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To Charles Houston
 whose two expeditions to K2
 remain jewels in the crown
 in the annals of Himalayan climbing
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Author’s Note

In writing this book I owe a debt to the knowledge and experience of others. Many people have taken the time and trouble to advise, criticise and correct. Without them the book would not exist. To everyone concerned I offer my thanks and, as is the author’s prerogative, will embarrass the following by naming them.

In pride of place must come Charles Houston to whom this book is dedicated. Since our first meeting on a filming project at Nanga Parbat Base Camp in 1990, Charlie has cajoled and encouraged me to write the book. His letters have kept me going when I was flagging and his perceptive comments have not been confined to his own expeditions, but have ranged over the whole history of K2 and sometimes entertainingly to other totally unrelated topics. I hope he will enjoy reading the completed work and nervously await the next letter.

Jim Wickwire has generously provided a similar commentary on my interpretation of the more recent American adventures on the mountain; while Greg Child has read the whole manuscript in a far from finished form (an unenviable task) and made very positive contributions. Kurt Diemberger, doyen of the Karakoram and K2, has given me unique insights into the events of 1986, not only during their aftermath, but also on a recent visit to England. It has been a difficult and painful subject for us both, and I am immensely grateful to him for his co-operation. I am also grateful to him for permission to include in my own appendices an update of the expeditions statistics that first appeared in his own book, The Endless Knot.

Audrey Salkeld and Xavier Eguskitza have undertaken the updating and I am also grateful to Audrey for bringing her encyclopaedic knowledge of climbing history to bear on the script and for helping me assemble the historical photographs; while my editor, Maggie Body, has for the third time ensured that Curran chaos miraculously turned into Hodder order.

I must thank Climbing for supplying invaluable information and High for permission to reprint the article in Appendix IV. Lindsay Griffin from Mountain Info at High is rapidly becoming an indispensable source of knowledge. The Alpine Club and the Royal Geographical Society Libraries both gave me invaluable assistance also.

I particularly wish to acknowledge those authors whose contributions to the literature of K2 have been important to me while writing the book. I must thank Andy Kauffman for his meticulous research into the events of 1939, and Galen Rowell for the historical perspective of his classic In the Throne Room of the Mountain Gods, also Bob Bates, Willi Bauer, Chris Bonington, Greg Child (again), Ardito Desio, Alessandro Gogna, John Keay, Reinhold Messner, Bill Putnam, Rick Ridgeway and Doug Scott. Special thanks go to Hilary Boardman for allowing me access to Peter Boardman’s diaries, to Jonathan Pratt for information on his ascent of the West Ridge, to Gill Round for German translation, Geoff Milburn for lending me invaluable source material, Ian Smith for making photographic prints and my daughter Gemma Curran for typing my increasingly illegible handwriting onto an ancient Amstrad; while in Sheffield Geoff Birtles, Paul Nunn and Joe Simpson have all coped admirably with the ups and downs of a neurotic author, providing much needed support and good humour. To all my most sincere thanks.

Jim Curran

Sheffield, February 1995


Introduction

On 15 August, 1986 I walked along the Godwin-Austen Glacier away from K2 Base Camp, traumatised by the harrowing events of that summer and grieving the loss of my friend, Al Rouse, who had died, stormbound, a few days before, alone in a tent on the great Shoulder of K2. It was a brilliant, crystal-clear day and I was mesmerised by the beauty of the mountain that had been the stage for so much drama and tragedy, not just over the last month, but since man had first dared to challenge the lonely eminence of the world’s second highest peak.

Later that day I bade K2 a silent farewell from Concordia where three great glaciers meet, and turned away down the Baltoro Glacier, towards home. I realised then with depressing clarity that whatever happened to me in the future, my life would, for better or worse, never be quite the same again.

