
[image: Cover]


Table of Contents

About the Author

Also by Jim Curran

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Maps

K2 – 1986

K2 and the Central Karakoram

Introduction

Part One: The Mountain

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Part Two: The Vigil

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Part Three: The Reckoning

Chapter 14

Appendices

Appendix I: 1986, The Triumphs

Appendix II: 1986, The Tragedies

Appendix III: An Interview with Willi Bauer

Appendix IV: The First Woman’s Ascent of K2 Wanda Rutkiewicz

Appendix V: Benoît Chamoux’s Account of his Rapid Ascents

Appendix VI: A Stranger on the Shoulder

Selected Bibliography


About the Author

Jim Curran, a climber, photographer and painter, has recorded expeditions in South America, India, China, and the Karakoram Range. He lives in Sheffield, England.


Also by Jim Curran

Trango, the Nameless Tower

K2: Story of the Savage Mountain


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My thanks must go to many people for their kindness and help before, during and after the expedition, as well as to those who more directly enabled this book to be written.

I should like to thank Charles Williams, Marketing Director of Fuller, Smith and Turner PLC, for all his support in organising and sponsoring the British Fullers K2 expedition, and Anthony Smee who did so much to promote it; Shauna Falconer and Karen Rushworth for their hospitality and Gordon Hainsworth and Chris Slade who looked after our interests so well through the British Embassy in Islamabad.

At Bristol Polytechnic Neil Murison, Jeff Clements and Dr Colin Chudley enabled me to take leave of absence, both for the expedition, and to write the book.

All the members of every expedition to K2 in 1986 deserve my thanks, but in particular I must acknowledge the help given to me from Norman Dyhrenfurth, Goretta Casarotto, Michel Parmentier, Wanda Rutkiewicz, Michael Messner, Benoît Chamoux, Krystyna Palmowska, Janusz Majer, Peter Bozik, John Barry, Al Burgess, Phil Burke, Brian Hall and Dave Wilkinson.

For their assistance in the production of the book I must first and foremost thank Margaret Body, my editor, for her major contributions. Her constant encouragement, humour and criticism have been invaluable. Eva and Phil Curran spent long hours translating articles from Poland, as did Victoria Price the contributions from France. Rosie Smith had the unenviable job of typing the bulk of the manuscript and Roma Nail also helped out. Others who must be thanked are Chris Bonington, Geoff Birtles, Gemma and Becky Curran, Cass Lane, Audrey Salkeld, Jim Perrin, Terry Tullis, Charles Houston, H. Adams Carter, Pat Lewis, Bernard Newman and Josef Nyka. Finally thanks to Chris Lister, Allen Jewhurst, Barry Reynolds and Mark Stokes at Chameleon Films who have worked so hard on the K2 film which is, at the time of writing, nearing completion.

For all these and to anyone I may have inadvertently left out, my most sincere thanks.

Jim Curran


Appendices


Appendix I

1986, The Triumphs


				Route	Comments

	23rd June	Wanda Rutkiewicz
Michel Parmentier
Maurice Barrard
Liliane Barrard	Polish
French
French
French	Abruzzi
Ridge	A lightweight ascent of the Abruzzi by a small team. The first female ascent of K2 by Wanda Rutkiewicz, and almost simultaneously by Liliane Barrard. Barrards lost on the descent.

	23rd June	 Mari Abrego
Josema Casimiro	Basque
Basque	Abruzzi
Ridge	Two-man ascent of Abruzzi by team members ostensibly with Renato Casarotto. Both suffered frostbitten fingers on the descent.

	5th July	Gianni Calcagno
Tullio Vidoni
Soro Dorotei
Martino Moretti
Josef Rakoncaj
Benoit Chamoux	Italian
Italian
Italian
Italian
Czech
French	Abruzzi
Ridge	An efficient ascent of the Abruzzi by the Italian Quota 8000 expedition attempting all fourteen 8000-metre peaks. Led by Agostino Da Polenza. Josef Rakoncaj became the first person to climb K2 twice, the first time by the North Ridge in 1983; and Benoit Chamoux made an amazing twenty-three-hour solo ascent.

	5th July	Beda Furster
Rolf Zemp	Swiss
Swiss	Abruzzi
Ridge	Breakaway couple from Karl Herrligkoffer’s international expedition, originally climbing with Kukuczka and Piotrowski on the Central Ridge of the South Face.

	8th July	Jerzy Kukuczka
Tadeusz Piotrowski	Polish
Polish	South Face
Central Rib	A major new route by a two-man team in very good style, marred by the death of Piotrowski on the descent.

