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THE AMERICAN KARAKORAM EXPEDITION 
TO K2, 1938 1 

BY C. S. HOUSTON 

OR a hundred miles parallel to the great Himalayan back
bone along its north-western end runs a minor range, the 
Karakoram. This small satellite of the main watershed 

boasts some of the world's most beautiful and least .known peaks. 
Mt. Godwin Austen, called K 2 , 28,250 ft. high, is the highest of 
these and is now established as second only to Everest in altitude. 
All about it cluster great peaks such as Broad Peak, Gasherbrum, 
Masherbrum, Bride Peak, Mustagh Tower. Truly the little
travelled Karakoram is a climbers' paradise. 

In the 186o's Colonel Godwin Austen of the Survey of India 
entered the Karakoram and explored the B.altoro Glacier among 
others, and was probably the first to see K 2 from nearby. In his 
honour the peak now bears his name. Sir Francis Y ounghusband, 
at the end of his great trek 2 across Asia, crossed into India 
not thirty miles from K 2 • Martin Conway and Dr. and Mrs. 
Bullock Workman 3 also made extensive studies of the glaciers of 
the Karakoram and its peaks. In 1902 Wessely, Guillarmod, 
Eckenstein and Pfannl made an abortive attempt fo climb K 2 via 
the N .E. ridge, the first attempt ever made on the mountain, but 
their gallant effort was cut short by illness .4 

In 1909 the Duke of the Abruzzi, one of the great expedition 
leaders of all time, led a huge party up the Baltoro Glacier to camp 
beneath K 2 •5 In the course of a forty-day campaign he reached 
22,8oo ft. on Savoia Pass where begins the steep and rocky W. 
ridge. He then went 20 miles eastward to Windy Gap from 
which he examined the E. and N.E. aspects of the mountain. 
Finally he made a brief but determined attempt on the S. ridge 
which is now called Abruzzi Ridge. On this he reach~d about 
21 ,ooo ft., where he was forced to turn back owing to limited time 
and continuous difficulties. In his opinion the W. ridge seemed 

1 A film illustrating this expedition was shown before the Alpine Club by 
Capt. N. R. Streatfeild on April 4, 1939. 

2 A.J. 14. so-ss. 
3 See references gi,yen, A.J. 50. 29 I. 
4 Zeitschrijt, D.u.O.A.-V., 1904, pp. 88 sqq. Also Pfannl, Was b£st du mir, 

Berg?, 9 sqq. 
5 A.J. 25. 107 sqq., 331 sqq. 
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to be the route of choice. The map of the Baltoro Glacier, 
and the famous photographs taken by Vittorio Sella and not 
yet surpassed, form a great contribution to the records of 
exploration. 

Twenty years later the Duke of Spoleto with another large 
expedition 6 continued the geographical and geological survey of 
the district, but did not touch K 2 • Half a dozen other parties 
have seen the mountain from various angles but there have been 
no other assaults on its summit. It has come to be recognized as 
an outstanding problem for the mountaineer and a challenge to 
the explorer. After two years of effort the American Alpine Club 
obtained permission from the Government of Kashmir to enter 
Baltistan and accept this challenge. In October 1937 plans for 
the first American Alpine Club expedition were begun. Owing 
to the formidable nature of the mountain, to the obstacles en
countered by our illustrious predecessors, and to our own con
victions it was definitely planned that the first expedition should 
be one of reconnaissance primarily. We were to make careful 
study of the three great routes on the mountain and decide which 
of these was the most favourable for an attack. Once this survey 
was completed we were to try to go as high as possible on the 
route chosen. Only in our secret thoughts did we expect to do 
much more than a thorough preliminary study. 

The nucleus of the party was soon formed and about it gathered 
other climbers. From many candidates a small team at last 
emerged : Robert H. Bates of Philadelphia, veteran of many 
Alaskan climbs ; Richard L. Burdsall of Port Chester, New York, 
who was one of the conquerors of Minya Konka ; William P. 
House of Concord, New Hampshire, one of the two who reached 
the summit ·of Mt. Waddington; Paul K. Petzoldt of Jackson 
Hole, Wyoming, with many fine climbs in the Tetons to his credit ; 
and myself. To our great good fortune the Government of India 
gave permission for Captain N. R. Streatfeild, M.C., of the Bengal 
Mountain Artillery, to accompany us as liaison officer. 

Even after consulting all available literature and many author
ities we could find no unanimous opinion about weather in the 
Karakoram. Some said that the monsoon began in June, others 
said July, while still others said that the monsoon did not reach 
K 2• May and June, June and July, September and October, all 
were advocated as the best two months for climbing in the 
Karakoram. In despair we decided to take the two months most 
convenient for us: June and July. 

