
In Memoriam

Charles Houston, 1913–2009

The wise old guru and would-be curmudgeon will no
longer grace our biennial Hypoxia meetings, which was

just one of his many gifts to our high altitude research com-
munity. Charlie Houston, age 96, died peacefully in his Ver-
mont home on September 27, 2009. Though blind for his final
years, Charlie’s insatiable curiosity and passion to shape the
world around him in the way he thought it should be per-
sisted to the end.

Charles Snead Houston was born in New York in 1913, to a
life he would look back on as privileged. He graduated
from Harvard in 1935, majoring in biochemistry—and
mountaineering—that included the first ascent of Mount
Foraker in Alaska in 1934. While attending Columbia Uni-
versity Medical School from 1935 to 1939, he led a successful
expedition to Nanda Devi in 1936 (the highest mountain
summited at the time). Two years later he and Bob Bates led a
reconnaissance of K2. They might have climbed the mountain
had they not run out of matches.

In 1950, approaching Everest through Nepal, Charlie and
Bill Tillman became the first Westerners to view its infamous
Icefall.

The expedition to K2 that Charlie and Bob Bates put to-
gether in 1953 is perhaps the noblest failure in the history of

Himalayan mountaineering. Trying to lower Art Gilkey, in-
capacitated with thrombophlebitis, from high on the moun-
tain in the throes of storm and avalanche, most of the team
suspected they were putting their own lives on the line with
virtually no possibility of success. One climber fell, tangling
his team’s rope with the others. Five climbers were suddenly
tumbling toward certain death until Pete Schoening’s ice ax
belay of Gilkey’s litter stopped them all. This was an iconic
event in mountaineering history, recorded in Charlie’s and
Bob Bates’s now classic account, K2, the Savage Mountain.

Charlie never climbed another mountain after 1953, but his
affair with thin air was already morphing into a life of high
altitude research. In 1946, while a flight surgeon in the U.S.
Navy, he convinced his superiors to allow him and Dick Riley
to place Navy ‘‘volunteers’’ in an altitude chamber for 40 days,
gradually acclimatizing them to increasing altitude. The pu-
tative payoff was to demonstrate the value of acclimatization
to fighter pilots flying unpressurized aircraft, but Charlie’s
real mission in Operation Everest was to prove that an accli-
matized person could survive at the summit of Everest, which
had yet to be climbed.

Though Charlie had no formal training in research, he
dreamed big and with a remarkable, determined capacity to
transform dreams to reality. He had an insatiable curiosity
about how things work and a capacity to seize a serendipitous
moment. Among the consequences were these:

! Charlie and Herb Hultgren were the first to make the
English-reading world aware of what we now call high
altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE). Charlie’s case re-
port, after initiating the rescue of a backcountry skier
near Aspen, appeared in the New England Journal of
Medicine in 1960.

! With his 1946 Operation Everest experience as catalyst,
Charlie fathered two subsequent magnum opuses. The
first was an immensely productive summer laboratory
at 17,000 feet on Mount Logan from 1967 to 1982, where
he and John Sutton and others studied the effects of
sustained hypoxia on human performance and illness.
The discovery of high altitude retinal hemorrhages was
but one of many new findings.

! And in 1985, Charlie headed up Operation Everest II at
the Natick altitude chamber in Massachusetts. Six volun-
teers gradually ascended to the equivalent of the sum-
mit of Everest under controlled conditions. This effort
yielded close to four dozen publications from an all-star
cast of investigators, with Charlie as the captain of the
chamber.

! In the early 1990s, he started the Colorado Altitude
Research Institute (CARI) in Keystone to study the
effects of moderate altitude on human health and well-
being; the reincarnation of this effort exists as the
Altitude Research Center at the University of Colorado,
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where in 2005 Charlie received an honorary doctorate
and an endowed chair was established in his name.

! Charlie’s Going High, the quintessential story of humans
at altitude for a lay audience, first appeared in 1980.
Charlie completed the fifth edition, Going Higher, in 2005
when he was essentially blind.

! Perhaps Charlie’s most precious gift as a scientific ex-
plorer of how humans fare in thin air was his creation in
1979 of the International Hypoxia Symposium. I imag-
ine that Charlie saw Operation Everest II and this bi-
ennial gathering of scientists from all over the world as
his two greatest contributions, both characterized by
bringing people together to create something enduring
and greater than the sum of their individual parts.

Charlie’s life and mine first connected in 1963 poolside at
the New Delhi home of the American ambassador to India,
John Kenneth Gailbraith. Charlie was head of the first Peace
Corps group in India. Our Everest team was headed home
from Nepal. Charlie’s clear pleasure with our accomplish-
ment was seasoned with a wistful speculation about whether

it might have been done without the use of supplemental
oxygen. That encounter was my first taste of his philosophy
that mountains should be approached with simplicity and
reverence and caring for each other. Over the nearly half a
century that we shared together, I came to realize that what
Charlie referred to as the ‘‘brotherhood of the rope’’ was a
metaphor that transcended the climbing of mountains.

Charlie Houston was an explorer, scientist, caring doctor,
mentor, and a totally committed and at times stubborn
spokesman for making this world a better place. He even took
his bully pulpit to street corners in downtown Burlington,
Vermont, in his final years. He has left quite a legacy and a lot
for the rest of us to do to carry on where he left off.
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—Thomas F. Hornbein
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