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PRELUDE TO THE CO·NQUEST OF TIRICH MIR 

BY LT.-COL. E. H. COBB 

HE recent conques t of Tirich lVIir (24,623 ft.) the highest peak 
of the great Hindu Kush range, whose summit dominates the 
State of Chitral, by a Norwegian climbing expedition is the 

climax to a close association of Europeans with that corne~ of High 
Asia covering the last fifty years. From the first association of the 
British with Chitral through the Kashmir Durbar in the early 'nineties 
down to the recent conquest of the mountain, n1any able climbers have 
contributed to the knowledge and experience which have now been 
crowned with final success. 

Amongst the earliest British pioneers in this corner of I-Iigh Asia were 
Hayward, Younghusband, Robertson and Gurdon, whose association 
with the country preceded the historic events of the ' Siege of Chitral.' 

The first climber to be connected with Chitral was General O'Grady, 
the founder of that magnificent corps of hardy cragsmen the Chitral 
Scouts his virile personality and his prowess on the mountain survive 
in memory throughout Chitral as well as in Baluchistan, where his 
remarkable ascent and descent of Mt. Mardar from the' Staff College at 
Quetta, a mere 5 ,oo:> ft., was a long standing record. 

Of the early survey of Chitral and of the fixing of the Triangulation 
Points, a severe task in itself amongst these great ranges I hav~ no per
sonal . kno-vvledge . But soon after my arrival in Chitral as Assistant 
Political Agent in I 927, the Survey Department of the Government of 
India undertook the detailed survey of Chitral State. The survey was 
under th~ able direction of Colonel Mason, vvhose interest in the survey 
as Secretary of the Himalayan Club was great. 

Three Royal Engineer officers were associated with him in this de
tailed survey of Chitral, each selected especially for . the purpose
Wilson, Burn and Caddell, and they were supported by some magnificent 
Indian Survey Officers amongst whom vvas l{. B. Mian Afraz Gul ; 
an indomitable pioneer in High Asia of international repute. 

Burn and Caddell developed into courageous mountaineers of great 
promise ; the former died prematurely from the hazards of mountain
eering in Kashmir, while the latter succumbed on the Eastern Frontier 
of India to heart trouble undoubtedly contracted by the severity of his 
previous work in these regions. 

Their highest Triangulation Point was established on Buni Zom 
at 21,465 ft. which is in the Hindu Raj range to the South-east of 
Mastuj ; and from which a magnificent panorama of the Tirich Mir 
Massif, can be obtained looking across the Chitral River valley from the 
east side. About this time I made a tour to the north of the Arkari 
V alley and crossed the Sad Istragh the highest pass of just over I 9 ,ooo ft. 
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leading from · Chitral into Afghanistan. The north slopes of Tirich 
Mir are visible from this area as well as from the main Tirich \T alley 
which is approached from the north-east. The finest view of the 
mountain from the south is obtained from the vicinity of Susum and 
Owir. 

Individual British officers stationed in Chitral follo~red up the 
general surveys by personal climbing reconnaisances of the Tirich 
Mussif itself; and amongst these must be mentioned Hunt, moun
taineer, skier and yachtsman, and a R.E. officer of great promise, who 
was drowned in the Chitral River, between Chitral and Drosh. At the 
same time Colonel Lawder, Commandant of the Chitral Scouts, carried 
out a personal reconnaissance on Tirich Mir with a view to ascertaining 
the route of ascent. He formed the definite opinion that the ascent 
from the north was altogether impracticable and that the only feasible 
line of approach lay on the south face, from which the ultimate successful 
attempt was made. 

After him R. L. Holdsworth, of Kamet fame, made several expedi
tions to climb on Tirich•Mir with students from the Islamia College at 
Peshawar, of which he had become Head Master. 

Throughout these years much had been done by British officers to 
overcome the widespread belief throughout Chitral that the mountain 
of Tirich Mir was itself the home of powerful spirits ; and that any 
attempt to climb the mountain would re.sult in catastrophe sooner or 
later to every one of the participants in the enterprise from evil spells 
cast by these spirits . The local inhabitants held strange beliefs in the 
presence of the 'Bogazu,' a mythical frog of enormous size that would 
drag the climber into the deep crevasses in which it was said to reside. 

That such superstitions were largely overcome and that local porters · 
could be engaged to accompany an International Expedition in a 
serious attempt to climb the mountain is a tribute to the early pioneers 
and to the confidence which the local inhabitants had learnt to place in 
the European. 

It was very satisfactory to note that Captain Streather, Commandant 
of the Chitral Scouts, was able to place his services and his great local 
knowledge at the disposal of the Norwegian Expedition ; and that the 
lucky cast of the die placed him amongst the four members of the -
expedition, who were especially privileged to make the final ~uccessful 
assault on the peak of Tirich Mir itself ; thus crowning the long 
association of .British officers with climbing in Chitral. 

One of the Sherpa porters of Everest fame had been retained by one 
of the officers of the Chitral Scouts, as a private servant and companion. 

It is interesting to note that Sherpa porters were not available on this 
occasion, and that Hunza porters, whose reputation has already been 
established in the l(arakoran1, and Chitrali porters, took part in the 
Norwegian Expedition. A crowning success of European endeavour 
in this region after pioneers have striven amongst its high mountains 
and deep gorges for half a century . 
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