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THE DISASTER ON NANGA PARBAT, 1937 

HE party for the fourth attempt was composed as follows : Dr. 
Karl Wien, A.C., leader; Herren A. Gottner, G. H~pp, 
P. Mullritter, H. Hartmann, P. Fankhauser, M. Pfeffer, U. Luft, 

C. Troll, together with a British liaison officer attached, Lieut. D. B. M. 
Smart of the 4th Gurkha Rifles. The three last named are the sole 
survivor~. The following Sherpa porters perished : Pasang N orbu, 
a survivor from Camp 8 in 1934, Mingma Tsering, Nima Tsering 
I and II, Tigmay, Chong Karma, Ang Tsering, not the survivor of 
I 934, Gyaljen Monjo, Karmi nine in all. 

Herr Paul Bauer's account of the probable causes of the tragedy 
is included, and we are much indebted to the Editor of The Times for 
his courteous permission to reprint the despatches published in that 
newspaper. EDITOR, A.J . 

• 

BY MARTIN PFEFFER 

Our attack on Nanga Parbat began on May 22, when Fankhauser, 
Hepp, and Mullritter, together with five Sherpa porters, occupied 
Camp I at a height of 14,500 ft. 

The next night the rain drummed incessantly on our tents in the 
preliminary base camp, but the morning was clear. At 5 A.M. a trans
port group of eight Balti and two Sherpa porters started, escorted by 
three sahibs. After three hours we reached the base camp proper, 
which lay buried in deep snow. We visited the grave of Alfred Drexel, 
who in I934 died of pneumonia in Camp 2. The stone memorial 
dominates the high mound of a moraine under the icy flanks of Nanga 
Parbat, and after our return from the mountain we shall put up the 
bronze cross we brought and a memorial tablet for our former com
rades who did not return, Willi Merkl, Welzenbach, and Wieland, 
and the six Sherpa porters. 

On the flat ground of the camp we sank up to our hips in sodden 
snow, but after climbing the steep slopes of the ' great moraine ' we 
found it better. At II from Camp I we saw our comrades among the 
Rakhiot crevasses preparing the way to Camp 2 (17,450 ft.). In the 
evening, when they had returned and we were well tucked up in our 
tents, there was snow, hail, and thunder outside, and from the porters' 
tent we could hear the chanting of Nepalese prayers for a long time. 
On the morning of May 24 Fankhauser, Hepp, Miillritter, and I left 
Camp I with I4 porters. 

The route crossed a flat glacier right under the sheer northern walls 
of the northern peak of Nanga Parbat, and after an hour and a half 
turned into the broken-up ice of the steep glacier. In short, steep 
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curves we slowly picked our way between deep, blue gleaming crevasses 
and fantastic threatening ice-towers. In the upper part of the broken
up glacier it was hard to find a way through the steep sections and the 
loose powder snow ; at half-past I we reached the small terrace of 
Camp 2, set in the-midst of crevasses and ice-towers. Our Balti potters 
did not manage the last bit, and I guided them back to Camp I. 

Here Hartmann and Gottner were expecting me. Hartmann and I 
were ·comfortably sitting in front of our tent, when there was a crash 
opposite, and an enormous powder avalanche descended the wall of 
Nanga Parbat, threw up a huge grey cloud of snow darkening the sky 
and passed over us like a snowstorm. After a few minutes the sun was 
shining brightly again. The next evening the usual hail and blizzard 
found us content and well fed in our sleeping bags in Camp I, full of 
roast pheasant brought us by Ramona, the cook for the high camps, 
from the base camp. . 

Gottner, Hartmann, and I left the camp with I9 porters on May 26 
at half-past 6. There were 8 in. of new snow on the ground. In a 
dense snow-fall we secured the Balti porters at the difficult passages. 
They pulled themselves up laughing and at the top were rewarded with 
cigarettes. At about half-past I2 all were assembled in Camp 2 in a 
thick fog, sorting out the loads and preparing the return of the coolies 
to Camp I, when from the walls opposite us, under the ' Silver Peak ' 
high above us, carne a crash and the ice-avalanche long expected by 
those in Camp 2 hurtled down. An enormous black cloud rose above 
us. All 30 men threw themselves down in the snow behind the loads 
or in the tents, and for half a minute a raging blizzard passed over us, 
taking our breath away and coating us with a thick crust of snow. Two 
tents were flattened out, the poles broken, the canvas torn, and the 
entire contents thrown topsy-turvy and coated with iced snow. We 
spent some time with icicles in our beards and hair digging in the snow 
for our belongings. Gottner and Wien went back to Camp I and 
Fankhauser, 1-Iepp, Hartmann, Miillritter and I, with two Sherpas, 
remained in Camp 2. 

We put up the tents once more and slipped into our sleeping-bags ; 
and even if an avalanche opposite could never be a real danger to us, 
since a huge ice-ridge lay between us and the steep wall, it was dis
turbing to know that we might be roused from our sleep by so fierce 
a blizzard. Next morning 16 inches of new snow lay on the 
ground, the weather had settled to fog and snowfalls, and we realized 
that our attack had been brought to a standstill. To economize pro
visions the team was reduced to two, and Fankhauser, Hepp, Mull
ritter, and their two Sherpas were not sorry to leave the inhospitable 
Camp 2 for the flesh-pots of the base camp. Hartmann and I stayed 
at Camp 2 to mark the way for the others from our end as soon as the 
weather changed. We dug a hole for our tent 6 ft. deep with strong 
snow walls all round and a snow staircase, put two beautiful thick 
sponge-rubber mattresses on the floor, and in this tent fortress, secure 
from weather and avalanches and even defying ' the gentleman 
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opposite ' who before overthrew the entire forces of our expedition, 
spent four very fine days and nights. 