During the winter we bought food and equipment. Since all 
G A.J. 41. 429. 
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of us favour small expeditions we did not have such bulk of 
material to acquire as must a larger party. Instead of the six hun
dred coolies employed by many other expeditions we planned to 
have less than one hundred, which of course meant rigid exclusion 
of all save absolute essentials. When our lists were finally com
pleted after many months we found many countries represented : 
from Shetland came our woollens, from England our sleeping-bags 
and boots, from France our chocolate, from Denmark our pem
mican, and from the United States the remaining food and 
clothing. · 

On April 14, 1938, the group left New York, and by careful · 
planning embarked on the same P. & 0. boat which carried our 
"food and equipment. At Bombay the Government of India very 
kindly gave us every help, and it was not long before the entire 
outfit was en route for Kashmir. In the meantime I had remained 
two extra weeks in New York, and by flying from London to 
Karachi was able to reach Kashmir on the same day as did the 
others. Six Sherpa porters were selected for us in Darjeeling by 
Mr. Tilman, and these were to come by train and meet us in 
Kashmir. Pasang Kikuli, the sirdar of these, had been with me 
on Nanda Devi in 1936 ; I knew him well and looked forward 
greatly to our reunion. With him came Pemba Kitar, Tse 
Tendrup, Ang Pemba, Sonam Sherpa, and Phinsoo Sherpa, most 
of them veterans of former Himalayan campaigns. Pasang him-
self has a most astounding record. As accurately as I can discover 
he has been four times to Kangchenjunga, once to Everest, once 
to Nanda Devi, to Chomolhari, and to Nanga Parbat in 1934 when 
he barely returned alive from the highest camp. With our six 
high altitude porters inspired by a leader such as this we had great 
hopes. · 

In Rawalpindi, on May 10, the party assembled for the first 
time: Streatfeild, Pasang and his cohorts, and the five of us. We 
loaded all our equipment into two lorries and drove all day up the 
Jhelum Valley to Srinagar. Then followed three hectic days of 
reorganization. All our equipment was unpacked and sorted, 
and exhaustive lists were made while we repacked our supplies in 
light plywood boxes,. the pieces for which we had brought from 
New York. Odds and ends of the outfit were bought in Srinagar, 
and the courtyard of Nedou's Hotel rapidly became a bear-garden. 
By furious work we were ready to leave on the morning of May I 3. 
When we arrived at the Woyil Bridge, at the end of the 35-mile 
motor road, we were met by a ragged assemblage of pony men and 
100 odd mountain ponies which had been sent ahead by Streat
feild. After several hours of irritating elimination, we selected 
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25 of the most presentable ponies and set off along the fine road 
which leads up the Sind valley. 

At midnight on May I 5 we started over the Zoji La to cross 
the watershed between Kashmir and Baltistan. Fortunately the 
snow was not deep, though it was early in the season, and we had 
no difficulty in crossing the pass with our ~ pony train. On the 
way down to Dras, two days later, we saw the initials H H G A 
and the dates 186I-2- 3 carved on a rock along the road, 
relics of our famous predecessor, which gave us a considerable 
thrill. 

Baltistan we found to be an amazing contrast to Kashmir. 
Instead of the fertile, gteen, water-soaked meadows of the Vale, 
we found a dry, barren and rocky country which at first was novel 
and exciting, but whose heat and ~rought soon palled on us. For
tunately the road is excellent, and we had no difficulty in making 
between I 2 and 20 miles' march every day. Down the Dras river 
to the Shingo we plodded, anq on May 2I reached the junction of 
this river and the Indus near the place where Alexander is said 
to have crossed. The Indus, here about the size of our Colorado 
river, flows in a deep gorge cut in the soft rock, with here and there 
along its banks an occasional patch of green cultivation to relieve 
the barren monotony of the dry mountains. These tiny green 
oases were a never-ending source of delight to our parched eyes 
and throats. Through generations and generations the natives 
have built the canyon walls into narrow terraces where they grow 
their meagre crops of wheat, rice, and apricots, and their sh~ep and 
goats· manage to find miserable fodder upon the hills above the 
villages. 

