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THE SECOND ASCENT OF MINYA KONKA 

DEDICATED TO THE FOUR MOUNTAINEERS WHO LOST THEIR LIVES 

IN THIS TUSSLE vVITH NATURE 

Bv SHIH CHAN-CHUN 

(Leader of the Expedition) 

T was an exceptionally hot day when we reached Konka Gompa, the 
tiny monastery standing on a grass bench 12,ooo ft. above sea level, 
at the very foot of a mountain glacier. Hardly a year ago, together 

with a party of Soviet mountaineers, we had climbed Muztagh Ata in the 
Pamirs and this had marked the start of China's excursion into moun
taineering. Now on May 14, 1957, our group of just Chinese mountain
eers alone had artived in the Buchu Valley to climb the still higher Minya 
Konka, 24,900 ft., 144ft. higher than Muztagh Ata. It was a pioneering 
effort for China. 

Our expedition, sponsored by the All-China Federation of Trade 
Unions, consisted of 29 men, of whom 17 were mountaineers. The 
others included doctors, radio operators, interpreters and cooks who 
were to remain in the monastery, for that was to be our base. Of the 
mountaineers, one was a welder, another an electrical worker, a third 
a lumberjack. There were also a fireman and three young scientists 
from college. Our youngest was 20 and the oldest 29. Hsu Ching, the 
deputy leader of our party, is a labour insurance expert. As for me, 
I am a section head of the physical culture department of the All-China 
Federation of Trade Unions. Previously, I was a railway mechanic. 

To reach our base we had travelled from Kangting (Tatsienlu), the 
well-known pass into Tibet. We came by truck along the Sikang
Tibet highway which had been completed just two years earlier. Then, 
when we arrived at Yinkwanchai, we hired 6o horses and 40 yaks to 
carry us and our packs to this lamasery. 

GEOGRAPHICAL AND HISTORICAL 

A word about Minya Konka's background. Between the great red 
basin of Szechwan and the high Tibetan grasslands in South-west China 
stands a range of giant, snow-clad mountains. Minya Konka is the 
highest peak in this range. Local people call it ' the King of Moun
tains '. In the Tibetan language the name means ' The White Ice 
Mountains of Minyag '. 
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It presents a prospect of surpassing grandeur in clear weather. But 
more often than not clouds veil the summit in mist and create the atmo
sphere of fascinating mystery which has traditionally surrounded Minya 
Konka. 

It is not surprising that its immense size and grim majesty have en-
, 

gendered awe and reverence through the ages. Tibetans have long 
worshipped it as holy. Yet its name is seldom found in the ancient 
books of China. Its existence was not recorded until about 400 years 
ago when the noted traveller Hsu Hsia-ke discerned this snow capped 
giant looming on the west horizon when he visited Mount Omei in 
Szechwan. 

The first scientific observation of the mountain was made in I 879 by 
an expedition led by the Hungarian explorer Count Bela Szechenyi. H~ 

reported its altitude to be 24,934 ft. When J. H. Edgar, the Australian 
professor who used to teach in the West China Union University in 
Chengtu, first saw the mountain in r 903, he was so fascinated by it that 
he wrote that neither poet nor artist could adequately describe the 
glorious spectacle. He estimated its peak to be 3o,ooo ft., even higher 
than Mount Everest. 

In 1929, Dr. Joseph F. Rock, leader of the National Geographic 
Society's Yunnan-Szechwan expedition, took some magnificent photo
graphs of the mountain and estimated its height to be zs,6oo ft. 

Dr. Arnold Heim, a Swiss professor, visited the region in I 929 and 
1930 with an expedition from Sun Yat Sen University in Canton. 
They spent ten months in detailed study there and also confirmed the 
existence of three principal glaciers: the Gongkar glacier on the Western 
face and the Yantsoko glacier and Hailoko glacier on the Eastern face of 
Minya Konka. With field glasses, Heim discovered that the triangular 

. peak was of granite. Professor Imhof of the same expedition concluded 
that the altitude was 25,262 ft. 

Minya Konka was first scaled by the Sikang Expedition in 1932. 
Four American mountaineers, Richard L. Burdsall, Arthur B. Emmons, 
Terris Moore and Jack Theodore Young made the effort and two, 
Burdsall and Moore, reached the summit. In their illustrated book, 
Men Aga£nst the Clouds, they gave a full description of their climb, with 
hunting and surveying notes appended. The altitude at which they 
placed the summit was 24,89 I ft. This book is the most detailed story 
about Minya Konka. 

