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  FOREWORD


  FOR MANY CLIMBERS, K2—even more than Everest—is the ultimate mountain. At 28,250 feet, it is second only to Everest, a scant 800 feet higher. With its classic pyramidal shape, K2 is steep on all sides. It is the perfect embodiment of our mental image of what a great mountain should be like. The climber who has designs on K2’s summit must not only contend with extreme altitude and difficult rock and ice, but with sudden storms that deplete strength and erode willpower. More than 160 climbers have now reached K2’s summit, but for every seven persons who have accomplished this feat, one has died on the descent. In this respect, K2 is four times more deadly than Everest. All told, 49 persons have died in the process of attempting K2. Its reputation as both the most difficult and the most dangerous of the world’s fourteen 8,000-meter peaks is well deserved.1


  In the history of Himalayan mountaineering, the 1953 American expedition to K2 stands out as one of the most memorable. K2: The Savage Mountain, by Charles Houston, Robert Bates and other members of the third American Karakoram Expedition, chronicles their valiant attempt to make the first ascent of K2 after two other American expeditions nearly succeeded in 1938 and 1939. The account of their climb is as riveting today as it was thirty years ago.


  Displaying an abundance of courage, tenacity, and strength in the face of almost overwhelming odds against their safe return, the Charles Houston–led team survived a severe ten-day storm on K2 at 25,000 feet and an accident that almost ended in disaster when virtually the entire team was involved in a fall down the mountain’s exposed upper slopes. Only Pete Schoening’s now legendary ice axe belay saved his teammates from certain death.


  This happened in the midst of their heroic effort to evacuate Art Gilkey from the highest camp. Stricken with blood clots in his leg, Gilkey could not descend without assistance from the others. After the accident, the sick man was lashed to the slope while the climbers injured in the fall were assisted to a nearby campsite. When they returned for Gilkey ten minutes later, to their shock and disbelief he had been swept into the abyss. Gilkey’s death most likely was due to avalanche. But it is not beyond the realm of possibility that Gilkey sacrificed himself to save the others. The answer will never be known. It took the survivors five more storm-filled days to reach the safety of base camp.


  Hillary and Tenzing’s climb to the top of Everest earlier that same summer provided the world with electrifying news. But the events of K2 are the stuff of legends and even more striking with the passage of time. The climbers’ struggle with wind, storm, sickness, high altitude, and the loss of their companion seems more poignant than other expeditions that achieved success. Why is this so? As much as anything, it oddly has to do with the fact they did not succeed. When a mountain is climbed for the first time—particularly if it is an Everest or a K2—there is a great deal of fanfare that attends success. But when the effort falls short of the goal and the climbers are faced with a situation that threatens their lives, it is more compelling. This seems especially true when a tragic dimension is present—as it was on K2 in 1953.


  The most remarkable aspect of the 1953 expedition was the way these men stayed together to the end. There was absolutely no thought of leaving Gilkey to save themselves. They would get down together or not at all. In the years that followed (most notably, during that tragic summer of 1986 when thirteen climbers lost their lives), equally dramatic events have occurred on K2. But never has the 1953 expedition’s unified resolve in the face of extreme peril been exceeded, or matched for that matter. It was what enabled these men to survive one of the epic experiences of Himalayan mountaineering history. It was what enabled them to maintain lifelong friendships afterward.


  The 1953 expedition, like its forerunners in 1938 and 1939, was carried off in the finest style. Lightweight in comparison with other Himalayan expeditions of the same period, these early American attempts on K2 came very close to success. K2 was finally climbed in 1954, but by a much larger expedition. An Italian team under the leadership of Professor Ardito Desio, who had explored the area around K2 in 1929 with the Duke of Spoleto, came not merely to climb K2, but in the leader’s words, “to conquer the mountain.” Taking the same route—the Abruzzi Ridge—that the three previous American expeditions had established, Achille Compagnoni and Lino Lacedelli walked onto the summit at 6:00 P.M. on July 31, oxygen-starved because their bottles had run out a few hundred feet below.


  The ascent of K2 was not repeated for another twenty-four years. In 1977, a massive team of fifty Japanese climbers followed the route with seven team members, including one Pakistani, eventually reaching the summit. A year later, our team of fourteen American climbers was successful in completing the magnificent efforts of our predecessors.


  In the fading light of late afternoon on September 6, 1978, as my companion Louis Reichardt and I neared the summit, I recall being filled with a tremendous sense of history and admiration for what had gone on so many years before. I could look down to where Houston’s team had withstood the weeklong storm. The site of the accident was clearly visible. I could also see the crest of the famed Abruzzi Ridge, which dropped off steeply to the Godwin-Austen Glacier more than 12,000 feet below us.