In Tolti, one of the loveliest villages we found, the Rajah 
celebrated our arrival with a polo game between two local teams. 
This was played upon a field about regulation size on small moun
tain ponies without saddle or stirrups. The excitement of the 
game was increased by a small stream and a large mud puddle 
which formed hazards for the wild-riding players. After dinner 
we had a formal audience with the Rajah, and parted later in the 
evening on amiable terms. By May 25 we had completed the 
I85 miles of the first stage of our journey and reached Skardu, the 
capital of Baltistan. Our welcome to this metropolis, consisting 
of a handful of mud houses and a few imposing wooden structures, 
was a gusty one, for the town lies in the midst of a great sand 
plain and promptly at 2 P.M. daily a hot wind blows up the valley 
and turns the country into an inferno of fine blown sand. We 
spent an extra day in Skardu buying more flour and sugar for 
our porters, and repairing slight damages to our outfit. This was 

• 
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to be the last town of any size which we were to see for three 
months. In the evening the Wazir of Baltistan, a most delightful 
Hindu who spoke excellent English, invited us to dinner at his 
modern European house. There we were treated to a complete 
Hindu meal, to which our voracious appetites did full credit. 
Following dinner, our host entertained us with many fascinating 
tales of the customs of his people whom he admires and likes a 
great deal. We were indeed sorry to leave next morning after so 
warm a welcome in what appeared to us to be a very remote part 
of the civilized world. 

At Skardu we crossed the Indus, there about one mile wide, in an 
ancient barge which is reported to date from the time of Alexander. 
The four-man crew gloried in tremendous goitres, which were now 
becoming increasingly common., and they amazed us with their 
skiU in navigating the swift river in so unwieldy a craft. Our 
pony train crossed on the same barge, and on the other side we 
marched 12 miles up the valley to Shigar, a lovely village lying 
in the midst of green fields,. poplar and apricot trees. There 
again we were royally entertained by a retired English civil 
servant, who is the guardian of the youthful Rajah of Shigar. In 
his modern house he regaled us with a truly magnificent high tea, 
and v;e were barely able to stagger back to our tents, which were 
pitched in the middle of the town polo field. Shigar is noted for 
three things : the quality of its sugar-filled apricots, the beauty of 
the jade which, though of poor quality, is skilfully turned into all 
sorts of cooking utensils, and finally for the large size of the 
goitres which appear on almost every man though less frequently 
on the women. 

Next evening we reached Yuno and the end of the pony road, 
where we were to exchange our pony transport for local coolies. 
These coolies proved to be independent souls and refused to 
carry our outfit for the liberal terms which we offered and which 
were above those we had paid before. After long arguments and 
considerable swearing by the Koran, it was decided that Streat
feild and Bates should return to Skardu, floating down the river 
on a skin raft, and lay our difficulties before the Wazir. During 
their absence the rest of the party climbed on the rock walls above 
the village, and spent the days teaching our Sherpas the rudiments 
of rope work on difficult rock. They took to this sport with great 
gusto, and became so enthusiastic in their belays that we had 
difficulty in bringing them back to camp at night. Bates and 
Streatfeild returned on the evening of the 3oth weary from their 
forced marches, but bringing with them a lieutenant of the Wazir 
with an impressive paper and an even more impressive club. In 
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a few minutes he had settled the coolie problem to our satisfac
tion and apparently to theirs. 

For the next three days we marched along the steep side walls 
of the Braldu gorge, now high above the river, novv sliding down 
steep slopes to walk along its banks. Our coolie train, now 
grown to seventy-five, made slow progress, but they were sur
prisingly sure-footed and we lost not a single load. Even here, 
amid the precipitous granite needles rising high above the steep 
gorge, the natives had built up along each side stream the tiny 
green oases which had become such a joy to us in the midst of this 
vertical desert. 

On June 3 vve crossed our first rope bridge, an ingenious but 
precarious structure of woven roots and vines peculiar to this part 
of the Himalaya, with one thick cable of some twenty strands 
providing support for the feet. Two smaller side cables form 
hand rails. The span of sixty yards or more gives considerable 
play to the fragile bridge, but they are surprisingly strong and; 
except for a tendency of the side cables to come together and 
squeeze one as in a vice, surprisingly passable. After Streatfeild's 
stories of the accidents which he had seen on these bridges, 
it was with heartfelt relief that we reached the other bank and 
walked the last few miles to Askole. 

Askole, to which we had been looking forward for many a 
month, is a tiny village of a few mud huts situated among hundreds 
of terraces of barley and wheat. The Lambadar, or Mayor, proved 
to be a most congenial chap, and we soon obtained a few hundred 
pounds of native flour, and engaged go coolies to replace the 7 5 
men now returning to Yuno. In Askole we met our first serious 
setback of the expedition. Petzoldt went down with a high fever 
and severe backache, and had to remain in camp for a whole day. 
As he was not better that evening, we decided that the bulk of the 
party should continue towards the base camp, leaving Petzoldt in 
my care until his recovery. We parted with deep misgivings on 
the morning of June 5, hoping that he would be well enough to 
travel in a few days and that we should assemble at the base camp 
before long. 

