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HEN in I 96 5 I climbed a five thousand metre peak in the Buni 
Zom group with my friend Dr. Gerald Gruber, I saw the 
whole High Hindu Kush for the first time. It was ·a beautiful 

day, and Gerald took a panorama which later appeared in the I966 
Jahrbuch of the ().A. V .1 

Long after we had identified all the loftier peaks, starting with Tirich 
Mir in the west, my eyes kept on going back to the most easterly seven
thousander, Akher Chioh. That day I made a resolution to try my luck 
on it in 1966. 

I started making preparations very late, at the end of April. My biggest 
headache was to find anyone to go along with me. Rainer Goschl, one of 
the best Styrian climbers, who had already climbed peaks in the Hindu 
Kush in I 964, was most enthusiastic about my plan and at once offered to 
accompany me. My wife, Liselotte, also joined the party. Originally, 
Gerald Gruber was to have given strength to the expedition, but he was 
prevented from joining it at the last moment by business preoccupations. 

It was our aim to carry out our tour with the least possible weight of 
baggage and provisions, and we succeeded in keeping the overall weight 
down to 700 lb. The whole cost of our venture was £700 or so. 

On July 8 we boarded our Volkswagen estate-car, built in 1958, which 
had already taken us to Pakistan once in 1965, and off we went. We 
journeyed by way of Agram, Belgrade, Nish, Sofia, Istanbul, Ankara, 
Sivas, Erzerum, Tabriz, Ardebil, Gorgan, Shirvan, Meshed, Herat and 
Kabul to Peshawar. Limited perforce to seven weeks' leave, we drove 
round the clock ; while two of us slept the other one was at the wheel. 
Travelling like that is very exhausting, but it has the great advantage of 
covering enormous distance very rapidly, though the average speed is 
often only 20 m.p.h. In this way we reached Peshawar in the record time 
of exactly eight days, and there we spent the night. Next day we bought 
rice, sugar, tea, flour, cigarettes and pulse very cheaply in the bazaar, and 

1 See A.J. 72. 6. 
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arrived late that evening at Dir. Here we had to leave our car, which had so 
far required no servicing, and hire a jeep. 

Next day we crossed the Lowari Pass in our obsolescent vehicle, to 
Chitral. The natural approach to this town would seem to lie through 
Nuristan, in Afghanistan. Unfortunately, no one noticed this when they 
drew the frontiers, so the only national highway now runs over the 9300 
ft. Lowari, which is only open to traffic for three months in the year. For 
this reason, the inhabitants mostly go in and out by air, the price of a 
flight being very little more than that of the journey by jeep. 

At the rest-house in Chitral, in fine weather, there is a splendid view of 
Tirich Mir, which, in spite of its considerable difficulties, was the first 
great peak in the Hindu Kush to be climbed, when the Norwegians 
succeeded in 1950. 

Although the earliest ascents in the Himalaya and Karakorum took 
. 

place as long ago as the mid-nineteenth century, the Hindu Kush were 
not opened up by climbers till very recently. AB it is, Polish and Austrian 
climbers can claim to have played a leading part in the exploration of the 
High Hindu Kush. Gratifying as this fact may be for our small country, 
it is sad that mountaineering nations like France and England, which 
have won such great climbing successes in all parts of the world, hardly 
had any hand in the discovery of the Hindu Kush. Mter two unsuccess
ful attempts by British climbers in 1929 and 1934, it was two Americans, 
Joseph E. Murphy and Thomas A. Mutch, who climbed Istor-o-Nal 
(24,243 ft.) on June 8, 1955. In 1962 French climbers (with Polish 
friends) made the second ascent of Nadir Shah (22,356 ft.). 2 No other 
ascents of high summits in the Hindu Kush by British or French 
expeditions are on record. 

The Hindu Kush offers great advantages. The weather is almost 
always fine in the summer (August and September); it is a very cheap 
area for mountaineers; and, above all, climbers are almost entirely free 
from bureaucratic interference. 