And so it has proved. As the years passed and the pain of loss became slowly accepted, I realised two things. First, that I was not alone, for over the years events on K2 have left an indelible mark on others. Great names like Charles Houston, Walter Bonatti, Fritz Wiessner, Peter Boardman, Joe Tasker, Doug Scott and Chris Bonington all returned, personally unsuccessful, from the mountain with overwhelming feelings of grief, disappointment and sometimes anger. This I could begin to understand and share even though they were all far more involved as climbers than I could ever hope to be. But the second more gradual realisation was that the story of K2 itself, with all its successes and failures, was one that needed telling in its entirety. True, many books, particularly those by Galen Rowell, Reinhold Messner and Kurt Diemberger, sketch in some of the history, but all of them are understandably centred on the author’s own intense experiences during particular expeditions. What I find and continue to find a compulsive fascination is the way so many expeditions have had uncannily similar experiences.

In particular, events on the Abruzzi Spur in 1939, 1953, 1954 and 1986 have become subjects for intense discussion, speculation, disagreement and occasionally lifelong rancour. Circumstances, governed by variables like the weather, human frailty, ambition and misjudgement have produced epics of endurance, suffering and, all too often, stark tragedy. I have tried to set down these events, not to show the presence of any malevolent spirits or imaginary links but simply to see the similarities (and differences) between them.

Whereas the rich and complex history of Everest has been tackled countless times, most recently by Peter Gillman and quite the most comprehensively by Walt Unsworth in his exhaustive reference work, Everest, K2 presents a much simpler, yet starker story. First, because it is the second highest point on earth it has never, until recently, attracted the same media fascination nor the obsessive interest of fringe groups or individuals who might have used the mountain for their own ends. Most people attracted to climbing K2 have been at the forefront of mountain exploration of their day. Second, it is recognised as a far harder mountain to climb than Everest. Since its first ascent via the Abruzzi Spur in 1954 K2 has only recently topped the hundred ascents mark, whereas Everest has well over six hundred summiteers. True, more expeditions have been to Everest but when, after the disasters of 1986, sixteen successive expeditions failed to climb K2 (most by the Abruzzi) one gets some idea of the relative difficulty of the two peaks. Finally, K2 is one of the most remote of the 8000-metre peaks. Like Everest it borders two countries and has been the victim of political events with one or other side of the mountain out of bounds for long periods. But even now, when access to both mountains is unrestricted, and the mountain travel boom has made K2 a three-week trekkers’ trip to Base Camp, it is by far and away the harder mountain to approach, a factor that has undoubtedly contributed to many stressful episodes over the decades. The Chinese side is worse than the Pakistan access, with a serious river crossing and difficult glacier approach that make simply reaching the foot of the mountain a major undertaking. Once there, K2 is truly the Mountain of Mountains.

I have already mentioned Walt Unsworth’s great labour of love in which he undertook to describe and assess every expedition to Everest. My approach will be different. I am more interested in reliving the highlights and exploring the shadows of the stories than recording every fact. I make no apology for admitting that some of the expeditions interest me far more than others. Some failures are more compelling than many successes. A complete list of expeditions is provided with other statistics in the Appendices for those who enjoy such things.

Above all, this book exists as a tribute to all those who have set foot on K2, both living and dead. There are many heroes – but few, if any, villains. Just as art sometimes seems to imitate life, so expeditions to K2 have reflected some of the most profound experiences known to man. This then is the story of the Savage Mountain.
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The first record of K2 from Montgomerie’s angle book, 10 September 1856


1

What’s in a Name?

On 10 September, 1856 Lieutenant T. G. Montgomerie of the Great Trigonometric Survey of India arrived at a surveying station situated high on Mount Haramukh, a mountain overlooking the Vale of Kashmir. Encumbered with a big theodolite, the ascent to just under 5000 metres took four days. His reward was a magnificent view to the north, where over 130 miles away the then almost totally unknown Karakoram range stood proud against a clear autumn sky. Montgomerie quickly took bearings on the two most prominent peaks and sketched their outlines in his angle book. He labelled them K (for Karakoram) 1 and K2.

