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THE KAMET ExPEDITION, 1931.1 

BY F. S. SMYTHE. 

(The substance of this paper was read before the Alpine Club, 
November 3, 1931.) 

r HE Kamet Expedition had two main objects, the ascent 
of Kamet (25,447 ft.) and explorations in the Badrinath 

range which forms the watershed of the Alaknanda and Gangotri 
rivers, the tvvo parent tributaries of the Ganges. 

The decision to attempt Kamet was made for two reasons. 
Firstly, it appeared to be the highest Himalayan peak, politic
ally accessible and affording a reasonable chance of success. 
Secondly, we hoped that perhaps the expedition would result 
in the formation of a nucleus of mountaineers young enough 
to participate in another attack on Everest, should official per
mission be forthcoming within. the next few years. Subsidiary 
objects were topographical, physiological and botanical work. 

The Kamet massif consists of four peaks which, ranging 
from N. to S., are the Western Ibi Gamin (24,200 ft.), the 
Eastern Ibi Gamin (24,170 ft.), Kamet (25,447 ft.) and the 
Mana Peak (23,860 ft.). This massif is situated at the northern 
extremity of the Zaskar range, a bifurcation of the main 
Himalayan chain. 

Standing as it does on the frontier of British Garhwal and 
Tibet, Kamet experiences better weather than the Nanda 
Devi range in the S., and on]y the strongest bursts of the 
monsoon penetrate to it over the intervening ranges. This 
is principally because it lies within the province of the dry 
westerly Tibetan winds which exercise a sheering effect on 
the moisture-laden winds from the S. 

Seen from Ranikhet, Almora or Naini Tal, Kamet appears as 
an insignificant summit a hundred miles away, just peeping 
over the nearer foothill ranges, but seen from closer at hand 
its grandeur is disclosed and the scale of its vast pyramidical 
tower of reddish schist becomes apparent. 

Owing to its comparative insignificance when viewed from 

1 See map at end of this volume. We offer our best thanks to 
the Editor of the Royal Engineers' Journal and the Director-Genera.!, 
Ordnance Survey, for permission to reproduce the same. 

See also the lVIumm-Longstaff map of part of the Garhwal 
I-Iimala ya in A .J. 24, facing 132. Editor. 
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the hill stations on the Indian side, Kamet remained unknown 
and unmeasured until the middle of last century. In 1855, 
however, Adolphe and Robert Schlagintweit made a bold 
attempt to climb it from the Tibetan side. They reached a 
height of over 22,000 ft., on what they believed to be Kamet, 
but what must have been the Eastern Ibi Gamin, a remarkable 
feat for ~hose days. A little later, I. S. Pocock of the Survey 
of India set up a plane table at a similar altitude, but it was 
not until 1874-77 that the mountain was properly measured 
and surveyed by E. C. Ryall of the Survey of India. 

With the exception of possible surveying parties, Kamet 
appears to have received no further attention from mountaineers 
until1907, when Dr. T. G. Longstaff, General C. G. Bruce, and 
the late A. L. Mumm prospected its western and eastern sides. 
Seen from the Khaiam or Ghastoli Glaciers on the western 
side, Kamet appears very forbidding, rising as an isolated and 
savage mass of rock. Bad weather prevented any close 
inspection, and the party turned their attention to the eastern 
side of the peak. But here the only approach to Kamet is 
up the winding, trench-like E. Kamet Glacier, which is so 
narrow that Dr. Longstaff considered it likely to be swept by 
the avalanches of ice that fall from the hanging glaciers on 
the Mana Peak, which forms the southernmost retaining wall 
of the glacier. In fact, so dangerous did this approach appear 
that his proposed attempt to climb Kamet was abandoned 
at the outset. It was not until 1911 that Kamet received its 
first determined assault. Then the late Captain A. Morris 
Slingsby and Captain de Crespigny attacked the mountain 
from the W. Mounting the Ghastoli Glacier, they climbed 
steep and difficult rock and snow slopes to a col between the 
eastern and western peaks of the Ibi Gamin. Like the brothers 
Schlagintweit, they mistook the Eastern Ibi Gamin for Kamet, 
or at least considered it to be but a buttress of Kamet, and 
attacked it. From the col they asce·nded a further 1000 ft. 
up the ridge of the Eastern Ibi Gamin, but were finally forced 
to retreat owing to the weakness and inefficiency of their 
coolies, coupled with the bad condition of the snow, which they 
found to be soft and avalanchy. 

This attempt should have convinced Slingsby that the 
Eastern Ibi Gamin was a separate peak altogether, and was 
cut off from Kamet by a deep gap, but undeterred he set out 
again in 1913 by the same route. This time he reached an 
altitude of 23,000 ft., but was forced to retreat by dangerous 
snow conditions and, once again, the weakness of his coolies. 

• 
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Meanwhile Dr. Kellas made reconnaissances in 1911 and 
1914, but does not appear to have made any definite attempt; 
at any rate there is no record of such. 

In 1912 Mr. C. F. Meade follo,ved the same route, accom
panied by Pierre Blanc, Franz Lochmatter, Justin Blanc and 
Jean Perren, after having previously inspected the south
western side of Kamet in 1910. But although he reached 
23,000 ft. he was forced to retreat by bad snow and weather 
conditions. 

Realizing that the western route held out no promise of 
success, Meade turned his attention to the eastern side. There 
he found that the East Kamet Glacier was not so dangerous 
as it had appeared originally, and he was able to work out a 
safe route up it. Pushing for"\vard his camps he climbed up 
from the glacier and ascended a series of rocky steps, and after 
a stiff bout of step-cutting in hard, steep ice between 21,000 
and 22,000 ft., reached a point of about 23,000 ft. below the 
-col, 23,500 ft. high, between Kamet and the Eastern Ibi 
Gamin. Thus, he \vas the first actually to set foot on Kamet 
itself. 