  As we walked those last few steps to the summit, I could feel the presence of Houston, Bates, Schoening, and the others who, but for the vagaries of storm and circumstance, would have been there a quarter-century ahead of us. Their heroic struggle and the character they displayed is one of the greatest mountaineering stories ever.


  —JIM WICKWIRE

  Seattle, Washington


  June 8, 2000


  


  Footnote


  1 Xavier Egukitza is the source for this information.


  1. THE CALL TO CLIMB


  Charles S. Houston


  DURING THE TERRIBLE days of storm at Camp VIII we thought seldom of the reason which had brought us to the mountain; all our energy was focused on survival. We were trapped in three small mountain tents near the summit of the highest unclimbed mountain on earth, trapped by an endless storm of wind and snow which made impossible advance or retreat. All eight of us had been working for two months to establish this high camp and another one still higher from which two men might reach the top. All eight of us and many others had been planning for a year to make the expedition possible. During the ten days of hardship and disappointment, of pain and tragedy, which climaxed our venture, we spoke of the summit and of home, we remembered other storms and other critical times. No one tried to answer the question, “Why? Why climb mountains?”


  In the year that has passed since our ordeal we have been asked that question many times and have answered it in many ways. No answer is complete or satisfactory. Perhaps there is no single answer; perhaps each climber must have his own reasons for such an effort. The answer cannot be simple; it is compounded of such elements as the great beauty of clear cold air, of colors beyond the ordinary, of the lure of unknown regions beyond the rim of experience. The pleasure of physical fitness, the pride of conquering a steep and difficult rock pitch, the thrill of danger—but danger controlled by skill—are also there. How can I phrase what seems to me the most important reason of all? It is the chance to be briefly free of the small concerns of our common lives, to strip off nonessentials, to come down to the core of life itself. Food, shelter, friends—these are the essentials, these plus faith and purpose and a deep and unrelenting determination. On great mountains all purpose is concentrated on the single job at hand, yet the summit is but a token of success, and the attempt is worthy in itself. It is for these reasons that we climb, and in climbing find something greater than accomplishment.


  This is the story of an expedition that failed to reach its summit. It is the story of a venture made for sport and not for gain, of a small, compact expedition rather than a large and organized campaign. But more than that, it is the story of a team of men from three nations, a team that tried and tried again, that faced privation and danger, that suffered much but gained more. In a tiny way ours is the story of other ventures, bigger, older, braver, but ventures which have made and will make man great. As Maurice Herzog said, speaking of his ordeal on another great Himalayan peak, “There are other Annapurnas in the lives of men.”


  2. HISTORICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL


  Robert H. Bates


  IN CENTRAL ASIA, 5 miles higher than all the oceans, thousands of tons of ice and snow hang from the precipitous south side of K2, the second highest mountain in the world. Here for a few days in the summer of 1939 a tiny tent with one American in it clung to a small shelf of snow, which projected out above thousands of feet of empty space. In this tent, remote from civilization, lay Dudley Wolfe of Boston, cut off completely from his closest companions, who were thousands of feet below him. Then, on July 28, 1939, two Sherpa porters, Pasang Kikuli and Tsering, made one of the most amazing climbs in mountaineering history. In one day they ascended nearly 7,000 feet of dangerous rock and snow to reach Camp VI at 23,300 feet on K2. On the way they were joined by two other Sherpas, who had previously climbed to Camp IV. These four men spent that night on a narrow ledge of rock 1,500 feet below the snow shelf where Dudley Wolfe lay trapped in his tent without communication with those below. He could not descend alone. His rescuers had food and fuel for only two days. They were risking their own necks in going so high with such a slender food supply, but another man’s life was at stake.


  [image: image]


  Next day three of the Sherpas climbed up a dangerous gully above Camp VI and across steps previously cut in a great ice slope that drops off 7,000 feet in one precipitous swoop to the base of K2. Beyond, on a relatively flat and protected space, they found Dudley Wolfe. Exposure to altitude had weakened him, so that when the Sherpas reached his tent he was almost too feeble to stand. He was too weak to climb down the mountain but too heavy for the porters to carry. The Sherpas cooked him a meal and explained that they had little food at the camp below but would come back for him. The next day, when they climbed up to him again across the dangerous slabs, he was to come with them or give them a note saying that he was done for, too far gone to make the descent. The weather, they told him, would almost certainly prevent any further rescue attempt.


