter from General Warduk to the Badakshan
authorities, and returned with letters from them granting us permission to travel to Wakhan and the
Little Pamir. Thank you General Warduk. We loaded our bags into the van, paid our hill (a
staggering $130), and set out on the rough dirt road for Baharak, the only major town and bazar
between Faizabad and Wakhan. We hoped to reach | shkashim, the district headquarters of Wakhan,
located along the Amu Daryaby evening. Though the countryside looked peaceful, we kept inmind
awarning we read in Kabul, “Do not walk off the road to find a bush to spring a leak behind - you
may walk into aminefield.” Good advice. Along the way we passed the occasional shel of atank
or an armored personnel carrier, grim reminderstha war had raged here, too.
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Baharak, a two-hour drive from Faizabad, had a big bazaar. We stopped at the Aga Khan
Development Network (AKDN) compound and asked about two Pakistani friendswho wereworking
there. They, however, had left on home leave, and we drove on. The villages beyond Baharak had
one crop ripening in their fields - opium. Harvest was underway, and Khdil told us that Pakistani
smugglers had comeinto these villages now to purchase the raw opium, which would be converted
to heroinin labs along the Pakistani-Afghan border. Village men, carefully incising the poppy bulbs
to allow the gummy resin to ooze out, hardly noticed us aswe drove by. Too apprehensive to stop,
we kept driving. Opium is amulti-billion dollar crop for Afghanistan and with that kind of money
on the line, smugglers might not hesitate to eliminate a couple of nosy Americans.

Aswedrove higher in elevation, the poppieswere Hill in bloom and not yet ripe for harved.
The fields of maroon flowers were gorgeous. Occasiona fields had red and white flowers.
Badakshan, one of the primary opium producing districts of Afghanistan, seemed to have no
regriction on growing, and farmers had gone amost exclusively for poppy production. We drove
for hours alongside field after fidd.

The rough track wound upwardsthrough granite gorgeswherewat erfals tumbled down cliff
faces. Low cloudsblocked our view of the 7,000-meter Hindukush peaks of Noshag and Tirich Mir
on the Pakigani border. We reached a grassy, well-watered plain at about 8,000 feet. The village
of Zebak was near here, from where aroad headed over the Dorah Pass to Chitra in Pakistan. This
was amajor mujahideen route during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. We reached thetop of
our climb, near 9,000 feet, and began descending towards the Amu Daryaand | shkashim.

It was nearing 5:00 p.m. when we entered I shkashim’s small bazaar and turned right at the
solitary crossroads. We passed the government guesthouse on the outskirts of the bazaar and went
down to the AKDN compound. Khdil told ustha camping in Ishkashim was not safe. Opium
smugglers operated here, taking drugs across the river into Tgjikistan. We could see large, well-lit
buildingsand vehicles driving on paved roadsacrosstheriver in Tgjikistan. But herein Afghanistan,
the roads were rough and electricity was provided by small portable generators.

At the AKDN compound, we parked our vehicle, greeted the staff, and arranged to stay the
night in their small guest house. Soon we were invited for dinner of meat and potato stew with dabs
of Afghani bread, and we talked about Wakhan over dinner with the AKDN staff.

Beyond Ishkashim, the road through Wakhan was decidedly rougher. Built just afew years
ago by AKDN, it had seen no real maintenance since. There were no bridges spanning theriversthat
pour down the northern flanks of the Hindukush from glaciers high above. V ehicles must have high
clearanceto drive through these torrents. Four particularly large streams lie ahead, and the AKDN
staff was skeptical about our littlevan getting through. They named thevillageswherewewould face
difficult river crossings - Khandud, QilaPanja, Wardi and Issik. Idris drove back into I shkashimto
fill his fud cans with diesdl, and Khalil took one of the Faizabad letters to the Wakhan digrict
authorities. They soon returned, bringing ayoung boy with them. Hewas the son of Fir Shah | smail,
the politica head of Wakhan and the spiritua leader of the lsma’ili Muslim population of Wakhan.
The boy had finished school in I shkashim and wanted to go to his father’s house in QilaPanja. We
made room for him in our van and departed | shkashim.

Following the southern bank of the Amu Darya, our road wasjust atrack over thestony river
bed. By noon we reached Khandud, alarge village, and stopped for lunch at the home of Mullah
Mohammad, a Wakhi man who had traveled to Pakistan. Khalil took his second Faizabad letter to
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the local commandant and returned with a hand-written note for the commandant in Qila Panja.

Beyond Khandud, we came to the first difficult river. Idristook one look at it and sad his
vehicle could not crossthe stream. “Perhaps in the morning?’ we asked, but Idrishad lost his desire
to go on. We returned to Khandud and Mullah Mohammad’ s home. |dris wanted to go back to
Faizabad, but he also wanted to get paid the entire amount, even though we were gill aday’ s drive
from Sarhad and the end of the road. He had never been beyond I shkashim, and had no idea about
theroad to Sarhad. Nothing was resolved, and we pitched our tent on agrassy terrace beside Mullah
Mohammad’ s house. Our hosts prepared a feast for dinner - rice pulao, chicken, potatoes, yogurt
and nan. After dinner, they hauled out aTV and DV D player and proceeded to show Bollywoodfilms
dubbed in Persan. When they switched to Iranian music videos showing bikini-clad women, we
thanked our hosts and went outsdeto our tent. Herein Wakhan, among Wakhi people, we were at
last safe from the drug mafia and Taliban remnants.

