
  

  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.
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  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 Masherbrum, and K3, K4, and K5 became known officially as the Gasherbrum 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.
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  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 de Segogne 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 a potential route to the summit. Number one objective was to make as thorough an examination of K2 as possible, for though an Italian, a Swiss, and a French expedition had seen K2 since the Duke of the Abruzzi attempted to climb it in 1909, twenty-nine years before, none of these men had set foot on the mountain or returned to the Karakoram to try to climb it. K2’s reputation was not inviting.


  The First American Karakoram Expedition (1938) was led by Dr. Charles S. Houston, then of New York City, who had been a member of the British-American Himalayan Expedition, which in 1936 had reached the summit of Nanda Devi (25,600 feet) in Garhwal, the highest mountain then climbed. With him was Richard L. Burdsall,1 who had climbed Minya Konka (24,900 feet) during one of the most successful high-mountain expeditions of our generation. Other members of the party were William P. House, a brilliant young rock climber, who with Fritz Wiessner had first ascended Mount Waddington in British Columbia in 1936, after sixteen previous parties had been unsuccessful. Next was Paul K. Petzoldt, rancher and guide from Jackson Hole, Wyoming, well known for his climbs in the Tetons and Wind Rivers in Wyoming, and for a double traverse of the Matterhorn made in one day. Capt. N. R. Streatfield, who had been transport officer of the French expedition to Hidden Peak in 1936, directed porter operations; and the writer, who had climbed Mount Lucania (17,150 feet) and other peaks in Alaska and the Yukon, completed the climbing party. Six Sherpa porters were taken.


  After being turned back from reaching Savoia Pass by steep ice, the 1938 party, reconnoitering in several teams, was also stopped on two routes leading to the West Ridge of K2, and again on the Northeast Ridge, before making a determined bid on the southeast rib where the Duke of the Abruzzi three decades before had pressed his attack. House and Petzoldt’s good reconnaissance work over fretted ribs of rotten rock interspersed with snow gullies brought them eventually to a campsite, later known as Camp II, at 19,300 feet. House and Houston later continued the reconnaissance and Camp III was set up at 20,700 feet. This camp proved very dangerous, however, for falling stones struck two of the three tents there, one of them while all three high-altitude Sherpa porters were in it. Petzoldt and Houston led up over a short but difficult overhang to place Camp IV at 21,500 feet, below a cliff. Here, while I belayed him, House made the most important “lead” of the expedition. He ascended a steep, 100-foot gash that has become known to more recent expeditions as House’s Chimney. More camps were pushed higher until the food supply, depleted by the long reconnaissance, was nearly exhausted. House and I, with the famous porter Pasang Kikuli, helped Houston and Petzoldt to establish Camp VII at 24,700 feet. From there they had food enough to push their way to the foot of the summit pyramid, and Petzoldt reached a height of approximately 26,000 feet before starting down. A more extensive food supply might have permitted this expedition to reach the summit, but a large amount would have been needed, for stormy weather was coming in as the party descended the mountain. The 1938 team, however, had found a route up K2 and brought back the strong hope that the world’s second highest mountain could be climbed.


  The Second American Karakoram Expedition, consisting of six climbers and a transport officer under the leadership of Fritz Wiessner, reached the foot of K2 on May 31, 1939. Wiessner, a brilliant rock climber, was best known for his attempt on Nanga Parbat with the Dyhrenfurth Expedition in 1932. With him were Jack Durrance, who had made daring ascents in Wyoming; the experienced veteran Eaton Cromwell; forty-two-year-old Dudley Wolfe; and two young climbers from Dartmouth College, Chappel Cranmer and George Sheldon. With Lieutenant Trench as transport officer, and nine picked Sherpas under Pasang Kikuli, the party reached Base Camp on schedule, and after a brief look at the Northeast Ridge decided to try the route of the 1938 party, known as the Abruzzi Ridge. Eventually eleven loads were moved up to Camp VII, and two days later Wiessner and Wolfe pitched Camp VIII five and a half hours higher. On July 17 Wiessner with Pasang Lama pushed forward to set up Camp IX at 26,050 feet, but deep snow caused Wolfe to return to Camp VIII.


  On July 18, in good weather, Wiessner and Pasang Lama made a bid for the summit, but difficult climbing slowed them, and finally at 6:30 P.M., when they were well over 27,000 feet—perhaps to 27,500—Pasang Lama anchored the rope and would not let the indomitable Wiessner continue. Wiessner had been planning an all-night climb! During the dangerous night descent that followed, the Sherpa lost his crampons (ice creepers). Back in camp at 2:30 p.m., the two men were too tired to make another attempt the next day. On July 21 they tried a different route, but without crampons 400 to 500 steps must be cut—too many for one day. If Lama had not lost his crampons! It was now too late to try the first route again. The chance was gone.


