
The	Photographs	of	Betsy	Cowles	
	

Elizabeth	(Betsy)	Cowles	Partridge	(1902-1974)	was	an	American	mountaineer,	traveller,	
photographer	and	writer	from	Colorado	Springs,	Colorado.		In	1949	Betsy	was	invited	to	
join	as	photographer	an	expedition	to	Nepal	organized	by	her	friend	New	York	attorney	
Oscar	Houston.		The	1949	expedition	never	happened,	but	in	October	1950	she	visited	
Kathmandu	in	the	company	of	Oscar	Houston	and	his	wife	Nell.		According	to	the	register	
kept	at	the	border	they	were	the	75th,	76th	and	77th	Americans	to	be	allowed	into	that	
recently-opened	country.		On	Oct.	12,	1950	they	witnessed	the	arrival	of	the	very	first	
commercial	air	flight	into	Kathmandu.	
	
Following	the	Kathmandu	visit	Betsy	and	the	Houstons	returned	to	India,	where	they	were	
joined	by	Oscar's	medical	doctor	son	Charles	Houston,	climber	Bill	Tilman,	and	Charles'	
friend	Anderson	Bakewell		at	the	time	living	in	Kuersong,	near	Darjeeling	and	studying	to	
be	a	Jesuit	priest.		These	five	Americans,	along	with	a	group	of	Sherpas,	then	headed	north	
from	Jogbeni	on	foot,	up	through	Dharan	and	Dhankuta	to	Namche	Bazaar	and	
Thyangboche	monastery.		While	Oscar,	Anderson	and	Betsy	remained	at	Thyangboche,	
Tilman	and	Charles	climbed	up	the	Khumbu	valley	to	explore	possible	routes	to	climb	Mt.	
Everest	from	the	Nepal	side.			
	
Bill	Tilman	and	Charles	Houston	were	unable	to	get	up	far	enough	to	get	a	clear	view	of	the	
Khumbu	icefall	and	the	Western	Cwm.			However,	from	what	they	were	able	to	see	they	
concluded	that	the	south	side	of	Everest	"presented	much	greater	climbing	difficulties	than	
the	north	side.		The	southern	face	is	precipitous	and	broken	by	long	and	intricate	ridges	
which	would	be	technically	difficult	and	dangerous.		The	south	face	may	well	be	impossible	
and	we	could	see	no	practicable	climbing	route."		Of	course,	their	overall	conclusion	was	
proved	wrong	three	years	later	when	Mt.	Everest	was	climbed	for	the	first	time	by	a	British	
expedition	under	the	leadership	of	John	Hunt,	using	the	Khumbu	route.	
	
Janet	Robertson	has	written	a	biography	entitled	Betsy	Cowles	Partridge--Mountaineer,	
University	Press	of	Colorado,	1998.		After	Betsy's	death	in	1974	her	slides	and	photos,	
diaries,	round-robin	letters,	articles	for	various	publications,	scrapbooks	and	other	archival	
material	were	deposited	with	the	American	Heritage	Center,	University	of	Wyoming,	2111	
Willett	Dr.,	Laramie,	WY	82071	USA,	where	they	still	reside.	
	
The	attached	.pdf	file	includes	a	selection	of	the	b&w	photos	taken	by	Betsy	Cowles	plus	a	
few	photos	by	other	members	of	the	expedition,	and	a	colour	photo	of	the	first	commercial	
flight	into	Kathmandu	on	Oct.	12,	1950.			
	
The	red	numbers	in	the	lower	right	hand	corner	of	these	photos	refer	to	the	first	two	digits	
of	the	file	name	of	the	attached	photos.	
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