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CHOMOLHARI 

BY F. SPENCER CHAPMAN 

N July 1936, at the end of a climbing season happily spent 
among the mountains of northern Sikkim, I -had the rare 
fortune to be invited to visit Lhasa as Private Secretary to 

Mr. B. J. Gould, the Political Officer in Sikkim. We were there 
until February 1937. On the way to Lhasa, and again on the 
return journey, we rode for several days within sight of Chomo
lhari (the Divine Queen of Mountains), whose isolated peak, 
23,997 ft., stands sentinel over the village of Phari and dominates 
the high plateau leading up to the desolate Tang La. 

After a careful examination the belief was forced upon me
rather to my surprise that the long southern snow and ice slope 
would go, if once one could get on to it. But the !-inch map, the 
only existing one, seemed but an approximation ; and such recon
naissance as I was able to make showed that an approach from 
Phari would involve the crossing of several of the deep Bhutan 
valleys. The question of permission presented the greatest diffi
culty. But as I had spent six months in Lhasa and knew the four 
Cabinet Ministers personally, I was able to get their consent ; 
and at the same time a runner returned from Bhutan saying that 
the young Maharajah would have no objection to the enterprise. 

Chomolhari is one of the holiest mountains in the Buddhist 
world. I am therefore inestimably grateful to the rulers of these 
two countries and to those who helped me to obtain permission. 
The telegrams containing the good news reached me at Yatung, 
actually in Tibet, on May 10 (incidentally my thirtieth birthday), 
for we had had to make all preparations beforehand, not only 
because of the imminence of the monsoon, but because my 
companion, C. E. Crawford, of Imperial Chemicals, Calcutta, 
had to be back before the end of the month. 

At' such short notice and at a time of the year when those 
who could get away were already in the hills, it was extremely 
difficult to find any companions. Crawford, who was about 
twenty-five, had climbed in the Lakes and the Pyrenees, but had 
had no experience of snow or ice. But he proved to be an ideal 
companion, and my chief regret is that he did not reach the 
summit. 

Preparations were difficult, as neither of us had much money 
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to spend, and we realized that the odds were against our getting 
permission. Crawford, in the swelter of Calcutta, collected as 
much as he could of my list of requisites. Unfortunately the 
Himalayan Club had already lent most of its supply of equip
ment, and we had to be content with remnants and makeshifts. 
Meanwhile, from Kalimpong, I rushed over to Darjeeling and 
chose three Sherpa porters : Nima Thundup, who had been on 
Everest ,1924, Kangchenjunga 1930, and Kamet 1931 to pick 
out only a few of his achievements ; Kikuli, a younger man who 
had served in three Kangchenjunga expeditions, as well as Everest 
1933 and Nanga Parbat 1934; also a less experienced porter, 
Passang, who had been with Bauer in 1929. 

I hoped that Nima with his wide experience would be able 
to advise me when it came to choosing a route ; and that 
Kikuli, who had a great reputation for ice and snow craft, would 
share the work of step-cutting. Passang I took because he was 
a friend of the others and they were very anxious to work together . 

. While four mules carried our equipment and supplies, we 
walked to Phari, taking it fairly easily (seven days from Gangtok), 
so as to acclimatize gently. We reached Phari on May 12, and 
chose six local men to carry the bulk of our gear so that our 
Sherpas could save themselves for the actual climb. Any form 
of reconnaissance was impossible, as Chomolhari continually hid 
herself in snow clouds. We spent two days trying to short
circuit the long southern ridge and then, after paying off our 
six Phari men, we found when the mountain at last showed 
itself that it was impossible to gain the ridge from the W., 
and that we should have to descend to the wooded valleys of 
Bhutan and reach our ridge at some point below the snow line. 
As there were now only five of us, Crawford and I had to- carry 
about 6o lbs. each, while the porters carried as much as go lbs. 
On May 16 we camped at 18,soo ft. on some neve just below the 
foot of the glaciated ridge that leads to the long final slope. At 
this point the ridge is broken by a jagged pinnacle, vertical on 
the northern side, and rising to a height of about 8o ft. We 
called it the Giant's Fang. 