  Weather was stormy next morning, but on July 31, the same three Sherpas said good-by to Tsering at Camp VI and set out on their last trip to Camp VII, where Dudley Wolfe was awaiting them. They were never seen again! Nor has any trace been found of the brave man they sought to rescue.


  From that month until June, 1953, nobody set foot on K2, although the challenge of this stupendous mountain was not diminished by the tragedy. Instead, the mystery of what had happened to the four men of the Second American Karakoram Expedition in 1939 increased the challenge of the mountain; for K2 has long been a lodestone pulling men to the unknown magnificence of the Karakoram Range, to the “mountaineer’s mountain.” But few people know the geographic position or history of exploration in this remote area.


  Among the great mountain ranges of the world, none is so famous for giant peaks and untrodden passes as the mighty Himalayas, which for 1,500 miles separate the dry plateaus of Central Asia from the moist and fertile regions to the south. But the Himalayas do not form the continental divide. Instead, the height of land is formed by lower ranges, even more remote from centers of population, that run east and west across Tibet and join to the west with the jagged backbone of the Karakoram Range.


  The Karakoram, a massif of wild, forbidding peaks, is located north and slightly west of the Himalayas, and extends for 300 miles from the Shyok River to the Hindu Kush Range. Within this 300-mile sweep, one-fifth the extent of the Himalayas, the Karakoram has the longest high rampart in the world, a continuous crest of high peaks 104 miles long. The Karakoram has thirty-three peaks over 24,000 feet compared to the forty-two in the entire system of the Himalayas, while within 18 miles of K2 eight peaks rise to over 25,000 feet and others of equal height are not far away. The Karakoram Range consists of several smaller groups, called muztaghs (muz meaning ice and tagh, mountain), the highest of which, the Baltoro Muztagh, forms the continental divide and has as its dominant point 28,250-foot K2. Probably nowhere in the world do so many giant peaks rise from so small an area as in the Baltoro Muztagh.


  The name Karakoram, which means black rock, sometimes deceives people, for it was also the name of a prosperous city in Chinese Turkestan north of the mountains. This was the Mongol capital under the great emperor Genghiz Khan, but after Kublai Khan moved the capital to Peking in 1267, this great city began to decline and eventually was so completely swallowed up by the desert that its remains were not rediscovered until 1889. Although the Karakoram Pass, some 75 miles to the east of K2, is still used, and the Karakoram Range is known to mountain climbers across the world, the man-made city of Karakoram has disappeared beneath the sands of Central Asia.


  The name K2 was one of a number of provisional designations given by the Survey of India. K stood for Karakoram, and the peaks of the area were numbered in rough order. K1 was later called Mash-erbrum, and K3, K4, and K5 became known officially as the Gash-erbrum peaks. To add to the confusion, at one time it was decided to renumber the peaks to produce continuity from west to east, and accordingly, in some early publications K2 was renamed K13! The symbol K2 had already become widely known around the world, however, and this confusing duplication of symbols was quickly eliminated and K2 became again K2. That is still its official name.


  To complicate matters still further, however, K2 on many maps is called Godwin-Austen, for Maj. Gen. H. H. Godwin-Austen, a well-known English geographer and surveyor of the mid-nineteenth century. Among other names suggested have been Mount Waugh, Mount Albert, Mount Akbar, and Mount Baber, but none has been adopted. Nor has the name of Godwin-Austen been accepted, even though it adorns many maps, and though the man so honored has carved on his tombstone the words “He surveyed the Karakoram.” Explorers and topographers have tried to discover an established native name for the giant rock and ice mountain. Although Chogori, Lamba Pahar, Dapsang, and Lanfafahad have been mentioned, today natives in adjacent areas appear most likely to call it Kechu (K2) or Cheku or even Kechu Kangri (K2 Ice Mountain).


  The exact altitude of K2 was also a source of controversy for a number of years, but as the Survey of India has pointed out, the height of K2 has probably been measured as accurately as the height of any of the world’s highest mountains. The height first given by the survey was 28,278 feet, but “the value now accepted is 28,250 feet.” Mount Everest is officially listed as being 752 feet higher and Kangchenjunga 104 feet lower; but such accurate judgments are of course impossible.


  Everest and the other great Nepalese peaks rise about 900 miles to the east of K2. Between these giants stretch Buddhist Ladakh and Tibet, while north and northwest lie the uncharted wastes of Chinese Turkestan and Russian Turkestan and, even farther to the west, Afghanistan. K2 obviously has a fascinating geographical position. Almost exactly on the opposite side of the Northern Hemisphere from Denver, Colorado, K2 has approximately the same latitude as North Carolina and Tokyo. Like Mount Everest, the country to the north of K2 is at present Communist-dominated but, unlike Everest, the international boundary appears to lie well north of the mountain. Fortunately, too, the least accessible side to reach from Pakistan is the north side—the side that appears to be the most difficult to climb. This side was seen by Younghusband in 1887 and later by Shipton and Tilman of the Shaksgam Expedition in 1939, but they made no careful examination of the precipitous north wall. The other thirty-three expeditions to visit the Karakoram apparently never saw this side.


