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Gernot Eichbaum reports 

Shisha Pangma: Expedition Above the Clouds 
 
On May 15, 2007, at 11:53 AM, we were finally standing, exhausted but exuberant, at 
the central summit of Shisha Pangma. The world lay at our feet, and the main ridge 
of the Himalayas – with Mount Everest, Lhotse, and Cho Oyu – stretched out in front 
of us. 
 
Expedition report: On April 11, we – three 
Germans, four Swiss, and an Austrian – 
started out on our expedition to climb 
Shisha Pangma in the Himalayas. At 
8,013 meters, it is the lowest of the "eight-
thousanders" and the fourteenth highest 
mountain in the world. The Tibetan name 
Shisha Pangma means "crest above the 
grassy plains".   
 
Shisha Pangma was the last eight-
thousander to be climbed, by a Chinese 
expedition on May 2, 1964. It is located in 
the Langtang Himal, 30 kilometers north 
of the Chinese/Tibetan-Nepalese border 
and is therefore the only eight-thousander 
entirely within Chinese territory (in the Tibet Autonomous Region). 
 
On April 12, we arrived in Kathmandu after a long flight via Doha. We used the next 
14 days to acclimatize and familiarize ourselves with the country, the culture, and the 
people. The first few days were spent sightseeing in Kathmandu, getting acquainted 
with this new and fascinating culture. Then we continued by plane to Lhasa, the 
capital of Tibet. The flight there was a highlight in itself: we flew over large mountains 
and eventually reached the Himalayan range, where we were able to get our first 
glimpse of the fascinating mountain world in which we would be staying for the next 
five weeks. The days preceding our arrival at the driver's camp at 5,000 meters were 
taken up with smaller acclimatization tours, sightseeing visits (the Dalai Lama's 
Potala Palace, various monasteries and palaces), shopping (mostly souvenirs, but 
also Qi stones: these are special stones only found in the Himalayas that are 
supposed to bring the wearer good fortune, so an absolute must for every expedition 
climber) as well as smaller adventures (we had to negotiate numerous construction 
sites, wait for a rock blasting operation to take place, and even lend a hand to clear 
rock fragments that were blocking the road). It was an amazing feeling when Shisha 
Pangma appeared over the crest for the first time, revealing to us the enormity of our 
undertaking. 

View of Shisha Pangma from the driver's camp 
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After three days at the driver's 
camp, completing smaller 
introductory tours, we covered the 
25 kilometers to base camp at 
5,600 meters. A yak caravan 
transported our equipment (almost 
three tonnes of it!) to base camp. 
Once we had arrived, we had to 
unload our luggage and set up the 
eating tent, kitchen tent, and our 
own tents as quickly as possible. 
We worked until late into the night 
and, after our first evening meal 
together, crawled wearily into our 
sleeping bags. 
 

We spent the next few weeks setting up the camps and acclimatizing further. 
Unfortunately, one of the Swiss members of the expedition was forced to give up and 
travel home during this stage 
because of the altitude and fitness 
problems. First of all, we erected a 
depot camp at around 6,000 
meters, at the foot of the icefall. 
The almost 9-kilometer path from 
base camp to the depot through 
the terminal moraine of the glacier 
became one of the most well-worn 
paths of our expedition. In several 
stages, we brought the equipment 
we needed for the high camps to 
the depot camp. On April 30, we 
started out toward camp I at 6,400 
meters for the first time. From the 
depot, we had to make our way 
through the icefall, a maze of small and large seracs (columns of ice) until we 

reached the flat section of the 
glacier. From there, we had to go 
up a further 500 meters via two 
rises to reach our camp I. After just 
one night, we retreated to base 
camp again. We continued this yo-
yo pattern over the following weeks, 
shuttling back and forth between 
the camps in order to acclimatize 
slowly to the altitude. After the last 
overnight trip to camp II (6,850 
meters) and an initial foray to the 
foot of the rock face to assess the 
ascent route, we turned back at 
approx. 7,000 meters and 
descended to base camp. There, 

 
View of Shisha Pangma from base camp 

The path through the icefall 

Base camp at 5,600 meters 
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we recharged our batteries in preparation for the summit attempt. While we waited for 
the optimal time window, our team of chefs spoiled us rotten with cheese fondue, 
cakes, fries, hash browns, and pizza.   
 