PRELIMINARY RECONNAISSANCE 

Awakening after midnight on May 17, three days after our arrival at 
Konka Gompa, our deputy leader Hsu Ching saw the full moon riding 
high in the heavens. The weather had cleared. He woke us all up to 
look at Minya Konka. Th€ pale moonlight as it shimmered on the 
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distant snow made the peaks seem utterly beautiful and fantastic. 
Konka's pyramid summit rose to a noble height, the very embodiment 
of majesty, lording it over its sister peaks. The razor-like snow ridges 
shone in the darkness. 

Just a year before, an advance team of our expedition had come here to 
select a climbing route to the summit. Its eastern and southern ap
proaches looked much the same, dropping away in stupendous cliffs, too 
steep to hold much snow. Climbing seemed out of the question. But 
the long North-west ridge, though with many difficult stretches, seemed 
negotiable.1 Now Hsu Ching and his reconnaissance party had the job 
of finding a trail to its spur. 

The morning dawned fine as the six of them set out, carrying China
made mountaineering equipment and provisions for several days. They 
followed the glacier moraine, forded a turbulent stream and made their 
way along the six-mile-long valley called Konka Longba or 'Valley of the 
Snow Peaks ', into which the main glaciers of Minya Konka discharge. 

A fanciful local legend says that when Rujema, milk-maid daughter 
of the mountain-god Dorjelutru, let her favourite cow out to graze, 
a hunter mistook it for a deer and shot it. He ate its flesh and hung its 
head on the door of his house. As Rujema wandered over the mount
ains looking for the cow and calling to it, the head on the door responded, 
leading the girl to the house. In her rage at finding her favourite dead, 
she called down thunder on the house and caused the hunter and his 
family to be killed. And returning, she kicked over her milk pail and 
the milk flowed down the mountain-side in torrents. To save the 
monastery and its dwellers from destruction, General Koda in Konka 
Gompa struck the rock with his magic hammer and immediately the flow 
stopped. The imprint of General Koda's hammer is said to be discernible 
on the rock to this day. 

The valley is flanked by two snow ranges which, like two arms, ex
tend northward and southward of Minya Konka for over ninety miles. 
More than twenty peaks, all over 2o,ooo ft. are found above the timber 
or snow-lines. The most beautiful, next to Minya Konka, are Longe
main and Daddomain, rising immediately to the north and reaching 
heights of 22,500 ft. and 21,500 ft. respectively. Fleecy clouds rest on 
their summits and they appear united by a gracefully curved ridge. To 
the south and a little to the west a peak called Nyambo Konka forms the 
end of the Minya Konka chain. 

A MOST BEAUTIFUL SPOT 

Below the snow-line stately virgin forests of fir, beech and oak, rich in 
rhododendron undergrowth, fill the valley. The Alpine meadow is 

1 It was, of course, by this ridge that the mountain had been climbed in 1932. 
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carpeted with flowers of great variety: primulas, anemones, caltha, 
bignoniaceous trumpet flowers and others whose names could not be 
identified. 

The region had rich fauna as \veiL Tigers, leopards, foxes, musk
deer, grizzly bears and blue sheep roam the forests and the rocky cliffs. 
Birds of all kinds are there: the Tibetan white-eared pheasant, a fine 
black and vvhite bird, forty inches long; the beautiful green-breasted 
Stones' pheasant; the snow cock and the pretty little sifan partridge. 

A long strip of hemcloth with a Tibetan inscription, hung in one of 
the rooms of the monastery, reveals the Tibetan's love for Minya Konka. 
There is no more beautiful spot on earth than Minya Konka, it says, 
one night spent on the mountain is equivalent to ten years of private 
meditation and constant prayer. 

BURNING SUNSHINE AND FAILURE 

For four hours the reconnaissance party trudged along the rugged 
glacier moraine. Sweat-soaked, ankles and knees aching' painfully, 
they came at last to a flat by a stream at the foot of the mountain. Here 
they pitched what later became our first camp, at 14,108 ft. 

At noon the sun's heat, pouring down out of a cloudless sky, forced 
them to strip down to their woollen underwear. Soon they were 
suffering from sunburn and face blisters. The ultra-violet rays pene
trated crevices in their sun -goggles and caused blinding headaches. 

By nightfall the party reached the end of the glacier moraine and they 
set up Camp II at an elevation of 15,421 ft. Another 1,6oo ft. up and 
they would reach the highest point attained by Heim's expedition twenty
seven years ago. They decided to reconnoitre the snow area the 
following day. 