On May 30, a glorious day, we attempted to advance towards Camp 3, 
since no one was coming up from below. After we had forced our 
way through an ice-valley and were plodding up to our chests through 
new snow in terrific heat up a mild slope we soon realized that it was 
out of the question to push even a little way up. Like a defeated army 
we turned back to our camp and when violent storm and snowfalls set 
in once more in the afternoon unde'rstood that the attack on Nanga 
Parbat had failed for the moment. Towards evening the mists tore up, 

. Chongra and Rakhiot Peak gleamed brightly in the sun, blue shadows 
lay over the valleys, and a final ray of sunlight shot from the bright 
clouds. On the morning -of May 3 I we saw from our point of vantage 
two men coming up the glacier. We put our tents in order and trekked 
through the broken-up ice to meet our comrades, often plodding in 
deep snow. It was Wien and Gottner, coming to bring us letters from 
home and tell that for the time being the attack had come to a standstill, 
as in the uncertain weather and extremely unfavourable snow conditions 
it was impossible to get a column of porters to march. We descended 
together to the base camp. 

On June I we were all together in the base camp, and in the evening 
played our mouth-organs and sang our songs at the large camp fire. 
The next day, after a breakfast of a snow hen, luncheon of spinach and 
eggs and fried potatoes, and a 4 o'clock dinner of roast chicken and pan
cakes, the advance guard set out refreshed for a new attack on Nanga 
Parbat. 

The morning of June 3 was cold and bright when we left Camp I 

and in less than four hours reached Camp 2, the track of our descent 
being most useful. During our absence ' the gentleman opposite ' had 
paid a visit to the camp, broken the pole of the provision tent, and 
strewn lumps of ice all over the place. But our tent was undamaged. 
In paralysing heat we enlarged the tent for four men, registered and 
stored the loads, and examined the way to Camp 3. June 4 was another 
glorious day, with the temperature I2 ·2° Fahrenheit. At the plateau 
on the peak the storm was howling and driving huge snow vanes over 
the ridge. ' It wouldn't be much fun to-day in Camp 8,' we said, 
and started at 7 o'clock when the sun was warm on the camp to prepare 
the way to Camp 3 without packs. We reached the terrace of Camp 3 
at I2 o'clock. We soon got back to Camp 2 and reported to Wien, 
who had arrived in the meantime with a batch of porters. 

The storm-, even more imposing than in the morning, was thundering 
on the summit, driving fantastic cascades of snow down the flanks and 
threateningly rattling against our tents. On June 5 the four of the 
advance guard shifted with nine Sherpa porters to Camp 3. We were 
glad to leave the inhospitable Camp 2, particularly as during the night 
a piece of the terrace on which it was built had broken off. A letter to 
the group that followed caused them to change the site. 

At a height of over 19,ooo ft. Camp 3 was pitched on a spacious snow 
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terrace in the midst of the icy grandeur of Nanga Parbat, commanding 
a sublime view of the thousand ridges and valleys in the N., where India, 
Afghanistan, Russia, and Tibet meet. 

When we extricated ourselves on June 6 from our sleeping-bags, in 
which we had slept for 14 hours, warm but jammed together, the roof 
of our tent was coated with ice ; 14 o F. inside, 3 · 2 o outside. 
The shoes we used as pillows were frozen stiff, our goose-liver pie for 
breakfast iced, and even Gottner, the prim us expert, could not induce 
our frozen stove to burn. We got back into our sleeping-bags and 
waited for the sun to warm the camp. 

After an hour and a half we were trekking towards the great terrace of 
Camp 4 (over 2o,ooo ft.). We had a close view of the further route, the 
powder snow slopes to Camp 5, the Rakhiot Peak, the 'Moor's Head,' 
and the clean-cut Silber sattel which hides the summit. Dr. Wien has 
given clear orders for the attack on the summit. Six men, with the 
necessary porters, will push on to Camp 5, in Camp 6 two of them will 
maintain the connexion upwards and downwards, and, if necessary, 
assist the advance guard. Four men with porters are to go to Camp 8 
on the Silbersattel. Two of them will secure the way to the summit 
for the two others, prepare the camps, observe their progress, holding 
themselves ready to help, and cover the retreat. 

From Camp 5 upwards we intend to build ice-caves for the protec
tion of the men in every camp. They are much warmer than tents, 
and safe even in the fiercest storm. These ice-caves we intend to 
equip with provisions, primus stoves, sponge-rubber mattresses, and 
sleeping bags to enable the men to hold out and safeguard the retreat 
even in the worst break of the weather. Such a change of weather has 
now overtaken us for the second time, for since we occupied Camp 4 
on June 7 it has been snowing with few interruptions. 

The choice of men to make the last attack on the summit depends on 
our physical condition at that moment and on our leader's order, and 
in itself is of no importance. Our method, absolutely necessary for a 
mountain 26,629 ft. high, presupposes an unquestioned spirit in the 
whole team and the surrender of personal ambition to the aim of the 
expedition. Every member, wherever he is placed, whether in the 
rearguard, in the observation camp, or on the route to the summit, 
devotes all his energies to this goal. If the summit should be reached, 
this would mean such a degree of happiness and so glorious a reward 
for the long and laborious work on the mountain for every member, that 
those who had not stood on the summit themselves would feel no 
disappointment. 

BY KARL WIEN 

JuNE I I. Since we carried the advance up to the first camps in good 
weather as related in a previous telegram, the mountaineers' greatest 
enemies, fog and heavy snowfalls, have put our patience to a severe 
test and have shown us once more that the conquest of a peak of over 
z6,ooo ft. is necessarily a siege during which one must keep on hoping 

• 
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for a spell of good weather to weaken the defences. The advance 
party ]aid the track from Camp 3 (r9,68o ft.) to Camp 4 (zo,z8o ft.) on 
June 6 and occupied it next day. On June 8 the main party advanced 
up to Camp 3, which is situated slightly higher than in r 934 on a 
rounded snow-crest in grand surroundings. The tents were entrenched 
up to their tops in snow for protection against the wind and cold, the 
temperature having dropped to 20° below zero several times. Four 
sahibs, ro Sherpas, and 12 Balti coolies inhabit this lofty tent-city. As 
the Balti men were fixing up their tent next to that of the Sherpas thick 
flakes of snow were falling and the following morning we awoke to an 
ice-cold, hoary winter's day. A deep powder of snow had buried our 
tents and our tracks. Nevertheless, our advance party started to pre-

. pare the way to Camp 5, but bad visibility and the deep snow compelled 
them to remrn soon. 