  [image: image]


  The first European to see K2 was probably the surveyor Montgomerie in 1858, but Godwin-Austen and others of Montgomerie’s party apparently saw it while surveying the lower Baltoro Glacier in 1861. This group did not get to the base of K2, nor did Sir Martin Conway, who in 1892 explored the Baltoro Glacier to Concordia. Just as Conway profited by the experience of his predecessors in the Karakoram, so Eckenstein, who had been with Conway, used Conway’s map in 1902 when his party explored the Godwin-Austen Glacier and found at its head Windy Gap, a possible pass into Chinese Turkestan. This party made the first attempt to climb K2. It consisted of three Englishmen (Eckenstein, Crowley, and Knowles), two Austrians (Drs. Wesseley and Pfannl), and the Swiss Dr. Guillarmod. On July 10, 1902, they attempted to climb to the crest of the long Northeast Ridge, but were turned back about 150 feet below the crest at a height of approximately 21,400 feet. Steep snow with hard ice under it defeated them, but bad weather was also a severe handicap. On July 21, 1902, Eckenstein wrote, “We established our Camp X, height about 18,600 feet, just 49 days ago. Since then we’ve had 8 partially fine days (no 3 consecutive) and the rest of the time continuous snowstorms. Never anywhere in the world have I experienced such bad weather. Our present snow storm has gone on for over 96 hours, and shows as yet no sign of abatement. At our camp here there are over 5 feet of fresh snow.”


  On the expedition’s return, Guillarmod stated in his book Six Mois dans l’Himalaya the belief that K2 could be climbed by the Northeast Ridge. This statement intrigued the famous Italian explorer Prince Luigi Amedeo of Savoy, Duke of the Abruzzi, who in 1909 led the next expedition to K2. With him were Dr. Filippo de Filippi, and the renowned photographer Vittorio Sella, as well as seven guides and porters from Courmayeur. The party reached Base Camp below the tremendous south wall of K2 on May 26, and four days later the duke attempted to climb the Southeast Ridge. He established a camp at 18, 245 feet, and from there the guides climbed upward 1,000 feet to leave loads on a narrow saddle. Next day the guides returned to the saddle and went on to a height of “certainly 20,000 feet.” Here they gave up the climb “not because they had encountered insurmountable obstacles, but because it was hopeless to think of bringing so long and formidable an ascent to a successful issue, when from the very first steps they had met with such difficulties as made the climb barely possible to guides not hampered by loads, and put out of the question the conveying of luggage necessary to keep one from perishing from cold and exhaustion.”


  Next the duke entered the Savoia Glacier and went up it along the west side of K2. Here on June 7, after four hours of climbing, he reached the West Ridge at an elevation of 21,870 feet. Unfortunately the cornice was a big one and blocked the view of the north side of K2, but he could tell that the slope below must drop off very steeply on the far side. “As a reward for his labors,” Dr. de Filippi wrote, “the duke thus saw utterly annihilated the hopes with which he had begun the ascent.” Three weeks later a view of K2 from Skyang Kangri convinced the duke of the futility of attempting to climb the Northeast Ridge of K2 or indeed of making nay other attempt to climb the world’s second highest mountain.


  This lavish expedition established the reputation of K2 as a mountain that would never be climbed. On the duke’s return to Europe Sir Martin Conway’s remark was significant of the opinion of the day: “Every foot of a route may be climbable, and yet if it cannot all be climbed in one day and there is nowhere to spend a night, what can you do?”


  Such was the opinion of many climbers as late as 1929, when Aimone di Savoia-Aosta, Duke of Spoleto, led another Italian expedition to K2, but for the purpose of cartography only. Spoleto’s expedition was scientific, but the next party to reach the upper Baltoro went to secure motion pictures. After a brief examination of Hidden Peak (Gasherbrum I), this group, led by Dr. and Mrs. Dyhrenfurth, a well-known Swiss team, climbed two of the lower mountains to the east: the Golden Throne (23,990 feet) and Queen Mary Peak (24,350 feet).