 
The ascent route with camps; the dashed line goes round the back of the mountain 

 
The time had come: after studying the most recent weather report, we had chosen 
May 15 as our summit day. So we were now set to depart from base camp on May 
12, a day later than originally planned. This decision proved to be the right one. The 
German expedition team, who originally wanted to go with us, set off a day earlier as 
planned, and consequently got stuck in a blizzard at camp I. Then it was our turn: 
 
May 12 – Departure from base camp and ascent to camp I (6,400 meters) 

After five days of rest, relaxation, 
and preparation, we set off at 8:00 
AM. Once again, we went along the 
glacier, through the moraine, to the 
depot camp. When we arrived, we 
routinely swapped our trekking gear 
for high-altitude equipment and ski 
boots. After crossing the icefall, we 
skied up to camp I in heavy, drifting 
snow. Our tents had been buried 
deep in the snow by the blizzard, 
and we first had to clear the snow 
away from the tent entrances and 
free the tents from the snow before 
we could move into them. The 
blizzard raged throughout the night, 

making it very difficult to sleep. 
 
 

 
 

   Camp I at 6,400 meters 
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May 13 – Ascent to camp II (6,850 meters) 
At around 5:00 AM, the tents stopped shaking and the first rays of sunshine warmed 
our tents at 7:00 AM. Our usual ritual then began: melt snow, drink, eat, and prepare 
slowly to set off from camp. At 9:30 AM, we headed out. The fixed ropes across the 
two crevasses were buried in the snow and had to be uncovered before we could 
climb the final slope to camp II. The blizzard had done its work there, too, and the 
tents there were also buried under the snow. Once again, shoveling snow was the 
order of the day – quite an energy-sapping task at 6,850 meters. 
 
May 14 – Ascent to camp III (7,350 meters) 
It all started at 9:00 AM. Besides the standard items, such as sleeping bags, 
mattresses, stoves, and clothing paraphernalia, we also had to carry expedition boots 
and all the expedition down gear. Our backpacks were suddenly much heavier. This 
additional weight and the altitude made it a tough day for us, and we took more than 
three hours to cover a distance of just under three kilometers to the depot camp at 
the foot of the slope leading up to camp III. When we arrived at the depot tent, we 
realized that it, too, had been ravaged by the snowstorm, and the frame of the tent 
had been completely destroyed. So we had to reorganize our equipment, and were 
forced to leave one of our tents behind as a depot tent. This meant that seven people 
now had to share two tents, instead of three as originally planned, at camp III. Once 
the depot had been set up, we put on our expedition boots for the first time. We now 
faced an elevation gain of 350 meters via a steep slope of 45 to 50 degrees, to reach 
camp III at 7,350 meters. The fresh snow from the previous days meant that the 
snow was waist-high in some places, making our progress extremely slow. After 
eleven hours – at around 6:00 PM and just as darkness was falling – we finally 
reached our tents. Now all we needed to do was get straight into our tents, melt the 
snow, and get some rest, which was no easy task, given the new sleeping 
arrangements. 
 
May 15 – Shisha Pangma, the summit (8,013 meters) 

The alarm went off at 2:00 AM. We had to 
move carefully while melting the snow and 
making our preparations because, with the 
temperature in the tent at -11°C, the moisture 
in our breath had caused a thick layer of white 
frost to form, which crumbled every time the 
sides of the tent moved. At 4:00 AM, we 
gathered in front of the tents. The weather 
report showed that the conditions were perfect 
for reaching the summit: it was bitterly cold  
(-28°C) but there was no wind. Under a starry, 
moonlit sky, we set off toward the summit 
together with the German expedition team. 
Thankfully, the storm that had raged during 
the preceding days had blown away the 
majority of the fresh snow, and so like a small 
chain of lights we forged ahead in knee-high 
snow. The sunrise at this altitude is simply 
indescribable; the sheer intensity of the sun in  

 
The path to the summit 
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an absolutely clear sky makes it 
an impressive spectacle. 
Because of time constraints, we 
did not use fixed ropes on the 
lower section until we came to 
the first climbing passages. At 
this altitude, progress is very 
slow, and even an elevation gain 
of 100 meters per hour is 
impossible. Our first objective 
was the gendarme, a striking rock 
structure at around 7,800 meters. 
We reached it in approximately 
five and a half hours, after some 

climbing and negotiating a 

number of very exposed spots. Above the 
gendarme, we were able to use the fixed ropes 
left by a French group who had reached the 
summit around 14 days previously, the first 
expedition to do so in 2007. We had to climb 
the last 200 meters to the summit on mixed 
terrain (rock and ice). Then, as we completed 
that climbing section, we got our first glimpse of 
the summit. A narrow, exposed ridge – only 
wide enough at times to put both feet side by 
side – led to the summit. The final 30 meters of 
the ascent took almost an hour. At 11:53 AM, 
we finally made it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

After almost eight hours, we were finally 
standing, exuberant, at the summit! It was an 
amazing feeling. The cloudy sea of the 
Tibetan highlands stretched out below us, 
with the tops of the mountains higher than 
7,000 meters protruding above it. In the 
distance: the main chain of the Himalayas 
including Mount Everest (8,848 meters), 
Lhotse (8,516 meters), and Cho Oyu (8,201 
meters). At this altitude, you can even see 
the curvature of the earth. The summit itself 
was very narrow and there was barely room 
for four people. We sat there for almost 45 
minutes, as if in a trance. When the weather 
deteriorated, we knew it was time to go. We 
quickly took just a couple more photos, and started heading back. 

