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ISTOR-0-NAL: THE 1935 ATTEMPT 1 

BY R. J. LAWDER 

SMALL expedition was undertaken in August, I935, with a view 
to climbing Istor-o-nal, a 24,27 I ft. peak in the Tirich Mir 
group of the Chitral section of the Hindu Kush. This peak 

...... o.4~ been attempted previously by a member of the Survey of India 
and three others during the triangular survey in I929.2 

The present expedition consisted of the late Lieut. Denis Hunt, 
R.E.,3 and myself, together with three porters recruited from Hunza, 
the remainder being Chitralis. Neither Hunt nor myself had had any 
previous experience of mountaineering, although both of us had been 
high: Hunt to I8,ooo ft., ski-ing, and I to about 2o,ooo ft., shooting. 
Being both stationed in Chitral gave us a certain amount of acclimatiza
tion; the mean height of the station is about sooo ft. above sea-level. 
During the spring Hunt had been to about I7,ooo ft., ski-ing, and later 
in June to I8,ooo ft., shooting and making a very short reconnaissance 
of the mountain. 

Our reasons for including three men from Hunza lay in the hope 
that they would inspire the local talent with a certain amount of in
difference to the fairies and spirits which, according to the local super
stition, inhabit every high peak. The men from Hunza were good, 
but not as useful as we had hoped. They created, however, a certain 
amount of competitive spirit, which was what was really required of 
them. In actual fact, with the exception of one who had been on the 
Nanga Parbat Expedition, the other two were slightly inferior to the 
Chitralis. We also had a Havildar of the Chitral Scouts who acted as 
quartermaster and sirdar in the lower camps. He proved invaluable 
both in controlling the porters and assisting in many other duties. 

The best month for climbing in Chitral is undoubtedly July, high 
wind on the peaks being the exception rather than the rule and fine 
weather more likely. In point of fact, we were astonishingly lucky. 
We had two days only of bad weather from July 29 to August I 3. No 
sooner had we left the mountain than a series of cloudy and windy · 
days occurred. We vvere unable to obtain leave earlier nor were we 
able to take longer, so that every day being of value we rather rushed 
matters. The time taken from a spot one march distant from camp A 
to our highest point and back was only I 8 days. In spite of lack of 
time and experience, Hunt, with two porters, reached a point about 
200 ft. below the summit. The remaining zoo ft. were nothing but 
honest plodding up a steepish slope but through very deep soft snow. 
It was a bitter disappointment to him to have to turn back when so 
near the top, but, as will be seen later, his own condition and that of 

1 See A.J. 47· 374· 2 Ibid. 42. 131-~. 3 P. 166. 
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the coolies with him gave him no safety margin and, in later discussions, 
it was agreed that his was a very wise decision. 

We met at Uthul, 56 miles from Chitral, on July 27, all the stores 
and kit having been sent on previously under Sheriff Din, the Scouts' 
Havildar. We at once set to sorting and packing stores as they would 
be required. During the first five days this proved a great burden, 
but as we were unable to do it before it could not be helped. Every 
evening we had to spend 2 to 4 hours after the day's march on this 
most essential work. 

· Next day we moved to Shogram, a village in the Tirich valley 9 miles 
away. The way led over the 13,ooo ft. Zani An Pass; an easy though 
tedious climb with a long descent to the village lying at gooo ft. above 
sea-level. On the zgth we camped at Shekniyak, a birch jungle half a 
mile short of the snout of the main Tirich Glacier at a height of i 1,8oo ft. 
This camp was used as a porters' base camp, and having once established 
camp I, we decided to return all porters except eight to this place to 
await our return. Wood was plentiful and there was no object in 
keeping some forty coolies waiting for us on the glacier. We had a 
total of fifty-one loads of 6o lbs. each. Of these twenty-seven were 
rations for coolies, besides seven loads of tents for porters in the lower 
camps and for our own main camp at I. 

On July 30 we marched up the glacier for 5 miles, making a camp on 
its margin at 13,ooo ft. It was an unpleasant walk over moraine and 
it took the coolies 7 hours to complete the carry. We had previously 
arranged for wood to be dumped here and at our proposed base camp. 
We called this camp B, camp A being at Shekniyak, and our next was 
to be the base camp. The weather was cloudy but comparatively 
warm. A high wind was blowing on the mountain peaks, a fact which 
caused us considerable apprehensions as we knew that there was a 
long knife-edge which would have to be traversed and would be next 
to impossible in a wind. Next day we moved to the base camp, 
whence we were able to get a good view of Is tor -o-nal. 