On June 9, in spite of unfavourable weather, all the porters came up 
to Camp 4, which is now well equipped with stores to keep the porters 
for a long time. Therefore we were able to send the majority of the 
Balti coolies down to the base camp yesterday. An elderly man from 
Tatto, who had been very keen to join us, went sick up here, and 
descended yesterday with four others. The downward track was 
obliterated by deep snow ; however, three .of our best Sherpas led the 
way, and assisted them at the difficult passages. Below Camp 2 

(17,550 ft.) Pasang, assistant regisseur of pictures, and also chief assistant 
of our cameraman, Peter Miillritter, also went down with them to fetch 
a box of films, and he gave a good account of himself as leader of the 
party. 

Until yesterday Camp 4 was occupied by four men of the advance 
party only, while the rest stayed at Camp 3 sorne two hours' journey 
below. To-day we all moved up to Camp 4, eight sahibs, ro Sherpas, 
and four picked Balti coolies. The way up to Camp 5 leads by a steep 
gradient along the slopes of the ridge to the Rakhiot Peak, and our gaze 
tries to penetrate the mist beyond its windswept, ice-strewn rocks while 
we wonder in what condition we shall find the E. an~te to the Silber
sattel, which is visible for fleeting moments when the clouds break. 
Peter Miillritter, a member of the 1934 expedition, compares the con
ditions then and now as follows : At the moment conditions on the 
mountain are similar to those we met with on the fateful days of July, 
1934. The deep snow \vhich has been lying since the break in the 
weather at the end of May is being added to daily, and whereas in 1934, 
on our second assault, we mounted up to Camp 4 on firm crusted snow, 
to-day our tracking party furrows deep trenches, only to find them 
snowed up and windswept the next morning. At that time the sun 
blazed all day ; now a short bright spell tempts us out in the morning 
until mist and new snowfalls drive us back to the camp. However, as 
we are all in the best of form and acclimatization and training are being 
developed gradually by our daily efforts and our long stay in these 
altitudes, we are working our way up steadily and in good confidence. 

JuNE 14. Heavy snowfalls continue. On June 12 Camp 5 (21,648 
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ft.) was reached. Owing to the unfavourable conditions it was not 
advisable to occupy it, and the mountaineers and Sherpas remained in 
Camp 4· To-day a message from Troll reached us stating that he has 
completed a great part of his research work in the Indus Valley and has 
already been busy for some time in the vicinity of Astor. Troll intends 
to join us at our base camp before the end of this month, after thor
oughly investigating the vegetation of the Rupal nullah to the S. of 
Nanga Parbat. 

(The first description of the discovery of the disaster to the German 
€xpedition at Nanga Parbat is contained in the following telegram from 
Dr. Ulrich Luft, the only survivor of the climbing party. It is dated 
from the base camp on June 25, some 10 days after the disaster.) 

The last message we received from the seven mountaineers in Camp 4 
was brought down to the base camp by Lieutenant Smart, who left there 
on the morning of June 14, bringing down five sick porters and also 
carrying the previous Press telegram. Up till then the party had 
experienced very unfavourable conditions and had had to fight its way to 
Camp 4 in deep powder snow. At last the weather showed signs of im
proving and the track to Camp 5 had been prepared on the 13th. When 
Smart left for the base camp four mountaineers and a number of porters 
were starting off for Camp 5 intending to occupy it. This party was 
seen, however, returning from Camp 5 late in the afternoon of the same 
day; probably they did not reach Camp 5 in time to build ice-caves 
before nightfall. . 

Wien hoped to reach Camp 6 within another two days and from 
there to proceed· up the ridge, taking a day each to reach Camps 7 and 8 
on the Silbersattel ; from this camp they hoped to reach the summit 
under favourable conditions. Beyond doubt the following mountain
eers were in Camp 4 on the night of the 14th : Wien, Hartmann, Hepp, 
Gottner, Fankhauser, Pfeffer, and Mullritter. Nine Sherpa porters also 
slept there on the same night. 

Three days later, on the 17th, I started from the base camp to join 
the party at Camp 4, leading up five fresh coolies with stores and the 
mailbag. Having spent the night at Camp z, we started early on the 
morning up to the icefall in order to reach the upper glacier before the 
snow softened under the sun. After having gained Camp 3 before 
10 o'clock, I pushed alone up the comparatively gentle slopes of the 
upper Rakhiot Glacier eager to meet my friends as soon as possible. 

At midday I reached the foot of the ridge of rocks and ice which 
comes down from the Rakhiot Peak. I knew that Camp 4 had been built 
up here on June 10. Not finding any trace of the camp I waited in the 
track of a gigantic ice avalanche. A serac some 300 metres 1 above had 
split and strewn a vast field of enormous ice blocks and debris down 
the slope. The porters following slowly in my track only confirmed 
the worst of my fears. This was exactly the spot on which Camp 4 had 
stood. 

1 Seep. 225. 
• 
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We started at once to try and find some trace of the camp. The 
avalanche was at least a day old and the frozen ice blocks had formed 
a rigid mass. After some rough search we found only the rucksacks 
of Hartmann, Hepp, and Miillritter. Although it is not possible to fix 
the exact date of the accident, it is the opinion of Lieutenant Smart 
and myself that it can only have happened on the night of June I4. 
Knowing that the tents had been deeply entrenched in the snow, I 
realized that our efforts without suitable tools were futile. 

I hurried down to the base camp, arriving there after nightfall. 
Smart sent off runners at once to Chilas and Gilgit asking for suitable 
tools and men. Our call for assistance found a ready response. Cap
tain Mackenzie, of the Gilgit Scouts, accompanied by Mr. Sherali 
Ismaili, the executive engineer, hurried to us from Chilas with some 
trustworthy men. Major Cropper, commanding the Gilgit Scouts, 
also rushed to our aid as fast as possible. 

Professor Troll arrived from Astor to-day. By now we have secured 
enough picks and shovels to be able to proceed up to the site of Camp 4 
in an attempt to find the bodies of the missing men and to bring them 
to the base camp for burial. Two parties will be at work on the 
attempt. Lieutenant Smart offered at once to join me in coming up 
to Camp 3 with the two remaining Sherpas and several other coolies. 
In case of our being successful we will lead a transport party once daily 
from Camp 4 to Camp 2 after having secured some of the more difficult 
crevasse crossings with fixed ropes. Simultaneously the second party 
will climb up to meet us from Camp I and continue the transport to 
the base camp, while we return to work at Camp 4· 

The weather has been excellent ever since the disaster. If it remains 
favourable we hope to complete our task of recovering the bodies, 
taking all necessary precautions and not risking any addition to the 
heavy toll which the mountain has taken of us. 