The ascent had been made so quickly that the party were 
unacclimatized to altitude. The result was that when on the 
day after their arrival below the col they set off on their final 
push to the summit, soft snow combined with mountain sick
ness defeated them at a height of 23,500 ft. Bad weather pre
vented any further attempt. The party had, however, accom
plished great work. They had discovered a practicable route 
and climbed to within 2000 ft. of the summit. Had they realized 
the importance of slow acclimatization and the necessity of 
besieging the mountain rather than rush tactics, there seems 
little doubt that they would have climbed it. 

Meade's route was repeated in almost identical detail by 
the late Dr. A. M. Kellas and Lieut.-Oolonel (then Major) 
H. T. Morshead, of the Survey of India, in 1920. They reached, 
approximately, the same height as Meade, but although well 
acclimatized to altitude and physically capable of continuing 
the advance, intense cold, ill-equipped coolies, insufficient food 
and equipment, and the failure to work of their primus stoves 
in the rarified atmosphere above 20,000 ft., defeated them. 
Their Garhwali coolies, recruited from the lower valleys, 
proved unequal to the task, and they were forced to rely on 
local Bhotias from Niti, the nearest village to Kamet, who, 
however, proved to· be excellent if raw material for high altitude 
climbing. 
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The technique of high altitude mountaineering has passed 
through two distinct stages. Before the war it was considered 
impossible by most Himalayan mountaineers for man to adapt 
himself to heights as great as Kamet, and even doubtful if life 
could be sustained at all in an atmosphere so thin that the 
pulse rate and respiration are increased several times above 
the normal. If peaks were to be climbed they must be rushed 
from low altitudes before bodily deterioration had time to set 
in. It \Vas actually found possible to rush peaks exceeding 
23,000 ft. The ascent of Trisul by Dr. Longstaff, when he 
climbed from a camp at about 17,000 ft. to the summit in a 
day, is a striking example of successful rush tactics. 

But such a method, when directed at a peak as high as 
Kamet, must inevitably fail. As Colonel Norton wrote: 
' The effects of altitude only begin to be really serious over 
24,000 ft.' 2 

The effort required to climb from 24,000 ft. to 25,000 ft. 
is greater than the effort required to climb from, say, 21,000 ft. 
to 24,000 ft. in a day, conditions being equal. 

The three Everest expeditions of 1921, 1922, and 1924 
proved up to the hilt that only by employing prolonged siege 
tactics can the higher summits of the Himalaya be attained. 
Had either the 1922 or 1924 expeditions been able to acclimatize 
themselves for longer they would probably have climbed the 
mountain. As it was, some of the strongest climbers were 
only acclimatized fully when it was too late. The period 
May 1 to June 10, i.e. before the monsoon, was considered then 
to be the only feasible date. The next Everest expedition, 
by establishing comfortable quarters and acclimatizing itself 
before or during the monsoon season while pushing up equip
ment and stores, and by establishing camps deliberately should, 
given average weather, stand a good chance of climbing Everest 
during the fine weather at the end of the monsoon. 

As against this capacity of the body to adapt itself to alti
tude must be set a deterioration characterized by loss of 
appetite, sleeplessness and partial mental anresthesia. A 
certain amount of deterioration at altitudes over 20,000-
23,000 ft. is inevitable, but how much deterioration in the past 
has been due to altitude and how much to incipient scurvy 
from the lack of' vitamin 0 '--i.e. fresh fruit and vegetables-
is by no means certain. . 

The problem for the Himalayan mountaineer is to hit the 
• 

2 Himalayan Journal) vol. ii,. 
. 
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happy medium between acclimatization and deterioration. 
Obviously, this is no easy matter vvhen every member of a 
party reacts differently to altitude, 'vhile 'veather conditions 
and other unforeseen difficulties are liable to upset the most 
carefully laid plans. It is essential, therefore, when attacking 
one of the greater Himalayan peaks, to do so with a party 
large enough to allow for two or more separate attempts and 
for acclimatization lag among some of its members. A party 
of six climbers proved ample for Kamet, but it -vvould be folly 
to attempt Everest with fewer than eight. 

We were able to plan our attack on Kamet arn1ed with in
valuable kno,vledge accumulated by former expeditions. The 
plan was to besiege the mountain, advancing by stages from 
camp to camp with halts for acclimatization. Siege tactics 
have, however, the disadvantage of necessitating elaborate 
preparations. Another disadvantage of siege tactics is the 
'veather, -vvhich can scarcely be expected to remain fine over 
a long period of time. As events proved, we were exceptionally 
fortunate in this respect ; but preparations had to be made, 
nevertheless, for bad weather, and we set out from our base 
camp prepared for a six weeks' or two months' siege. 
, Another question which had to be carefully considered was 

the best season in which to attempt Kamet. Here the ex
periences of former parties were of little value, ·for Central 
Himalaya 'veather is as seasonably fickle as our British climate, 
and none can say when the finest period will occur in any 
given year. It is a matter of luck. We chose the pre-monsoon 
period, and planned to get to our base camp early in June. 
As the monsoon rains do not usually arrive at this latitude until 
well into July, this allo-vved sufficient time for the ascent. To 
have gone earlier would have been fatal, as bridges on the route 
up the Dhaoli Valley had been svvept away and, most important 
of all, the villages ·from which we had to obtain food for our 
coolies are only repopulated by the nomadic Bhotias with 
their flocks and grain towards the end of May, when the melting 
of the snows opens the trade route over the Niti Pass into 
Tibet. 

Dr. Kellas was one of the first to realize the fallacy of rush 
tactics and the importance of advancing slo,vly from camp 
to camp and not continuing to the next camp until acclima
tized. His attempt was an example of the efficacy of this 
method, for by · taking three weeks from his base camp and 
advancing stage by stage he. 'vas able to reach Meade's Col, 
237500 ft., without physical distress, 
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Our expedition originally consisted of Wing-Commander E. B. 
Beauman, Dr. C. R. Greene, R. L. Holdsworth, E. E. Shipton 
and myself. Mr. G. B. Gourlay, Calcutta, Hon. Secretary of 
the Himalayan Club, was invited to come as transport officer, 
but was unable to do so unfortunately. The expedition was, 
however, very lucky in obtaining the services of Captain 
E. St. J. Birnie, Adjutant to H.E. the Governor of Bengal's 
Bodyguard, Calcutta, in this capacity. He speaks fluent 
Hindustani and, by virtue of his experience with hill peoples, 
understands the psychology of the childlike Himalayan Sherpa 
or Bhatia porter. 

