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THE ITALIAN EXPEDITION TO 

GASHERBRUM IV 

BY FOSCO MARAINI 

HEN Mr. Ahmed Ali Bhogra, of the Pakistan Foreign Min .. 
istry, asked me : 'Would your party care to climb Gasher
brum IV ? ' I instantly thought of some words read in 

Dyhrenfurth's To the Third Pole.1 ' Gasherbrum IV', says the well
known Swiss scientist and explorer, ' perhaps sets the most difficult 
problem of all. I have looked carefully at this superb peak from· every 
possible angle ; but I must admit that I know no really recommendable 
route.' All walls, according to Professor Dyhrenfurth, are ' fearfully 
sheer ', ' repellent to a degree ', ' terribly hostile '. Even the icefalls 
leading up to the mountain are ' steep and repulsive '. As for the 
ridges they are ' fearsome ', and the stratification is generally ' pre
cipitous '. Professor Dyhrenfurth concludes : ' It seems to me that 
Gasherbrum IV is one of the Karakorum peaks whose summit is un
likely to be disturbed for a very long time to. come.' 

I had been sent out to Karachi by.the President of the Italian Alpine 
Club, Mr. Giovanni Ardenti-Morini, in February 1958, to see if it 
would be finally possible or not to obtain the permit we had requested 
to climb some important peak in the Karakorum district. Now, 
fortunately, I was succeeding. Our request for Gasherbrum I, 
26,4 70 ft., the second highest unclimbed mountain in the world, had 
not been granted; the Americans had got there before us. But we 
could submit two or three other names, and I understood that Gasher
brum IV had many chances of being granted. I had never been myself 
to the Karakorum range, but I was familiar with photographs of this 
extraordinary mountain, ' this superb peak'; I felt it would be a 
formidable challenge for any group of climbers. Not yet quite sure 
if my colleagues in Italy cared after all to become the first ' disturbers ' 
of this uncouth Karakorum crag I telegraphed at once to Milan. 
The prompt reply was: ' ahead with G. IV.' 

This was on March 4· We now had very little time to get things 
ready. Toni Gobbi, Riccardo Cassin and Carlo Mauri performed 
~iracles working late into the night and, on April 30, seven tons of 

1 G. 0. Dyhrenfurth, To the Third Pole, London, 1955 (translated from the 
German h¥ Hugh Merrick), p. 199. · · 
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equipment and food left Genoa, by boat, for Karachi. After the usual 
delay in Rawalpindi, owing to bad flying conditions over the Hima
layas, we finally were all reunited in the hospitable Rest House at 
Skardu, the picturesque capital of Baltistan (May 25, 1958). 

Originally our expedition was to be of that light type advocated so 
strongly, and undertaken with so much success, by climbers like Eric 
Shipton, but when the final goal became established as Gasherbrum IV 
it was considered that at least six climbers would be needed, plus a 
doctor and a photographer; and, as for the ·equipment, well, the less 
said the better 1 One 1 ist mentions among other things, 8oo ice and 
rock pitons of various weights and lengths, 500 metal elements for 
ladders, 6o wooden wedges, 250 wooden knobs for ropes. Nothing 
was to be left to the vagaries of geology, chance or weather, on that 
' superb peak'! 

As for the climbers themselves, they had been chosen among the very 
best now living in Italy. Riccardo Cassin, 49, the leader, has one of the 
greatest alpine records .in existence. I hardly need mention here his 
first ascents of the Pointe Walker (Gran des J orasses) by the North 
face, of the North -east face of Piz Badile, of the North face of the Cima 
Ovest di Lavaredo. Riccardo Cassin is considered by everybody the 
' grand old man ' of Italian climbers; his choice as leader of the ex
pedition, a choice which had been personally made by Mr. Ardenti
Morini, was welcome to all. Cassin had already been in the Karakorum 
mountains with Professor Desio in 1953, during a first reconnais
sance for the great assault on K2 which was planned for, and finally 
undertaken, during the subsequent year. 

Waiter Bonatti was naturally on top of the list, among younger mem
bers. Though not born in the Alps he had soon made a great name for 
himself by some of the most spectacular performances of the post-war 
years : the Grand Capucin by its South route, the S.W. Pillar of the 
Dru, and so on. He had taken part in the successful expedition to K2 
in 1954 and had managed to survive, without injury, a bivouac in the 
open at 26,ooo ft. He had also climbed in the Andes during the early 
part of 1958, reaching, with Carlo Mauri, the summit of Sarmiento, 
a dangerous and hostile mountain in Patagonia. 