BY ULRICH LUFT 

The search party consisting of Herren Paul Bauer, Fritz Bechtold, 
Dr. von Kraus (who had come to our aid from Europe by aeroplane 2), 

and myself did not waste much time at the base camp before setting off 
on July IO for the scene of the disaster. Accompanied by six of the 
most reliable remaining porters we went to Camp I to examine the 
lower icefall of the Rakhiot Glacier for a suitable route up to Camp 2. 

Things did not look very promising. The previous period of ex
ceedingly hot weather had caused an unusual increase in the movement 
of the ice. Numerous seracs had crashed down the glacier and ap
parently barred the track . on which we had passed up to Camp 2 on 
June 28. This was confirmed when we tried to reach Camp 2 by the 

2 They had flown direct to Lahore, whence the R.A.F. had conveyed 
them by air to Gilgit. They arrived at the base camp 12 days after leaving 
Munich. Editor. 
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old route on July I I. The critical point ~n this route, a steep couloir 
leading on to a high serac on the brink of a rocky gully, where Smart 
and I had fixed a rope on our way up, had disappeared altogether as 
the serac had crashed I oo yards below, leaving a forbidding wall of ice 
30 ft. high and impassable for a gang of porters. We tried to find a 
way out up a slope covered with serac fragments and managed to reach 
a point where we could see the depot of spades and picks left there on 
June 28, but a large chasm stretching right across the icefall separated 
us from it.. Passage on this side of the glacier was impossible and we 
had to return to Camp I. 

In the small hours of next morning we were again on our way up 
the glacier without porters or loads, mounting in the direction of a 
rock buttress at the foot of a ridge coming down from the Silbersattel. 
\V e had noticed a possible way through a gap leading to a terrace in 
the icefa11. We gained height rapidly and were soon standing in the 
gap enjoying a wonderful view into the grotesque labyrinth of the ice
fall. Though not far from Camp 2 we could find no landmarks among 
the completely changed seracs and crevasses. Eventually we were 
taken by surprise, for having climbed to the top of an ice-pinnacle we 
saw the boxes and tins of the camp directly below us. A snow bridge 
led across the last intervening crevasse and we were in Camp 2 four 
hours after leaving Camp I. Next day we led up the porters and spent 
the night there ; we were relieved to find our depot of petrol and pro
visions intact. The track to Camp 3 had also suffered badly, and we 
had to fix ropes in several places to get the porters across some tricky 
crevasses and up to the upper ice terrace below Camp 3. 

At ro in the morning of July I5 we arrived at the scene of the disaster. 
I hardly recognized it, so many had been the changes since I stood there 
alone on June I8. Very probably another avalanche had descended, 
as there were many more ice blocks there now. Three feet of new 
snow had obliterated all traces of the camp. We started without delay 
digging deep trenches through the avalanche, which was approximately 
I ,300ft. long and soo ft. wide, and drove long iron rods far down into 
the depths of the ice. Progress was exceedingly slow, for below the 
new snow we encountered huge blocks of ice. Very frequently we 
had to interrupt our work as the influence of the rarefied air at this 
altitude ( zo,ooo ft.) made itself strongly felt and soon caused our breath 
to come short. We had to return that evening without having struck 
any sign of the missing camp, which was very . disappointing. Con
tinuous snowfalls confined us there all next day. On July I7 one of 
our porters from Baltistan was down with fever and we realized that it 
was essential to take him down to the base camp without delay. Bech
told led him down that day, while we moved our camp up to a safe site 
I5 minutes below the avalanche. This day and two more of steady 
work brought no success. July I9 was to see our last attempt, as our 
friends were awaiting us next day at the base camp. 

We dug several pits · ro ft. deep into the snow and at last struck a 
trace of the missing camp. An ice axe belonging to one of the porters 

VOL. XLIX. NO·. CCLV. Q 
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was brought to light, then some cigarette-butts and tin cans. We were 
evidently immediately below the camp. With renewed zeal we got 
down to work and eventually struck the tent of the b arjeeling men with 
our sounding-rods. Beneath ro ft. of snow and ice we uncovered the 
head of a Sherpa porter. It was Pasang, one of our best, who had 
answered our call to Nanga Parbat twice. He was lying peacefully in 
his sleeping-bag and death apparent] y descended upon him while asleep. 

We refrained from searching for the other porters as Nursang, the 
leader of our Darjeeling men, had stated it would be more in keeping 
with their religious views to leave them to rest where they had met their 
fate. From here we were able to guess the approximate site of the 
other tents and dug several pits in the vicinity. Late in the afternoon 
we found the corner of the tent and managed to extract a rucksack 
marked I-I. H. (Hans Hartmann). So this was the tent in which Hart
mann, Pfeffer, and Hepp lay. Not far off was a second tent. Work 
started early next morning. We were already overdue at the base 
camp and time was short. To desert our work now after having struck 
the camp was out of the question and we carried on. At midday we 
were surprised by the return of Bauer, who had been forced to go down 
from Camp I with fever , but had made a rapid recovery and at once 
set off to join us with coolies. Now we could work together in our sad 
task of liberating our dead comrades from the icy embrace of the glacier. 

They were lying side by side in their sleeping-bags in the restful 
attitudes of sleep, to all appearance unaware of the catastrophe. The 
tent had collapsed over them, but had not been dragged away, probably 
because they were deeply entrenched in the snow. We were greatly 
relieved to find their diaries, scientific notes, and letters to their families 
near them. All their diaries show entries up to June 14. We read 
that Wien, Gottner, and Hartmann had led up a gang of porters towards 
Camp 5 that day, dumping the loads some way up and then returning 
to Camp 4· It had been the first day with fair weather and all were 
looking forward to occupying Camp 5 soon. Their watches had mostly 
stopped soon after 12 o'clock. We laid the three side by side in a 
tomb of ice, which we dug in front of a gigantic ice-block. By this 
time it was getting late, and we had to descend to our camp, hoping to 
complete our work next day. 