For the next three days the main party marched over the rough 
sheep trails, survived the problem of a second milder coolie 
strike, and reached the end of the Baltoro Glacier. From there 
they marched over the difficult and heavily gravelled moraine 
which covers the entire surface of the lower Baltoro Glacier, and 
reached Urdokass, an old sheep pasture, on the evening of June 9· 
In the meantime Petzoldt had made a complete and speedy 
recovery, so that he and I, by making double marches, caught the 

• 
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main party at Urdokass. In retrospect, it appears that his illness 
was an attack of Dengue fever which is quite common in the region, 
but at the time we had no idea of what could be wrong, and the 
strain of the uncertainty had been severe. 

From Urdokass we struck out again on to the Baltoro Glacier 
and marched towards Concordia, the great amphitheatre where the 
Godwin Austen Glacier, flowing down from the north, joins the 
Baltoro at right angles. We had expected magnificent views of 
the famous Mustagh Tower and Masherbrum, but low-lying 
clouds completely hid these. 

On one morning we crossed a low ridge of moraine and looked 
into the 'Valley of ten thousand ships ' so beautifully described 
by the Duke of the Abruzzi. These towers of pure white ice, some 
of them 200ft. in height, rise from the flat, gravel-covered glacier 
for all the world like a fleet of sloops. Their fate and origin are 
still unsolved mysteries, and they are believed to be peculiar to the 
Baltoro Glacier. 

On the same day we had superb views of the Gasherbrum peaks, 
and to the S. the spectacular Mitre and Bride Peaks~ But at 
Concordia we were again disappointed, for the long expected view 
of K 2 was hidden by heavy clouds. Late in the afternoon of 
June 12, in the beginning of a light snowfall, we reached the base 
of our mountain and established Base Camp on a flat platform of 
moraine. Our unhappy coolies were paid off, and we gave them 
45 stones, telling them to throw one stone away every day and 
return for us when all the stones were gone. · They had had a 
miserable time of it sleeping without cover on the rocks and sub
sisting on bread and water, for they had no fuel. They had given 
us much trouble and we had never been able to rely on them com
pletely, but they were cheerful and friendly, and we were indeed 
sorry to part from our last link with civilization. 

At Base Camp we were faced with the execution of plans which 
had been maturing all during our long march. Our first objective 
was the examination of the W. ridge, which falls in a steep and 
broken series of steps directly from the summit to Savoia Pass 
(22,8oo ft.). The Duke of the Abruzzi had reached this pass, but 
he had been unable to see the upper part of the ridge. In his 
opinion, however, it was probably the best route to the summit of 
K 2 • After a week which we anticipated would be required for 
complete examination of the pass and lower ridge, we planned to 
turn to the opposite side of the mountain and to examine the N.E. 
ridge. This lies in a long ridge of ice and snow curving up from 
the upper Godwin Austen Glacier to a 22,ooo-ft. point where the 
ridge levels out, and after a three-quarter-mile knife-edge arete, 

• 
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broken with many towers of ice, joins the great 25 ,ooo-ft. shoulder 
of the main peak. The main problem presented by this N .E. 
ridge we felt to be the knife-edge arete, but even should we be 
able to traverse this, the entire ridge would be a long and difficult 
undertaking. Finally, should both of the foregoing prove un
feasible, we planned to turn our attention to the steep S. ridge 
rising almost directly from Base Camp to the 2 5 ,ooo-ft. shoulder. 
On this ridge the Duke of the Abruzzi had reached approximately 
21 ,ooo ft. in a splendid reconnaissance, but there he had retreated 
saying that he saw no hope of bringing so long and arduous a climb 
to a successful conclusion. 

After two snowy days spent in the organization of Base Camp, 
a light party set out for Savoia Pass. After considerable difficulty 
in unravelling a way through the snow-covered crevasses in the 
middle of the Savoia Glacier, we pitched our camp and sent the 
porters with Bates and Streatfeild back to Base Camp. After two 
more days of effort in the shadow of the · magnificent preci
pitous rock wall which forms the W. face of K 2 , we pitched a 
camp for two at about 20,300 ft. Burdsall and Petzoldt then 
returned to one of our lower camps. 