From the town of Chitral we drove with our interpreter, Babu, to 
Maroi, where we slept in his garden. Early next morning our five pack
animals and Lilo's mount put in an appearance, and we were soon on our 
way. Heavy storms had almost entirely swept the road away, and we 
simply could not believe that under normal conditions one can drive this 
stretch in a jeep. We reached Reshun, our day's stage, during the after
noon and so had time to see an interesting polo match. As we had already 
walked our feet into blisters on the first day, I was delighted when two of 
the contestants offered their horses, and I hired them without further ado. 
We were called at four in the morning and moved off after a quick 

• In 1962 Nadir Shah was reckoned to be 7125 m. {23,376 ft.) in height. 
According to Dr. Gruber's later measurement it is, in fact, only 6814 m. (22,356 
ft.) high. See A.J. 72. 9· EDITOR. · 
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breakfast. Mter Kuragh, we left the high road and for about fourteen 
miles continued across a steppe-like high plain, with marvellous views 
of Tirich Mir and Istor ... o-Nal continually revealed among the shifting 
clouds. It was evening by the time we got to !star, where we were met 
by the inhabitants with baskets full of lovely apples and apricots. 

Our third day's march was along steep, dangerous paths which fre
quently ran along precipitous cliffs, to Warkup and on to Shagram. In 
the evening almost the whole male population of that village entertained 
us with their strange local songs and dances. 

Towards noon on the next day we reached our first objective, Uzhnu, 
where we left our pack-drivers and enlisted fifteen porters under a head
man, to carry up 45 lb. each of our baggage to Base Camp. 

In the evening an old man was brought to see us and he related how in 
1935 he had been with the great English explorer Schomberg during his 
attempt to reach the Kotgaz glacier. We had eagerly studied Schom
berg' s reports in the Alpine Journal before leaving home, and had read his 
account of his abortive attempt to cross the Shoghologh torrent. It was a 
great pleasure to meet Schomberg's companion, and also to learn that no 
European had attempted the crossing since. 

We moved off again in the early dawn. After crossing the river on a 
swaying bridge, we followed for some hours a small track which did not 
help to gain much height. We were frequently forced to climb high up 
the slopes from the valley-bed because the stream had cut such a deep 
groove that any idea of making a way along its banks is out of the question. 
The evening brought us to Palut Gari, one of the places where one can 
find woodt at the junction of the streams falling from the Chikar and 
Kotgaz glaciers. We camped there for the night. 

During the next morning's march we came to the Shoghologh torrent 
and spent some time considering how to cross its raging waters. In the 
end, Rainer roped up and got across safely except for an unintentional 
cold bath. We then built a ropeway, and got everything, including a live 
sheep, over to the other bank. Meanwhile the porters had felled two 
birch trees and built a narrow bridge with them, thus enabling us all to 
cross the raging stream. Soon after our crossing, we came upon the 
graves of two Afghans who had been shot by men from Uzhnu during a 
pillaging foray. When one realises that these robbers had had to cross a 
16,ooo ft. pass and then cover a long stretch of the Kotgaz glacier, one can 
only marvel at their enterprising spirit, all the more seeing that this 
happened eighty to a hundred years ago. We then crossed a narrow gorge 
on avalanche debris, and made our way up towards the last small clump 
of birch trees. Here the porters cooked their flat flour-cakes, for which 
they mix flour and water and shape it into a ball; they then beat it flat 
with a rounded stick and bake it on hot slabs of stone. 

After a tedious march over debris and moraines we set up our Base 
16 
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Camp at IJ,JOO ft. on the right-hand lateral moraine of the Kotgaz 
glacier the same evening. It consisted of a four-man tent for the sahibs 
and a two-man tent for our high-altitude porters, Abdul Akak and Abzar 
Khan, whom we had engaged on the strength of the good impression they 
made and because they had climbed a six-thousander, Wazam Zom, 
during Professor Pinelli's 1965 expedition. The coolies spent the night 
in the open, and came to get their wages in the morning half-frozen 
as a result. Then they immediately started down towards their villages; 
while we unpacked our gear and got the loads ready for the following 
day. 