We dept soundly in the fresh air, and enjoyed a big breakfast of bread, butter and tea in
Mullah Mohammad's home. It was clear that I dris would not continue and that Khalil would also
returnwith him. We liked Khalil, who had worked hard on our behaf. But he could not risk getting
stranded in Wakhan. Khalil told Idris he could have the full $400, but that Idris must then find
another van to take usto Sarhad, and pay for that van from the $400! |driswas not happy. The
Khandud traffic policeman also came and took Idris asde. In his green uniform and tall-brimmed
white officer’s hat, he was a curious presence in Khandud, where there was almost no traffic. But
he lent his authority and told Idristhat he could not just abandon us. T he traffic policeman brought
another driver, who agreed to take us to Sarhad in his Toyota Hi-Ace for $150. It was a bigger
vehicle with higher clearance, and the driver had beento Sarhad. But Idris refused to accept just
$250 for driving us from I shkashim to Khandud and demanded $300. Finally, we explainedto Khalil
that we only had $400 for trangport and another $400 left to pay to him. Of the $400 for trangport
wewold have to pay $150 to get to Sarhad, which left $250 for Idris. Khalil, who was both quick-
witted and generous, understood that the only way hewould get back to Faizabad wasif hetook $50
of his $400 and gaveit to Idris.

“Itisenough”, hesaid, “but let me have the full $650 now. If | pay Idrishismoney now, he
will find away to leave me before we reach Faizabad. | will hold all the money and pay him $300
when we reach Faizabad. For me, $350 is good.”

We gave Khdlil the $650 and loaded our bags into the larger Toyotavan. We could not have
gotten thisfar without Khalil, and we fondly bid him farewell. He said he would take the bus from
Faizabad back to Kabul, and savethe air ticket expense, as well as the lodging expense in Faizabad,
thereby more than making up for the $50 he would give Idris. He was happy, and we were findly
on our way again.

The Toyota Hi-Ace crossed the river easily, whose water level was now much lower than
yesterday afternoon, and we continued to Qila Panja. Pir Shah Ismail’s home was large, with a
shaded garden. We sat inside, and had delicious yogurt and bread. People stopped continuously to
greet Pir Sahib, amild, soft-spoken but decisive middlie-aged man. Heclearly waswell-respected and
widded considerable authority. Hewasgrateful to usfor bringing his son from I shkashim and invited
us to stay, but we were eager to move on. We presented him with a small watermelon we had
purchased in Faizabad and he gave us each knitted woolen knee-high stockings of typical Wakhi
design. He was very glad to meet an American who knew Wakhi language, and as we departed,
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embraced John, kissang him lightly on the cheek.

Just beyond Pir Sahib’s compound, the local commandant, armed with an automatic rifle,
stopped us. We showed him our letter from Khandud and he waved us on. Thank you General
Warduk, thank you K halil!

QilaPanjasits at the confluence of the Wakhan and Pamir Rivers. The Pamir River descends
from the Big Pamir and Lake Sarikol. We followed the larger and wider Wakhan River upstream
towardsthe Little Pamir. Our driverswere two young Pathans from Kabul, here, they said, to make
money. They soon proved themselves, however, to be masters at getting the vehicde stuck. They
were abysmal drivers and had little idea about how to drive through sand and mud. We just hoped
they didn't plunge the van off the narrow road into the raging river below! By evening, we were
finally nearing Sarhad. Here, the river braided across an enormous silty plain, remnants of aformer
lakebed. Verdant grassrimmed theborders of the plain, with occasional Wakhi househol ds perched
onthehillside. Cows, sheep and goats, and occasional yaks and two-humped Bactrian camels grazed
the grassy verge. Near one village named Chilkand, the villagers had blocked the road because
beyond, they told us, the road was washed out and we could not proceed. We were only three
kilometers from Sarhad, but we would haveto spend the night at Chilkand. The devation was now
higher than 3,000 meters and we relished the thought of sleeping in our tent. 1t had taken us eight
hours to drive 100 kilometers, about 12 kph!

We camped at Chilkand, whereahugerock rose abovetheriver bed. The Russians, wewere
told, built their base ontop of it. Asusual in aWakhi settlement, a large bow! of yogurt arrived for
us, and the local people told us that there was another vehicletrack to Sarhad running between the
massverock and theriver.

Inthemorning, our two Kabul driversgot the vehicle stuck several timesin the soft turf near
the river bed and finally, half way between Chilkand and Sarhad, became irrevocably mired in the
boggy ground. It wasthe end of the road for us. We happily unloaded our bags, picked them up,
and carried themon thirty minutes to Sarhad. On a grassy knoll next to the village, we pitched our
tent. On the other side of the settlement we found amildly sulphurous hot spring, enclosed in abath
house. 1t would be our last hot bath in weeks, and for just 10 afghanis, we were clean. Our friends
from Chilkand organized ayak for our onward journey, and we enjoyed ares day in Sarhad.

“Cometo my home, meet my wife and family, take pictures” proclaimed one man. A young
boy stopped at our tent to offer usatrout he had just caught in theriver. Shy young girls offered to
bring spring water for usto drink. All in all, Sarhad was a friendly village, but the headman told us
that infant mortality was high - more than a hundred children died last winter. UNICEF had just
begun operating schoolsintentsin Chilkand, and asmall British NGO wasattempting to begin basic
hedth care. Remote Sarhad, which means ‘border’ lay just north of the grassy Broghil Pass, which
leadsinto Pakistan. The Wakhi people here still have problems with opiumaddiction, and food is not
sufficient to feed everyone year round.

We had beentold that last year people in Wakhan accepted, infact wanted, Pakistani rupees
and that nobody wanted afghanis, asthe Afghanistan currency wascdled. But thisyear wasdifferent.
Supplieswere now beginning to come from Afghanistan, and in Sarhad, people wanted afghanis, or
“Karzais’ asthey fondly termed them after the current president of Afghanigan. We only had 750
afghanis when we left Kabul - about $16 - and now we had even less. We had a suitcase load of
Pakistani rupees that weren’t going to help much here. The local economy was rebounding (even
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though the Afghani economy was highly overinflated because most transactions were conducted in
U.S. dallars), and local people had less of aneed for rupees becausethere was less need for themto
travel to Pakistan since the fall of the Tdiban and arrival of international aid two years ago. We
managed to exchange some of our rapidly-dwindling supply of $100 hills for Afghani notesto pay
the Wakhi man who would accompany usto the Little Pamir and whose yak would carry our bags.
So far, so good, and with the blessing of esteemed war hero General Warduk and revered religious
leader Pir Shah Ismail, we set out the next morning.