Carlo Mauri, also 28, has been Bonatti's companion in many different 
ventures. A calm, sturdy man, he was at once considered ideal as a 
second partner in the assault team for the summit. 

Toni Gobbi, 44, was chosen as a deputy chief and was to be in charge 
of transportation, equipment, food, and responsible for all problems 
regarding the caravan. Gobbi, a university, graduate, has been long 
known as an excellent organiser ; his spring ' glacier weeks ', during 
which he has guided for many years parties of skiers along the various 
Hautes Routes of the Alps, have won him international fame. 
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Giuseppe Oberto of Macugnaga, 34, and Giuseppe De Francesch 
of Moena in the F ass a V alley, 3 3, are two noted guides and instructors, 
the former an expert on ice, the second a formidable rock climber. 
Donato Zeni, 3 I, also from the Val di Fassa, joined the expedition as 
doctor, and I, 46, as cameraman and photographer. Capt. A. K. Dar, 
34, of the Pakistan Army, was attached to our group as liaison officer. 
He spoke fluent English and, though lacking previous mountaineering 
experience on ice or rocks, he was a sturdy all-round athlete. 

Upon our arrival at Rawalpindi we had met the members of the 
American expedition, who were to follow the same route, practically 
up to the Base Camp. Their equipment being much lighter, they 
quickly managed to get ahead of us; when all the members of our 
party finally reached Skardu, the Americans had already left for Askole, 
with some 150 Balti porters. At Rawalpindi we also met Capt. M. E. B. 
Banks, the leader of the successful Rakaposhi expedition. 

Now we needed some 450 porters; a whole week passed before 
our long and heavy caravan could be ready to move. We found great 
co-operation among the Pakistani officials in Skardu, and Sir Habib
ur-Rahman Khan, the Political Agent, was not only most helpful, but 
very hospitable. We will not easily forget a delightful dinner at the 
Residency, when we feasted on ibex meat, delicious curry and such 
Pakistani delicacies as anda halwa or shakar-para. 

Finally, on May 30, we departed. An old ferry-boat took us across 
the Indus in batches of forty to fifty men, with our equipment; around 
noon, under a very hot sun, we left for our approach march of 150 

miles, the first stage being Shigar, some way up the Braldu valley. 
The ' long march ' to the Baltoro glacier has been described so many 

times that I hardly dare mention it here. I hope I will be forgiven if 
I only say that we found the country most beautiful. The valleys were 
savage and lonely but full of sun, and often we would come upon some 
small oasis where, as a sudden contrast to the yellow stony wastes, 
everything was green, fresh and delightful. The men in this country 
of huge mountains, savage rivers running among colossal boulders, 
of ancient trees and paths running along precipices, seemed perfectly 
adapted to their surroundings. Hardy, rather uncouth and primitive, 
noisy but friendly, they were always ready to understand a joke and 
join in a hearty laugh (or shall I rather say guffaw?), but they would 
certainly stand no bullying. We soon reached Askole, the last village 
of the valley, where we remained for a couple of days. From here on, 
mountaineering expeditions have to feed all their men, so we needed 
about 1 oo extra porters to carry atta (flour) for the rest of the caravan. 

All expeditions say the experts have their moment of trouble 
with Balti porters; and ours was to be no exception. I will never 
forget the Paiju Incident. Imagine 490 men, on a stony shelf above 
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the Braldu river, not far from the front of the Baltoro Glacier, who argue 
in five different languages (U rdu, Italian, English, Balti, and some 
obscure dialect of Southern Alpine valleys) about pounds of weight, 
about atta, about cooking pots and fire-wood, from early morning till 
late at night. At a certain moment our whole force seemed to be on 
the verge of leaving us. I took a photo of the men defiantly going 
back towards Askole. Seven tons of equipment in the midst of Baltis
tan, and nine lonely sahibs looking at the view ; this w~s our immediate 
prospect 1 Fortunately, with the help of Capt. Dar, we managed in 
the midst of Babel, to arrange a truce; on I o June the caravan resumed 
its march, this time up the Baltoro. 