It is pleasant to record that the expedition received financial 
aid from the Yorkshire Ramblers' Club and from the Ski Club 
of Great Britain. The Times, on the principle it has adopted 
in recent years of encouraging such expeditions, interested 
itself in the expedition and it was arranged that the dispatches 
should be published in that newspaper. 

Shipton and I arrived at Ranikhet on April 22 in order to 
make preliminary arrangements. While there we received 
the greatest hospitality and help both officially and unofficially. 
We were entertained by His Excellency Sir Malcolm Hailey, 
the Governor of the United Provinces and President of the 
Himalayan Club ; Mr. N. C. Stiffe arranged to let us have 
60 of his own personal Dotial porters for the conveyance of 
our luggage .to Niti. Captain J. Clarke, Major and Mrs. Brown 
and Major and Mrs. Crowe did everything possible at Ranikhet, 
and we were permitted to reside at the forest bungalow by 
courtesy of the Divisional Forest Officer, Mr. Hira Singh. 

Meanwhile, Birnie arranged for provisions in Calcutta. 
Thus, by the time the others arrived from England on May 16, 
everything was ready for a start on the 18th. 

As a backbone to our porterage 10 of the best Darjeeling 
men were engaged by Lierit.-Colonel H. W. Tobin, Darjeeling, 
Hon. Secretary of the Himalayan Club, and sent to Ranikhet. 
These were Lewa (sirdar), Achung (cook), Nima Tendrup 
(my servant on Kangchenjunga), Nima Dorje, Nima, Ondi, 
Passang, Ang Nerbu, Nerbu and Dorje. 

One of our principal objects was to be as mobile as possible. 
Also, it was essential to cut down the numbers of porters 
to a minimum, as food in large quantities is unobtainable in 
the upper valleys of Garhwal. By a rigorous differentiation 
between the essential and unessential we were able to manage 
with a total of 70 porters. These included 9 men carrying 
cinematographic and photographic apparatus. Enough food 
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was taken to last, at a pinch, for three months, but we reckoned 
on obtaining plenty of mutton, chickens and eggs locally to 
augment this. As an anti-scorbutic a quantity of lime-juice 
was taken. Tents were of the ' Meade ' two-men pattern, one 
for each member ; sleeping bags were of the three-layer pattern 
designed by myself last year, whilst another item of equipment 
of the utmost value was a light spongy rubber mat for the floor 
of each tent, as used by German Himalayan parties. But 
most essential item of all was a mincing-machine, and the 
expedition owes much to General Bruce for his insistence that 
this should be taken. 

The first party, consisting of 55 Dotial porters under the 
charge of Lewa, left Ranikhet on May 13 for Baijnath. The 
second party, consisting of ourselves and our Darjeeling men, 
left by lorry on the 18th. 

At the junction of the Almora Road we picked up two 
Gurkha Naiks, Randhoj Kan and Budhibal Gurung, who had 
been kindly lent to the expedition by Captain Bradford, 
Commandant of the 3rd Gurkha Rifles, stationed at Almora. 

At Gwaldam we rejoined the Dotials and thenceforward 
proceeded as one party. At Gwaldam, too, we were plagued 
by myriads of flies, including a particularly unpleasant sort 
of sand-fly whose bite is both irritating and virulent. We could 
well appreciate General Bruce's desire to make them scream. 

Our way lay up and down over the foothills, through hot 
malarious valleys and over cool breezy uplands to the Kuari 
Pass, forming the line of demarcation between the lower and 
higher ranges. Here we were greeted by a glorious view, the 
grandest any of us had ever seen, which included Kamet. 
For the first time we could appreciate the majesty of the 
mountain. 

Descending to Tapoban, we passed up the beautiful Dhaoli 
valley, with its series of magnificent gorges, to Niti. It was 
fortunate that we had not started earlier, as the villages were 
only now being reopened by the nomadic Bhotias , who popu
late them during the summer months with their flocks. Had 
we arrived earlier we should have found no food for our porters, 
and in several places no bridges over the Dhaoli river. 

At Niti, Alam Singh, Meade's old servant, who had been 
sent to help us by the Ra,val of Badrinath, arranged for our 
transport to the base camp and for porters' food. Dismissing 
the Dotial porters, who had done so well, we engaged 30 of the 
hardier local Bhotias, and 30 yaks and jhobus (half-bred yaks). 
We also bade farewell to Hukam Singh, who with Ram Singh, 
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both Indian Assistant Commissioners, had done much to assist 
us with our transport and had arranged for porters' food along 
the line ·of march. 

We left Niti on June 7 and arrived at our base camp site 
(15,700 ft.) on the Raikana Glacier on June 9. The march 
was not without its excitement, as the yaks and jhobus fre
quently stampeded and we were lucky not to lose any loads. 

From the base camp, Shipton and I-Ioldsworth ascended 
a small peak of 17,250 ft., whence they obtained a vievv of the 
route up the East Kamet Glacier. 

After a day for rest and reorganization, during which period 
5 local men were specially selected and equipped for porterage 
to high camps, vve left on June 8 for Camp I with 41 porters, 
consisting of 8 Darjeeling men, 2 Gurkhas and 31 local Bhotias. 
Birnie and Beauman were left at the base camp to super
vise the second convoy of food and equipment leaving next 
day. 

Ovving to the late winter the way to Camp I was almost 
entirely through snow. It was rough going until we reached 
the beginning of the snake-like East Kamet Glacier. After 
5 miles the glacier narrows to a gorge, and we could vvell under
stand Longstaff's reluctance to attempt Kamet by this route, 
as the wall of peaks dominating the S. side is plastered with 
hanging glaciers. Walls of ice, hundreds of feet high, lean 
outvvards over reddish precipices, in defiance of gravity. 
Occasionally masses of ice weighing thousands of tons are 
detached, crashing with terrible force to the glacier beneath. 
The scene put me in mind of the Nepal side of Kangchenjunga. 