The mountain can best be divided into four definite sectors. The 
first was a long snow-field closely intersected with crevasses, rising 
about 1500 ft. from camp I to the foot of the couloir, the second 
sector. This couloir gave access to the ridge where we hoped to find 
a site for camp II. It was steep, with a mean slope of 50° and about 
xooo ft. from top to bottom. The going was unpleasant as there was 
very little snow in places and the whole was covered with hard ice. The 
third sector consisted of a rock face 300ft. high forming the right-hand 
edge of the couloir. This had to be scaled to reach the long knife
edged ridge, the last sector, and which continued almost to the summit. 

On August 1 we moved from the base camp to camp I, a very steep 
climb from about 14,goo ft., the whole way over shale and soft snow. 
The coolies went very well indeed and we had tents pitched, etc., by 
3 P.M~ We had to pave a considerable area owing to the snow melting, 
and after two days were very thankful for having done so. By the 
morning of the 6th when we moved the camp there were several la~ge 
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streams running through the tents under the paving-stones. It was 
a fine day with very little wind and only a few clouds on the summits 
of Tirich Mir and Istor-o-nal. All except eight porters returned to 
the base camp en route for camp A. Next day we took a rest, finding 
a lot to do getting the camp straight, putting down more paving-stones 
and packing our stores for the final high camps. 

On August 3 we set out to reconnoitre the couloir and camp II. 
We found the snow-field easy although the soft snow was most ex
hausting. The couloir also proved a not too difficult though lengthy 
proceeding, owing chiefly ·to steps having to be cut and to a short 
snowstorm which hampered our progress considerably. We were 
very glad to find quite a reasonable camp site in the gap at the top 
sheltered on two sides by huge rocks perched on the knife-edge. The 
far side fell sheer to a glacier about 5000 ft. below. Hunt with two 
porters went on a bit further, had a look at the rocks and returned to 
camp by 4 P.M. They decided that there was a practicable route 
overlooking the precipice and we were considerably elated at the pros
pect of at least reaching the main ridge. Next day, August 4, I took 
up seven porters with 30 lbs.loads to camp II and dumped them. We 
had a short snowstorm again whilst climbing the couloir, but reached 
camp II in 5 hours. This was an exceptionally good carry from 18,300 ft. 
to 21,400 ft. over none too easy going. We got back to camp I by 
1 P.M., having glissaded 'sitting' most of the snow-field in great style. 
Considerable repairs had to be carried out to clothing that evening. 
Next day Hunt took up a few loads to the plateau just below the foot 
of the couloir in order to ease the carry for the 6th. On that day we 
moved to camp II, leaving two porters and Hunt's Chitrali servant at 
camp I. It turned out to be a bad day ; I was feeling poorly and the 
porters had to be rallied the whole time to prevent them from refusing 
to go on. We eventually reached the camp site and got everything 
snug by 5 P.M. I then escorted the surplus porters part of the way 
down the couloir and then returned to camp II, feeling very tired. 
Hunt meanwhile had got some food going, and after a surprisingly 
good meal of eggs and sardines we were asleep by 6.30 P.M. A point 
of interest is that Hunt's bearer, knowing how Sahibs rely on eggs, 
managed to send up six dozen eggs hidden among the loads. None 
were broken, and for the stay in camp II proved quite the most delicious 
part of our food. I doubt if many people have eaten fresh eggs at 
over 21,ooo ft., 4 but we found them far more attractive there than at 
more moderate levels. 

We had a very poor night and neither of us got more than a few 
hours' sleep. Hunt left next morning, the 7th, at about 10 A.M. for an 
attempt on the rock wall. He had with him t\VO Chitralis, both 
excellent cragsmen. They found the rock fairly easy and reached the 
main ridge. The route led slightly to the left overhanging the precipice 
on the N. side, which was sheer to the glacier for about 5000 ft. Where 
there was no snow the rocks .were safe and easy, but we always found 

4 See, however, p. 9· 
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the snow-covered rocks towards the top a bit tricky, and next day 
fixed a rope on pitons to enable us to move faster and have some 
small sense of security. We became so used to it that on the last two 
days we went up and down unroped and quite rapidly. The next day, 
after a good though intensely cold night, we started with two porters 
and reached the !OP of the wall by 9.30 A.M. We then cut steps along 
the ridge for 2 hours. Owing to corniches we had to move along IO to 
20 ft. from the edge of the ridge. This meant that we were perpetually 
on ice at an angle of about 45°, lightly covered with snow, steps having 
to be cut the whole way. 