House and I on the morning of June 17 climbed steep but so1id 
snow slopes to the foot of the final slope below the pass. . There 
to our dismay we found green ice lying at an angle of over 50° and 
covered with a thin layer of loose snow. Only a brief examination 
was needed to convince us that even should we be able to climb 
to the pass, a difficult and dangerous undertaking in itself, the 
route could never be made safe for laden porters. Accordingly, 
we returned and picked up camp and hurried back to Base Camp. 
In our absence Bates and Streatfeild had moved supplies part of 
the way up the glacier towards the N .E., and the entire party 
moved up to this point on June 20. From this camp two parties 
set out : one to examine the N .E. ridge from all angles, the other 
to climb on the southern walls of the valley and to examine the 
upper slopes of K 2 from a distance. The results of these surveys 
were not encouraging. The first party from a point near Windy 
Gap had seen the entire N .E. ridge and felt that the difficulties 
presented by the knife-edge arete would alone rule out this ridge 
as a possible route to the summit. In addition, the final pyramid 
could not be climbed from the N.E., but would necessitate a 
traverse across the 2 5 ,ooo-ft. shoulder to the S. face, a traverse 
which would lie directly beneath tremendous overhanging ice 
cliffs whose menace we could not risk. The second party had 
examined particularly the upper part of the S. ridge and felt 
that, although the first 5 ,ooo ft. might be climbed without undue 
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difficulty, the last IOOO ft. leading to the 25,000-ft. shoulder would 
be extremely difficult, if at all possible. 

On June 23, leaving our camp in position, we moved back to 
Base Camp, two of the party spending a large part of the day 
climbing the first Iooo ft. of the S. ridge. Their report, rendered 
at dinner that night in Base Camp, was equally discouraging. The 
climbing problem was not severe, although continuously difficult, 
but they had been unable to find a single site even for our small 
tents. A wet, heavy snowfall further added to our discourage
ment, and our spirits that evening were at a low point. 

As a result of our council of war, it was felt that our best hope 
lay on the S. ridge, which we have called Abruzzi Ridge. We 
were confirmed in this opinion by reports from Petzoldt, Bates 
and House, who had made two brief excursions to Savoia Pass and 
had tried several additional routes to reach theW. ridge. They 
had found no way that could by any stretch of the imagination 
be considered suitable for coolies. Our time, too, was drawing 
short. There remained but thirty days before our coolies would 
return, and we had every reason to believe that the weather would 
not improve but rather deteriorate during July. 

A second party returned to the camp at the foot of the N.E. 
ridge and climbed Iooo ft. above the glacier, finding no difficulty 
but turning back because of dangerous snow conditions. Camp 
was then brought down from theN .E. ridge, arid we began to move 
our entire equipment up to a camp at the foot of Abruzzi. Ridge. 
There we received a serious blow, for a large glacier table slid 
over on to one of our precious fuel tins, and we lost about a quarter 
of our small remaining supply. Streatfeild generously volun
teered to make the long march down to the foot of Gasherbrum, 
where the French expedition of 1936 had left a large cache of food 
and fuel. The chances of his finding the depot intact were small, 
but, in the event of failure, he planned to send two Sherpas back 
to Askole to bring in ten or twelve coolies with firewood. 

During the last stormy days of June we carried loads up two 
miles of broken glacier and established Camp I at about 17,700 ft. 
Petzoldt and House made a long reconnaissance on Abruzzi 
Ridge, and to our great joy reported a feasible route leading to an 
excellent camp site at about 19,300 ft. Our pro~lem was now 
crystallizing. The -vveather in June had been extremely unsettled, 
every three days of clear weather being broken by two or three 
days of storm, but now it promised to be consistently good. We 
lost no time in pressing our attack. Loads were carried each day 
to Camp I, while two men examined the route still higher. En 
route to Camp 2 the Sherpas discovered six or seven stone plat-
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forms, obviously relics of the camp made here by the Duke of 
the Abruzzi. Still higher a reconnaissance party found several 
weather-beaten sticks. These relics of the man on whose efforts 
our own attempt was founded excited us greatly. By July 5 we 
had consolidated Camp 2, the route had been established, and a 
precarious site found for Camp 3. Streatfeild then returned 
from Gasherbrum empty-handed, for the coolies from Askole 
had returned after the French left and had looted the cache com
pletely. Then followed two days of ice, wind and snow ; further 
progress was impossible, but on July 8 the entire party was 
established in Camp 2, and several loads had been packed to 
Camp 3· 

On July 10 Petzoldt and I, with the help of the others, moved 
up to Camp 3, 20,700 ft. The route was becoming .increasingly 
difficult . We were forced to leave the broken rock ridges, which 
had provided an interesting but not too difficult approach to 
Camp 2, and were driven on to the steep, smooth slabs covered 
with ice and snow which frame the W. side of the tremendous 
green ice slopes falling clear from the 25,000-ft. shoulder to the 
glacier below. Many pitons were used and much rope was fixed 
to secure the passage for the laden porters. 

Camp 3 was pitched on rock platforms built with great labour 
on a tiny spur jutting out from the slippery face. Above it the 
route led up steep and broken rock in a direct line to Camp 4 at 
21 ,soo ft. This meant that any party climbing between Camps 2 
and 3 would be exposed to bombardment from stones dislodged 
by a party above. One experience with this danger, fortunately 
without mishap, convinced us that we should have to move 
together in order to be safe. We were further convinced that our 
party was too large for safety, although the additional carrying 
power was of tremendous value. Accordingly, Burdsall and 
Streatfeild returned to Base Camp, taking with them three of the 
Sherpas, and planning to complete the phot.ographical and plane
table survey which they had begun. We were to miss them 
greatly, but so large a party would have been very unwieldy higher 
on the mountain. 