On the I Ith we reached u rdukas and on the I sth Concordia. The 
weather had been very good most of the way, and the giants of the 
Baltoro region, Paiju Peak, Masherbrum, the Muztagh Tower, Gasher
brum IV, Broad Peak, finally K2, appeared one after the other above 
us : the prize pieces of nature's greatest gallery. Gasherbrum IV 
looked most forbidding from this side, with its red-brown West face, 
over ten thousand feet high, but we knew this to be utterly inaccessible 
and we had, from the start, planned to attack the mountain on the 
opposite side, from the South Gasherbrum glacier. , At Concordia 
we reshuffled the caravan and two-thirds of our porters were sent back. 
With I20 of the strongest men we carried all our equipment up to 
17,500 ft., on the upper reaches of the Abruzzi glacier, in three sep
parate shifts. 

On June 22 we were again all in one group, together with our equip
ment (8oo pitons et alia), at the Base Camp. 

Now all ordinary porters were sent back. Originally we had chosen in 
Skardu a batch of fourteen high-altitude porters (HAPs as the Ameri
cans called them); but later on we found out that we had to equip 
them, down to the very last item (duvet trousers for instance), just like 
ourselves; under such conditions we could only retain six HAPs, a 
rather small number, especially as nearly half of them turned out to be, 
most of the time, in poor health. Only one (who, by the way, had an 
excellent recommendation from Eric Shipton) showed the qualities 
of a real ' Tiger ', like a Sherpa, and that was Taqui, from the village 
of Satpara. Another HAP, Mahud Hussain, also from Satpara, fol
lowed his friend with much good will, but did not have his stamina or 
his physique. 

During the latter part of June the weather was splendid : we should 
really have waited a few days at the Base Camp to get better acclimatised 
and to organise the .assault with greater care, but the sight of these 
perfect blue skies made us rush on. I think we all had in mind the 
fatal loss of two weeks of good weather that cost the Germans their 
Nanga Parbat in 1934. It is true that they had the death of Drexel 
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to reckon with at the very start, whilst everything with us was going in 
~ perfect way or, let us rather say, nearly in a perfect way. We had 
one minor accident at this I!loment: Carlo Mauri burnt his right arm 
quite seriously, with a pressure cooker, which he opened suddenly 
when boiling. For some days we feared he would have to give up 
the climb altogether, a very hard loss for the expedition, as he was 
generally. considered to be our number two. Fortunately his excellent 
physical condition, and his . strong will to recover, brought about a 
miracle and barely two weeks later he was up at 24,000 ft., with Bonatti, 
opening the way on the grim North-east ridge towards the summit of 
G. IV. 

The first obstacle on our way up was the great icefall in the lower 
part of the South Gasherbrum Glacier. This had already been climbed 
in 1934 by Dyhrenfurth and his party,2 again in 1956 by F. Moravec, 
and his Austrian companions, on their way to Gasherbrum II 3 ; 

~nally, our friends the Americans of Gasherbrum I had been three
quarters of the way up the seracs, during one of their preliminary re
connaissances (later they preferred the South-east ridge, the so-called 
Roch's route ).4 The actual climb was not difficult, but as everyone 
knows, an icefall is always dangerous, · seracs were always threatening 
to move and the whole· mass of ice was criss-crossed with crevasses of 
every size, shape and humour. There was lots of fresh snow, which 
made the work of the advance party (Bonatti, Gobbi, Oberto) very 
hard. 

A first camp was pitched at about 18,300 ft., on June 22. Further 
up we reached the great plateau at the head of the South Gasherbrum 
glacier, where only the Austrians in 1956 had set foot. On June 25 
a second camp was placed near the .centre of the vast undulating plain 
which, surrounded as it is by Gasherbrum Peaks, from I to VI, was 
called by us ' il Vallone dei G.', (the G. Cwm ). This is a spot of extra
ordinary beauty. As one climbs up from the Baltoro glacier, the valley 
slowly turns round on itself; in this remote recess the rest of the world 
is completely hidden from sight, we are in a colossal hall hemmed in 
by some of the most spectacular mountains in the world. 

Gasherbrum I ( 26,4 70 ft.) is a noble giant of simple lines; it might 
be thought rather conventional, just ordinary slopes converging to
wards a summit; yet after a few days one starts to understand, to 
appreciate, and to love, the graceful way ice and snowfields are draped 

· 2 See G. 0. Dyhrenfurth, ' The International Himalayan Expedition, 
1930 ', Himalayan Journal, Ill (1931). 