Suddenly treacherous mountain weather enveloped the peaks in dense 
clouds. Thunder roared above the camp. During the night a heavy 
snowstorm completely changed the appearance of Minya Konka. 
Avalanches of snow and rock rolled down vvith great rumbling as though 
the earth were bursting asunder. 

The snowstorm ceased the next day, but clouds still circled the moun
tain half-way up. At last the reconnaissance party found a rocky slope 
I ,640 ft. high, by which it appeared the spur could be reached, though 
it was composed of loose stones and gave very insecure footing. At 
the least disturbance, the stones gave way. Struggling with loads 
almost half their body weight, the six men stepped forward, keeping 
parallel to each other to avoid serious injury by the rolling stones. 
Their packs made balance difficult. It took them almost all day to 
climb the slope. 

To their great disappointment, when they reached the top they found 
only precipices all around. There was no negotiable route to the spur . 

• 
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It was getting dark. . Black clouds gathered in the sky. It was im
possible to return, yet no place could be found to camp. Finally, on 
a platform of rock scarcely six feet square, they huddled together, their 
feet hanging over the edge. They dare not sleep for fear of falling 
down the cliff. In this way they passed an uncomfortable night of 
snowstorms, wet clothes, and numb hands and feet. 

THE ROUTE TO THE RIDGE 

When we heard_ the report of this reconnaisance we decided that seven 
other members of the party and I should make a second try at charting 
the lie of the land. We followed a different trail, a snow-covered ascent 
flanked by a rocky slope to the north and an avalanche track to the right of 
the Lesser Gongkar glacier (north). The day we set out was hot. The 
burning sun made our faces peel. Thirst drove us to suck snow, though 
this is, strictly speaking, forbidden in mountaineering. At 17,o6o ft. 
we were scorched by the fierce sunshine reflected from the snow. Our 
progress slowed down as the snow became softer in the heat of the sun. 
Every now and then we had to stop and knock the snow off our crampons 
for fear of slipping and tumbling down the slope the angle of which, in 
this stretch, was some 70 °. Cutting steps with our ice-axes, we climbed 
on, the man taking the lead carefully sounding out the path with his 
ice-axe, searching for signs of those insidious, ever-present snow-covered 
crevasses which, we know, had ended the career of more than one 
skilled mountaineer and whose presence it is often nearly impossible 
to detect. 

Suddenly the rope grew taut. Liu Lian-man the fireman had dropped 
from sight. Almost thrown off balance, Shih Hsiu, the newspaper 
correspondent, drove his ice-axe into the snow, belaying the rope around 
it. So also did Liu Ta-yi, the electrical worker in the rear of our party. 
It was some time before Liu Lian-man with great effort struggled out 
of the pit into which he had stepped. Panting, he rested for some time 
before he could set out again. He had seen a wonderful spectacle in the 
crevasse, he told us later. It was as though he hung from the roof of 
a crystal palace of immense depth and width, shot with hundreds of 
thousands of icicles and ice pinnacles. 

At the end of this day, we established Camp Ill on a hummock under 
a cornice, at a height of 17,717 ft. That night, ice particles, blown by 
the alpine wind, beat our tents with a sound of thunder. Yet our 
fatigue soon persuaded us to fall soundly asleep. 

When we awoke, we were enveloped in mist. Though the sun had 
risen, visibility was poor. Ahead the slope reared steep and, to make 
matters worse, two gaping fissures stood in our way. Cutting steps and 
hand holds, we finally managed to skirt the last fissure and came to a 
bridge formed by perennial snow. To distribute our weight evenly, we 
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crawled across singly, lying almost flat, each man anchored to the others 
in case of emergency. Eventually we reached the spur we were aiming 
for. 

Once on the 20,300 ft. spur, we set to work surveying the route to the 
summit, taking photographs and drawing maps. We passed two snow
storm nights at a fourth camp that we established on the spur. The 
second night we were nearly suffocated. Six feet of new snow buried 
us in our tents. In great haste we scrambled our way out of the tents 
and the snow, leaving our mittens, socks, parkas and boots behind. It 
was snowing heavily. The temperature was 20° C. below. As soon 
as it was light we started hacking through to the tents to recover our 
clothes, but it took us till six in the evening. By the time we were 
properly dressed, the weather had cleared, with a starry sky above. We 
decided to go back. By the light of the moon we slowly descended to 
the Base Camp where we were greeted by our comrades with relief. 
Our return was overdue. 