Two of our porters had worked incessantly. Next day they were 
unable to continue. All the coolies in the camp had mountain sickness 
and were clamouring to go down. In spite of this we went up once 
more and extricated the bodies of Wien and Fankhauser from beneath. 
a colossal piece of ice. The only way we could get at them was by 
digging a tunnel from below. Both were laid beside their comrades. 

It was long past noon and we had not as yet found any sign of the 
third tent of M iillritter and Gottner. We dug in all directions and 
sounded with our rods. To prolong our stay up there with sick coolies 
was impracticable because, apart from a shortage of petrol for cooking 
and signs of bad weather coming, the strenuous work of the last week 
was telling on ourselves as well. Reluct'antly we decided to go back 
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without having found the last two of our dead friends. Thunder and 
lightning were already playing around us as we heaped a mound of snow 
over the dead, laid rope ·and ice axe on the mountaineers' resting-place, 
and hoisted the German colours on the ice-block above. 

For some time we lingered, taking leave vvith sore hearts of the spot 
which had taken our friends in keeping. Often will our thoughts travel 
up from afar to this sublime resting-place in the midst of the mightiest 
peaks of the mountains of Asia, a shrine of manly endeavour and of the 
spirit of true comradeship for all who follow on. 

By the great courtesy of the Deutsche H£malaya Stiftung, we are 
enabled to publish the full diaries of several of the deceased. For 
which privilege we express our grateful thanks. EDITOR, A.J. 

WIEN'S DIARY 

Translated 

June 8. Camp 3· Fankhauser is going at o6.3o to Camp 4, he 
will break the trail towards 5· Gale from 05.30 to 07.30. We must 
bury the tents lower, as cold is getting greater. Comparing the mean 
temperatures between Camps 2 and 3, we find a difference of 1° to every 
100 m., nearly double the normal for height. The barometer has 
fallen for the same reason 4 mm. ; if the temperature does not rise 
en route we can hardly work the Baltis. Reckoning on temperatures 
in the base camp in 1934, I had expected cold not exceeding 10° 
on the average. It appears to be twice as low, and the Balti kit is 
not sufficient for this. We shall be driven to dig ice-caves. Just as 
the Sherpas were setting out for 4 and the first people were arriving 
from z, it was clouded over and begun to snow heavily. Smart and 
Miillritter have arrived quite lively ; I shall go up to 4 accordingly 
(1 hour). Latter lies lower than in 1934, exactly on the edge of 
the upper basin in an ' active ' part of the glacier. Ang Tsering 
complains of headache, Karmi is sitting in the tent massaging his 
feet which have become white and without feeling from even that 
short distance. It is snowing hard ; soon the trail-breakers have to 
return ; they had tried too low down and while making tracks had got 
into steep and unsafe terrain. Gyaljen has brought up two more 
Primus stoves as the one here is quite out of order. I shall descend 
again here from 4 after arranging the organisation of 5. Fankhauser 
had already descended after helping the Baltis with the pitching of 
their tents. It snowed hard during the descent ; the Baltis shivered 
but were content. It is still snowing heavily and tracks to 2 are 
covered completely, but we have twenty men here and can easily 
bring most of the loads up to 4 to-morrow. At midday, wind, snow
blizzards and a temperature of 8°. Snow fearful towards evening, 
30 em. of powder snow have fallen. After feeding, Mi.illritter and Smart 
sit in my tent. At nightfall arrive Nima Tsering and Pasang, direct 
from the base camp ; they look like snow men a great performance 
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in such weather. They brought up meat and, most important of all, 
larger boots for the Sherpas. They have well earned a day off for 
to-morrow. 

HARTMANN'S DIARY 

June 9· Camp 4· Snow again, 16° at 07.00 by the tent. Sun 
shone for half-an-hour, then up come clouds followed by snow. It 
is so thick that we cannot even see the icefall rearing upwards 30 m. 
from our tent. We cannot make the tracks to Camp 5 and are cursed 
with a compulsory halt. Wien came up from below and we arranged 
to shift 4 some so m. higher into the next recess, whence the route 
to 5 will lead over and behind the great icefall. Our situation here is 
not quite safe from avalanches ; moreover, the ice has several times 
settled down under us with a crunch during the night, a fact indicating 
movement of the glacier and crevasse alterations. The Baltis and 
Sherpas arriving with loads from 3 were sent straight away to the 
upper recess where the tracks end. [Here follow some descriptions 
of blood-tests, etc. Editor.] Towards 15.00 all were completed and 
Wien with the · porters had returned to 3. Day faded away quickly. 
Twilight with marvellous colours and short clearings turned once 
more all our thoughts on the mountain and on the fine weather all 
were longing for. 

HEPP'S DIARY 

June 10. Camp 4· Bad weather; it has snowed again. During 
the 2 hours of visibility, Pfeffer prospected the route towards 5 over 
the great rampart. I followed up for half-an-hour to seek a camp 
for ourselves. At 1o.oo thick cloud covered us up. Wien and 
Fankhauser came up with the porters, loads being sent straightaway 
to the new site. It took hours to dig out a new foundation in the deep 
snow and pitch a tent. It is snowing, and Wien descended again. 
Gottner and Pfeffer arrived, followed an hour later by Hartmann. 
At 15.00 we lay down in the tent and cooked the food brought up by 
Fankhauser. Everything will be up in 4 to-morrow and we will make 
a determined push for Camp 5· 

PFEFFER'S DIARY 
. 

Camp 4· Morning was again fine, although cloud hung over the 
valleys and mists surged up around the Chongra peaks. I hurried 
up the plateau to see the place for our new Camp 4, then continued 
up the first gentle slopes rapidly steepening to the ice terrace. Cheer
fully I made tracks in deep powdery snow, sucking sugar at intervals. 
The slope became abrupt and soon I was floundering up to my chest. 
I bore away to the right where the snow was harder, kicking steps 
with cold feet until I reached a little snow gap. Here I was smothered 
in thick cloud and I sat for some time ' in the grey.' Then I turned 
back and came right on to the site of the new Camp 4, ca. 6230 m. 