On this day we were forced to camp at 09.oo, as snow clouds 
descended and the visibility was too poor to justify our trying 
to find a way through the crevassed area ahead of us. This 
fine snow, through which the fierce sun shone with a blinding 
glare, limited the visibility to about five yards and forced us to 
camp. It came down every day we were on the mountain, always 
before midday and sometimes within an hour of dawn. As there 
was little wind, the snow lay knee-deep. On May 17 we worked 
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our way up a series of steep, sharp snow and ice crests on to the 
more level rounded ridge which led to the final 3000-ft. slope. 
Early next morning the clouds cleared away and we could trace 
what seemed a possible though difficult way to the top. To the 
E. of our ridge the glacier fell abruptly, showing exposed rock 
which dropped in a series of almost vertical precipices to the 
moraine-filled valley below. To the W. the glacier tumbled in 
a steep and much-broken icefall to the floor of the valley we had 
crossed a few days previously. Northwards the ridge became less 
sharp and developed into a long saddle leading straight to the 
foot of the great ice and snow face which rose to the apparent 
summit (we had seen from the Phari plain that the actual summit 
lay some distance to the N. at the far end of a sharp but less 
steeply sloping ridge). 

This saddle was not at a difficult angle, but it was crossed by 
several almost continuous lines of crevasses across which there 
appeared to be snow bridges ; but just where the angle increased 
there seemed to be a difficult place : either we should have to 
cut steps along the crest of a long, steep, and very sharp knife
edge ridge of blue ice, or else we could keep further W. and hope 
to find some way up an amphitheatre of ice, one side of which 
was formed by the above-mentioned ice ridge. The final 3000-ft. 
slope was consistently steep, but, except where it was crossed 
by bare icefalls, it did not look unduly difficult. 

On May 18 we left Nima, who was too old to go much higher, 
alone at our camp on the ridge, with the two larger tents. The 
rest of the party, with two minute bivouac tents, a primus stove, 

, and food for five days, set off at 04.00, just as the sun reddened 
the summit snows. This was a more successful day. The bridges 
over the lines of crevasses were firm, and we reached the top of 
the amphitheatre below the ice ridge by cutting steps up a tangle 
of huge ice fragments that had fallen from the ridge. This was 
a most exhausting day. Crawford felt the height very much, and 
Kikuli, whenever we stopped, sat huddled disconsolately in the 
snow, spitting blood and groaning. 

We were much delayed by the deep new snow which added 
to the difficulty of progress and completely hid the numerous 
crevasses. We pitched our tents at zo,ooo ft., feeling that things 
had gone better than we had dared to expect. On the 19th Kikuli 
refused to stir from his sleeping bag. Leaving the tents standing, 
the remaining three of us reached a point about 1000 ft. above 
our camp without having to cut a single step. A precipitous and 
much-broken icefall stopped further progress, and as we were all 
completely exhausted we returned to camp. 
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Crawford, who was feeling ill, was due back in Calcutta in a 
few days' time. And, as l{ikuli could obviously get no further, 
the two of them returned to Nima on May 20. Passang and I 
followed our tracks of the day before, though they were already 
shrouded in six inches of new snow; keeping more to the W., 
we crossed the icefall by cutting hand and foot holds up a fallen 
flake which formed a natural bridge. Just above this place we 
were laboriously cutting steps up a slope when a blizzard suddenly 
came up from the W. accompanied by peals of thunder. For 
two hours we crouched motionless in our steps, clinging to our 
ice axes. Eventually the wind lessened, though the snow 
continued. Just above us a dark shadow indicated an outcrop 
of bare ice. We reached this, and at the foot of it excavated a 
platform on which we could pitch our tent. I was right in 
believing that the vertical wall above us would protect us from 
falling pieces of ice; but new snow, pouring down the mountain 
side, half buried our tent. The zip fastener in the opening 
would not work, and our heads were half submerged in a pile of 
fine snow that was driven into the tent. It was an uncomfort
able night, but I found it all the easier to start cooking at oz.oo, 
so that we could crawl out of our tent and set off, two h.<;>urs later, 
before the sun had reached us. 