Owing probably to the earliness of the season, we found the 
glacier for the most part unscored by heavy avalanches. 
Minor ones fell novv and again, but by keeping to the northern 
bank we were able to proceed safely. Camp I was pitched 
on a shelf at 16,800 ft., before the dangerous section. The day 
waned in cold snow showers. 

The local porters were sent back to the base camp the same 
day, and returned to Camp I again the next day under charge 
of Birnie and Beauman. The remaining 4 members with 
15 porters continued to Camp II. From Camp I to Can1p II 
the route lay up the East Kamet Glacie-r. Owing to the soft 
snow and burning sun it was a trying day for heavily laden 
porters, but they bore their task with their usual cheery forti
tude indeed Lewa insisted on carrying more than anyone. 

Turning the corner of the glacier, we were confronted by 
Kamet, its stupendous 6500 ft. rock face falling sheer into the 

• 
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glacier. With relief we stepped out of the glacier gorge on to 
open gentle slopes. Camp II was pitched on snow at 18,600 ft. 

On June 10 Shipton, Greene, Holdsworth and I prospected 
the route to Camp III. Climbing a couloir, wide in its lower 
stretches, but narrow, steep and exposed to falling stones in its 
upper portion, we circumvented without difficulty the snout 
of a small glacier which e1npties into the couloir, and reached 
a gently inclined plain of snow leading up to the foot of the 
rock and ice slopes below Meade's Col. A cold wind lashed 
the plain and whipped up the powdery snow, but we were 
able to find a sheltered site for Camp III in a snowy hollo\v. 
That we climbed from 18,600 ft. to 20,600 ft . in 2 hours sho,ved 
that we vvere becoming acclimatized. Above Camp III is 
a steep rock and ice face nearly 1000 ft. high. As this was 
plastered with new snow and promised difficulties, we decided 
to make Camp III our advanced base. During the next four 
days, therefore, sufficient provisions were got up to last for a 
month in the event of bad weather precluding further advance. 
Thus, we were already in a strong besieging position. So 
far as possible we cooked with juniper wood as fuel, and relays 
of men, specially told off for the work, were working between 
the base camp and Camps I, II and III. Should, however, 
this line of communication break down we had enough petrol, 
paraffin and Meta for at least two or three weeks. The weather 
was none too good, and afternoon snowstorms \Vere plastering 
Kamet with new sno\v, but it was always fine in the mornings. 
Birnie worked hard consolidating our position, and it is due 
to his forethought and energy that the transport worked 
without a hitch. 

The Meade and Kellas expeditions experienced no great 
difficulty beyond a bout of step-cutting in ice while climbing 
the face above Camp III, but now, owing to the snow and ice .. 
covered rocks, it took us three days to work out a safe and 
practicable route for porters. We first of all prospected a 
wide couloir running up between the icefall to the right of the 
face and the cliffs of the Eastern Ibi Gamin, but this proved 
much too dangerous. Finally, two separate parties worked 
out a route slanting diagonally in its lower portion from left 
to right across the face and then directly upwa,rds. Six 
hundred feet of rope fastened to pitons had to be fixed before 
it was safe for porters unaccompanied by Europeans. Fortu
nately we were spared the bout of step-cutting found necessary 
by Meade and Kellas in the upper portion, owing to a foot or 
more of firm snow covering the ice. It is perhaps of interest 
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at this point to mention that at no period of the expedition 
were conditions encountered where crampons would have been 
of any assistance. Indeed, Himalayan conditions, in Garhwal 
at lea.st, are not suited to their use and, if not actually dangerous, 
they would aggravate the risk of frost-bite. 

The way having been prepared, porters were taken up to 
Camp IV (22,000 ft.). As several Darjeeling men were suffer
ing from altitude, it was necessary for us to carry loads exceeding 
24 lbs., which entailed some hard work. Incidentally, Holds
worth, who had skied in the neighbourhood of the first three 
camps, carried, in addition to his load, a pair of skis to Camp IV. 

Owing to this porterage difficulty, it was decided to split 
into two detachments, an advance and a support party, as 
one large body would not be able to get up enough food and 
equipment for itself to Camp V. It was decided that the first 
party should consist of Shipton, Holdsworth and myself, and 
the support party of Birnie, Beauman and Greene. · 

On June 20 the first party left Camp IV. Soft snow and 
a burning sun made the going arduous. Midway between 
Meade's Col and Camp IV the continuity of the glacier is 

. broken by an icefall. At one point a line of seracs ran across 
the width of the glacier, and some cutting was necessary, but 
this was the only technical difficulty. It was gruelling work 
for the porters, but they stuck to their task manfully. Both 
the Gurkhas had begged to be allowed to come high, even 
thougl1 they had to carry loads, since we could afford to have 
no passengers. So keen was Budhibal Gurung that he carried a 
load until he became exhausted. Once more Lewa insisted on 
carrying a double load by taking· Budhibal Gurung's in addition 
to his own. 

Camp V was pitched at about 23,300 ft. below Meade's Col 
(23,500 ft.). The situation is a magnificent one, while the 
sunset light on Nanda Devi and the distant snows of Kailas 
and Gurla Mandhata promised calm weather. 

The night was a cold one, and we awoke to find our sleeping 
bags sheeted in ice. A start was impossible until the friendly 
sun appeared to warm us. At 8 A.M. we were off. We climbed 
on two ropes, Shipton and Lewa on one, Holdsworth, Nima 
Dorje and myself on the other. 