By July 13 Bates and House were established in Camp 4 just 
above a 6o-ft. gendarJ)le, which had been brilliantly led by Pet
zoldt. On the next day, while Petzoldt and I with our three 
Sherpas were consolidating Camp 4, these two climbed a formid
able rock buttress, and after a strenuous and extremely difficult 
day's work, found a site for Camp 5. This section of the route ran 
for I 50 ft. up a perpendicular chimney, two walls of which were 
of loose broken rock and a third wall of ice ; this proved to be 
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the most formidable bit of climbing we were to face, and it was 
christened House's Chimney. 

Again the weather appeared settled, and Petzoldt and I, by 
carrying so-lb. loads with the help of our faithful Sherpas, were 
able to evacuate Camp 3. Arrived at Camp 4 early in the after
noon, we decided to push on at once, and the party left us in 
Camp 5 on the night of July 14. · 

Our position now was quite firmly established. Camp 2 was 
left standing with five days' food ; Camp 3 was completely 
evacuated because of the menace of rocks dislodged from above, 
while in Camp 4 we had almost three weeks' supplies. 

Above Camp 5 we encountered difficulty itnmediately, but after 
several futile attempts found a straightforward route leading for 
over 1000 ft., and located a site for Camp 6 at 23,300 ft. Upon 
our return to camp that night, the fickle weather changed again. 
On the next morning, in wind and blowing cloud, we attempted 
to carry loads higher, but ·after half an hour of exposure to the 
elements we came to the verge of frostbite, and returned to spend 
the rest of the day in camp. To our joyful surprise the 18th was 
clear. Pe~zoldt and I started early with light loads, and soon 
reached Camp 6, where we left our packs and tackled the obstacles 
above. Again we had difficulty at first, but after two hours we h'ad 
worked a way over a formidable gendarme on to the usual broken 
rock ridge·. In the meantime the rest of the party had established 
a camp for us, and returned to Camp 5. A second day of recon
naissance was more fruitful. Before noon we were well above our 
highest point, and in the midst of the last Iooo ft. of Abruzzi 
Ridge. 

This was the crux of the climb. Should we be able to sur
mount the difficulties which from below had seem~d so formidable, 
and gain the 2 5 ,ooo-ft. shoulder, we were fairly confident that we 
could reach at least 26,ooo ft. But should this last 1000 ft. 
defeat us, we could safely say that Abruzzi .Ridge could not be 
climbed, for the converging snow slopes and overhanging ice 
cliffs had driven us into a narrow area on the steep face. 

The perfect weather gave us renewed strength, and soon the 
difficulties, which were continuously interesting, were all sur
mounted. Shortly after 3 P.~. we shook hands at the top of 
Abruzzi Ridge, soo ft. below the point triangulated at 25,347 ft. 

We continued a bit further, and were at once forced to traverse 
towards the E. across an open sl9pe of hard green ice about 45° 
in steepness and two hundred yards wide. An hour of step cut
ting, two ice pitons, and fixed rope were needed to secure the 
passage. Beyond the traverse we struggled through a tumbled 
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maze of ice blocks, upwards through deep snow, and soon came 
out on the 2 5,34 7 ft. point. Below us lay a tangle of peaks, 
dwarfed by Broad Peak, which was still higher than we were and 
only a mile or two distant. Gasherbrum too was above us, 
though further away, and we could ~ven see the ghostly shape of 
Nanga Parbat about 150 miles to the S.W. 

We had no time to spend in absorbing the beauty of our sur
roundings, but hurried down to Camp 6, and to a warm welcome 
from the others who had established themselves there in our 
absence. Abruzzi Ridge had been-climbed and the summit cone 
seemed to lie clear before us. But grave decisions had to be made 
that evening. 

In Camp 6 we had then less than ten days' supplies, though 
there were more at ·Camps 2, 4 and 5· As the difficulties sur
mounted below had increased, we had become more and more 
aware that ours was a route traversable only in good weather. 
Should we be overtaken by storm in the higher camps we should 
be forced to wait for good weather for the descent ; to retreat in 
storm over the difficult rocks below would mean serious trouble. 
Above Camp 2 we had never moved 'vithout belays, and this slow 
progress would be even slower in the descent. Each halt, at 
House's Chimney, or for the rappel over Petzoldt's Gendarme, 
would mean certain frostbite in a storm. Much new snow would 
make our rocks dangerous if not impossible. Good weather was 
essential for the descent. How long storms could last was still 
a question. Most of those we had experienced had ended after 
five or six days, but we had every reason to expect prolonged bad 
weather beginning in mid-July, which we knew might arrive 
without warning. 