AN AVALANCHE AND A VICTIM 

Very often, on a clear summer's day, Tibetans who live in the valleys 
near Minya Konka hear a great rumbling. This rumbling is t~e noise 
of the avalanches. Sometimes up to twenty or even thirty thousand 
tons of ice and snow hurtle down a precipice in a single rush. 1'he 
movements can be heard a dozen miles away. 

While we were away on our reconnaissance, the members of our party 
in the Base Camp made several trial marches to acclimatise themselves 
to greater heights. On May 28, thirteen of them made for our Camp Ill 
at 17,717 ft. They had to cross an avalanche track on the way. They were 
half-way across, when one of them, Hsu Ching, gave a warning shout. 
The next moment a medium-sized vaporous avalanche of several 
hundred tons of snow came rumbling down the track, sweeping the 
whole party along with it for several hundred feet until it stopped by 
a gradient. 

Those who were not too deeply buried struggled out of the snow by 
themselves and went to the rescue of others. Some were dragged out 
after shovelling and scraping and these desperately removed the snow 
from their mouths and noses to take breath. A few were at a dangerous 
stage by the time they were rescued. They could no longer move their 
hands or feet. Finally, all were saved except one. 

Ting Hsing-you, the popular young meteorologist, had been swept 
along and buried upside down in six feet of snow. It was thirty minutes 
before he was found, some distance from the rest o£ the party. His 
pulse had stopped. For three hours artificial respiration was applied, 
but he could not be saved. 

• 
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The party withdrew to Camp II at 15,421 ft. That night the whole 
party was plunged into grief, for Ting ·was the best friend as well as the 
energetic weather expert of the party. 

THE ATTACK BEGINS 

Finally, on June 4, each carrying a 55 lb. pack, our party of seventeen 
set out from the monastery for the final assault. Snowfall during the 
previous few days had buried the track waist deep. The man in the 
lead had to be replaced frequently as making the route was most 
fatiguing. It took us all day to reach Camp II and we stopped there for 
the night. For the next two days snow-storms confined us to our tents. 

There was a minor incident on June 8 when we reached 17,389 ft. 
Four members tumbled down a slope and lost their equipment. They 
had to return to base. That day the remaining thirteen reached 
Camp Ill at 17,717 ft. 

June 9· From my log book. 'We are on the spur at Camp IV 
20,309 ft. above sea level. The high altitude is beginning to have its 
effect. Several of our lads feel dizzy and weak. There is nose bleeding 
and nausea. They cannot go any further. We must leave a few people 
to look after the sick so that only six of us will go forward to the attack 
on the peak, Shih Hsiu, Peng Chung-mu (forest worker) and Kuo 
Teh-tsen (office worker) roped together in one group and Liu Lian-man, 
Liu Ta-yi and me in another.' 

THE HUMP 

By June 10 we came to the ' Hump', the most difficult stretch of all. 
When we climbed to the top, we found a precipice with an 8o0 wall, 
328ft. high on the other side. As it was late, we went back and set up 
Camp V at an elevation of 20,506 ft. The next day we tied our ropes 
together but these were 6 5 ft. short. Still, we managed to make the 
descent, holding the rope belayed around an ice-axe driven into the 
snow on the top of the wall, and covering the last 6 5 ft. without the help 
of the rope. Only one of us, Liu Lian-man, slipped while descending 
the last 65 ft. Fortunately, a snow bridge over the gaping fissure 
below the wall stopped his fall. Otherwise he would have continued 
down a sheer precipice by the side of the wall for another 6,soo ft. It 
took six of us three hours to make the descent. 

By the afternoon of June I r we had gone forward from the bottom of 
the ice-wall to an altitude of 21,655 ft. where, after levelling a space on 
the slope of the ice and snow, w~ set up Camp VI. But soon the snow
storm swept over us. This was dangerous as our food had run short. 
We had only twenty bits of confectionary left in our pockets, a few 
peanuts, some glucose powder and a few scraps of ginseng the famous 



• 11 " 
• 

CA.MP V' ON THE u f.f Ul\'H'' ;., AT TH E: ELEVATION OF 6t02$ IVf.EfT:H~S (.2.0,500 FT .) ·w rTH "fi·l'E SUMl\HT I N TH:E BACKGROUND. 



THE SECOND ASCENT OF MINY A KONKA 20! 

Chinese tonic root which was one of the native medicines we had brought 
with us. Had the snow continued for a few more days, we would have 
had to retreat in defeat! 

We were now only 3,248 ft. from the summit. To ensure success and 
a safe return, we climbed another 328 ft. on June 12 despite the snow
storm, and set up our seventh and final camp at an altitude of 21,983 ft. 
Beyond, there was no place to camp at all, the slope being at an angle 
of 70 ° and covered with thick, hard, glassy ice. 