There are two possible routes up the northern face of Kamet. 
One is by the ridge rising directly from Meade's Col, and the 
other by the face, keeping as near as possible to the edge, from 
which falls the great 6500 ft. eastern precipice of the mountain. 
Under conditions of soft snow the ridge appeared at first sight 
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the easiest, but inspection showed it to be heavily iced for 
considerable stretches, and, once committed to it, there would 
be no dodging this ice. The face was perfect ly safe so far as 
avalanches were concerned, as the neve consisted of wind-blown 
skavala and powdery snow for the most part, and would not 
entail so much cutting. We therefore adopted it as our route. 
It was with some anxiety, however, that we gazed at the final 
400 ft., where the slope was exceedingly steep. This might 
well prove beyond our powers. 

The snow, although soft, was at least consistent for the first 
few hundred feet, and we mounted at quite 500 ft. an hour. 
But then it became progressively worse. From straight
forward stamping we were reduced to floundering frequently 
over the knees in the vilest stuff we had ever encountered. 
The whole weight would be put on the foot and then the crust 
would break and the leg go in to the knee. Rhythm, so im
portant in high altitude climbing, could not be maintained. 
Taking it in turns to lead, we toiled upwards. Here and there 
were choked crevasses, the upper lips of which sometimes 
necessitated some toilful kicking or cutting, but these crevasses 
were all securely bridged. Our pace dropped from about 
500 ft. an hour to about 200 ft. ' 

The slope steepened gradually ; it became covered in plate
like masses of hard 'windboard ' that cracked and slithered 
away beneath our feet, letting us sink helplessly into the 
powdery snow beneath. Raquettes would have been of no 
use above Camp V, as the angle of the slope was too steep. 

During our frequent halts we could discern the tiny specks 
of the second party mounting towards Camp V. Above was 
a large rock immediately beneath a final 300 ft. slope leading 
to the summit ridge. Snow here was hard and icy, and we 
had to cut steps in it an hour's work for 100 ft. We hoped 
to find some place on which to sit, but the rock was sloping 
and hostile. 

At this point Nima Dorje collapsed. He had bravely done 
his best, carrying a load of over 20 lbs. of photographic and 
cinematographic apparatus. After a rest he was able to return 
alone in safety. I suggested abandoning the apparatus, but 
Lewa insisted on carrying it. 

The ascent of 300 ft. from the rock to the summit ridge will 
remain in the memory of all of us as the most exacting and 
exhaust.ing piece of climbing any of us have ever endured. 
The slope was very steep, consisting of loose snow and skavala 
overlying hard, icy snow. Steps had to be made, since the 
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penalty of a slip vvas the great eastern precipice. I remember 
that towards the top I drove my ice-axe in before me, with. 
both hands hauling myself up on it while kicking steps with 
feeble viciousness. We were in a cold shado\v, but a few yards 
above the declining sun illuminated a small flake of ice on the 
summit ridge vvith a calm gleam. We were drawing on our 
reserves of energy. Faculties were numbed, action automatic. 

And then I found myself sprawling, stomach downvvards, 
across the summit ridge ; my head in the sun, my feet in the 
shadow. Huge columns of cloud 'vere rising djinn-like from 
the murky depths into which I gazed. They svvayed unsub
stantially for a moment as I fought for oxygen. In a minute 
or two I pulled n1yself together, swung myself astride the sharp, 
roof-like sumrnit ridge, and began taking in Holdsworth's 
rope. We were not on the summit, but only on the summit 
ridge. The former was out of sight, hidden by a small gendarme 
of snow a few yards away. What if the gap or the ridge 
which separated us from the summit could not be surn1ounted ? 

Heaving ourselves to our feet, we started along the ridge. 
The snow was firm and, planting our feet well into it, vve advanced 
without difficulty. We gained the point and gazed over and 
beyond. Only a gentle dip and an easy ridge separated us 
from the summit. We gasped along, but all sense of weariness 
had vanished. A few yards from the top we halted, telling 
Lewa to go ahead. It was the least compliment we could pay 
to those splendid fellows, our porters, to whom we owed so 
much. 

At 4.30 P.M. we stood on the summit. It is difficult to 
render any account of the view. We were too far above the 
world. One's eye passed almost contemptuously over mighty 
range upon mighty range to seek repose in the violet shades 
of illimitable horizons. Even the turreted thunder clouds, 
sun-crested above, purple below, could not attain to our level. 
The breeze fanning us was deathly cold ; the silence and sense 
of isolation almost terrible. There were no green valleys. All 
about us were peaks of black rock and glaring ice or snow. 

In the far N.W. rose a range of mighty peaks, possibly the 
eastern wing of the Karakoram; if so, they were 280 miles 
distant. 

Thousands of feet beneath curved the glacier to the S.W. 
of Kamet, repeatedly traversed by Meade's and Slingsby's 
parties, ribbed and girded like some monstrous dragon 
crawling from one cloudy caverp. to another. Our sole link 
with the world was the camp vve had left 8l hours ago, 
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now a mere dot on the snow. Only in the N. was relief to be 
found from this sav.age mountain world. There, hills streaked 
untidily -vvith snovv fell away into the golden plains of Tibet , 
tessellated with blue cloud shadows. 

It was getting late and time was vital, so off we set. vVe 
were tired. Legs felt curiously weak and wavering. On the 
steep final slope it was necessary to pull ourselve.s together. 
Half-way down Shipton shouted that Lewa was ill. Nothing 
could be done but encourage him and look out for a slip. The 
sun was setting and we began to experience severe cold. At 
last we were all safely congregated at the rock below the final 
slope. There we could safely unrope. Lewa became dis
tressed, and I relieved him of the cinema apparatus, but after 
carrying it 500 ft. had to abandon it, as its weight was ex
hausting me. Descending the snow slopes was even worse 
than climbing them, partly because we were very t ired, partly 
because t he soft snow had frozen into vicious, breakable crust, 
and hard snow had frozen impossibly hard, so that one slithered 
dangerously. 