Wakhan: Trekking from Sarhad to Kashch Goz

Finally after months of planning and anticipation, we were on foot heading to theLittle Pamir. Even
though we' d spent almost two daysin Sarhad and met nearly everyonein the village, questions arose
on the morning of our departure. “How will you go to the Pamir?’ The question puzzled us at first
until we realized they were talking about a woman walking to the Pamir. Local Wakhi women go
to summer pastures with their husbands and children as far as three days' journey beyond Sarhad.
But, they onlyrideonyaks. And, the Pamir - inthelocal context - referred to the Little Pamir, which
was the territory of the Kyrgyz not the Wakhi. Wakhi women don’t go to the Pamir. We assured
our new friends that we were both cgpable of walking to the Pamir, but they were skeptical.

Wewereso eager to start that we hadn’t really discussed what thetrek to the Little Pamir and
the Wakhjir Vdley would belike. Weknew it couldn’t be as physcally difficult as many of the treks
and mountaineering routes we had done in Karakoram. Our journey was to the headwaters of a
major river, so we thought we would just follow theriver upvalley. We soon realized that wasn't the
case.

West of Sarhad the Wakhan River was braided into many channels filling the wide vdley.
East of Sarhad, theriver emerged dramatically fromadeep gorge. Two routesled east to the Pamir,
ariver routeand ahighroute. Both routes bypassed thisfirst gorge and crossed two mountain passes
before descending to a place called Borak at the confluence of the Borak and Wakhan Rivers. At
Borak, the two routes diverged. Theriver route continued through the Wakhan River gorge, but in
midsummer, the water was so high asto make the river route nearly impassable. It would be possible
to scramble up and down steep ravinesto avoid the high water, but local people preferred the high
route as easier and shorter at this time of year. We would follow the high route, which certainly
wasn’t shorter according to our mapsand crossed two more mountain passes en route to the Kyrgyz
settlements in the Little Pamir. We were accompanied by Nek Bakht (“fortunate”) Shah, who was
taking two yaksto hisfamily’s summer settlement near the Little Pamir. One of hisyakswould carry
our bags and the other would carry his supplies.

Our first day was unexpectedly strenuous. We hadn’t had any exercise during the more than
aweek it took us to reach Sarhad, and we found the steep ascent tiring. Leaving the river valley
immediately, the trail ascended and crossed Daliz Pass (4,267 meters). Daliz Pass was really two
diginct passes, whichwetook to calling Daliz Saddle and Daliz Pass. (One map labeled thefirst pass
Daliz Pass and the second pass Kotd-e-Toghuz. Local Wakhi people disagreed with the first name
and had never heard of the second name.) Daliz Pass itsdf was a broad meadow carpeted with
wildflowers offering views to the north side of the Hindukush Range. We descended from the pass
and traversed into a deep, birch-filled ravine called Shaur to camp. What it lacked in level ground
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it made up for in mosquitos, but our grassy campsite adjacent to a clear sream seemed pleasant
nonetheless.

We climbed out of the ravineto traverse level pasture occupied only by marmots, although
several huts showed Wakhi herders occasionally used the pasture. From aviewpoint high above the
river, we could seethe confluence of the Borak and Wakhan Rivers. Our juniper-dotted descent led
to awooden footbridge, one of only two footbridgesin the Little Pamir, that spanned the blue waters
of the Borak River just below the mouth of a narrow gorge.

Beyondthat footbridge, the highrouteclimbed steeply, leaving the Wakhan River and heading
north towards Tajikigan. It hardly seemed the right direction since we wanted to go to Pakistan.
But north we went into the Shpodkis (“rhubarb”) Valey. At the summer settlement of Alimi, we
visited with five Wakhi households grazing their sheep and goats. In Wakhi society, women
shepherd thelivestock. Men accompany womento protect them from Kyrgyz menwho aso frequent
thearea. The Wakhi people had dogs to help guard their livestock from predators. Having heard of
chronic food shortages in the Wakhan, we wondered what thedogs ate. They drink buttermilk (left
from making butter) and hunt marmots, welearned. Continuing upvalley, wearrived at the summer
settlement of Digarch. It was one of the worst camp sites we'd encountered, with no flat areas
anywhere and water that was beyond sty - it was pure mud. The shepherds greeted us warmly,
though, and brought usthe traditional bow! of yogurt.

As we set off the next morning, we watched the Digarch shepherds preparing to move to
greener pastures higher upvalley. This seasonal migration of livestock and people is called kuch in
the Wakhi language. From ahillside abovether settlement, we watched the kuch assemble, loading
al their goods onto yaks while the dogs ran back and forth, excited by the bustle of departure.
Midmorning we stopped at Sang Nevishta, which means “written ontherock” in Persan. Thisbroad
area, where numerous boulders dot low ridges above grassy meadows, was more than one square
kilometer. Mostly we found petroglyphs of ibex and bow hunters, suggesting an ancient history of
ibex hunting here. The boulders had some writing in Persgan, but no Tibetan or old Sanskrit
inscriptions. Between the boulder-covered hills lay grassy areas and five mud-and-stone walled
Wakhi houses. Nearby weretwo fdt yurtsand aclear sream.

Our hosts at Sang Nevishta brought acarpet outside for usto sit on and soonwewerefilling
our bdlieswith more yogurt, bread and tea. The bread in the pastures, called khista, was made with
milk rather than water, and had a deightfully rich taste, perfect for hungry trekkers. While we were
eating, the kuch arrived from Digarch. The yaks were piled high with cauldrons, bedding and
household implements, while large mastiff-like dogs trotted beside them. The men were on foot,
while the women rode on yaks. Young children clung behind their mothers, while infants rode in
cloth-draped cradles perched on the backs of yaks. The women we had met are Digarch were
completely veiled with bright red scarves across their face, covering their nose and mouth, and red
shawls around their shoulders. Onewoman woreafull burqa, the conservative covering that hasonly
amesh opening for nose and eyes, but in ashockingly bright shade of scarlet! The Digarch kuch also
stopped at Sang Nevishtafor bread and tea.