The end of the final climbing section 

The last few meters to the summit 

The last fixed ropes at 7,900 meters 
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A "Gnirle" (Elring soft toy) at the summit 

 
The descent was by no means easy. The unsecured passages in particular required 
the utmost concentration. It wasn't until we made our way down that we realized how 
steep and exposed some passages actually were. The weather continued to 
deteriorate and we had to negotiate the last few meters to camp III in light snow. 
After almost thirteen hours, we arrived, exhausted. For logistical reasons, four of the 
group carried on down to camp II. I stayed another night at camp III, with two of the 
others, and we made our way down in the morning.   
 
May 16 – Return to base camp 

The following morning, we had 
various tasks to attend to: at 5:00 
AM, it was time to get up and 
dismantle the camp, ready to leave 
at 7:00 AM. Our tents, the leftover 
food, and the trash were added to 
the gear in our backpacks. With 
heavy loads on our backs, we made 
our way down the slope to the 
depot camp, which also had to be 
dismantled. At around 9:30 AM, we 
reached camp II, where the tents 
had already been taken down. Two 
of our group had already pressed 
ahead to camp I to prepare With heavy backpacks, we made our way through the icefall one 

last time 
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everything there. We made our descent on the finest powdery snow, although we 
were unable to enjoy it because of our heavy backpacks. At each camp, we had to 
collect more items of equipment, food, and trash. We struggled on from camp I, with 
heavy backpacks weighing around 35 kilograms, down to the icefall. There, the skis 
increased the weight of our backpacks to 40 kilograms. Now we just had to summon 
up our last reserves of strength for the 90-minute walk through the glacier. The 
intense sunlight had caused the glacier to melt, which made many areas impassable 
and forced us to make several detours. One after the other, we reached the depot 
camp. We were very happy to see Dorjee, our chef, waiting there with our lunch (fries 
with ketchup and cola). We left some of our equipment at the depot and would 
transport it to base camp over the course of the next few days. At around 4:00 PM, 
we set off for base camp, which we reached at around 7:00 PM. Together with our 
friends from the Italian expedition, who unfortunately had to turn back at around 
7,500 meters, we partied until well after midnight to celebrate our achievement in 
reaching the summit. 
 
May 19 was the scheduled date for our departure from base camp. Over the next two 
days, we transported all our equipment from the depot back to base camp, as well as 
spending time recovering and making preparations to leave. Then it was time to say 
farewell to base camp, our home for the past four weeks. Happy, but also a bit 
wistful, we made our way back to Kathmandu and finally to Germany. 
 
The experience is hard to put into words. I think there's only one word for it: 
indescribable!!! We did it! We were at the summit. In 2007, we were seven of just 21 
people who had made it to the summit. According to the information we have, fewer 
than 230 climbers reached the summit before us. However, much more importantly, 
we all returned from the summit without any health problems or frostbite. This is put 
further into perspective when you consider that, at the same time, a Czech climber 
and his Sherpa suffered a fatal accident on the southern face. 
 
These were weeks of hardship that made small things like warmth, a shower, or a 
normal toilet seem like heaven, but the experience and the impression it made on us 
made everything worthwhile and will continue to affect us for a long time to come. At 
this point, I would once again like to thank my managers, who put special leave 
arrangements in place to allow me to take part in this expedition. I hope I can 
continue to count on their support for future expeditions. 
 
 
Gernot Eichbaum has been an employee of ElringKlinger since 2004, and is currently 
Sales Manager at ElringKlinger Abschirmtechnik (Schweiz) AG in Sevelen. Before 
his expedition to Shisha Pangma, he had already climbed several 4,000-meter, 
5,000-meter, and 6,000-meter peaks in Europe, South America, and Asia. In 2005, 
he conquered his first 7,000-meter peak, Muztagh Ata (7,540 meters). Gernot 
Eichbaum has planned his next big expedition for November 2011: he aims to climb 
Ama Dablam (6,856 meters) in the Nepal Himalayas. We wish him every success – 
onwards and upwards! 