The sun's last glare lit peak and snowfield: valleys filled with 
purple. A star glittered. Slanting rays of sun, flooding the 
Tibetan plains in golden radiance, threw into sharp relief 
numberless little crags and hills, until it seemed we were 
looking over the rim of our conventional world into another 
and unconventional abode of cities and villages constructed 
at the behest of some Epsteinian demons. The eastern horizon 
was given over to tropic night ; a broad evening band of deepest 
purple flooded range after range. Had we not been so weary 
we might have appreciated the beautiful phenomenon described 
by Sir Leslie Stephen a sun with rays of darkness riding in 
the east ; in other words, parallel shadows of peaks stretching 
hundreds of miles before the sun, apparently converging on 
the eastern horizon. 

The pure cold afterglow of a cloudless sunset saw us stumbling 
into camp, cheered on and helped by our friends. It was not 
until then that it was discovered that Holdsworth's big toe was 
frostbitten, not seriously, that Shipton was slightly frostbitten, 
and that Lewa had bot h feet very seriously frostbitten, so 
badly that he subsequently lost the top joints of most of his 
toes. I need hardly state how much we regretted this, but 
I am very glad to be able to say that this will by no means 
prevent him from climbing or, at least, performing Sirdar's 
duties, in the future. 

June 22 was spent in making arrangements to send Lewa to 
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the base camp under the charge of Budhibal Gurung. During 
the day our strongest local porter, Kesar Singh, arrived at 
Camp V with a mail. The Darjeeling men had been depressed 
by Le-vva's frostbite and ~ were disinclined to accompany the 
second party. Dorje, however, volunteered to fetch down 
the abandoned load left at about 1000 ft. above the camp, 
and did so. 

' 

The following day dawned fine but windy, and the second 
party, consisting of Birnie and Greene, with Kesar Singh, who 
entertained none of the superstitious fears for the mountain 
now animating the Darjeeling men, left at about 8.30 A.M. 

It was a matter of great regret that Beauman could not 
accompany them, but he was not properly acclimatized. Had 
it been possible for him to have remained another day or two 
at Camp V it is certain that he would have been able to make 
the ascent. 

The second party took about the same time as the first 
and experienced a cold wind. Like the first party they 
arrived back very tired; both were suffering from frostbite, 
Birnie more seriously than Greene. 

On June 24 we started to evacuate the camps. The weather 
4ad changed for the worse, and we descended to the base camp 
on June 26 in a heavy snowstorm, Holdsworth having gone 
right through from Camp III the previous day on ski. 

Our success was due first of all to Birnie's transport work. 
None could have worked harder than he, and it was his fore
sight and organization that enabled us to obtain a besieging 
position on the mountain, to establish well-equipped camps, 
and maintain communications from the base camp, thus 
allowing of a constant supply of provisions and fuel. 

We were blessed with almost perfect weather, only the snow 
conditions being bad. Had the weather broken, we could have 
stuck it out on the mountain for a month or longer. The 
local men from Niti, Mana and other villages proved at least 
as willing, if not so expert, as the Darjeeling men and are 
splendid material for future expeditions, particularly as they 
are less impregnated with superstitious beliefs. 

On July 2 we arrived at Gamsali after having experienced 
some difficulty in crossing . the swollen Dhaoli river above 
Gating. The monsoon had already broken and it was raining. 
On June 5 we left Gamsali, hoping to make a pass from the 
head of the Banke Glacier to Mana, indications of which had 
been noticed by Mumm when he prospected the head of the 
glacier in 1907. We camped at Eri U diar next day, where I 
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celebrated my birthday by having an aching tooth extracted 
by Greene, with no anresthetic other than rum and morphia, 
a painful operation skilfully performed. 

On July 7 Shipton and Holdsworth attempted a fine rock 
peak, 19,800 ft. high, immediately above Eri Udiar, but were 
defeated by its difficulty and lack of time, 300 ft. from the 
summit. The following day Shipton and Nima returned to 
the attack, which proved successful after a difficult rock and 
ice climb. The same day Beauman and Greene prospected 
the head of the Banke Glacier. Although they were able to 
observe the whole of the retaining wall at the head of the 
glacier, there was no possibility of forcing a pass owing to its 
terrific steepness and the hanging glaciers which plastered it. 
Neither did there appear any possibility of climbing the Mana 
Peak from the Banke Glacier. However, they were able to 
sketch roughly the glacier and its tributaries and photograph it. 

We were forced, therefore, to abandon hope of making a 
new col over the range and had to cross the easy Bhyundar 
Pass previously traversed by various parties, including those 
of Dr. Longstaff and Mr. Meade. This pass was traversed 
in soaking rain and camp pitched in the beautiful Bhyundar 
valley beneath the grand ramparts of Gauri and Hathi Parbat. 
I wish there was space to describe the Bhyundar valley. 
With its carpet of flowers and its surrounding peaks it will 
remain in our recollection as 'The Valley of Flowers,' the 
loveliest glen we have ever seen. 

It is interesting to note that the continuation of the Bhyundar 
valley to its confluence with the Alaknanda valley above 
Joshimath, thought by the nativeci to be impossible when 
Dr. Longstaff's party visited it, is now frequently traversed 
by shepherds and their flocks. The pass from it over to 
Hanuman Ohatti appears to have fallen into disuse, and 
though Dr. Longstaff's party experienced little difficulty in 
descending to Hanuman Chatti, we had to force our way 
through dense undergrowth and bamboo thickets overgrowing 
the old path. 

From Hanuman Ohatti we ascended by the pilgrim route, 
which is strongly pervaded with the 'odour of sanctity,' to 
Badrinath and Mana. 

After a rest and reorganization at Mana we proceeded to 
carry out the second half of our programme, which was to 
force a pass over the Badrinath range to the Gangotri Glacier, 
which although the longest glacier, 25 miles at least, in the 
Central Himalaya, appears never to have been explored. 
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Meade had visited the Satepanth and Bhagat Kharak Glaciers, 
but no information was available on the Arwa valley to the 
N ., save that there was a local tradition that it had been visited 
by one Pigott or Bigott about 30 years previously. 