The path through the broad, al pine ShpodkisV alley led through swathes of yellow potentillas
and pale bluemint. We passed by Wuch Raowen and Math Khuf with more shepherdsand livestock.
Ahead, we saw some Kyrgyz ridersacross theriver, coming our way. Oneof themrode over to greet
us, and invited us to vist hisyurt when wereached the Kyrgyz camp in the Little Pamir. We walked
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farther upvalleyto Barnoz, an unoccupied pasure area, wherewe pitched our tent beside alarge clear
and cold stream.

The next morning we woke at our usual time, 5 am. By 7 a.m., wewerewalking acrossthe
head of the valley turning east aswewent up thegrassy slopestowards Uween-e-Sar (4,887 meters),
our third mountain pass. Marmot burrows unearthed and opened from above testified to brown bear
presence here. Aswe neared the pass, we left vegetation behind and crossed a nearly level broad
stretch to the pass, marked by stone cairns. We descended to the first tarn, where our companions
complained of tutek - atitude symptoms- so we stopped for tea.

Continuing down, weleft the snow and small glacier and soon reached the grassy floor of the
valley. Kyrgyz cal thisvaley Ghorumeh (Garumdee) and the Wakhi refer to it as Waramdih, “the
place after the rocks.” Wakhi riders on horse and yak overtook us as we forded to theriver’s east
bank. They were from Digarch and were going to the Kyrgyz camp to buy livestock. They rode
along with usaswe waked south downvalley to Ghareen, Nek Bakht Shah’s pasture settlement. Our
friends crossed to the river’s west bank to stay at his house, while we pitched our tent on a grassy
spot on the east bank. Nek Bakht's dder brother forded the thigh-deep river to bring us the
traditional welcoming bowl of yogurt.

Tired from crossing the pass, we dlept late, not arising until 5:30 am. Our route took us
south high above the river and turned east into the Agbelis Vdley that would take us over Agbelis
Pass (4,595 meters) or Kotal-e-Agbelis, and into the Little Pamir. Agbeliswaslovey, carpeted gold
with potentillas. Just before the gentle pass, we stopped near a large lake for tea and bread.
Refreshed, we crossed the broad, grassy pass and descended into the expansve Pamir-e-Kochak or
Little Pamir. It was not so little, and ahead some fifty miles distant we saw Chagmagtin Lake
sparkling in the sun.

Weturned southwardsto Kashch Goz, aKyrgyz summer camp of fiveyurts, whose headman,
Jan Boi, greeted us at the mud-walled visitors' house. Severa other Wakhi men from Sarhad were
there, purchasing livestock. AnAfghani trader was aso here, bringing grain and opiumto barter with
the Kyrgyz for livestock. He was from Jalalabad, and looked like a Chitrali with hispale skin, green
eyes and curly light brown beard.

Here at Kashch Goz we said goodbye to Nek Bakht Shah and hired ayak from the Kyrgyz
for our onward journey. We decided to spend aday at Kashch Goz to plan thelogisticsfor the next
leg of our journey. We needed to determinethebest route up the Wakhjir Vdley - whether to follow
itstrueright or trueleft bank - and to inquire about Dilisang Pass. After much discussion, we decided
to follow the north side of the Wakhjir River upvalley (itstrue right bank) and then return part-way
downvaley on the south sde (or true left bank).

We visited the yurtsand observed Kyrgyz nomad life hereinthe Little Pamir. We could have
been in another world, another time. We felt very remote and far away from the world we know.
An old man named Kyrgyz Boi told us that there are 107 Kyrgyz households in the entire Little
Pamir, and 78 in the Big Pamir. That would mean between 1,500 and 2,000 Kyrgyz nomads living
in Afghanigan. Therewasno school here, and the children do not read or write. But Jan Boi owned
aSony DVD player and TV, which heranwith adiesel generator. The Kyrgyz riders we met the day
before, we learned, were going to Sarhad to get more diesd for hisgenerator. Pamir video nights,
stoned on opium in ayurt, must be strange indeed.
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Little Pamir: Kashch Goz up the Wakhjir Valley

Wewoketo acloudy sky over Kashch Goz, with even more cloudslooming over the Wakhjir Valley.
Adaham Boi, an old Kyrgyz man whose son, Hidayat, would travel with us, said we must have made
some sort of tawiz (a numerological chart made to produce some desired result) to get clouds and
make lesswater inthe sdestreams that we would have to cross. Hidayat loaded his belongingsonto
his horse, and we loaded ours onto ayak. A young Wakhi lad, a'so named Nek Bakht Shah, came
along to pull the yak viathe rope threaded through its nose.

Weleft the Kyrgyz camp, busy with morning milking, and headed downto crossBozai Darya,
the small, clear sream descending from the Chagmagtin (“flint”) Lake. We crossed the stream above
its confluence with the much larger, glacial Wakhjir River. Above the stream’ s bank sat the domed
tombs called Bozai Gumbaz, “the domes of theelders.” Made of sun-dried brick plastered with mud,
thesetombs arequite old. They have been visited by every Western explorer who previously visited
theregion, and are marked on every map. Therewas no sign of who built them or when - nowriting
to mark who may lie buried inthem. Just the tan domes, rising unexpectedly above the grass-lined
dream. Long strands of barbed wire, left by Russian troops who occupied the site, flanked the
tombs. Acrossthe stream, we found a vast garbage dump - rusted cans, wheel rims, wire and bits
of plagtic for hundreds of yards. It gave us the creeps, and we thought of possible unexploded
ordinance lying amid the detritus.