K1 with its distinctive double summit was later found to have a local name, Masherbrum, but Montgomerie could never have guessed that the random surveyor’s mark he applied to that other distant triangle would not only be retained, but, over the years, become synonymous with difficulty, danger and impersonal savagery. Unwittingly, Montgomerie had named the ‘Mountain of Mountains’.

For the modern mountaineer or trekker it is hard to imagine just how mysterious, remote and inaccessible the Himalayan and Karakoram ranges were 140 years ago. They remained so until well after the Second World War, when intercontinental air travel became commonplace. Then in the 1970s and 1980s an explosion of organised mountain travel quite suddenly demystified almost all the high places of the world. To appreciate the achievements of the early explorers one has to think in terms of journeys lasting months or even years, and distances on foot or horseback measured not just in tens but hundreds of miles. Journeys that today seem unremarkable were, in their time, at the sharp end of mountain experience.

By the mid-nineteenth century explorers, map makers and (inevitably) politicians had a rough and ready idea of the scale and extent of the range of mountains that formed the colossal barrier between the Indian sub-continent and the high plateau of Central Asia. Details were few and more attention was paid to exploring the old trade routes over major passes and down valleys than to the countless ice-clad peaks and immense glaciers that hindered access and had little strategic or practical value. Knowledge of what lay beyond the mountains, in Tibet and Chinese Turkestan, in those mysterious lands north of Nepal, the Hindu Kush and Karakoram ranges, was of far more value than the local names and heights of the great mountains that inconveniently raised their snow-clad summits and ridges across the northern limits of the British Raj.

These were the days of the Great Game, the constant jockeying by Russia and Great Britain for power and influence over Central Asia. The long-held expansionist policies of Russia in Turkestan and Afghanistan, grinding inexorably eastwards into China and southwards towards India, made for a fascinating web of secrecy, intrigue, espionage and duplicity that reached its height in the late nineteenth century. On a practical level the threat of Russian invasion on the North-West Frontier and the possibility of incursions over any of the high mountain passes was real enough to make detailed knowledge of their location and topography a priority.

Nevertheless some of the major peaks, visible from the lowlands, were known, named and measured. Kangchenjunga, 28,208 feet (8598m), so easily seen from Darjeeling, was long thought to be the highest mountain in the world, as on occasion were both Gauri Sankar and Dhaulagiri. But in 1852 Peak XV, which later became known as Mount Everest, was declared at 29,002 feet (8829m) the highest mountain in the world, and in 1858 the height of K2 was computed to be 28,287 feet (8621m), just higher than Kangchenjunga. Despite several minor adjustments and some recent satellite surveys, those original heights were astonishingly accurate1 and the relationship between the world’s first, second and third highest mountains has never changed, though, as will be seen later, it has on occasion been challenged.

Though Everest was known to be the highest, access to it through either Tibet or Nepal was politically impossible, and would remain so until after the First World War. Despite Kangchenjunga’s obvious visible presence it was not until about the end of the nineteenth century that much interest was taken in it or its surroundings. By that time the first explorations of the Karakoram were well under way.

The name Karakoram is given to the great range of mountains that runs for some four hundred kilometres north-west of the Himalaya and north of the River Indus which flows between the two ranges from its source in Tibet down to the Arabian Sea. Geographically and geologically the Karakoram is not strictly part of the Himalaya though it is sometimes assumed to be by mountaineers and trekkers. The term ‘Karakoram Himalaya’, which might not be geographically correct, yet does make some sense, has been used from very early days. The word Karakoram (or Karakorum) is derived from the Altaic kara and korum, and seems to mean either black pass or black earth, in either case a strange way of identifying some of the most spectacular mountain scenes in the world. Originally the word may have been used to describe the pass on the ancient trade route connecting India with Central Asia, but the theory is not borne out by the arid scenery which, as in much of the countryside both north and south of the range, is predominantly an all-pervading ochre. There is also a possibility that the name comes by association from Karakorum, which was the ancient centre of Mongolia under Ghengis Khan, the name of the city being gradually transferred to an important pass along a main route leading to it. But in this barren and barely colonised world no derivation rings entirely true.