• 
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A blizzard was blowing. I wrote out my report hurriedly in the old 
Camp as Wien was taking the post down with him. We toiled for 
long before the tent, pitched in powdery snow, could be set up 
properly on our new camp-site, then got into our sleeping-bags. 
Ibex meat was brought up from below of which Gottner gave us 
wonderful accounts. Tea and honey-cakes were not too bad either, 
and we slept well that night despite the pattering of the storm on 
the tents. 

June I I. Camp 4· It took a long time before tea was ready in 
the cold, then we left the camp with misgivings, while the weather, 
fine at first, soon became worse. Of my tracks nothing could be found. 
Gottner had the cinema while Hepp tracking with his ski-sticks made 
very high steps in the snow in which I, attempting to reach with my 
axe, soon became very weary. As soon as it steepened and became 
hard, I led with the axe to my little snow gap of yesterday. It then 
became very steep : deep, loose, powdery snow on a stone-hard founda
tion. Wallowing deep in snow \Ve turned higher up a bit to the right, 
then visibility became nil and we turned back. In camp were now 
all the inhabitants of Camp 3, two sahib-tents stood in star formation 
for Wien, Fankhauser, Miillritter and Smart, three more for the 
Sherpas and a few Baltis. In the afternoon .it became clear and sunny 
for a couple of hours, but then again clouds closed in and it snowed 
once more. Soon everyone vanished into the tents. 

HEPP'S DIARY 

Camp 4· On waking up at o6.oo, I saw by the tent that little snow 
had fallen. It was clear, the sun shone and I set about the lengthy 
task, with numbed fingers, of making tea. Gottner and Hartmann 
were asleep, they stirred unwillingly even when strongly man-handled! 
At 07 .oo tea was ready and pulses taken. Clouds blew over the E. 
an~te and Chongra Peale It is just like every morning for the last 
I o days fine for a few hours, then clouds, finally snow again in the 
afternoon. To-day everyone arrived from Camp 3 ; Wien, Fank
hauser, Smart and Miillritter, as well as all the porters. Pfeffer is 
very unwilling and grumbles ceaselessly. On my making a remark 
he flew into a passion. Gottner proceeded unroped, Pfeffer followed, 
then Hartmann and I, roped together. I led, Gottner filmed, Pfeffer 
photographed while I tracked upwards over the slope. Soon I was 
knee-deep in snow, but after an hour we were up and clouds 
arrived. Pfeffer took over the lead and we clambered straight up 
another 50 m. to where the traverse towards Camp 5 starts 
off. Deep, deep powder snow. As we could see nothing we 
decided to return. Gottner was still unroped and Hartmann told 
him to look out as everything is smooth here. Gottner slipped, taking 
Hartmann with him ; after some metres they came to a halt in deep 
snow. Soon we slithered down over the steep slope and crept in a 
blizzard into the tent. Gottner began to cook and soon everything 
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became lively about the tent. Wien was there, also Smart, Fankhauser 
and Miillritter. The porters shovelled out a place for the tents; 
after an hour the two sahib-tents were pitched, the porters working like 
men possessed and digging deep down into the neve. Our tents were 
pitched side by side and soon a jolly visiting between tents began. 
Smart had received many ' Coronation ' numbers of English papers, 
while I 'interviewed' Miillritter medically. In fact, everyone was 
healthy and happy. About 15.oo Smart and Wien had discovered a 
new words' competition, one remarked, poking his head out and 
gazing into clouds, ' I think it is clearing up,' while the other, gaping 
up at the tent roof, would retort ' I think so too.' What we want is 
a fortnight's fine weather; quite close are the E. an~te and Silbersattel. 
Miillritter related how in 1934 they could hear from this place, 
Camp 4, the intermittent calls for help of the victims. By 16.30 we 
were again smothered in cloud. 

PFEFFER'S DIARY 

June 12. As we woke up in the morning the inside of the tent was 
thickly iced ; soon it began to drip as it always did when the sun 
worked on it. Outside on the tent-flies ghostly forms flitted to and 
fro it was Miillritter and Wien preparing breakfast, and soon we all 
crawled out into the sun before the steaming cocoa. To-day is cloud
less, but the temperature was 23° during the night. All the ranges 
to the N. lay wondrously clear while close above us gleamed the Silber
sattel. To-day at length we must reach Camp 5· At og.oo Gottner, 
Hepp, Fankhauser and I, followed by Miillritter's camera, left camp 
and tracked upwards with stone-cold feet over the great slope to the 
ice-terrace. Our yesterday's track had vanished totally. Above, in 
the deep powder of the slopes, we followed the 30-step ritual each 
man led for 30 steps as hard as he could go, then fell out, leaving the 
next man to spurt for his 30 steps. Above the vale of the Indus the 
clouds build up fantastic castles and soon over the Rakhiot Peak the 
well-known veil is drawn. A great ice rampart, up to which I had 
spurted breathing heavily, now lay in our path. While Hepp worked 
diagonally to the left cutting steps, clouds descended once again and 
grumbling at the lowering appearances we trudged ever onward, 
waiting at times till a slight clearance materialized. For a few moments 
we could perceive th~ Rakhiot Peak and quite close to it the snowy 
basin where we intended to pitch Camp 5 at some 66oo m. Soon 
thicker clouds roll up, it snows hard with a gale of wind and at 13.45 
we had to turn back. We secured ourselves over the rampart, 
then each glissaded on his own down the steep slope, the storm 
lashing us pitilessly in the face. At 14.45 we were back in camp 
refreshing ourselves with hot tea and cakes. Clouds were dissipated 
later while the sun shone, but a cold wind blew clouds of snow across 
the upper slopes above our camp. For 6 days we have now experienced 
the ~arne hopeless weather preventing any progres~. Sorne of the 

• 



THE DISASTER ON NANGA PARBAT, 1937 223 . 

porters are sickly in consequence of the great cold, and making 
difficulties. One desire only is left to us, to attain our goal as soon as 
possible, so as to be able to descend to the warm valleys where we need 
not lie packed close and hardly moving for I2-I4 hours at a time in 
our sleeping-bags, with nothing but an icy roof above us, while 
ruck and provision sacks and cooking apparatus must be dug out of 
30-50 c.m. of new snow. Willingly would we have undertaken even 
longer treks to the high camps, if only we could go full steam ahead 
and in 8-Io days return victoriously. Well-fed, thanks to Hartmann's 
excellent co-oking, Hepp, Hartmann and I are now lying in our tent, 
as day is gradually waning and the wind rattles on our tent. 