Weheaded east acrosstheexpansve, sandy floodplain andintothe Wakhjir Valley, ascending
up from the plain to broad terraces above the river’s true right (north) bank. The Kyrgyz nomads
gpend winter in this valley, which, although higher in elevation than Kashch Goz, is less exposed to
the frigid winds that sweep the broad pamir. We passed several of their winter sites, each with a
small house - Qizilotug, Tekeli, Khitai Qeldi, Keskentash. Here, too, numerous clay brick tombs
indicated heavy winter mortdity inthishigh valley. Wakhjir is atypicd pamir valey - the mountains
arejust ragged, crumbly snow-topped peaks, not a al sharp-edged liketheir Karakoram neighbors.
Snow sits easily on them year round, for their slopes are not steep enough for avalanches. Thevaley
floor is broad and U-shaped, scoured by previous glaciation, and well-watered by the continual melt
of the snow above. Thisvalley was once amain branch of the Silk Route. Marco Polo himself may
have traversed the Wakhjir Valley traveling to China. The grass was abundant, and side sreams
offered plenty of water. At Guretuk (“walk past thegrave’), we didjust that to reach asmal Kyrgyz
winter hut. We pitched our tent on agrassy swale next to a clear stream with sweeping views back
down the Wakhjir.

The next day we passed more winter camps each with tombs - Duldul, Karatash and Aqtash
(*whiterock™), the highest Kyrgyz winter site in the Wakhjir. Cloudy weather held, and although it
kept the water leved in the side streams low, it aso kept the air decidedly cool, especialy with the
near-constant downvalley wind in our faces. We looked south across the Wakhjir River towardsthe
mouth of the Kamansu Valley wondering which of the several side valleyswe saw up the Kamansu
might be the one leading to Dilisang Pass. A lammergeier, obvious with its U-shaped tail, soared
overhead, probably looking for marmots. Lammergeiersare a sgn of Mongol royalty and we took
it for agood omen. Hidayat, our Kyrgyz companion, announced that he himself has never been up
the Kamansu Valley. Only his old father had been to the pass. Dilisang would be a mygery for us
to solve.

We continued up the Wakhjir Valley to Diwanasu (“crazy water” or “mad river”), the side
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stream that weweretold would be difficult to cross. But the clouds had done ther part, and theford
was easy. Welearned that to the Kyrgyz in the Little Pamir, “difficult” meansa place whereanimas
cannot go. This was different than “difficult” in the Karakoram, which meant a place that may be
impassable to a person on foot. Fortunately, today Diwanasu was not difficult at al. Ahead, we
found alush grassy areaalong the river to camp. Entranced by thick grass, Hidaya announced we
must stop so his yak and pony could graze to satiation. By the river was a big set of Marco Polo
sheep horns - hunted by Kyrgyz. We fixed soup and dinner to share with everyone - our nightly
custom - and settled in. With lowering clouds, wetightened our tent fly and anchored the lineswith
big rocks.

Rain soon changed to snow and the sound on the tent fly grew soft. By dawn, our tent was
weighed down under the heavy snow load. Half afoot covered the ground outside. Our worries
about our companions in their tent were relieved by the smell of burning yak dung - they had afire
going. Yesterday afternoon we noticed Hidayat gathering dry yak dung, knowing full well what the
weather would bring. Redlizing it wasimpossible to move today, we stayed put. But, our food and
fud werelow, and tomorrow we would haveto go, comewhat may.

More snow fell over night, but by morning it had stopped. As we passed more clay brick
domes upvalley, we saw that rather than tombs these seemed to be shelters - with vents for smoke
high up the dome and atiny, arched ground-level entrance. Thesewere rabot, the travelers’ shelters
found inthe Pamir. Despite the snow and storms, caravans passed through the pamir in winter, the
only timethe Kyrgyz were not inthe pamir. Historicaly, the Kyrgyz were infamous as horse-riding
raiders, descendants of Genghiz Khan who plundered and looted those who crossed their territory
ontheroof of theworld. Only inwinter could the slow caravans be assured of their safety fromraids,
and preferring the cold and storms of nature to the cruelty of men, they chose the arduous winter
crossing of the Pamir. These shelterswerefor travelers unlucky enough to get caught in a sudden
blizzard.

At the base of the Wakhjir Pass, which leadsinto China, wasanother rabot. Ingde, afire scar
on the floor and smoke stains on the roof testified to recent use. At the door was a broken green
glasshottlewith a Chinese labd, seal intact. Evidently, cross-border visitors still used these shelters.
We decided to camp at the base of the pass - anideal spot from which to reach the glacial source of
the Wakhjir and Oxus Rivers, and to explore the upper area below the Afghan-Chinese border.

The Source of the Oxus River: Is there an Ice-Cave?

In 1838 Lieutenant John Wood of the British Navy set out to find the source of the Oxus River. His
account of his great expedition through the Wakhan, Journey to the Source of the Oxus, became a
classic of nineteenth century adventuretravel. Wood, however, put the sourceat Lake Sarikol, which
he dubbed L ake Victoria. Native explorers subsequently hired by the British brought back reports
of other rivers and other sources, casting doubt on Wood's conclusion. Lord Curzon, who later
became Viceroy of India, took akeen interest in finding the source of the Oxus River and in 1894
crossed the Wakhjir Pass from China to confirm that “the ice-cave in the glacier at the eastern
extremity of the Hindu Kush,” was indeed the source of the Oxus not Lake Sarikol. H.W. Tilman
crossed the Wakhjir Pass from Chinain 1947 and wrote about the source of the Oxus:
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“Wood' s great journey of 1838 and his discovery of the lake [Sarikol] to which he gave the
name Victoria was thought to have settled the matter, and the Pamir river issuing from that
lake was held to be the true parent stream. It was upon this geographical basis that the
Boundary Agreement of 1872 with Russia was made. The next daimant was the not very
sgnificant stream [Bozai Darya] which joins the Ab-i-Wakhan [Wakhan River], twenty-five
miles below its glacier source. This stream [Boza Darya|, the Little Pamir, rises inthe hills
near the western end of Chakmaktin lake. To add to the confusion this same lakeis the true
source of the Murghab [River] or Ak-su which, emerging from the eastern end of the lake,
describes a great loop north round the Pamirsin Russian territory and enters the Oxusin the
big bend a hundred miles north of Ishkashim. For many years, this was held to be the main
river by reason of its greater length and volume compared with that of the Ab-i-Wakhan. The
difference in length, if anything at all, is but a few miles, and the volume varies with the
season. Both points were disputed very strongly by Lord Curzon who in 1894 crossed the
Wakhjir [Pass], visted theice-cavegivingbirthtotheriver, andfollowedit downwards asfar
as Sarhad. His exhaustive description and discussion of therival claimsfrom every possible
angle appeared in the Geographical Journal for July, August, and September 1896. The
question is now of purely academic interest. My opinion is worth little, but to my mind,
speaking as a mountaineer, the only fit and proper birthplacefor this mighty river of most
ancient fame is the ice-cave in the glacier at the eastern extremity of the Hindu Kush, at the
innermost heart of Central Asia. For itisariver whosewaters, to use Lord Curzon’' swords,
‘tell of forgotten peoples and secrets of unknown lands, and are believed to have rocked the
cradleof our race.’ ” (Two Mountains and a River, page 625)