3 See G. 0. Dyhrenfurth, 'Chronique hiroalayenne 1956 ', Les A/pes, 1957 
pp. 24-7· 
· 4 See N. B. Clinch, 'We Conquered Hidden Peak', The Saturday Evening 
Post, Jan. 31, 1959, p .. 15 Also A.J. 63,. 242. 
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on its massive shoulders. G. I, one inevitably concludes, is a most 
harmonious mountain. The same cannot be said about G. II, that 
strange Egyptian Pyramid 26,360 ft. high, which looks too perfect to 
be natural. One thinks at once of an over-sized ruin left by some un
known civilisation on the roof of the world. G. Ill ( 26,ogo ft. ), which 
soars next to it, has little personality when seen from this side ; it is 
merely a heaving wave of brown stone. It develops, however, an 
impressive face when seen from the west. Outrageous personality is 
instead the mark of Gasherbrum IV (26,ooo ft.), from whatever direc
tion you look at it. From this angle, from the G. Cwm, it appears as 
a splendid and terrifying cusp, so steep that ice can barely form the 
smallest patches, here and there. The rocks of the mountain are of 
different colours and texture, a fact which can hardly be appreciated 
in black and white photographs, but a most significant element in 
nature. 'Our ridge' appeared to the right, emerging from an unknown 
hanging valley high above the Cwm. Like all ridges seen from below, 
now it looked easy, hardly steep at all, now it appeared aggressively 
erect and crammed with fearful gables and turrets. Hopes and fears 
rose and sank, accordingly, with the moods of our digestion and sleep ; 
both of which were at that height very bad. 

On the opposite side, the C\vm is closed in by two spectacular 
mountains, G. V (24,020 ft.) and G. VI (23,590 ft.). G. V is really an 
irregular wall with many summits ; its North face, just above the tents 
of Camp 2, a sheer 4,ooo ft. of hanging ice on near-vertical rocks of 
different hues, affords a portentous sight. It resembles Nu ptse, near 
Everest. Avalanches often came roaring down this face, and one, 
which was so powerful it crossed most of the level bottom of the valley, 
nearly killed Cassin and Oberto. The two climbers managed to 
escape, half suffocated by the cloud of powder snow, only because they 
left their tents a few minutes later than they had planned to do the 
evening before. 

Gasherbrum VI, finally, is another gem of a mountain. The cocky 
summit, of this youngest member of the Gasherbrum family, is all of 
ice and snow; it collects, like a canopy, the converging lines of its 
fluted North face with the splendid effect of having been conceived as 
architecture. Neither G. V nor G. VI has ever been attempted. 
From the side of the G. Cwm they seem, if not impossible, fearfully 
dangerous. 

Above the ' G. Cwm' our way led most clearly up that 'repulsive 
icefall ' (Dyhrenfurth) between Gasherbrums Ill and IV. It looked 
formidable and turned out to be so. Bonatti, Gobbi, and Oberto, 
after having set the tents of Camp 3 (June 29) at about 20,700 ft., 
on a small level space one-third of the way up the icefall started grad
ually working their way up some very steep snow slopes. The 
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weather continued to be perfect. This n_aturally had great advantages, 
but the tropical sun, straight above our heads, was a source of much 
suffering: the skin of hands and faces peeled down to the raw flesh; 
eyes suffered from every stage of inflammation ; throats got painfully 
dry. When there were no clouds to protect us we had to rest, or 
rather hide, between 10 a.m. and 3 or 4 p.m. Unfortunately our 
tents had an orange tint that afforded very little protection during those 
fiery hours; only if we piled all our equipment on the outside did they 
became fairly inhabitable. 

On June 29 Mauri had managed to climb up to Camp 2, together 
with Dr. Zeni, who was all the time looking after the burns on his arm. 
Soon Mauri felt well enough to join the advance party higher up. By 
July 6 Bonatti and Mauri, with Gobbi and Dr. Zeni, reached the upper 
edge of the icefall, which we henceforward called 'la Seraccata degli 
ltaliani ',5 and got their first glimpse of the easy hanging valley above. 