We had a sleepless night at our last camp. From time to time we 
rose to see if the weather had cleared. An hour after midnight we were 
as excited as children by the sight outside the tent. The snowstorm 
had stopped. The mist had dispersed. The clear moon shining in 
a blue-black sky dotted with stars picked out for us the route to the 

• summ1t. 
By 3 a.m. we set forth after a breakfast of a sweet apiece and a few 

scraps of ginseng. As for water, we had completely given up the idea, 
for it took two and a half hours to cook a pot of water at this altitude. 
We carried only the flag, an altimeter, the cosmic-ray finder, a ther
mometer, cameras, and a metal container. We were happy that we 
could now leave our packs behind. 

VICTORY AND LOSS 

It was precisely 1.30 p.m. on June 13 when we reached the summit of 
Minya Konka, a memorable moment. 

Around us stretched the.horizon in one unbroken ring. The tremend
ous snow peaks that had dominated the sky-line as we made our way 
up had now dwindled to a series of white patches against the brown of 
the lower plains. 

We set up the Chinese flag on the summit and signed a declaration 
giving the details and date of our ascent. This we placed in the metal 
container we had brought and buried it under the cairn. With our 
ice-axe we cut a piece of granite from the cone of the summit as a 
memento. Then we took some photographs and, at 2.15 p.m., just as 
the mists once again began to rise, we left for our descent. 

We had gone just a short way when a great snowstorm burst, with 
heavy thunder and lightning. We stopped for a time but as it showed 
no sign of ending we set out again at 6 p.m. But in the heavy mist we 
could not find our last two iron pitons which we had, as a precaution, 
put on one side. Now we came to an icy slope as smooth and hard as 
glass, on which our crampons and ice-axes proved useless. Driven by 
the high velocity wind, we had the greatest difficulty to keep our balance 
on the ice. LiuTa-yi went first but slipped, and I and Liu Lian-man 
followed him down. Fortunately, near the foot of the slope I hit a large 
stone which I embraced and held on to with all my strength. This 
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stopped our fall down an abyss at the bottom of which we estimated 
to be the Lesser Gongkar glacier (south). But our second group of 
three, led by Peng Chung-mu, were not so fortunate. They, too, 
slipped in negotiating this terrible slope and they failed to grasp at 
anything that could break their fall. We saw them hurtle into space. 

With heavy hearts, we dug a cave in a gaping fissure by the side of the 
ridge. It was a miserable night the three of us passed, huddled together 
as the snowstorm raged outside. 

The next day the weather cleared. There was no trace of our lost 
comrades. We reached Camp VII by 9.30 a.m. and then, by stages 
made our way back to our Base Camp where we arrived on June 16. 
Our comrades welcomed us with mixed joy and grief. 

Immediately we sent a party to reconnoitre the Lesser Gongkar 
glacier but for fifteen days could find no sign of our three comrades. 

Being among the best mountaineers of China, they are an irreparable 
loss to the country. It pains me all the more when I recollect how many 
difficulties they have conquered together with me. 

Minya Konka had been vanquished and our goal achieved. But four 
of our comrades fell in the battle. They will live forever in our mem
ories. This record I dedicate to them, heroes who played a noble part 
in the conquest of nature. 

0 

[We are grateful to Mr. Shih Chan-chun for his account of the first 
all-Chinese expedition to one of the greater mountains; it is appropriate 
that the mountain chosen should have been within the boundaries of 
China. We offer our congratulations to the survivors on having attained 
their goal and our sympathy in the loss of four of their companions. 

The climbing party was perhaps lucky not to have suffered greater 
misfortunes. As it was, the number of mishaps suggests that not all the 
climbers were sufficiently experienced for their task, whilst nose bleeding 
and nausea at zo,ooo ft. indicates that some members were inadequately 
acclimatized. 

Had the party been blocked at Camp VI for several days by bad 
weather, their food nearly exhausted and no support to be expected 
from the unoccupied camps below, there might well have been an even 
worse disaster. 

We are pleased to note that no doubts are cast on the American ascent 
of 1932, a happy reversal of the attitude adopted by The People's China. 2 

Indeed, the tables have now been turned, for although Mr. Terris 
Moore is quoted in Appalachia, June 1958 (vol. xxxii, p. 98, note) as 
accepting the ascent by the Chinese party, doubts are introduced over 
the burying of a container under a stone cairn, since the Americans found 
no rocks within one thousand feet of the summit.] 

2 See A.J. 63. 130. 
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