Having forded the Bozai Darya at Bozai Gumbaz, it was obvious that the Wakhjir River was the
larger of thetwo riversfeeding the Wakhan and Oxus Rivers. To us, it looked like Curzon wasright.

OnAugust 3, 2004 from our campsiteat the base of the Wakhjir Pass, we headed farther east-
southeast upvalley towards the snowy glacier filling the valley’s head. The rocky riverbank was
dotted with more Marco Polo sheep horns, further evidence of the animal’ s abundance here and its
unlucky fate from rockfal or hunting by hungry Kyrgyz during winter. Within an hour, we caught
our first glimpse of ablack caveinthe glacier’ smouth. Wastheice-caveredly still there? Forty-five
minutes farther we were at the cave (37°02'27.2"'N, 74°2928.8"E), a dark gapping hole at the
glacier’ s terminus whence flowed - icy waters, the source of the OxusRiver. We made it! To the
best of our knowledge, no Westerner had been to the source of the Oxus since Curzonin 1894. We
didn’t linger at the cave (4,554 meters) asthe sky darkened, winds picked up and snow started falling.
By the time we made our way back downvalley to our tent, a huge storm was raging.

Whenwewokethe next morning after asatisfying deep, the sunwas out, quickly melting the
snow. Before leaving the upper Wakhjir Valley, we made an excursion towards the Wakhjir Pass.
We wanted to avoid going near Chinese territory, but were interested in another perspective of the
upper Wakhjir Valley. Heading north, we climbed alongsdethe stream descending from the Wakhjir
Pass itself and within fifteen minutes the distant ice-cave was once again in view. Reaching the
ridgeline, we startled a herd of Marco Polo sheep. Fromthis spot, Lord Curzon, Tilman and others
who crossed the Wakhjir Pass from Chinawould havefirst seen the ice-cave.

Kamansu: The Way to Dilisang
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Elated to have found the ice-cave, we now had to switch gears and begin focusing on our second
objective- finding the Dilisang Passand making our way into Pakistan. Theicy watersof the Wakhjir
River flowed swiftly in front of our camp site. Gathering up our gear, we loaded it onto the yak and
shuttled acrossthe water. Rather than ford the cold, deep river, wetook turnsriding the yak across.
We waked aong the river's true left bank making our way west back downvalley. We quickly
realized that thissideof theriver (thesouth) had more advancing glaciers, rockfal and muddidesthan
the true right (north) bank, which we had previously followed upvaley.

We were in a cheerful mood, warmed by the sun when suddenly a brown bear crossed the
river to our sideright infront of us. Startled, we watched the bear scamper up grassy slopes to feed.
We continued carefully, waking more closely together and looking back over our shoulders for
several minutes to make sure the bear wasn’t following us.

We had seen hundreds of marmots and marmot burrows in the Wakhan, and had remarked
that the greatest threat to our physica well-being was twiging an ankle on one of these holes. After
lunch our yak stepped on top of a marmot burrow and crashed through the earth. Weextracted the
yak and were pleased it hadn’t broken its leg!

We must have walked ourselves into pretty good shape by now, because we walked
downvalley to the confluence of the Kamansu River injus four hours. Bidding afinal farewell to the
Wakhijir, we turned south into the Kamansu Valley, staying high abovethe rocky gorge at its mouth.
This gorge givesthe side valley its name; kaman means “gorge”, and su “water.” From the grassy
slopes above the gorge, we spotted aherd of Marco Polo sheep across the river. Warm afternoon
light guided usto a plain dong theriver above the gorge, a perfect place to camp. Herethe Kamansu
was a raging brown torrent and it took more than an hour of careful searching to find clear water
bubbling up into tiny pools dong its edge. Looking up the Kamansu, the valley gently curved
towards the southeast yielding to higher and snowier peaks and bigger glaciers upvdley.

The name Dilisang was well-known by both Wakhi and Kyrgyz in the Wakhan. We didn’t
meet anyone who hadn’'t heard the name. Yet no one could articulate more than the vaguest of
directions, and only one old Kyrgyz man said he had crossed it, and that had been decadesago. The
word dilisang means “heart of stone” (dil is“heart,” sang, a“stone”) in Persian, implying that only
people with a strong heart who were solid like a rock could cross a pass like Dilisang. We were
going to have to figure this one out for ourselves and prove our di/ was like asang.

We studied our topographic maps again that night, formulating our plan for the pass. We
knew the Kamansu wasthe correct side valley leading to the Dilisang Pass and we knew that wewere
in the Kamansu Valley. The Russian topographic map showed that the Kamansu Valley branched
into five more side valleys. Which one of these five valleyswasthe onewe wanted? After sudying
the maps afinal time, we each weighed in with our opinion. Amazingly, weall agreed that the second
one looked to be the feasble route. Done. We would head for the second side valley.