It was clear then to all of us that we were nearly at the end of a 
safe advance. Whether or not we would be justified in pushing 
ahead another camp was a debatable point. Finally, after long 
discussion, it was agreed that we could establish two~ men in 
Camp 7 for two days only, to go as high as possible in one day and 
then return. There could be no hope of more than this if we 
were to stay within the limits of safe mountaineering, the dictates 
of which we had followed since the expedition began. Bates and 
House self-sacrificingly volunteered to establish Camp 7 for 
Petzoldt and myself. 

On the morning of July 20 we packed up a light camp for two. 
Feeling that the technical difficulties had now become excessive, 
we reluctantly left our Sherpas in camp, but Pasang was so anxious 
in his pleading to join us that we could not resist, and gave him a 
load and a place on one of the ropes. The other two were crest-
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fallen, but we had no choice. Gallant though they had been, 
willing and able, they vvere still not too secure on first-class diffi
culties at these altitudes. Below, on hard stretches we had trusted 
them completely, and their work with pitons and Karabiner had 
fully justified our trust. But increased altitude added to severer 
difficulties was too much to ask them to face. 

Progress with our 25-lb. loads was slow, and we did not reach 
the top of Abruzzi Ridge and its ice traverse until mid-afternoon. 
Bates, House and Pasang had to leave their loads there and hurry 
back to Camp 6 in order to arrive before dark. Petzoldt and I 
relayed the packs across the traverse and scooped out a snug tent 
platform at about 24,700 ft. for Camp 7· We spent a calm and 
restful night there with high hopes for the morrow. 

By 8 A.M. we vvere away. Crampons were needed, though they 
severely cramped our cold toes. For several hours we struggled 
up through. snow which in places was soft and thigh-deep, in 
others hard as rock. A large crevasse with overhanging wall 
forced us on to a steep and delicate bridge of soft deep snow. 
Above this we plodded more slowly upwards, reaching the 
25,347 ft. point around noon. 

Between us and the summit cone was a gently sloping snow 
shoulder some 300 yards long. Its innyr half vvas strewn with 
small ice blocks, fragments of great serac falls which evidently 
sweep the inner half almost daily, falling from the broken cliffs of 
the summit. We had no alternative but to hurry across this 
exposed stretch to the shelter of the rocks below the summit. 
There Petzoldt located a splendid site for Camp 8 and climbed 
above it to try the final rocks. We could see a possible route 
clear to the summit, and close examination revealed no apparent 
difficulties greater than those vve had faced below. Petzoldt 
reached a point estimated at z6,ooo ft. or higher before turning 
back. 

As far as we could see the peaks were clear. Far away to the 
east in Turkestan was a range of sharp peaks whose summits were 
well above the general horizon and seemed higher than 24,000 ft. 
Nanga Parbat was clearly visible to the S.W. Broad Peak did not 
now tower so far above us·, and it seemed close enough to touch 
with our axes. Small wisps of scud blew up from below to hide 
us for a few seconds at a time. The unbroken silence was most 
impressive. With sad resignation we turned our backs on the 
summit and started down. 

Over our pemmican that evening Petzoldt and I again spoke of 
going higher. Our study of the summit cone made it look very 
tempting, but after more discussion it was quite plain that our 
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wisest course was to retreat without unjustifiable gambling on the 
weather. Our mistake, if mistake there was, had been in not 
bringing more supplies when we started from Base Camp. But 
more supplies lower on the mountain would have meant more 
time in carrying between camps, time which we had used to go 
higher. There was no use in regrets, the situation was fully 
developed, and our decision had been made. 

On our way down to Camp 6 next morning we left our crampons 
and a stove anchored to the highest rocks of Abruzzi Ridge. 
After lunching with the others in Camp 6 we hurried down with 
almost our entire outfit and reached Camp 5 by late afternoon. 
There we decided to continue on to Camp 4 so as to be safely 
below House's Chimney should a storm suddenly arise, and after 
several hours of hard work we dined in our old camp at 21 ,soo ft. 
It had seemed a very h~gh and isolated point on our ascent, but 
now it seemed next door to Base Camp . 

In ·the morning there was a l1alo around the sun and thin high 
clouds. Dire predictions were made for the future. All day we 
struggled down towards Camp 2 vvith our heavy loads. T 'he 
route had changed considerably, for most of the ice and snow was 
off the rocks, and these were streaming with water. In places the 
going was easier but in others much more difficult than on the 
ascent. On arrival at Camp 2 late in the afternoon the entire 
party was exhausted. With the release of tension came a great 
feeling of fatigue and inertia and futile regrets that we had been 
forced to retreat. 