Within the Karakoram are four of the world’s fourteen 8000-metre peaks, over thirty of 7000 metres and literally hundreds of spectacular rock and ice mountains at or above 6000 metres. The range also contains the world’s four longest glaciers outside the polar regions – the Siachen (72km), the Hispar (61km), the Biafo (59km) and the Baltoro (57km). These glaciers feed huge volumes of meltwater into the surrounding deserts north of the Himalaya, and, protected from the monsoon, rainfall in the valleys is very low, though the volume of snow that eventually forms the huge glaciers would seem to indicate a higher rainfall than the Himalaya. This is somewhat misleading. The range is significantly further north and thus colder than the Himalaya. Also the average width of the Himalaya is a mere eighty kilometres, whereas the Karakoram is 190 kilometres, so a much greater total volume of precipitation is trapped in the form of snow and ice.

The region is sparsely populated. North of the Karakoram, in what is now Sinkiang (or Xingiang) Province of China, the land is so dry and barren that only a few nomads travel anywhere near the mountains, which consequently have remained almost completely unexplored and unnamed until comparatively recently. On the southern (Pakistan) slopes the Balti and Hunza tribesmen inhabit every valley and side valley that can support a meagre livelihood. Ingenious irrigation channels divert glacier meltwater for miles around rocky hillsides to cultivate lush green oases of barley, poplar and apricot groves.

The Baltis speak an ancient Tibetan dialect and there are still a few remnants of Buddhist culture in what has become known as Baltistan or Little Tibet. One obvious example is a huge carved Buddha on a rock near Skardu. The Baltis themselves were converted to Islam at the turn of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Originally Baltistan must have been under the rule of Tibet when trade routes across the Mustagh and Karakoram Passes were open, though the Balti people are fundamentally of Indo-European origin. Over the centuries cross strains have produced a bewildering variety of Asian, Mongol and even Negroid features. Long since cut off from their Buddhist roots, economic, social and religious, the Baltis still retain echoes of Tibet in things like their salted tea, the hairstyles of their women, items of jewellery and the way of carrying babies on the shoulder. The Balti language is not a written one and details of Balti history are scanty. What is certain is that until the middle of the twentieth century, with the advent of the aeroplane, the helicopter and modern roads (more or less arriving in that order), the Baltis were effectively isolated from almost all outside culture: far more than the Sherpas in Nepal, whose traditions of trading and travel have been maintained to the present day. A graphic comparison is seen within the bazaars of Skardu and Kathmandu. In the latter it is possible to equip an Everest expedition fully from scratch. In 1986 on my last visit to Skardu, it was difficult to buy a single secondhand sleeping-bag for our Base Camp cook.

It is easy to dismiss Balti culture as simply backward or primitive; it is certainly static and self-contained. Thus it has become and remains a source of much perplexity, wonder and irritation to the Western mind. The culture clash of East and West is heightened in Baltistan, and has made for increased stress and pressure affecting expeditions to the area. Some indeed have never even reached their objective through failing to adjust to the realities of Balti existence.

Before the Great Trigonometric Survey of India laboriously and methodically mapped its way north through India, few people, Balti or European, had any knowledge of the highest Karakoram peaks. Some had names, but many more were apparently of little significance to the local population. The nomenclature of the peaks surrounding the Baltoro Glacier for example is fairly typical of much of the Karakoram, with names that are sometimes obvious, sometimes obscure, occasionally controversial, and often non-existent. At the snout of the great glacier on the north flanks are the spectacular Trango Towers, focus of much high-standard rock-climbing since the mid 1970s. Trango is probably derived from tramga, or sheep pen, and there are certainly remnants of enclosures on the lateral moraines of the glacier that drains the side valley under the Towers. Further up are the Baltoro Cathedrals, great triangular wedges with obvious similarities to Gothic architecture and self-evidently named by Western expeditions. On the south side of the Baltoro is Masherbrum, a name that could be derived from an apparent resemblance of its twin summits to a muzzle loading gun or mashadar (brum means mountain). But Masherbrum is also visible from the south from the village of Kaphalu where people say that masha means queen or lady, which is perhaps more plausible. Similarly, at the head of the Baltoro rises Gasherbrum IV. Gasherbrum could mean ‘Shining Wall’ or, more likely, it is derived from rgasha – beautiful. Both meanings are certainly true descriptions of the imposing Gasherbrum IV, but now no less than five mountains are called Gasherbrum, which seems rather unimaginative, not to mention confusing.