On the primitive map at our disposal there was a saddle marked in 
Kotgaz Zom's East ridge, and this we adopted as our first objective. 
We started out along the moraine for more than an hour, and then went 
up the first steep slopes towards the supposed saddle. Suddenly there 
was a deafening crack overhead, as an enormous boulder started down in 
our direction. I was able to get away across tl)e smooth ice in long strides 
and take shelter under a projecting rock; but my wife tripped on her 
crampons and fell down. I held my breath as I watched the boulder land 
a few yards away from her and go bounding away into the depths. Later 
we were to look back on this as the most dangerous moment of the whole 
expedition. The saddle we were making for revealed itself, when we got 
to about I6,JOO ft., as an exceptionally difficult ridge of snow and ice; 
furthermore we could only have reached it by a massive detour. Since 
at that time we had no means of knowing whether we would find a better 
line of approach, we dumped our packs and turned back. 

Next day Rainer and I pushed forward to reconnoitre in the direction 
of the head of the Kotgaz glacier. First we crossed the glacier and then 
followed up the true left hand moraine. Late in the afternoon we caught 
our first glimpse of the lovely Kotgaz Zom-Akher Chi oh massif; but we 
could only see the upper part of the summit complex, for a secondary 
ridge obscured the base. All the same we decided to attempt the climb, 
and then went down to Base Camp. 

While the porters were retrieving our depot, we were reconstituting 
our loads and started up again at about midday. Still feeling our yester
day's exertions, we dumped our packs at about half way. Unable to 
distinguish the porters on the slopes we began to worry a good deal about 
them, and I decided to look for them. I fairly charged up the dry ice
slopes till, just as things were getting rather hazardous for solitary 
climbing, I came upon their tracks and was very relieved to establish that 
they had gone down hours ago. 

Next morning we again left Base Camp very early, determined to 
establish our Camp 1 that day. This time we kept along the true right
hand moraine, then took to the dry glacier-ice and followed it to the foot 
of an ice-fall. Once up this, we moved on south-westwards towards the 
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secondary ridge mentioned above. At first we had to circumvent enor
mous crevasses; later we moved on up gentle slopes of nieves penitentes. 
At about 15,6oo ft., disappointingly, we had to site an intermediate camp 
because of the late hour, while Lilo and the ·porters went down again to 
bring up more equipment. Rainer and I spent the night there and 
carried the equipment up next day to a saddle in the secondary ridge. 

From that high perch, we had a marvellous view over the huge North 
face of Kotgaz Zom and Akher Chioh. The route ahead dropped about 
300ft. to get us onto the foot of Kotgaz Zom's northern slope, at the rim 
of an enormous lateral crevasse, which had to be traversed to the right. 
Rainer got across at its weakest point, in spite of having done some heavy 
trail-breaking against the clock. Then we traversed at a steep angle in 
deep snow, which made our hearts pound a bit, back to an avalanche
gully, in which we hoped to find easier conditions. This unfortunately 
turned out to be wishful thinking, for we struggled for hours up it at an 
angle of about 45°, with our loads weighing heavy on our backs. Abdul 
Akak was overcome by altitude sickness, so we pitched our Camp zA at 
about 18,6oo ft., under the lee of an overhanging crevasse. Rainer and I 
took the few steps separating us from the ridge and there, in the late 
evening light, obtained marvellous views to the east, over the promised 
land for all Hindu Kush and Hinduraj climbers, and northwards away 
to the splendid summits of the Pamirs. 

Next morning Abdul insisted on going on with us in spite of his 
altitude sickness, but we had the additional burden of most of the gear 
to carry. We stamped our endless way upwards along Kotgaz Zom's 
North-east ridge for eight hours, to a height of about zo,ooo ft., and there 
enjoyed a wonderful sunset. We were fully aware how dangerous it is to 
stay long at such an altitude if one is sick; and we decided to go down 
again with Abdul who, however, extorted a promise from us that we 
would make an attempt on the summit in the morning. In view of the 
lovely weather, we would have found it very difficult not to grant him his 
request. 

We .roused ourselves at 1 a.m., and by four o'clock, as the sun rose, 
though the cold was still intense, we left Camp 2B, on our way up 
Kotgaz Zom' s huge ice-dome, following the North-east ridge and 
finally the steep East face. 