For several hours we took it in turn to cut and kick steps. 
First we kept to the W. and worked across to a reddish outcrop 
of granite separating the snow slope from a rock precipice that 
seems to drop almost sheer to the Phari plain. The climbing 
was ideal. We both moved in perfect rhythm a kick, a pause, 
a step ; a kick, a pause, a step. Up here most of the new snow 
had blown or slithered off and there was none of the heart-breaking 
soft snow that had made the lower slopes so intolerable. 

The view was superb. Gradually, as we approached the W. 
ridge, all the mountains that one had ever heard of swung into 
view. We felt as if we were on the very top of the world. Ma
song-chong-drong-ri to the S.W. ; Pauhunri, just across the 
deep-shadowed Phari plain; the great mass of Kangchenjunga, 
with a cloud system all of its own ; Siniolchu, Chomiomo, 
Pandim, Kabru; and, a hundred and fifty miles away to theW., 
yellowed by distance, unconquered Everest and Makalu. 

I felt a sudden sense of shame. What right had we up there ? 
W auld we be allowed to reach the summit ? Passang seemed 
disappointed to find that the actual top lay another 500 ft. above us 
to the N. It was separated from us by a long undulating ridge of 
extreme sharpness. Luckily the crust was rotten and we could 
kick our way along to the 3oo-ft. snow slope that led easily to the 
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top. At midday we shook hands on the triple snow ridge of 
the summit. 

Already broken tatters of cloud were blowing across from the 
W., and I was anxious to get back over the knife-edge ridge 
before the wind increased. Except to suck some barley sugar, 
we had not eaten since 03 .oo, but I thought we ought to 
regain our camp before stopping for any length of time, especially 
as it was coming on to snow. The Tibetans had told us that the 
stronghold of the goddess was, of course, impregnable. They 
also warned us that she would probably make us pay dearly 
for our temerity in presuming to set foot among her solitary 
snows. This, and my desire for haste, must account for the 
disaster that so nearly befell us from the moment of beginning 
the descent. 

I have no clear recollection of how the fall started. We were 
standing together preparing to descend the long slope. I had 
just taken some photographs and had told Passang to go ahead. 
A moment later he shot past me on his back. I managed to slip 
the camera into my windproof pocket. I threw myself on to 
my ice axe just as the rope whipped tight, and the next moment 
I was falling on my back head-first down the slope. We fell 
fast, occasionally bumping over outcrops of ice. Several .times 
I got my axe point in, but always before I could stop I was pulled 
on by the more rapid acceleration of Passang, on whose Buddhist 
mind the spells of the goddess worked with such power that he 
did not even attempt to retard our descent. 

I suppose we fell 300-400 ft. At last my axe point cut home. 
I stopped. I felt a slight tug at my waist. Passang too had 
stopped. Lifting my snow-clogged glasses, I could see him 
lying motionless almost at the edge of the great drop into Tibet. 
Then I lay still for many minutes, choking, gasping, fighting for 
breath. I thought my lungs would burst before I managed to 
restore normal breathing. 

By 15.00 we were back at our camp. We made some Tibetan 
tea, but unfortunately spilt it and had not the energy to boil up 
any more. In any case I felt we ought to move camp so that we 
could have a good night's rest in a more comfortable place;. 
Wearily we dug away the snow debris, suddenly realizing how 
tired we were. We had descended about 300 ft. when suddenly 
a blizzard started almost exactly where we had been held motion
less before. We knew we could not find our ice flake from above 
in the diffused light of falling snow. The only course was to 
retrace our steps to our late camp site. That climb of only a 
few hundred feet is one of the most dreadful memories I have. 
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·Each step was a nightmare. It is strange how exhaustion can 
come on one suddenly, especially after disappointment. 