We left Mana on July 15 and camped near the end of the 
Arwa valley, at Ghastoli. Next day we proceeded up the 
valley, finding to our surprise that a main glacier, marked in 
the map as about 12 miles in length, does not exist. Apparently 
the surveyors did not go up the valley, but looking up it 
observed a large terminal moraine and assumed this to be the 
end of the main valley ice-stream. Actually, this moraine is 
the termination of a side glacier flowing into the Arwa valley 
from the south. Passing beneath it was unpleasant, as the 
snout of the glacier, 5.00 ft .. above, constantly discharges falls 
of boulders similar to the Glacier du Midi near the Pierr.e 
Pointue. 

We camped near the last junipers and, next day, marched 
over abominable stones to the point where the valley forks 
into two large glacier-filled valleys. Incidentally, a number 
of other glaciers flow into the main valley, none of which are 
indicated in the map. From this camp, about 16,000 ft., 
Shipton, Greene and I climbed an easy peak of 19,000 ft. to 

. the N.E., whilst Beauman, Birnie and Holdsworth made a 
reconnaissance up a glacier to the S.W. We found ourselves 
in a district of such complexity that it was difficult to deter
mine the direction of the main watershed. Magnificent peaks 
dominated a labyrinth of intricate glaciers. Another peak of 
19,000 ft. was ascended, but the problem remained unsolved. 

Camp was pitched at 19,000 ft. up the glacier previously 
reconnoitred, and from it Shipton, Birnie, Holdsworth and 
I ascended to a ridge at the head of the glacier. We found 
this to form the watershed, as there was no doubt that the 
glacier on the far side descended to join the Gangotri Glacier. 
Birnie and Dorje descended to this glacier and returned over 
the watershed at another point to the N.W., whilst Shipton 
and I climbed a peak of about 20,000 ft. on the watershed 
ridge. 

Opposite to our camp rose one of the finest peaks in the 
vicinity, and this Shipton and I attempted to climb, but were 
repulsed by a snowstorm. The following day we returned to 
the attack, and this time were successful despite terrible snow. 
The summit was estimated to be round about 22,000 ft. by 
aneroid. The ascent was first of all to a col N.E. of the peak 
by very steep snow slopes. Thence, the N.E. face of the peak 
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was traversed by easy slopes, and another steep slope climbed 
to the E.N.E. ridge. Thence the way lay up a steep ice arete, 
on which a frozen crust just eliminated cutting, to the top. 
Birni~ and Dorje followed us an hour behind, but found that 
considerable cutting was necessary owing to the melting of 
the frozen crust. 

On the way do-vvn occurred the only mountaineering mishap 
of the expedition. The snow below the col, although it had 
a slight crust formed on it by the disappearance of the sun, was 
avalanchy. In the Alps an avalanche could not have occurred, 
but the fierce sun had soddened the snow through to such an 
extent that the crust was unable to hold it. It should be 
realized that in the Himalaya so strong is the sun that old 
snow periodically avalanches a condition that does not obtain 
in the Alps. I began a sitting glissade, but started an avalanche 
in front of me. It was only a small one and not in the least 
dangerous, but I deemed it advisable when it began to 
grow larger to stop. I had barely done so when a formidable 
avalanche dislodged by Shipton above, who had started to 
glissade on his own account, swept down and overwhelmed me. 
By adopting a swimming motion on my back I w~s able to 
keep on the surface of the avalanche, but I was borne down 
the slope and thrown about 30 ft. over the upper lip of a 
bergschrund on to the slope below, where the compacting snow 
of the avalanche nearly crushed me to death. Luckily I 
escaped with one fractured rib and a severely bruised thorax. 
Had we taken different lines when glissading no dangerous 
avalanche could have occurred, as the snow was not of a type 
to avalanche behind one when glissading; it was just that 
slop·py stuff which only avalanches when dislodged from above. 

The following day bad weather kept us in our tents, but on 
July 24, Birnie and I with 10 porters left to cross the range 
by the original pass we had discovered. Unfortunately, how
ever, I had to return owing to my injuries, and descend to 
Mana with Beauman and Greene. 

Shipton and Holdsworth stayed on at the 19,000 ft. camp 
and ascended three peaks of about 21,000 ft., 20,400 ft. and 
21,500 ft. 

Birnie meanwhile descended the large glacier on the western 
side of the pass and, having carried out a most interesting 
exploration, during which he descended almost to the junction 
of this glacier with the Gangotri Glacier and prospected another 
pass, returned into the Arwa valley by a fine col. · 

Greene and I prospected the Satepanth and Bhagat Kharak 
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Glaciers, visiting the source of the Alaknanda, but had not the 
time to go farther than the snouts of these glaciers ; we were 
also unlucky enough to lose our food in a glacier torrent. 
Shipton meanwhile climbed a peak of 19,000 ft . above Mana. 

The expedition reassembled at Badrinath on August 1, and 
returned to Ranikhet on August 13.3 

SHORT SUMMARY OF THE KAMET EXPEDITION, 1931. 

May 13. 55 Dotial porters left Ranikhet with main stores under 
sirdar Lewa. (Note. 5 local Garhwali porters were recruited on 
the way.) . 

JJ1ay 18. Smythe, Greene, Shipton, Holdsworth, Birnie and Beau
man, 8 Darjeeling porters and a cook left Ranikhet, two Gurkha 
N.C.O.'s being picked up at Almora junction. 

J 'une 2. Expedition reached Niti via the high route and Kuari 
Pass. Some heavy thunderstorms on the way. Dotial porters 
dismissed and 30 jhobus or half-bred yaks and 31 local Bhotias 
recruited in their place; 6 of these were equipp~d for high climbing. 
Holdsworth skied to 15,000 ft.- and Smythe went on shooting trip 
to same height. 

June 5- 6. To Raikana Base Camp (15,600 ft.) via Goting. 
June 7. Shipton and Holdsworth climbed a 17,200 ft. peak to 

W. of camp. 
June 8.--- Smythe, Greene, Shipton and Holdsworth (first party) 

to camp I (16,800 ft.) at beginning of East Kamet Glacier. 
June 9. First party to Camp II (18,600 ft.) at head of East 

Kamet Glacier. 
Birnie and Beauman to Camp I. 
June 10. Second party to Camp II. 
First party prospected site for Camp III (20,600 ft.) and returned 

to Camp II. 
June 13. To Camp III. 
June 14-17. Prospecting .route to Camp IV (22,000 ft.) and 

fixing 500 ft. of rope for porters. Several snowstorn1s took place 
during this period and there was much fresh snow and ice on the 
rocks. · 

June 18. Smythe and Shipton to Camp IV. 
June 19. Remainder of party to Camp IV. { 

With Sherpas and 
high - climbing 
local porters. 