  Next day the two went down to Camp VIII, added Wolfe to the rope, and descended to Camp VII to bring up more supplies, but on the way Wolfe slipped, and though Wiessner stopped the fall, Wolfe lost his sleeping bag. When the group reached Camp VII, they found to their horror that the camp had been largely evacuated during their long absence. The reserve sleeping bags had been taken, with the result that they spent the night with only one sleeping bag and one air mattress for the three! Luckily the weather was still good, and next day while Wolfe remained at VII, the others went down to VI to bring up additional food and sleeping bags so that the summit attempt could be continued. But Camp VI had also been evacuated, and so were the other camps as their descent continued. To save their lives, Wiessner and Lama continued to go down. After a dreadful night at Camp II, the two climbers next day, completely broken physically, reached Base Camp.


  The explanation of the stripped camps was that the Sherpas had thought the climbers long overdue and apparently dead. Trying to salvage something, unfortunately they had packed down the precious sleeping bags so painfully carried up.


  This was the tragic story of the nearly successful fourth expedition to K2, but their experiences did not discourage the world’s mountaineers. Instead, the challenge that had drawn Dudley Wolfe to the mountain had become even greater, and if World War II had not begun, it is certain that the fifth attempt to climb the Karakoram giant would have come much sooner.


  Footnote


  1 Burdsall died on Mount Aconcagua in Argentina (22,835 feet) on February 20, 1953, after climbing the mountain and making a futile effort to descend to help rescue two Italians exhausted near the summit.



  

  3. PREPARATIONS Robert H. Bates


  GRIM, STARK, DANGEROUS, each time K2 has defeated a team of climbers, it has strengthened the desire of others to take up its challenge. After the Wiessner expedition to K2 was turned back within 1,000 feet of the summit in 1939, Houston, House, and I of the 1938 party began to plan another assault.


  During World War II, of course, our return was impossible, but soon after the war ended, House and I called on the Indian ambassador to discuss applying for permission to go to K2 in 1947. We were dissuaded. Then came partition of the subcontinent into India and Pakistan, followed by a struggle of these countries for Kashmir, until eventually a cease-fire line that absolutely nobody could pass was set up across this divided country. The political division of Kashmir seemed to block completely any hope of expeditions to K2, for the southern half of the route was under India’s control and the northern part, known as Baltistan, was held by Pakistan.


  But Dr. Houston, who had already done more mountain climbing in Asia than any other American, should not be underestimated, for after House and I had given up hope of returning to K2, he became more determined than ever to go. Realizing that to reach K2 without crossing the ceasefire line might be possible, he wrote to a distinguished diplomat and friend of long standing, the Honorable Avra Warren, who in 1951 was the American ambassador to Pakistan. The right man in the right place can do wonders, and despite earlier indications of failure, in the spring of 1952 permission was granted to Dr. Houston to lead an expedition to K2 in 1953.


  From then on, we were caught up in a whirlwind. We were disappointed at first when Bill House of the 1938 party decided that his business would not permit him to make such a lengthy trip, but others were eager to go. That spring we talked to George Bell, who was preparing to go to Salcantay in Peru; wrote to Peter Schoening, leader of the King Peak Expedition; and saw or corresponded with a host of others. Selecting personnel was critical and difficult. Who could tell whether candidate X, who had climbed so well in British Columbia, was potentially a better man for the K2 expedition than candidate Y, famous for his rock acrobatics among the Dolomites and his ice work in Bolivia.


  Finally we decided to wait until after the summer climbing season of 1952–1953 to select the party; and we agreed on the characteristics we wanted most in members of the K2 “team,” for a mountain expedition above all else is just that: a team. It must act cohesively, and there is no place for the brilliant climber who thinks only in terms of personal success. Anyone selected for such an adventure must be a good all-around mountaineer, but even more important, he must have that indefinable quality good personality, and be able to keep his good nature and add to the humor of the party when bad weather, danger, or hardships strain the nerves. (High-altitude dispositions are notoriously bad.) Next in importance we placed expedition experience, for no number of daily climbs from a hut give the practice in living and working together under trying conditions that one gets from being on an expedition—especially one where the members carry their own loads. Third in importance we put technical ability on rock and snow. Probably no major Himalayan peak yet climbed requires such diversity of mountaineering skills as K2. Therefore we could not take brilliant rock climbers if they were inexperienced on snow or men whose climbing background was in any way one-sided. K2 is no mountain for the specialist. Unlike Everest, which is almost entirely a snow mountain on the side by which it was climbed, K2 on the south side is a rock and snow mountain with a wide range of technical mountaineering problems.


  These were the main criteria for selecting the team. We discovered that many of the candidates were overly modest, and in the end we found ourselves with more suitable men than places. Initially we had thought of a six-man party, which had worked well in1938, but when we learned that we could not take Sherpas, we increased the number to eight. Sherpas had been a help to us in 1938 and have been employed with great success on Everest, Annapurna, and other great Asiatic mountains. Feeling against India ran so strong in northern Kashmir at the time, however, that it seemed unwise
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“Here is a great story, simply and grippingly told, which the glory of
Everest should not be allowed to obscure.”—New York Times
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