From the great confluence of glaciers at the head of the Baltoro, the two great giants of the Karakoram come into view. There is little evidence that Broad Peak or K2 itself have local names. In the case of K2 this gave rise to a rumbling controversy which has never really been completely resolved.

Despite fashionable sniping at the imperialistic British for insensitively imposing European names on anything and everything in their path, the GTS was actually painstaking in seeking out local names. The big exception to this was Mount Everest, named in honour of the Surveyor General of India, from 1833–43, Sir George Everest. There is good evidence to suppose that the Tibetan name ‘Chomolungma’ was known but ignored in order to pay tribute to the man who was most responsible for the Survey. Everest himself was not keen on the precedent and it was not until the turn of the century that the name was generally accepted. Today, with increased interest in Buddhism and respect for the plight of Tibet, Chomolungma is often rather self-consciously used, but it is inconceivable that the name Everest will ever disappear from general use.

But K2, the surveyor’s symbol, is an altogether different case. Montgomerie himself wrote, ‘Every endeavour will be made to find a local name if it has one.’ But the mountain’s remoteness made this unlikely. It is not visible from Askole, the last village before the desolation of the Baltoro, and only fleetingly glimpsed from Paiju campsite at the snout of the glacier. From there, and from one of two other vantage points on the Baltoro, it has no great significance. Few Baltis would have gone far enough for the first real view of the mountain and though ‘Chogori’ has sometimes been put forward as its original name, there is little or no reason to justify this. Chogori simply means ‘Great Mountain’ and is likely to have been the sort of bemused answer given to the question ‘What’s that called?’ Even the name K2 is now quite often applied to other mountains and I remember being baffled after our successful ascent of the Trango Tower in 1976 when asked by a porter in Askole if we had climbed our kaitu. From the north it must be open to question whether K2 had ever registered as a peak worthy of a name, for the nearest habitation is much further away than Askole. Other local names for K2 have been offered – Dapsang, Lamba Pahar, Akhbar, Shinmarg, Chiring, Babur, Laufafahad – their very number contributing to the impression that as the mountain lacks a common name it would be quite arbitrary to settle for one rather than another. Better perhaps the impersonal surveyor’s notation.

There were however some attempts to follow the Everest precedent and commemorate a famous personage, Mount Albert, Mount Waugh, Montgomerie and Godwin-Austen all being mooted at various times. None, mercifully, was taken seriously except the name of Godwin-Austen whose exploration of the Karakoram is the subject of the next chapter. But the name, which was rejected by the Royal Geographical Society, found its way on to some maps and literature which persisted until comparatively recently, and survives in the name of the glacier below the mountain’s South-East Face.

It was an Italian expedition that first succeeded in climbing the mountain in 1954 and in 1959 another Italian, Fosco Maraini, in his authoritative book Karakoram – the ascent of Gasherbrum IV makes the case most eloquently for keeping the name K2 and must have the last word on the subject:

 … K2 may owe its origin to chance, but it is a name in itself, and one of striking originality. Sybilline, magical, with a slight touch of fantasy. A short name but one that is pure and peremptory, so charged with evocation that it threatens to break through its bleak syllabic bonds. And at the same time a name instinct with mystery and suggestion: a name that scraps race, religion, history and past. No country claims it, no latitudes and longitudes and geography, no dictionary words. No, just the bare bones of a name, all rock and ice and storm and abyss. It makes no attempt to sound human. It is atoms and stars. It has the nakedness of the world before the first man – or of the cindered planet after the last.
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