HARTMANN'S DIARY 

June I3. Camp 4· Weather still more uncertain. Yesterday's 
tracks to Camp 5 are not to be distinguished. We are resting to spare 
the porters. The tracks must once more be trodden out if laden 
porters are to follow with the necessary emergency rations. The sun 
shone till I I .oo, then came the usual snow-flurries driving us back 
into the tents from our cooking and lasting till I4.30. Then the loads 
for Camp 5 and high camps were sorted. There was some excellent 
coffee and cake, a sort of farewell banquet for Smart who has to leave 
us to-morrow weather permitting for Camp 1. At night we sat up 
long, all the eight of us in one tent, singing, playing the mouth-organ 
and yarning. So passed this day of storm-enforced rest, but hope 
still remains of good weather and, above all, our longings towards the 
great objective. · 

June 14. Camp 4· To-night we had but 2I 0
, while at o6.3o 

the sun shone so brilliantly that we all thought of weather improve
ment. Moreover, it is my little son's, Karlo' s, second birthday. 
Breakfast was at o8.oo which since yesterday afternoon, when we had 
pitched a private cook-tent, was with the Sherpas' aid arranged in the 
large camp-cooker. To-day all the loads arranged for Camp 5 are 
to be carried up to the glacier-terrace, 6350 m., ready, with really 
improved weather, to be transported over the fatiguing stage on the 
following day to Camp 5· Towards 09.30, Gottner, Wien and I set 
off to make the track. Nine loaded Sherpas followed besides Miillritter 
with his films and camera, to take the party trekking through the deep, 
powdery snow. At first we led alternately, but when it grew steeper 
I remained in. front and although breaking through often to the knee, 
yet made height with so little exertion that I soon widened considerably 
the distance between me and the others. Then came the abrupt step 
where conditions became so hard that I had to kick five or six times 
to make a reliable step. Soon after I reached the fine snowy nose 
immediately under the ice terrace where the loads were to be dumped 
(I hr.). It was wonderfully fine and I was making height so ea~ily 
without breathing spaces, and that, moreover, in snow where usually 
I broke in more deeply than the others and had consequently to undergo 
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greater fatigue. I wondered at all this and was confident and grateful. 
I think moreover that I smiled all day to myself well, it was all because 
of my son's birthday! Slowly, one after the other, came the Sherpas, 
each throwing his load down on the ice nose. 

PFEFFER'S DIARY 

MoNDAY, June 14. Camp 4· With a temperature of 21 ° , 
the weather is again not so settled that I can advise Wien on starting 
the move to Camp 5· After that Smart with Da Thondu and four 
Baltis had left us for the base camp, Wien, Hartmann and Gottner 
started up the great slope, followed by nine Sherpas who dumped 
their loads on the terrace above. At the same hour, 09.15, I went 
off alone, on photography bent, to the depression, 6283 m., in the 
main ridge E. of the camp. I was for the first time wearing snow
hoops, which made progress over the bottomless snow comparatively 
easy. At 10.15 I attained the depression, but there, where I expected 
an impressive view downwards, lay nothing but black cloud. Their 
black masses seethed over the ridge, while above scattered by the wind 
they revealed the Silbersattel still gleaming in the sun. It was cheering 
to see my comrades and porters on the steep slope, then to watch 
them glissading down with loud cries. Soon clouds wafted up from 
everywhere, while I slowly climbed the badly defined snowy point 
N. of the depression 6320 m., my first ' six-thousander.' All was 
grey around me while the measureless abyss below me and to the E. 
was lost in darkness. Here and there at the extreme of visibility 
a rock-tower broke ghost-like from the all-enveloping murk. Next 
there gleamed a bit of sunlit ice slope or perhaps the Silbersattel 
itself emerging from the gloom. Slowly I trod my way back to camp 
where a little sun was showing and where Mingma prepared a meal. 
To-day is the first day when at midday the weather had not broken 
altogether. And soon the clouds tore altogether asunder, the stormy 
wind blew aside their masses over Nanga Parbat and the Rakhiot 
Peak; the sea of mountains to theN., absolutely clear of mist, became 
visible again, few of which were higher than our position nearly 
all these lay below us with the Indus valley 5000 metres beneath. 
Speedily there vanished the last shreds of glittering vapour over 
Rakhiot and Chongra peaks, while above, on Silbersattel and Nanga's 
slopes, cascaded torrents of loose snow driven by the fierce wind. 
In Camp 4 for the first time we could lie out warm· in the sun ; 
morale grew high as the weather appeared to be improving at last 
and to-morrow Camp 5 would be in order. Then the assault will 
progress and perhaps on Hartmann's birthday, June 22, will the top 
itself be conquered. Hepp and I remained outside longest in the 
evening sun setting gradually into the distant mountain ranges. I am 
indeed lucky to have seen all these glories. 

At 18.oo, as the storm blowing over the peak began to disturb our 
own camp, Hepp and I retired into the tent long lit up by the waning 
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sun causing a pleasant radiance within. The storm rattles our tent at 
frequent intervals while we write up our diaries. 

BY PAUL BAUER 

The accident on Nanga Parbat leads to the question how such a 
tragedy could happen. When we left for India with the rescue party 
it was our aim to investigate as much as possible in this direction. 

On arrival in Camp 4 where the disaster had overtaken our friends 
and their porters we found an avalanche som~ 45o-6oo ft. wide. 
The .debris of ice had been pushed far over a large level place and 
had, together with the avalanche snow, come to a standstill there 
just before the snowfield slopes steepen downwards. At this place, 
near the lower end of the debris-covered field and g-10 ft. below 
its surface, Camp 4 was buried. 

The tents were entirely broken down and the hard-pressed snow 
lay on them like concrete. Jncluded in the snow and on its surface 
there were ice-blocks of every size up to a house. Accordingly it was 
evident that it was not ice only that had buried the camp but snow 
even more. And the snow was, I think, more dangerous than the 
ice. Bearing in mind all the circumstances and conditions prevailing 
at the time of the accident one can obtain a clear opinion of what had 
happened. 