The next morning, under beautiful blue skieswe left our riversdecamp siteand went upvalley
no more than ten minutes and stopped. Wait! In an instant we realized that we were standing right
in front of the second sde vdley, but how could this be? The landscape was playing a trick of
perspective. We thought that the side valley we saw from last night’s campsite was the first side
valley. It wasn't just the first side valley - it was the first and second sde vdleys. From our camp
site we couldn’t see that the valley split right at the confluence with the Kamansu River. Now we
could seeclearly that the first 9de valey, aimost completdy hidden by a fold in the landscape, was
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right here. It didn’t lead to Pakistan, rather to Mohammad Nazar - aside valley west of and paralld
to Kamansu still in Wakhan.

Elated, we took turns riding the horse across to the Kamansu's true left bank and stepped
across the trickle coming from the firs Sdevadley. A steep grassy slope carpeted with yellow and
orange poppies, potentillas and other fragrant wildflowers led directly into the second side vdley.
Confident wewereinthe right place, wefollowed Marco Polo sheep hoofprintsaong the hillsidefor
an hour high above the deep gorge of the second side valley. We crossed ataus-filled ravine and
cameto a levd, rocky area benesth aglacier that filled the head of the sde valley. Here, along the
true left bank of theglacier’ s outflow stream, we noticed someclear poolsof water. We immediatdy
decided to set camp here and use the rest of the day to reconnoiter the route across the glacier tothe
pass. We called thisplace Dilisang Uween-e-Ben (4,551 meters), which in Wakhi means “the place
at the base of the Dilisang Pass.”

It wasimportant to camp here not only to reconnoiter the route and for acclimatization, but
also to avoid traveling on the softening snow covering crevasses higher up on the gladier. If we
found a pass at the top of the glacier, then the cold night would freeze the surface snow to a solid
crugt that would let us walk quickly and easly to the pass.

We could see no obvious passfrom Dilisang Uween-e-Ben . A rock wall guarded the upper
valley to the right (west), and snowy peaks with fluted slopes and obvious avalanche danger lay
directly south a the head of the valley. The Dilisang Pass had to be around the corner - out of view
to the left (east-southeast) - the only feasible place for a pass. A midday reconnaissance trip along
theglacier’ smargin proved our assumptionscorrect. Tomorrow we would start before sunriseswhen
the snow would be firm, safely bridging any crevasses. The weather was perfectly clear, so we
anticipated a particularly cold night.

Across Dilisang Pass to Misgar

The only published account and previously known crossing of the Dilisang Pass was an accidental
emergency evacuation, made by Franc Shor, aformer Associate Editor of National Geographic, and
his wife Jean Shor more than fifty years ago (“We Took the High Road in Afghanigan,” National
Geographic, November 1950 and After Your Marco Polo). The Shors traveled through
Afghanistan’s Wakhan Corridor and had intended to exit the Wakhan by crossing the Wakhjir Pass
into China, but were turned back short of the pass by armed conflict between the Kyrgyz and
Nationalist Chinese. Their Kyrgyz guidetook them over the“Delhi Sang Pass’ [Dilisang Pasg| into
Pakistan’s Hunza Valley. Jean Shor wrote about their approach to the pass:

“Above us stretched a mile-wide snow field. At its pinnacle was a sheer and forbidding wall
of white, perhaps two hundred yards high. Beyond that we concluded there must be a summit
.. . but where it might lead we had not the remotest idea. . . . For four hours we fought our
way up that dippery, frozen fidd. Beneath six inches of snow was alayer of ice. . . .. We
came findly to the last few hundred feet, steep and dick as aski jump. We had gained two
thousand feet in altitude since we started across thesnow field. Theothe's, like mysdf, were
talkinginair in deep sobs. It was an effort to speak, except in grunting monosyllables. Our
lungs were too busy keeping us dive. Up thislast stretch we clawed our way on hands and
knees, dragging the floundering animas behind us. . .. Wewere numbed by exhaustion, but
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crawled on. . . . Wewere progressing only a few yards at a time, then lying with our facesin
the snow, recovering from the effort of the brief advance, and waiting for another bit of
srength so we could crawl afew yards farther. Finally, as| scraiched my way upward, . .
. we stood together on the roof of the world. We stood on the crest of agreat mountain range
.. . Ahead was the Karakoram Range . . . on either side and behind us, lay the Hindu Kush
(After You Marco Polo, pg. 242-3).”

The Shors' published account lacked any compass directiona points or landmarks and was far too
romanticized to offer auseful description of conditionswe might encounter. Theactual location and
configuration of the Dilisang Passremained a mystery.

The Kyrgyz in Wakhan had historicaly used the Dilisang Pass to trade with the Burusho
people of Misgar in the upper Hunza Valley. A few of the elder Kyrgyz remember crossing the
Dilisang Pass, but the younger generation of Kyrgyz had no idea about the route. The Kyrgyz had
stopped using the Dilisang about twenty-fiveyearsago. The Soviets occupied Afghanistan and put
military postsin the Little Pamir. Around the same time, Pakistan constructed a seventy-kilometer
long jeep road up the Chapursan Vdley to the shrineat Baba Ghundi. With the road came goodsfor
the people of Chapursan and a Pakistan Army post at Baba Ghundi. After the Soviets left
Afghanistan in 1989, the Kyrgyz could eadly crossthe Irshad Uween, another pass on the Afghan-
Pakistani border, and trade with their Wakhi neighbors at Baba Ghundi. The eevation of Irshad
Uweenislower than the Dilisang Pass. It hasno permanent glacier and is |ocated many miles closer
to their summer camps, making the Irshad Uween route much easer and shorter for the Kyrgyz. In
the Little Pamir today, al Kyrgyz men speak Wakhi, testifying to the close relationship they have
cultivated with their Wakhi neighbors. We had previoudy met the Kyrgyz a Baba Ghundi on
numerousvisitsduringthe 1990's. But the old Dilisang route wasnow in front of us, holding answers
to our many questions.