Finding and opening a way up the icefall had taken over a week. The 
last three or four hundred feet offered serious technical difficulties, 
and ropes had to be fixed for the porters, but the whole stretch, about 
two thousand feet high, was exceedingly dangerous. A vertical ice 
palisade, with a drop of some two hundred feet, formed a great barrier 
at the upper end of the icefall. It was evident that huge towers and 
blocks of ice got detached from time to time and tumbled down the 
slope. One pillar, about the size of the Monument in London, seemed in 
such an unstable position that we always passed beneath it wondering 
if these were, or were not, our last minutes engaged in the sublunary 
affair of putting one foot in front of the other. Fortunately it never 
wavered and we are all here to tell the story. Yet the moanings and 
groanings of the whole slope were often very ominous and a small 
Camp 3 his, which had been set at about two-thirds of the icefall, was 
abandoned after a couple of days, because the sudden movements of 
the ice were such that it became impossible to sleep or to rest. Camp 
3 was also in a bad position, but there was some reason to hope it 
stood on a less unsettled portion of the icefall. At night the wind came 
roaring down the gulleys between the seracs and each time it sounded 
exactly like an avalanche starting on its murderous course; so sleep, 
which would have been bad anyhow because of the height, became even 
worse because of the constant fear. Poor Gobbi holds the unhappy 
record of having passed no less than twelve nights in that infernal 
spot. 

Fortunately the hanging valley above the icefall was easy, safe and 
comfortable; Camp 4, at about 23,000 ft. was one of those pleasant 
places which afford not only physical rest but also mental peace, both 
so necessary in the hostile world of these great mountains. After the 

6 Remembering the Eperon des Genevois on Everest. 
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~orrid precipices of ice below, one nearly expected here to find meadows 
and flowers, up those easy slopes leading towards the ridge between 
Gasherbrum Ill and IV. And, if meadows, why not cows and tink
ling bells? We promptly called the place ' la comba delle vacche ', 
' Cows' cwm ' (though we referred to it, in our more respectable letters 

. 
sent back home, as the ' Comba nascosta ', the ' Hidden cwm '). 

The Cows' cwm, by the way, was a most interesting discovery. 
According to all previous maps the watershed ran in a straight line 
between Gasherbrums Ill and IV ; evidently the great ice barrier, 
which, seen from a distance, does look like a col, had led the topo
grapher's eye into a mistake. The watershed was discovered to run 
about a mile further north, at the end of this hidden valley (see map). 

On July 8 Bonatti and Mauri; with Cassin and De Francesch who 
had come up from Camp 3 the day before, reached for the first time 
~ large col (North-east Col) at the head of the Cows' cwm, probably 
some ~3,300 ft. This turned out to be a real col, not one of these 
balconies ' frequently met with in the Himalayas, which are only 
accessible from one side '.6 A descent down the North Gasherbrum 
glacier to the Sh3:ksgam valley looked, if not easy, quite possible. From 
a topographical point of view this col is very important, as it opens a 
gap on the main watershed between the Indian subcontinent and 
Central Asia; and we were very pleased to establish clearly such a point. 

On that July 8, however, the attention and thoughts of Cassin and his 
companions were only directed towards the North-east ridge of Gasher
brum IV, which had been selected, since our first approaches to the 
mountain, as marking the possible route up the final pyramid. It 
looked terrifying. It rose abruptly for nearly 3,ooo ft., a series of the 
steepest, thinnest ridges of snow and ice, with heavy overhanging 
cornices, interrupted by precipitous buttresses of tawny rocks. A 
small Camp 5 was placed the day after, by the same men, about 300 ft. 
above the col, on a diminutive snowy saddle. 

For the next five days Bonatti and Mauri, aided by Cassin, Gobbi, 
De Francesch and Dr. Zeni, undertook a most determined effort to 
overcome the tremendous difficulties of the ridge. Since their very 
first trial, on the I oth, Bonatti understood that it would be impossible 
to gain the summit by a dash of one day. The whole ridge had to be 
slowly conquered, slope by slope, tower by tower, traverse by traverse, 
leaving where it was necessary pitons and fixed ropes to speed up the 
successive assaults. Great difficulties were encountered from the very 
beginning of the ridge, and literally tons of snow had to be cleared 
from the only available ledges of rock on the steeper portions. 

At 24,ooo ft. Bonatti and. Mauri were confronted with a series of 
gr~at gendarmes; climbing could be reckoned to afford constant 

6 G. 0. DyhrenfurthJ To the Third Pole, p. 161. 
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difficulties of the upper Ill and full IV grade, above horrid precipices, 
on a mounting void above the Cwm (to the east) and above the North 
Gasherbrum glacier (to the north-west). I think it is no exaggeration 
to say that never before had such difficulties been overcome at such a 
height. After some of the toughest stretches prostration was extreme 
and progress became very slow. 