  The upper Baltoro was visited next by the first French expedition to try to climb an 8,000-meter peak. This party, led by Henry deSegogne and consisting of nine carefully selected French mountaineers, took thirty-five Sherpas. The party did not visit K2, but instead made a serious attempt on Hidden Peak (26,470 feet), where they were turned back by bad weather after reaching an altitude of 22,960 feet. Two Sherpas were hurt in a 2,000-foot fall during the expedition and had to be carried 360 miles back to Srinagar. Most remarkable of all perhaps was the fact that this prodigious expedition required 650 porters to transport it from the last village, Askole, to the foot of Hidden Peak.


  Such was the record in the Baltoro Muztagh until 1938, when the American Alpine Club sent out a “reconnaissance party” to examine K2 and scout out if possible
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  ABOUT THE AUTHORS


  DR. CHARLES S. HOUSTON has long been known as one of America’s foremost mountain climbers. Born in New York City in 1913, he was graduated from Harvard with an A.B. degree in 1935 and from the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Columbia University, where he received his M.D. degree in 1939. He interned in medicine at the Presbyterian Hospital in New York from 1939 to 1941. Entering the Navy as a lieutenant, junior grade, in the fall of 1941, he obtained his flight surgeon’s wings just prior to Pearl Harbor.


  In February of 1942 he opened an altitude training unit at the Naval Air Station in Jacksonville, Florida, and later in that year opened a similar unit at the Naval Air Station in Miami. From 1942 until 1946 he was engaged in training flying personnel in the effects of high altitude, and during that period somewhere between 35,000 and 45,000 pilots passed through his units. During the last year of his naval service he was transferred to Pensacola, where he undertook a long-range study of the effects of acclimatization to high altitude, which was called “Operation Everest.” The account of this study was published in booklet form by the Navy.


  After leaving the Navy in 1946, he spent a brief period at the Bellevue Hospital in New York and came to Exeter, where he and others opened the Exeter Clinic in April, 1947. He obtained his specialty boards in internal medicine in 1948.


  Dr. Houston was introduced to mountain climbing in the Alps by his father at the age of eleven. Since that time, he has been twice to Alaska, the first time to climb Mount Crillon with Bradford Washburn in 1933, and the second to make the first ascent of Mount Foraker in 1934. He has been three times to the Alps and climbed a number of the more difficult Alpine peaks. He went to India in 1936 and was part organizer of the successful Anglo-American expedition which climbed Nanda Devi, a 25,600-foot peak and the highest summit then climbed. In 1938 he led the first American Expedition to K2, and in 1950 he went with his father on his expedition to the south side of Everest, an area they were the first Europeans to visit. Although the expedition was extremely brief, they obtained many photographs and may in a sense be said to have pointed the way for the successful climb in 1953.


  Dr. Houston has a wife, Dorcas, and three children: Penny, aged 9, Robin, aged 6, and David, aged 2.


  Dr. Houston was the leader of the Third American Karakoram Expedition in 1953.


  Robert H. Bates was born in Philadelphia in 1911. He, too, developed an early interest in mountain climbing. His family spent their summers in New Hampshire, and by the time he was eight he had climbed all the major peaks of the White Mountains. During his freshman year in Harvard in 1929, he began to climb seriously with Bradford Washburn and other classmates. He joined Washburn on expeditions to the Fairweather Range in Alaska in 1932 and 1933. In 1935 he spent the winter with Washburn on a National Geographic Society expedition mapping 10,000 square miles in the southeast corner of the Yukon. In 1937 he and Washburn climbed what had been the highest unclimbed mountain in North America, Mount Lucania (17,150 feet). With Charles S. Houston he planned the first American expedition to K2 in 1938. The party reached 26,000 feet, an American altitude record. Out of this expedition came the book Five Miles High, which was edited by Mr. Bates.


  In October, 1941, Mr. Bates became a consultant at the War Department and was commissioned shortly after the outbreak of World War II. He had charge of developing Arctic equipment in the Quartermaster General’s Office. In 1942 he was executive officer for the Alaska Test Expedition, which climbed Mount McKinley (20,300 feet) and helped develop many lightweight items used by all troops. He went to Italy as special observer for the Quartermaster General. He served at Anzio with the Third Division and ended the war a lieutenant colonel in Italy, where he received the Legion of Merit. In 1951 he was a member of the Arctic Institute of North America party that made the first ascents of two big border peaks in the Yukon (Hubbard and Alverstone). In 1953 he was a member of the Third American Karakoram Expedition to K2.


  Mr. Bates has taught English at the University of Pennsylvania (1935-1939) and at Phillips Exeter Academy (from 1939 to the present). In 1947 he received his Ph.D. degree from the University of Pennsylvania.
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