The ice broke away from the cliffs of an ice terrace 300-400 metres 
(not feet as stated erroneously in The Times of July 5) distant from 
the site of the camp.3 Under normal conditions danger from these 
cliffs is almost nil, because the slope is nearly level for the last 6oo ft. 
above the camp and the ice seracs breaking away from that cliff would 
certainly come to a standstill some 400- 500 ft. above the camp. 

At the time of the disaster the glacier was not only in a period of 
fast movement, I think owing to the exceptionally heavy snowfalls 
during the last 12 months, but the temperature was very low, while 
snow fell every day. There had been in the mornings of June II, 12, 
13 and 14 tnore than 20° (C.) below zero on 12th 23°. The snow 
therefore remained cold and powdery and there had been up to 
June 14, the day of disaster, more than 10 ft. of fresh snow, so that 
the whole camp was surrounded by walls of snow and almost nothing 
could be seen of the tents. 

The cold powder snow unfortunately made a good sliding surface 
for the ice serac which broke away during the night of June I4-15. 
The ice boulders travelled much faster than would otherwise have 
been the case and they caused the entire layer of snow to move with 
them. Ice and snow sliding over the glacier swept, as avalanches 
sometimes do, some 400 or soo ft. over the level part and covered 
with its farthest wave the whole of Camp 4· 

The tents stood in a pit and the snow around them had accumulated 
higher and higher, so that when Smart left Camp 4 on the morning of 

3 Seep. 215. 
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June 14 he could hardly see the top of the tents above the surface 
of the snow. The avalanche therefore did not carry away the tents 
but buried them where they stood. It has already been reported, 
that all the men who were dug out, lay in their sleeping-bags without 
any sign of alarm in their faces or hands. All their belongings lay 
round them as they had left them, when they went to sleep : we 
found the diaries of Hartmann, Hepp, Fankhauser, Pfeffer and Wien. 
Hartmann, Hepp, Fankhauser and Pfeffer had made . some entries 
on the 14th, Hartmann and Pfeffer had done the same again in the late 
~vening of that day. Hartmann's wrist vvatch showed 12.20 when 
we took it from him, but in my pocket it worked again. The cold of 
the snow hard pressed round Hartmann's wrist had brought it to a 
standstill. The catastrophe must have happened during the night 
of June 14-15 at a few minutes past midnight. 

Questions have been asked whether the camp was at the same spot 
as in 1934. It was, however, impossible to find exactly the same spot 
because the whole glacier is moving and changing its surface. The 
nearest fixed points are the rocks below point 6365, distant some 8oo m. 
( 2440 ft.) in a horizontal S.E. direction. Roughly estimated from this 
point the submerged camp was at the same place as Camp 4 in 1934. 
If there is a difference it is not more than 100 m. On June 7 and 9, 
1937, the advance party camped further down, approximately at the 
bottom of the ' L ' of the word ' Lager 4 ' on the 1 : 5o,ooo map. 
But the glacier was in rapid movement there and the slope above the 
camp was steeper. Fearing avalanches and the sudden opening of 
crevasses, they looked. therefore for a safer place and moved the camp 
on the 1oth to the flat spot above and more to the left (in the ' 4 ' of 
the said word ' Lager 4 '). 

The following are extracts from the diary of Lieut. J. Waller, R.A., 
a member of the Alpine Club, who was on or about the Zoji La about 
the period of the disaster. The diary gives an insight into the weather 
and conditions prevailing at the time. 

June 2. Reached the top of the couloir by 1 1.30, stayed there 
till 13 .oo. Storms were playing over the Lidar and Nanga Parbat. 

June 3· Porters fetched down bivouac in 6 hours. 
June 4· Easy march to Baltal . . . for Zoji La ascent. 
June 5· Camped near Telegraph Hut at top of Zoji by 12.15. 

But when I turned the corner at Tengapathar end of the valley seemed 
to be closed by a sort of Monte Rosa, but not a single ridge was 
available to reach the high hanging glaciers. Plan to go on to Machoi 
to-morrow and see if I can locate the good peak there. 

June 6. Machoi. Camp just below rest-house. The mountain 
(Machoi Peak ?) is a pyramid to the east, about 17,6oo ft. 

June 7· Moved off about 09.15. Camped at 11.35· On June 6 
I had noticed some herring-bone clouds in the morning, but the 
evening was only normally clouded. As soon as we got high enough 
about 1 1. 3 o on the 7th, I was struck by the leaden haze over the whole 



THE DISASTER ON NAN(jA PARBAT, 1937 227 

view. It was not clouds, but the air seemed charged with moisture. 
About 13 .oo we began to get among the seracs of the last icefall . . . 
pitched camp at 15,250 ft. at about 14.00. Clouds, but apart from haze 
nothing unusual. .Lt\bout I 6.oo snow started. Turned in about 
Ig.oo. Snowing quite hard and certain amount of wind. With dark, 
snow and wind increased . . . lightning was illuminating the tent . . . 
I could not hear any thunder above the wind . . . I assumed the 
lightning was distant . . . light woke me up at 04.45 (June 8). . . . 
Only about 3 inches of new snow . . . started up the serac route with 
Mapchi Topgay at about rg.oo [07.00 ?]. 

June 8. Day started with brilliant colouring . . . still the queer 
haze over the hills, but less pronounced than yesterday . . . few small 
clouds, otherwise the weather looked settled. At I o.oo reached foot 
of N. ridge of the Pyramid Peak. Height about I6,3oo ft. Clouds 
very heavy across the valley and bleak-looking masses were blowing 
up on us from the west. Snow started. Had weather not so closely 
resembled that of previous night I should have had a shot at it [the 
summit] . . . but decided to go down. Came down . . . at great 
speed in a snowstorm with visibility about I so yards. Got back to 
base camp about Iz.oo just as rain started. About I3.00 it turned 
to snow and we abandoned camp for rest-house. By I5.00 the whole 
valley was white. . 

The party consisted of Mr. Waller with two experienced Sherpas. 
-Editor . 

• 
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