Burdsall came up next morning and helped us carry down to 
Camp I, where we were met by Streatfeild. Our reunion was a 
very happy one, for each group had worried over the other. In 
Base Camp that evening there was much to tell. Burdsall and 
Streatfeild had climbed up to Windy Gap on the border of 
Chinese Turkestan, taking a number of photographs and plane
table studies. Then they had marched down to Concordia, where 
they had spent several days in the same work. Finally they had 
occupied a number of stations about Base Camp and greatly added 
to our knowledge of the region. -

On July z6 the clouds which had been daily growing thicker hid 
the upper slopes of the mountains completely, though we were 
bathed in sickly sunlight at Base Camp. In the afternoon, to our 
surprise the coolies from Askole arrived, a day early, and we broke 
camp hurriedly, to start next morning at dawn with snow threaten
ing. It was sad to turn our backs on K 2 and the country which 
had been home to us for so many weeks. 

Five days later we reached Askole uneventfully and were well 
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received by our friend the Lambadar, who had a bag of very 
welcome mail for us. Then to vary our journey we crossed the 
16,ooo-ft. Skoro La to Shigar, instead of taking the longer route 
down the Braldu gorge. A blizzard on the pass was succeeded by a 
lovely sunny afternoon on the flower-covered slopes of the Shigar 
valley, and next day we were feasting on ripe apricots on the valley 
floor. At Skardu there was more mail, and there we engaged 
ponies to take us over the Deossai plains to Srinagar. These form 
a saucer-shaped plateau, about 13 ,ooo ft. high, impassable owing 
to snow until mid-July, and they provide a cool, direct and 
interesting route to Kashmir. A head wind for several days saved 
us from the infamous mosquitoes, and left us to enjoy the sun and 
flowers in peace. Mter two more happy days along the Gilgit 
road and a memorable crossing of the Baltal Pass we reached 
Srinagar on August 6, weary and ragged, but very sad to end our 
adventure. 

* * * * * * 
In retrospect there are several points worth emphasizing. To 

raise again the question of small versus large expeditions would 
be futile, but I should like to mention one point in favour of the 
former. On a route such as ours, which is steep and more or less 
in a direct line over broken rock, the dangers of having several 
parties working, one several hundred feet below the other, are 
obvious. To group six to twelve men together when each man 
must be belayed is to delay the party seriously. To my mind, 
for safety's sake a steep direct route over broken rock demands a 
small compact party. 

For 44 days at and above Base Camp, and to a lesser degree for 
42 days on the march in and out we subsisted on supplies brought 
with us as planned by Bates and myself from previous experience. 
There were no deficiency diseases in the party during this time 
though we added no vitamins. Most of the group objected at one 
time or another to some aspect of the commissariat, but there 
was no mass rebellion. Our appetites were as voracious up to 
24,ooo ft. as they were at Base Camp. There was no altitude 
sickness, and apart from failure to write diaries, to take movies, 
and to perform some higher intellectual feats, we saw no marked 
altitude effects up to z6,ooo ft. 

From Srinagar to Yuno our transport averaged 25 ponies ; from 
Yuno to Askole we had 75 coolies to replace the ponies, and our 
largest porter corps was go for a few days between Askole and 
Bas.e Camp. In addition we had six Sherpa porters from Dar
jeeling and three Kashmir shikaris who stayed with us the entire 
time. For the Sherpas we have only the highest praise ; they 
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are fully worthy of the name mountaineer in its finest sense, and 
they were grand companions. Our three shikaris were perhaps a 
luxury, but they served as cook, major-domo, valet, etc., and were 
very valuable at Base Camp. 

K 2 , we are convinced, can be climbed. In June and July of 
1938 theW. ridge was out of the question owing to bad snow con
ditions on Savoia Pass. We have shown definitely that Abruzzi 
Ridge can be climbed to z6,ooo ft., above which the difficulties 
appear to be less than below. We believe therefore that Abruzzi 
Ridge is the ridge to be chosen, though we realize that too little 
is known of the W. ridge above Savoia Pass to rule it out as a 
possibility if the pass can easily and safely be reached. The N.E. 
ridge is definitely the least feasible of the three. 

It was a rare privilege for us to make an attack on so great a 
virgin peak. To travel in a little-known region close to the second 
summit of the world, to unravel a complex problem of reconnais
sance, and finally to make a strong bid for the summit these 
are golden opportunities. Our recollections of .high endeavour 
there and lasting friendships formed will make this expedition 
UJ?-forgettable to all of us. 
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