For some unknown reason we became afraid that what little snow 
there was would avalanche and accordingly turned back, fixing the 
permanent rope on the rocks and getting in to camp II at I.45· Why 
this avalanche obsession took hold of us we cannot tell to this day, as 
what little snow there was could have done no harm even had it slipped. 
The same occurred next day, and we wasted much valuable time in 
an early return to camp on both days. We only managed about 
200 yds. on both the 8th and gth. On the return journey on the gth 
the two Hunzas accompanying us that day lost confidence on the abrupt 
ice cliffs and we had considerable difficulty in getting them to move 
along. On the Ioth Hunt went off with the best man of the Hunzas 
and one Chitrali, accomplishing great work. They cut steps for about 
450 yds. and reached a point on the ridge beyond which cutting was 
unnecessary, i.e. at about 22,300 ft. ; they did not return to camp till 
about 5 P.M. At this point the ridge broadened out and was covered 
in deep, soft snow, and it was therefore possible to walk along the very 
crest. In order to keep the porters in good heart we took different 
men each day. We had six in camp II altogether, three Hunzas and 
three Chitralis : two accompanied us on each occasion in rotation. 
One reason for this was that in case we had time to establish a still 
higher camp we could still have coolies available who had not been 
overworked and were in good fettle. 

On the I Ith, which quite by chance turned out to be the great day 
of the expedition, we started at 7 A.M. with a temperature of zoo F. 
We reached Hunt's furthest point at g.Io and had a good rest. I was 
not feeling fit again in spite of a rest the day before and, after we had 
been going for I hour in soft snow and had reached a point at about 
22,8oo ft., we again had· a rest. Here I got cramp and was unable to 
go on. It was a beautiful cloudless day, so leaving me safely ensconced, 
Hunt went on with the two porters. About Ioo yds. further on the 
ridge narrowed down to about 4 ins. for about 20 yds. distance. 
However, they walked across like three tight-rope walkers and then 
reached the wide, open ridge leading almost direct to the summit. 
The going here was very exhausting and, at I ·45, having been going 
almost without a halt for 3! hours, they were ,;vithin 400 yds. of the 
summit and not more than 200 ft. lower. Greatly to my disappoint
ment, having had nearly an hour's rest, they turned and came back. 

On their reaching me in 2 hours, Hunt told me that they \vere so 
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exhausted that progress was impossible. They were moving at times 
in soft, knee-deep snow, and although they could undoubtedly have 
reached the summit he doubted their ability to make certain of getting 
back. After 20 minutes' rest we commenced our return to camp. 
Hunt was astonishing ; although he had done more work than both the 
porter~ he was in fine form. It was as well that I was fresh, as the two 
porters, who had really. done magnificently, 'vere very exhausted and, 
on several occasions, slipped and had to be held on the rope. We 
reached camp at 6.30 P.M. 

We decided to have a rest on the I zth, and if the weather still held 
good to make another attempt on the 13th. The 12th proved an 
unpleasantly cold and windy day and we spent most of it inside our 
sleeping-bags. Both Hunt, myself and two porters were slightJy 
frost-bitten, while Hunt had one eye also slightly affected by snow
blindness. 

On the 13th, after a windy night, we looked out at 6 A.M. There 
were a lot of clouds about and a good deal of wind. At 7 A.M. I with 
one porter went along to the foot of the rocks to see what the ridge 
looked like. It was quite impossible. We then with great reluctance 
decided to move down and give up the attempt. We started at 10 A.M., , 
finding the couloir most unpleasant, especially for the loaded porters. 
It had thawed in places and then frozen again, making the old steps 
very slippery. Hunt and I 'vere unroped so as to let the men move 
slowly and have plenty of rope. We had only two 8o-ft. Alpine ropes 
and found that four men on each rope was too close. Near the bottom 
Hunt slipped, but managed to stop himself with his ice axe after having 
gone about so ft. He cut his hand slightly but was otherwise none 
the worse. Once on the snow-field we both roped, as numerous cre
vasses had opened up. However, no one went in more than waist
deep and we reached camp I by 12 noon. We then moved down the 
shale to the base camp, there being no object in staying in camp I 
which had been moved by signal just before we arrived. Here we 
found comfort in the form of a good dinner, wine, a reasonably sized 
tent, firewood and Hunt's servant. 