June 20. Smythe, Shipton and Holdsworth to Camp V on 
23,300 ft. shelf just below Meade's Col. 

3 'rhe explorations at the head of the Arwa valley will be dealt 
with more fully in the Geographical Journal. F. S. S. 

For another illustration 9£ Kamet, see p. 188. Editor. 
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June 21. Smythe, Shipton and Holdsworth with Lewa climbed 
Mount Kamet (25,447 ft.), the porter Nima Dorje reaching about 
25,000 ft.; and returned to Camp V. Weatherconditions favourable, 
snow very bad. Lewa 's feet badly frostbitten ; Holdsworth's toes 
frostbitten; Shipton slightly frostbitten. Birnie, Greene and 
Beauman to Camp V. 

J une 22. Lewa evacuated to Camp III. 
June 23. Birnie, Greene and local porter Kesar Singh climbed 

Kamet. Conditions as on 21st. 
Birnie's toes frostbitten, Greene slightly frostbitten. (Note.

Kesar Singh wore local cloth boots, but did not appear to have 
been affected.) 

Holdsworth to Meade's Col on ski (23,500 ft.). 
J une 24. Down to Camp III. 
J une 25. Main party to Camp II. 
Shipton and Beauman supervised the carrying of Lewa to Camp I. 
Holdsworth skied to Base Camp. 
June 26. Remainder of expedition to Base Camp. 
J une 30. Left Base Camp. 
J uly 2. Arrived Gamsali just below Niti. Difficulty was 

experienced in crossing the swollen Dhauli River as the snow-bridge 
had collapsed. 

July 5. ToUr Udiar Camp (about 13,000 ft.). 
Main stores were sent round via Josimath with local porters. 
Lewa sent to hospital at Josimath. 
July 6. To Eri Udiar Camp (14,700 ft.). 
Smythe had tooth successfully extracted without anresthetic. 
J uly 7. Shipton and Holdsworth reached point 300 ft. below 

summit of 19,815 ft. rock peak to N.W. of camp. Turned back 
owing to lack of time. 

July 8. Shipton and porter Nima climbed 19,815 ft. peak. 
Greene and Beauman explored to head of Banke Glacier. 
J uly 9-12. To Mana (11 ,000 ft.) above Badrinath via the 

Bhyundar Khanta (16,700 ft.) and Khanta Khal (14,750 ft.) passes. 
Heavy monsoon rain encountered. 

July 15. To Ghastoli Camp. 
July 16-17. To 15,000 and 16,000 ft. camps in Arwa Valley. 
J uly 18. Smythe, Green and Shipton climbed 19,300 ft. peak to 

N.E. of can1p. 
Birnie, Holdsworth and Beauman explored glacier toW. of camp 

to a height of 19,000 ft. 
July 19. To camp (19,000 ft.) on westerly glacier mentioned 

above a 19,000 ft. snow peak being traversed on the way. 
July 20. Smythe, Shipton, Holdsworth and Birnie and porter 

Dorje climbed 20,000 ft. pass on Badrinath range which leads to 
Gangotri glacier. 

Smythe and Shipton also climbed 20,800 ft. snow and rock peak 
above pass . 

• 

• 
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Birnie and Dorje crossed another pass to N.W. before returning 
to camp. 

J uly 21. Smythe, Shipton and porter Nima to 20,000 ft. on 
21,800 ft. peak S.E. of camp. Turned back by bad weather. 

J uly 22. Smythe, Shipton and Nima; Birnie and porter Dorje, 
in · two parties, climbed 21,800 ft. peak mentioned above. Snow 
conditions difficult. Smythe involved in avalanche accident on 
way down injuries: broken rib and severe bruising. 

Greene, Holdsworth and Beauman climbed 20,500 ft. rock peak 
to W. of camp. 

(Note. Expedition now split into three self-contained parties.) 
July 25- 29. Birnie, with Dorje and other high-climbing porters, 

explored three passes over the Badrinath Range, one of which leads 
without difficulty to the Gangotri Glacier. 

Returned to Mana July 29. 
Shipton and Holdsworth ascended three peaks of 21,500, 21 ,000 

and 20,400 ft. in neighbourhood of camp. 
Holdsworth also did some good ski-ing on glaciers. 
Returned to Mana July 29. 
July 25- 27. Smythe, Greene and Bea uman returned to Mana. 

by the Arwa valley and Ghastoli. 
J uly 28-29. Smythe and Greene ascended Alaknanda Valley 

and reached point on glaciers where source of the Ganges starts. 
J uly 30-31. Shipton and porter Nima climbed 1.9,000 ~t. snow 

peak to E. of Mana. 
July 31. Whole party assembled at Badrinath. 
A 1.tgust 2- 13. To Ranikhet by the Pilgrim Route . At times 

descended to 2,000 ft. Heat, smells, flies, pilgrims, mosquitoes, 
etc., etc.! 

E. B. BEAUMAN . 

• 

EARLY AscENTS oF MoNT BLANC. 

A. 'YouNG WooDLEY,' 1788. 

IN the summer of 1788 a young Englishman named William 
Woodley visited Chamonix. There he met a Dutch gentleman 
by the name of Camper,1 with whom he agreed to attempt the 
ascent of Mont Blanc. They fell in with Marc-Theodore Bourrit, 
who had tried the climb on numerous occasions, and his son, with 
whom they decided to join forces . Twenty-two guides were engaged, 
and the caravan departed with two tents, a ladder, and provisions 
for six days. 

1 Son of the anatomist and physician, Pieter Camper (1722-89). 
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