Werose a 3:15 am. on August 6, 2004. By 5 am. we were heading up the firm snow
covering the glacier’s surface and crevasses. The sun was already touching the tips of the snowy
summits visible to the south, so we moved quickly. We ascended nearly 740 meters up five
kilometersof snow-covered glacier to reach Dilisang Pass (5,290 meters) in just two and ahalf hours.
Our relatively smpleand straightforward ascent to Dilisang Passborelittleresemblanceto the Shors
account. Couldthey possibly have crossed adifferent passthan where we stood? 1t seemed unlikely,
unless they had chosen one of the much steeper and more heavily glaciated dopes that led to this
same ridge. On top of the pass, we found numeroustall rock cairns. We had made it.

Fromthe passwe saw the obviousand prominent summit of Qarun Koh (7,164 meters) inthe
digance. The initial 150-meter descent from the pass was steep, and although we encountered a
snow-covered dope, it ismost likely ascree dopein late-summer conditions. No glacier lay on the
Pakistani side of the pass. Once down the initial seep slope, we followed the rocky basin that
descended another 600 metersto Misgar Uween-e-Ben, thehighest grassy spot inthe Dilisang Valley.

Looking back at the pass, it was far more difficult to identify it from the Pakisani sdethan
from the Wakhan side. The pass we had crossed did not appear to be the lowest point on the
ridgeline. That seemed to be to the northwest or left aswe looked back from the Pakistani side. But
that, too, seemed to be atrick of perspective, for the seemingly lower ridge actually lay farther avay,
making the nearer pass we had crossed seem slightly higher in perspective. Approaching from the
Wakhan side, we had no doubt that the passwe crossed was the actual low point on theridge. We

Page 23 of 25



could, however, see how the view from the Pakistani Sde could deceive someone about the actual
low point on the ridge. Perhaps this explained the Shors divergent description - they must have
crossed the higher and steeper ridge, which, from the Pakistani side, appeared to be the pass. Perhaps
it was Burusho from Hunza who had first pioneered the passin order to trade for livestock with the
Kyrgyz, and the Kyrgyz had learned of the pass from the Burusho. Whatever the case, the true
Dilisang Pass is actually at the northern end of the ridge, several hundred meters farther east than
what from the Pakistani side appeared to be the low point on the ridgeline. The numerous large
cairns we found at the top the pass had likely been raised so that anyone approaching from the
Pakistani sde would not be fooled by the perspective. The passwasalso visible farther downvalley
from Misgar Uween-e-Ben, deceptively to the right of what seemed the lowest saddle. Crossing at
that point on the ridgelinewould givethe unpleasant surprise a the top. The descent onthe Kamansu
sideisasteep, fluted snow chutewith avalanche danger and asignificant bergschrund before reaching
the relatively level glacier below.

At Misgar Uween-e-Ben we found abundant grass and water and decided to camp. Misgar
was less than two days wak away. The next morning we were reminded that we were back in the
Karakoram. We had to make a240-meter descent across amassive scree dopeto the Dilisang River,
which we forded to its true right bank. Upstream, we could see Dilisang Sar, a prominent snowy
summit with numerous hanging glaciersaong theridgeline. The next twenty kilometers of the upper
Dilisang Valey was rdentlesdy dry, barren and rocky. The scorching sun super-heated the rock-
walled valley, making it oppressve and unappealing, despite the red and yellow ochre colors shot
through the rock walls.

Relief camewhenwereached agreen grotto, where numerous springswatered copious grassy
willow groves. Below thiswas the highest summer herding settlement in the valley, apparently no
longer much used by Misgar villagers. A short distance below the settlement we hdted for the night
at avery unsteady footbridge spanning the raging Dilisang River. We pitched our tent on a not-so-
leve patch of grassy near adedightful cascade severd minutes’ wak beyond the footbridge. Inthe
morning, the river proved still too tumultuous for our horse and yak to swim, and we led them one-
by-one, unloaded across the shaky bridge.

Once everyone was safely across the river, we proceeded downvalley across seemingly
endless scree opes. Thiswasour last day on thetrail, and it remained rigorous until almost the very
last step. By midday we reached the confluence of the Dilisang and Kilik Rivers where me met the
jeep road to Misgar. Wefindly relaxed aswe waked the last seven kilometers to the village.

And as we processed through Misgar, elderly women came from their fields and houses to
greet usand kissour hands. Schoolchildren rushed to ask us were we had come from. “Pamir,” we
said. “Shimshal Pamir?’ they inquired. “No, Afghan Pamir,” we replied. The astounded villagers
quickly spread the news through the village. They couldn’t believeit. Soon, village men who knew
us from our previous visitsto Misgar came riding dong on their motorcycles. With an infectious
amile on his face, Fida Ali, an old friend, exclaimed in English, “Welcome to Pakistan!” We'd
completed a journey that had once been a dream and now was reality. We'd found our way back
home.
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After You Marco Polo, But After Us . ..

Our partnership embodied not only aspirit of international cooperation and teamwork, but we also
hopeit will act asan antidoteto pervasive stereotypes of Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Pamir and their
Mudim inhabitants as dangerous and inhospitable. We hope our expedition will help offset these
stereotypes and restore some sense that mountain travel and adventurein Mudim population regions
isarewardingand postive experience, withthe samerisks that mountain adventure anywhere on our
planet entails.

Other Westerners have visted the Wakhan' s Little Pamir in the weeks and monthsfollowing
our expedition - a British woman in training for a South Pole expedition went to Chagmagtin Lake,
clamingittostill bethe source of the Oxus River; aworld-renowned Americanwildlife biologist with
an American photographer on a National Geographic Society-sponsored trip to survey Marco Polo
sheep; and our Wakhi friends from the Chapursan Valey in Pakistan who returned to assig the
National Geographic party. It isour hope that many more Western visitors will make their way to
this amazing place.

We had almost no ideawhat to expect in the Wakhan, despite having read, planned and done
our bes to think through the logistics of our trip. Our ability to accept the unexpected and not
burden ourselveswith expectations, which could only be unrealistic (since we' d never beenthere, and
the only book about ajourney there seemed largely like fantasy), helped us succeed. Wethank W.L.
Gore, the explorerswho went before us, and our Wakhi and Kyrgyz friendswho all provided support
and ingpiration.
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