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The Way to Chulu
Kevin O'ConneU

The search for Chulu began in September, 1981 in Kathmandu. Our small party
of five was led by Don Hamilton and although few of us had actually climbed
together before, we all had met in the mountains at one time or other. The
rendezvous in Kathmandu was probably the first time the entire group had been
in one place at one time. Interesting as the city of Kathmandu is, we were all
happy to leave and move on, although the bus ride from Kathmandu to Dumre
did not at the time seem like much of an improvement.

Our objective was the mysterious mountain called Chulu which lay just to the
south of Naurchuli, which on some maps appears with an elevation of7450m. A
photograph of Naurchuli appeared in the 1981 edition of the C.A.]. and it had
been taken from the Thorong La. Chulu, although a mere 6625m on the same
map, should have appeared in the foreground of the photograph. We hoped to

unravel the mystery once and for all.
Our hasty departure from the attractions of city life was rewarded in a rather

peculiar way. On our first evening of camping, I asked our sirdar if the ominous
clouds coming from the east had any connection with the end of the monsoon.
Kalden Sherpa replied in the negative, which was a great relief to me. I was thus
able to enjoy the serenading of the local villagers that evening as I layout in the
open, comfortably warm in my sleeping bag. About 2am the rain arrived with a
vengeance. Although it took several days to dry everything out, it was not really
an unpleasant experience. We were fortunate in starting up the Marsyandi River
before the storm, for it had washed out the road between us and Kathmandu. Our
isolation now was complete.

The approach was a fascinating lesson in culture, religion and biology; starting
from the rice paddies at 500m and moving up to high valleys behind the
Annapurnas provided some startling contrasts. Ten days of travel now found us in
a high-sided valley, just under Chulu's SW face, at 4400m. The views of the
Annapurnas to the south across the valley were spectacular.

We soon discovered that we were not alone in our pursuit of the elusive Chulu:
an Austrian party under the leadership of Rudi Schietl had preceded us by a few
days. They had taken a route in from Jomosom over the Tilicho Pass. Rudi was
living proof that once you've been to the Himalaya you will return as often as you
can for this was his sixth climbing trip. The average age of the Austrian party was
a good twenty years more than our own. This gave us little reason to be smug for
many of our small party were suffering from a variety of ailments.

On 11 October we carried supplies up a great scree slope to the west ofour base
camp to a col at 4900m. We continued up the snow slopes to the north of this col
until we reached a rock band at 5lOOm. The Austrians had already negotiated the
rock band and had left a fixed line. Four ofour party reached the NW shoulder of
Chulu on 12 October and established a cache at 5450m. We were back in base
camp about two hours later and prepared to put a high camp on the plateau below
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what we thought to be the main summit ofChulu.
That evening, our cook Pisang baked a cake for us which said 'Good Luck

Chulu'. It was not entirely clear for whom he was rooting. Two days later we
established our high camp at 5530m, not very far away from the Austrians. As
Bill, Roe!, Mike and I set up the two tents and erected some snow walls, the sun
set casting a beautiful alpenglow on the shoulder of Chulu. From our vantage
point we could see only one peak, which we assumed to be the summit. It was a
cold but comfortable night with the temperature dropping to - 30°C.
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The Austrians and their Sherpas beat us out of camp next morning as usual.
Our ascent was marred by the effects of altitude with first Mike, then Bill and
Roe! dropping out as a result. I decided to continue on. The weather was perfect,
with hardly any wind in the chill -5°C air and a brilliant sun, set against a black
sky. The views of the Annapurnas to the south, Manaslu and Peak 29 to the east,
the Thorong La to the west-and the dusty Tibetan plateau to the north were
almost beyond description. I soon-picked up the Austrian party's tracks and
continued along the well-defined ridge. A higher peak now appeared somewhat to

the east and a good distance away. I assumed that this must be Naurchuli but it
was certainly not a 7500m peak. I was puzzled. There was no higher peak in the
area. I continued on and met some of the Austrian party returning-from_the
summit. They were somewhat upset. Their guides had assured them that this was
Chulu but clearly there was a higher peak to the south-east. While their guides
professed not to know the name of the other peak, it now became clear that what
everyone referred to as Chulu was actually Chulu's W peak. The other and clearly
higher peak was the main summit. Another mystery was now cleared up for
another map edition revealed that Naurchuli was 5320m and not the 7450m
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appearing on some maps. Naurchuli was actually a much lower peak towards the
Tibetan border, only a little over lOkm away.

The ridge dropped away precipitously on both sides now, and I moved along
alone and cautiously. A slip at this point would mean either a drop to Manang
below the SE face, or a plunge down the icy glacial slopes on the north-west. I
reached the W peak at 1350 hours and later calculated its height as being
c. 6250m, a value later confirmed by the Austrians.

The views from this summit were spectacular and I lingered as long as I could,
photographing everything in sight. I was determined to reach the other summit
and on returning to our high camp, explained the situation to the others. By now
Don had recovered to the point where he felt comfortable in joining us and we
were delighted to welcome him back. Everyone's plans seemed somewhat
uncertain for the following day. On the 16th, I got up and started after the
Austrians who were by this time reduced to Rudi and the two strongest Sherpa
guides. Bill followed me, but soon dropped out about an hour from our camp,
probably due to altitude effects again. Mindful of the hazards of soloing such
mountains, I followed the tracks ahead of me carefully and discovered that I was
going well enough to catch up with the other three. We lunched at noon at about
6000m in a western amphitheatre ofChulu and could see clearly the route of the
previous day up to the W summit. We continued on unroped until we arrived
below the steep summit pyramid. The others roped up and I ascended the steep
slopes on my own to the crest of the summit ridge. Rudi was belayed from here
and was negotiating the final summit cornice. A fall here would have been most
serious, and, realizing this, he placed an ice-screw before making the crux move
over the cornice lip. Sherpa Sona Gyao soon followed. The second Sherpa, Sonam
Chottar, declined the summit. I was permitted to clip into the line to the top and
received a belay. The three of us stood on the summit at 1515 hours, a thrilling
moment for all of us. Sona asked for paper and we left our names written on it,
tied to a ski pole which Rudi left firmly planted on the tiny summit. Asking us to
join hands, Rudi proceeded with a small prayer. This simple ceremony with an
Asian, European and North American atop this beautiful Himalayan peak was
profoundly moving. Its simplicity could not have been matched under any other
circumstances nor could its sincerity have been equalled in any great cathedral.

We later calculated the height to be c. 6425m, and reasonably close to the map
value of 6625m. It was abundantly clear from the summit that there were no
higher peaks around. We could also see an E summit (6200m), an N summit (c.
6400m) and Don and Mike on the W summit. We returned to our high camp as
the last light of day was rapidly fading, to find that everyone was in bed and that
the only working stove was not functioning very well. On the 17th both groups
packed up camp and at 1500 hours we were all back down at base camp.

From this point on, our party made its way over the Thorong La and from here
enjoyed a spectacular view of the mountain we had climbed. In the days ahead,
we progressed to the oasis of Muktinath and thence do~n the Kali Gandaki to
Pokhara. As we neared the end of our great circuit of the Annapurna Himal, we
were treated to tantalising views of Dhaulagiri, Nilgiris, Annapurna South,
Hiunchuli and Machapuchare. We had found the way to Chulu and, perhaps
metaphorically, the way to other peaks along the 'Roof of the World'.
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