That night was exceedingly uncomfortable, as our sleeping 
bags were soaking owing to the absorption of the snow which 
had been melted by the heat of our bodies. More snow was 
blown into the tent and everything became sodden. Even the 
matches in one of my inner pockets disintegrated . 

. From this highest camp we hoped to get off the mountain 
in a single day. Actually it took us five days. Passang seemed 
to have been completely demoralized by his fall. He had 
climbed brilliantly on the ascent, but now he was a passenger. 
He was also suffering from snow-blindness, as one of his glasses 
had been broken during our fall. · 

Each day during the descent we were stopped before midday 
by fresh snow. In any case it is difficult to find a route from 
above, and in diffused light among so many crevasses it would 
have been too great a risk. We were soaking all the time. We 
used to wring out our down sleeping bags before we got into 
them, and again before we packed them up. 

As we were without matches, we lived on snow mixed with 
barley-meal. The fresh heavy snow lay more than knee-deep. 
The last blizzard had cleared the steeper places, and there I had to 
go ahead and cut steps knowing that Passang would probably be 
unable to hold me if I fell off then return and practically lower 
him from step to step. He fell many times. 

Soon our way was completely barred by crevasses. But 
there seemed to be one place where a rotten bridge could be 
jumped. It was about 5 ft. wide. Although I warned Passang 
of my intention to jump, and actually returned to loosen the 
clove-hitch-like knot which he used to coil round his axe shaft, 
he apparently did not understand my Tibetan. Just as I jumped 
there was a tug at my belt and down I went, falling about 30 ft. 
before the rope cut into the crevasse lip and brought me to a 
stop. My face was full of snow, and the rope and rucksack 
caused acute discomfort. At last I managed to enlarge a small 
platform on a ledge of the crevasse wall. After much shouting 
-in Tibetan, of course I persuaded Passang to loosen his 
stranglehold on the rope. Then I realized to my horror that 
the crevasse was too wide to bridge, and that I should have to 
cut both hand and foot holds up one vertical wall of the crevasse. 
I could get a certain amount of rest by leaning back and propping 
my ·ice axe against the opposite wall, but it was very hard work, 
and my arms ached intolerably. Mter three and a half hours of 
most exacting work I put my head over the top, and there was 
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Passang sitting in the very middle of the snow bridge not 6 ft. 
from the gaping hole through which I had recently disappeared ! 

The next obstacle was the amphitheatre. I had noticed during 
the ascent that a party could, if pressed for time, cut steps down 
the steep ice wall in the centre of the amphitheatre. If anyone 
fell there was a deep pile of soft snow at the bottom. We came 
down this .ice shoot without misadventure. I lowered Passang 
on the rope and then cut steps for my own descent. 

Next day, May 25, we got off the snow and reached a hut 
belonging to a Bhutanese yak-herd.. The valley was carpeted 
with mauve iris and primulae ; cuckoos and doves could be heard 
as we dozed in the sunshine. As we were overdue and I knew 
Crawford would be anxious, I felt we ought to try to reach Phari 
on the following day, although it involved a walk of fifteen or 
twenty miles over several high passes. 

We were infuriatingly weak, and in the heavy rain and mist 
lost our way. It was not till long after dark that we reached the 
summit of the Tremo La in a snow-storm and eventually shouted 
to the scared watchman at Phari bungalow to let us in. The 
inhabitants had long ago decided that we had come to grief, and 
stood around gaping as if we had risen from the dead. I must 
confess that we felt rather like that ourselves. 

Together with our warmest thanks, we must express our con
gratulations to Mr. Chapman on the well-merited reward of as 
great an adventure as any yet narrated in these pages. EDITOR,A.J. 
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