Next day we walked down to Sheyniak, our original camp A, and 
on the 15th to Shogram. Here, after paying off the porters, Hunt 
returned to Chitral while I went off on a tour of about zoo miles. 

Our equipment proved sufficient and all that was required. The 
Himalayan Club were most kind in lending us a couple of tents, 
crampons and pitons. As none of us had ever worn crampons before 
we found them most clumsy and, as far as I can remember, they were 
not worn more than a couple of times. Hunt and I had sleeping-bags 
and boots of the Everest pattern, finding them excell.ent in every way. 
The porters were provided with properly nailed army boots large 
enough to admit three pairs of socks, wind-proof suits and four blankets 
each. We wore ordinary Grenfell cloth ski-ing clothes. In camp I 
an ordinary 100 lbs. double-fly tent was used by us, whilst the men had 
an army-pattern 8o lbs. tent. In camp II we used a "lVIeade tent and 
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the porters a 40 lbs. coolie tent lent us by the Himalayan Club. The 
tentage on the whole was satisfactory. . 

We were lucky in having no cases requiring medical attention and 
only one case of bad fever amongst the porters. Every one suffered a 
certain amount from headache due to the height. This is not to be 
wondered at as our acclimatization left much to be desired. On the 
whole, both Hunt and I acclimatized far quicker than the porters, many 
of whom live at Io,ooo ft. Hunt went from sooo ft. to 24,ooo ft. in 
14 days. We ourselves always carried a certain amount of photo
graphic material, food, etc., weighing about I 2 to I 5 lbs. each. On 
August I 1 Hunt went from 21,ooo ft. to 24,000 ft. and back with this 
load and was by no means at the limit of his strength. We ate ex"' 
tremely well at camp II and never suffered from lack of appetite. I 
was not too fit when I started, and this was one of the reasons which 
prevented me continuing with Hunt on the I Ith. 

We were very proud of one point in particular. While making 
preliminary arrangements we made up a large table showing what the 
loads consisted of, and where we should require each article together 
with the number of coolies required for each stage. All the time and 
up to our return this table proved absolutely accurate. Those who have 
travelled in the Himalaya with so coolies will appreciate what this means. 

Had we had any real experience of snow conditions at high altitudes 
and work on steep ice slopes we should not have wasted two most 
valuable days. Also had the weather held for another couple of days 
we had an excellent chance of reaching the summit. Weather is, of 
course, a most important factor even one good day would have been 
sufficient. 

There are, I believe, over one hundred peaks exceeding 2o,ooo ft. 
in Chitral, none of which has as yet been climbed, One of the 
reasons for this is the immense amount of local superstition in the 
country. This has not been modified by a series of most unfortunate 
coincidences which have followed the only two attempts to climb in 
recent years. Of the I 929 Survey party's attempt two of its members 
met violent deaths within a short while. Captain Coldstream, I.M.S., 
was murdered by a fanatic in Peshawar and Lieut. D. M. Burn, R.E., 
was killed by an avalanche in Kashmir. Within two months of the 
present attempt, Denis Hunt was drowned in the Chitral river whilst 
out duck -shooting under the most tragic circumstances. 5 All these 
fatalities are well known in Chitral and tend to increase the fear of 
spirits which, according to local tradition, inhabit the mountains. 

A very excellent account of the attempt of the I929 Survey party 
together with a summary of the local superstitions appears in ' The 
Records of the Survey of India, Vol. XXV : Surveys . carried out by 
A Coy. from I925 to 1931.' 

[An illustration of Tirich Mir, 25,200 ft., taken by Captain Lawder 
, from high up on Istor-o-nal, appears in A .. 'J. 47· facing p. 368. Editor.] 

5 A.J. 47· 374, footnote S· 
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