The summits of Kotgaz Zom and Akher Chi oh are separated by a high 
plateau, one and a half to two miles broad. After a few minutes' rest, 
during which we took in as much of the scene as we could, we climbed 
down in the direction of Akher Chioh. I had lost all feeling in my toes on 
account of the bitter cold and the strength of the wind, so we sat down 
under cover of our biyouac-sack. In spite of our utterly isolated position, 
out of range of any possible assistance, I suddenly felt very safe and 
sheltered. Rainer brewed tea, and I massaged my feet vigorously to 
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revive the circulation in them. A combination of the cooker's heat and 
my own physical exertions induced a wonderful feeling of warmth. 
I should have liked to stay there, snug under the bivouac-tent, sitting in 
comfort; but we had to get moving again. By about eleven o'clock \Ve 
reached the foot of Akher Chioh's symmetrical summit pyramid, with 
some 1700 ft. between us and the summit. We tried to reach it by the 
South face and South-east ridge; but at 2.30 p.m., only about halfway up, 
exhausted by the plod in deep snow, and to avoid a bivouac, we were 
compelled to turn back, very depressed. The way back over Kotgaz 
Zom across that high plateau was sheer torture. Never have I been so 
utterly weary. We made rather better time down to Camp 2B, but it was 
8 p.m. before we got there, to be warmly welcomed by Abdul. Next 
morning, taking only the essentials with us, we went down to Base Camp, 
fully determined to come back for a second go at our mountain. 

After a rest day, complete with much idleness and the absorption of 
many courses of an extensive menu, Lilo, Abzar Khan and I made a 
forced attack on Chikar Zom (c. 17,300 ft.), taking seventeen hours over 
the climb. 

As there were now only a very few days left befor~ we were due to 
return home, Abdul, Rainer and I left for Camp 1 the next day. After my 
previous day's exertions I found it quite a struggle to get there. The 
following day, in poorish weather, with some snow falling as we went, we 
pushed on to Camp zB. 

We added the equipment we had left in the camp to what we had 
already in our packs, and set off up Kotgaz Zom. At first my heart 
seemed to want to burst under the extra load, but presently I found my 
rhythm again, and we proceeded slowly but steadily upwards. Rainer 
was going splen4idly, and Abdul too was shouldering his load gallantly. 
At the end of eight hours of uphill work, we established Camp 3, just 
below Kotgaz Zom's summit. A comparison of the times taken shows 
how much depends at such altitudes on the weight of one's pack. Un
fortunately the weather was still rather unsettled. VVe invited Abdul to 
come with us on our next morning's attempt on Akher Chioh, but he 
declined, giving as his reason that 'no Pakistani should stand on that 
summit'. 

As it turned out, the climb was not at all easy and, seeing that we had to 
go roped practically all the way, though without belaying, Abdul would 
have constituted a moral and time-consuming burden on us. He had, 
however, promised to break a trail for us to the foot of Akher Chioh. 
We left the tent as late as 8 a.m., fearing the cold, and Abdul broke the 
trail all the way across the high plateau. Returning alone to camp, he 
then made the second ascent of near-by Kotgaz Zom. 

This time Rainer and I traversed further out onto Akher Chioh's 
South face, and took several hours to master its steep ice-slopes. All day 
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long, a gale whirled the freshly fallen snow in our faces, and the banners 
of blown snow almost hid one's companion from view. At about 4.30 
p.m., we hauled ourselves over the summit's crest, and a few steps over 
its flat top brought us to the highest point. Rainer and I were delighted 
that we had in the end been able to reach our objective. 

To reward us, the racing gale, almost strong enough to blow us off our 
feet, parted the clouds, enabling us to take photographs of the adjacent 
peaks. And I could recognise Abdul as a tiny dot next to the tent. Un
fortunately, the gale made it impossible to take a longer rest on the 
summit, and we were very soon on our way down. 

We returned to civilisation and the world of men, not as victors or 
masters of a great peak, but as men grateful for a great reward. Maybe, 
during those moments, we had had the good fortune to open heaven's 
gate just a little way and look through into eternity. Herbert Tichy, that 
great Austrian climber, once coined the phrase, 'a wanderer between 
worlds'. Nowhere, not even on the summit of Momhil Sar in the 
Karakorum, have I understood so clearly what exactly he meant as on the 
summit of Akher Chioh. 
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