Comparisons were often made: the snowy parts of the ridge were 
found to be as tricky as the South-east ridge of Mt. Maudit, the rocky 
ones as hard as the South ridge of the Aiguille Noire de Peuterey. 
Some chimneys were compared to those of the Ryan- Lochmatter 
route up the Aiguille du Plan. A traverse, on excessively steep snow 
beyond the gendarmes, was thought to resemble the first part of the 
Gervasutti route on the Petit Capucin. As for some great slabs covered 
with verglas, they were quite as hard as the famous final tract of the 
Route Major, on Mont Blanc. 

Glorious sunshine continued to accompany our efforts during this 
period. All the members of the party reached the North-east Col, at 
one time or another, and even our liaison officer, Capt. Dar, climbed to 
Camp 4 (23,000 ft.), thus joining the very small group of Pakistanis 
who have ever reached such a height. Yet we were in a difficult 
position. We were suffering now from the consequences of the initial 
rush : sun and blue skies had somehow turned to be a curse! Our 
whole transportation system was falling to pieces ; food, fuel, climbing 
equipment were reaching far too slowly the higher camps. It was 
nobody's fault in particular, but Bonatti and Mauri had to subsist on 
the barest essentials and lost precious hours waiting for necessary 
equipment to reach them. 

A definite attempt to gain the summit was made on July 14. On 
that day Bonatti and Mauri reached the Black Ridge (about 25,330 ft.), 
returning exhausted to Camp 5· Then the weather suddenly changed. 
The monsoon had come upon us. Mter two painful days at Camp 5, 
Bonatti decided to retreat, and Cassin gave orders for all to return to 
Base Camp for a period of rest and reorganisation. It was sad to 
leave the mountain, when barely 8oo ft. from the summit ; but now 
all thoughts were concentrated upon a second assault, which we were 
determined to launch in the very near future. 

Days at Base Camp passed quickly. The Karakorum monsoon, at 
least in 1958, was only a series of storms interspersed with hours or 
days of clear skies and sun. The air, however, had something definitely 
different from that of the preceding period ; it was moister and warmer. 
Sore throats started healing, but crevasses became larger and more 
dangerous. 

The second assault was organised very carefully. Cassin, Gobbi, 
Bonatti and Mauri studied for hours on end the various problems that 



164 THE ITALIAN EXPEDITION TO GASHERBRUM IV 

confronted us. We had two great advantages : first, that we now knew 
the route up to a few hundred feet from the summit ; second, that 
we could count on five good camps ranged along the (roughly) six 
miles from base to summit. A further Camp (6) was considered to be 
necessary and was to be set as high as possible on the North -east ridge. 
Finally, Toni Gobbi sat down and wrote out carefully all the move
ments of porters, climbers and goods, starting from an x day. A first 
week was to be given up entirely to restocking the higher camps ; 
the actual attack on the mountain would be undertaken during the 
second week. Oxygen was part of our equipment, and some bottles 
were to be carried up to Camp 4.7 

The weather soon changed to good. July 24 became x day. Slowly 
men and food, men and fuel, men and ropes, tents, pitons, went up 
the long snow fields to the higher reaches of the South Gasherbrum 
glacier. On August 2 Camp 5 was occupied again by Bonatti and 
Mauri, followed by Gobbi and De Francesch. The following days 
were to be the crucial ones for the expedition's fate. Every step, every 
movement of every one of us had the greatest importance and was 
carefully planned. The HAPs did their part with much good will 
but it was clear that they could not get beyond Camp 4· Only Taqui 
managed once to reach Camp 5· All loads had to be carried by mem
bers of the expedition. Naturally a spell of bad weather could have 
upset the mechanism so carefully balanced, but somehow the capri
cious gods of the lonely kang-ri favoured our enterprise. 

On August 3, Bonatti, Mauri, Gobbi and De Francesch started 
very early from Camp 5, with loads of about 30 lb each (a great burden 
above 24,000 ft.); after a long day of most crushing work, they managed 
to set foot on a small snow ledge at 24,6oo ft., where they placed the 
last, and sixth Camp. Gobbi and De Francesch returned that evening 
to Camp 5, partly by moonlight, leaving now the two men of the 
summit team alone in their small tent, which could be easily seen from 
the lower camps. 

