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For Immediate Release 

LONGITUDE EXPEDITION FACES DANGER, DELAYS IN MOUNTAINS OF PAKISTAN

Forced to change their route over the Himalayas because of unrest in Nepal, the team encounters a major challenge on the Pakistan-China border.

TASHKURGAN, China, Sep. 26, 2004 – When you travel any distance by car, you invariably stumble upon a roadblock or two.

The LONGITUDE Expedition team encountered something a little more formidable than a line of construction cones in south central Asia – namely, the Himalayan Mountains.

There are two roads that traverse the world’s highest range. The team planned to cross the Indian-Nepalese border and continue to China, but an uprising led by Maoist rebels made travel through Nepal unsafe. The other path led through the disputed region of Kashmir, across Pakistan’s lawless northern territory and into China by way of the spectacular but treacherous Karakoram Highway.

“We color the countries red, yellow and green based on risk factors,’’ LONGITUDE Executive Director Nick Baggarly said. “When you face a decision between traveling through two red countries, like Nepal and Pakistan, you go through the one that has been dealing with conflict longer.”

Team member Nancy Olson and ``Take Me With You!’’ guest Matt Candelaria took a flight to Kathmandu, ostensibly to see Mt. Everest. But they also were sent to scout out the region, and their report was ominous.

So the decision was made in early September, 2004, to cross through Kashmir and into Pakistan, even though it meant failing to heed a stern warning from the U.S. Consulate and the U.S. Embassy in Islamabad.

The LONGITUDE team braced for a challenge. They understood they would be driving through a remote area where U.S. officials believe Osama Bin Laden is hiding out. They knew they would have to take extra security precautions. And they knew they had to arrive before China’s 55-year anniversary celebration, or the borders would be closed.

They scurried over the world’s highest border at the Khunjerab Pass, survived a twisting road that hugged the cliff face at every turn and managed to avoid slamming into the many fast-moving Pakistani trucks that hauled up and down the thin ribbon of gravel.

The danger was not confined to trucks and steep drop-offs. This engineering marvel of a road was built in an area where there is a measurable tremor every three minutes on average. Karakoram, ominously enough, is Turkish for ``crumbling rocks.’’ 

Crumbling governments are also part of this landscape. The remote mountain towns have long been a bastion for independent kingdoms, fleeing members of the Taliban and possibly Bin Laden himself. The LONGITUDE team kept the lowest possible profile, despite the military and police escorts that accompanied their convoy.

The road wound its way through rocky passes and scattered hills laden with apple trees, wheat and barley. The team passed the turnoff to K2, the second highest mountain in the world. They also saw many works of art on the steep rock faces -- perhaps painted in gratitude of safe passage through the area.

While the people in these gorgeous mountain regions were among the friendliest and most welcoming on the entire expedition, team members were eager to put Pakistan behind them. Reaching the border on Sept. 26, a Chinese soldier debated with them for three hours, then jumped into one of the vehicles. The team was ordered to drive more than 160 miles through the desolate plains of the Xinjiang province to Tashkurgan, the first immigration station. The road was so scarred and pitted that one of the Santa Cruz bikes became unbolted to the back of Rover D1, and nobody heard it fall off. It was never recovered.

In Tashkurgan, the team’s fears were confirmed. Their visas were expired. Chinese officials compelled team members to sign written confessions of their wrongdoing and escorted the convoy back to Pakistan, where Baggarly, Education Director Todd Borgie and a guide had no choice but to backtrack all the way to the Chinese Embassy in Islamabad. They drove more than 20 hours each way, stopping only to refuel. “That’s what we call a three-Red-Bull drive.” Said Baggarly.

Four days later, Baggarly and Borgie reunited with the group and their visas were accepted. But then came the next issue: The Chinese had impounded the Land Rovers until new paperwork could be issued, and a national holiday period had just begun. The team made its way to the crossroads city of Kashgar, where its ancient and colorful marketplace would provide some entertainment during a 10-day wait to free the vehicles.

The total delay was nearly a month and exacted a serious mental toll, but the team members counted their blessings. Vehicles and team were safely across the mountains and on the move again – this time along the fabled Silk Road.

# # #
 

Established in 2002, with headquarters in Los Gatos California, Drive Around the World is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that seeks to inspire a sense of adventure and the tradition of exploration, encouraging people to actively learn about our world and creatively act to understand the humanitarian and environmental problems we face. 

 

Drive Around the World press releases and electronic photos of the LONGITUDE expedition are available on-line in the pressroom section of www.drivearoundtheworld.com
 

To make a drive-a-thon pledge for Parkinson’s research, visit  https://www.parkinsonsinstitute.org/support/drivearoundtheworld
All who support the Parkinson’s research efforts of the Drive Around the World team receive a chance to win a Certified Land Rover Discovery, identical to the vehicles used on the LONGITUDE Expedition.
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The Karakoram highway hugs the Indus River through three, seemingly impassable mountain ranges.
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A LONGITUDE Expedition Certified Pre-Owned Discovery passes a brightly colored Bedford truck
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Map of the Karakoram Highway. The road is purported to be the 8th manmade wonder of the world.
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Team member, Nancy Olson hands two cans of Red Bull to a Pakistani truck driver.
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