The morning after Bonatti and Mauri gathered their strength very 
slowly, as is normal at great altitudes, but they succeeded in leaving 
by daybreak. They were tired; the effort of carrying heavy loads up 
to Camp 6 turned out to have been worse than they had imagined. 
The sky was clear but the air was very cold. With painful efforts they 
reached the furthest point of July 14 and covered some new ground, 
leaving behind them many very difficult passages, among others a 
smooth slab of the Vth grade. The afternoon crept slowly upon the 
mountains, but the summit was yet quite far away; they had to give 
up again and returned to Camp 6 at sunset. 

August 5 started with a glorious morning, but the efforts of the 
7 But, in the end, none was used. 



• 

~ 

, 
• • • C 

• 

'.t . I • 
!:.' • • v , • , ' 

• 
• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

Photo, W. Bonatti] 

• 

.) 

• 
• 

" • • • 

. H __ , , ,, 
.; ... 

11' 4w ; ,. 
) / ' ,, . ~ 

• ,., 
/ .il 
• 

• 

• I ,., 

• 

4 "'I ,, /_ 
~ . , ,, • • " , .. , 

;- I 

• 

ON THE NORTH-EAST RIDGE OF GASHERBRUM IV BETWEEN CAMPS 5 AN D 6. 
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previous day had been too great. Bonatti and Mauri could not risk 
a start, without considering the fact that food and fuel were running 
low. Fortunately all other movements of the expedition were taking 
place according to schedule. This very same day Gobbi, De Fran
cesch and Dr. Zeni started from Camp 5 and carried food, fuel and post 
up to Camp 6. The arrival of some post, from home and families in 
Italy, had a great effect on the morale of our companions. When 
Gobbi, De Francesch and Dr. Zeni left, late in the afternoon, to re
turn to Camp 5, they had the unmistakable feeling that 'tomorrow 
will be G. IV day '~ 

Dawn on August 6 was redder than usual, a bad forecast ; yet for 
the moment the sky was clear, the air very cold. Bonatti and Mauri 
left Camp 6 at daybreak. They were feeling fine and made swift 
progress along familiar rocks. It was barely eight o'clock when they 
started treading new ground. Mter crossing some dangerous gen
darmes they had to negotiate what they called the Black Blade, an 
excessively thin ridge of black boulders, with gaping precipices on 
both sides. This led to the Black and White Col, where the black 
granite of the ridge meets the white dolomite of the final cusp. A very 
difficult chimney led eventually to the first summit. 

A problem arose at once ; which of the two summits of G. IV is the 
higher ? As happens so often, when the two men were on the first 
summit the second seemed higher, only to find out later that the op
posite was also true ! Probably the difference is only a few feet. 
Anyhow they had yet to reach the second summit, separated from the 
first by a long, level ridge with many gendarmes. At this height, 
without oxygen, every step was a painful effort. Fortunately most of 
the gendarmes could be avoided on the right (west) side, where a steep 
concave snow field (the Shining Dale) led towards the last gables, more 
than ten thousand feet above the Baltoro. The view was marvellous. 
To the north rose K2 and Broad Peak; to the west the Baltoro glacier 
ran like an immense snake with various colours, towards the horizon; 
to the south was Chogolisa, and, far away, the fortress of Baltoro 
Kangri. The cold was getting worse every minute. G. IV was not 
giving up its fight till the very last: the summit itself turned out to be 
a spire of compact, marble-like limestone with practically no holds; 
four full lengths of rope, all of the Vth grade. A piton had to be driven 
into a small crack barely twenty feet below the summit. 

It was 12.30 by now. Bonatti and Mauri had finally made it; 
everything around them was beneath them. But the wind was getting 
stronger. Clouds were now forming right and left. Two hours, 
perhaps one hour, perhaps even half an hour of delay along the climb, 
and it would have been too late I They managed to eat something, 
they went through the consecrated ritual of flags and photographs, 
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.both in black and white and in colour, and they took a few minutes' 
rest in the last rays of sun. Then they left hurriedly. 

The descent from the summit to Camp 6 turned out to be much 
worse than the ascent. Fortunately the fixed ropes gave a lead to 
Bonatti and Mauri, completely lost in the mist, and they reached Camp 
6 late in the afternoon. That night the worst storm of the season broke 
loose on the mountain; the wind seemed often to be on the verge of 
tearing away the small tent of Camp 6 from its .hollow on the ridge. 
August 7 was an icy day; the sky was completely overcast and anything 
above 2o,ooo ft. was lost in the fog. It snowed heavily. The descent 
from Camp 6 to 5 was a daring enterprise. Down in the cwms the 
wind was not so fierce, but on the ridge it was howling savagely, 
churning up clouds of icy powder. Bonatti and Mauri started at six; 
at instant risk of being blinded by the storm, they climbed down rock 
after rock, chimney after chimney, barely guessing their way. It was 
nearly midday when they finally joined the others at Camp 5· The 
evening after, still in the storm, they reached Camp I. On the 9th, 
now with a clear sky, we all returned to the Base Camp. 

So G. IV had been conquered ! A few days later we met the members 
of the Japanese expedition at their Base Camp on the upper Baltoro 
glacier ; they, too, had reached (on August 4) the highest peak of 
Chogolisa. Decidedly 1958 had been a year of lucky omen. Capt. 
Banks and his British companions had settled an old account with 
.Rakaposhi, the· Austrians had hoisted their flag on Haramosh and the 
Americans had climbed Gasherbrum I. Only a second British ex
pedition to Minapin had met with an accident. When we heard the 
news we were very sorry for our British colleagues. 

Comparing notes we found out that August 5 and 6 had been very 
active days for almost everybody in our expedition. Cassin, who was 
waiting alone at Camp 4, had gone out to explore the West face of Gas
herbrum Ill, up to 24,000 ft; ·he found the mountain tougher than it 
'looked from below. He took some very interesting photographs of the 
final pyramid of G. IV, which appears thence with a completely different 
and unfamiliar aspect. G. IV, like the Matterhorn, is one of those 
mountains that have many faces. In a way it was a pity that the battle 
for G. IV was so hard, otherwise it might have been possible for a 
group of our expedition to reach also the summit of Gasherbrum Ill. 
Cassin estimated that one small camp would have been enough. There 
is a girdle of steep rocks around the snow slopes of the higher Northern 
side of G. Ill ; if these can be overcome, then the way to the summit 
is open. G. Ill is now the third highest unclimbed peak in the 
world. 

On August 6, Oberto and I, starting from Camp 2, climbed the 
jcefall between Gasherbrums I and II. After a long mar:ch up the 
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hanging valley above, very much resembling the Cows' cwm between 
G. Ill and G. IV, we reached a pass at its head, the Gasherbrum La. 
This is not a real pass, it is a balcony looking down on fearful preci
pices of ice above the Shaksgam region. The valley we followed turns 
slowly from north to east, so much so that the pass actually looks 
towards the south-east and we could see Teram Kangri in the distance. 
Professor Dyhrenfurth estimates the height of this col at 21,326 ft., but 
this seems to me rather low. I suggest 21,750 or zz,ooo as the correct 
height. It should not be forgotten that the actual col is not the upper 

• 

edge of the icefall, as may appear when looking from the South Gasher-
brum glacier, but is at least a mile or so of uphill slopes further north
east. 

Mter the usual delay at Base Camp, waiting for porters to arrive 
from Askole, we left for good on August I 3. Skardu was reached eleven 
days later; a very pleasant trip among apricot trees loaded with ripe 
fruit . 
• 

It is too early to give an opinion regarding the place that the conquest 
of G.IV will take in the history of Himalayan climbing. Bonatti, who 
was one of those who went highest on Kz, has repeatedly said that G . 

• 

IV is much more difficult than K 2. Personally, I would like to point 
out one sir~ple fact which might make many peopl_e think G. IV a 
lesser feat than it really was; the' superb peak' was climbed without 
any serious accident practically at the first attempt. If various ex
peditions had met, I . will not say with disaster, but only ~ith failure on 
~ts icy faces and ridges, it would certainly have by now a far greater 
aura of fierceness. It should not be forgotten that the success was due, 
~rst of all, to the supreme skill, courage and determination of Waiter 
Bonatti, valiantly accompanied by Carlo Ma~ri ; secondly, to the 
comparatively good season enjoyed; thirdly, to the endurance of 
men like De Francesch, Gobbi, Oberto, not to mention Cassin and 
Dr. Zeni, who knew quite well they would never reach the summit but 
gave all their energies so that _loads could reach the higher camps. 
Finally, a very important factor: G. IV was considered an ugly beast 
since we first heard of it, therefore nothing was left ·to ·chance, every 
detail of the whole en~erprise was geared to affront and tame just that, 
a splendid ugly beast. 

Note. Mr. Maraini has very kindly presented to the Alpine Club 
a collection of 52 photographs taken on the expedition, some of which 
are reproduced in this issue. 
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