	3rd August	Jang Bong Wan

Kim Chang Sun

Jang Byong Ho

	South
  Korean
South
  Korean
South
  Korean	Abruzzi
 Ridge	An ascent of the Abruzzi by a large traditional fixed-rope expedition with oxygen, led by Kim Byong Joon

	3rd August	Wojciech Wröz
 Przemyslaw
   Piasecki
 Peter Bozik	Polish
 Polish

Czech	South-South-West Ridge	First ascent of the ‘Magic Line’ by Polish expedition led by Janusz Majer. The South-South-West Ridge and the North-West Ridge were the last great problems of K2.

	4th August	Willi Bauer
Alfred Imitzer	Austrian
Austrian	Abruzzi
Ridge	Alfred Imitzer was the leader of the seven-man Austrian Guides expedition. He and Bauer reached the summit at the second attempt after a day’s rest at Camp 4, and were subsequently trapped at Camp 4 in the storm.

	4th August	Alan Rouse 	British	Abruzzi
 Ridge	First British ascent of K2.

	4th August	Kurt Diemberger
 Julie Tullis	Austrian
 British	Abruzzi
Ridge	An ascent by the veteran film team from the Quota 8000 expedition. The couple were forced to bivouac below the summit following a fall by Julie Tullis and were subsequently trapped at Camp 4.




Appendix II

1986, The Tragedies



	21st June
	Two members of the American expedition to the South-South-West Ridge from Portland, Oregon, John Smolich (leader) and Alan Pennington, were killed in a colossal avalanche from just above the Negrotto Col. Pennington’s body was recovered and buried at the Gilkey memorial.



	24th June
	Maurice and Liliane Barrard disappeared on the descent of the Abruzzi Ridge after a successful ascent. Liliane’s body was found at the foot of the mountain and buried at the Gilkey memorial but the precise circumstances of their deaths are unknown.



	10th July
	Tadeusz Piotrowski fell to his death on the descent of the Abruzzi Ridge after a successful ascent of the Central Rib of the South Face. The accident was caused by the loss of both crampons, but extreme exhaustion and dehydration must have been contributory factors. Piotrowski was the doyen of Polish winter climbing, with first ascents in Poland, the Alps, Hindu Kush and Himalaya to his name.



	16th July
	Renato Casarotto died in a crevasse fall only minutes from safety after his last unsuccessful attempt to solo the South-South-West Ridge. Casarotto was one of the world’s foremost solo mountaineers with first ascents in the Alps, Andes, Patagonia, and Karakoram.



	3rd–4th August
	Wojciech Wröz died during the night after an epic ascent of the South-South-West Ridge. It would appear that he abseiled off the end of a fixed rope on the upper slopes of the Abruzzi. Wröz had previously climbed Kangchenjunga South (1978) and Yalung Kang (1984) and had twice reached 8000 metres on K2 in 1976 and 1982.



	4th August
	Mohammed Ali, Sirdar of the South Koreans’ high-altitude porters, was killed by stonefall below Camp 1 on the Abruzzi Ridge.



	7th August
	Julie Tullis died in her sleep after her descent from the summit and enforced bivouac at Camp 4. Julie made the first British female ascent of Broad Peak with Kurt Diemberger in 1984 and had twice attempted K2. She and Diemberger had produced several climbing documentary films in Britain and Europe.



	10th August
	Two Austrians, Alfred Imitzer and Hannes Wieser, died as they tried to descend from Camp 4 during a break in the storm. Al Rouse was left delirious in his tent at Camp 4 and is presumed to have died on the same day, as is Dobroslawa ‘Mrufka’ Wolf who disappeared on fixed ropes below Camp 3. All were experienced climbers. Rouse had previously climbed Broad Peak, Jannu, Nuptse and the first ascent of Kongur in China.





Appendix III

An Interview with Willi Bauer

The day after Willi Bauer and Kurt Diemberger returned to Base Camp, Bauer was interviewed in German by Krystyna Palmowska. The full text of the interview was published in Polish in the magazine Perspekty Wach on 2nd November 1986. These extracts in English are therefore at a third remove of language. The original interview was given when Bauer was still exhausted and incoherent. It should be remembered, too, that for Krystyna the death of Mrufka was naturally uppermost in her mind and Bauer, equally understandably, would be trying to give Krystyna the best possible impression of her fellow climber’s last days.

KP Why didn’t anyone follow the Koreans that day?

WB We needed a day of rest, and the others were probably waiting for the route to be cleared.

We started on 4th August. Alan first, then Mrufka, then Alfred and Diemberger, and Tullis. Hans and I waited till seven o’clock. At seven or 7.15 I started off and reached Hans. It appeared that he had wet gloves, and was going back to the camp. Soon afterwards I overtook Diemberger and reached Alfred. Alfred hadn’t anything to drink. I gave him a drink and he recovered some strength. Afterwards I reached Mrufka, who couldn’t keep up with Alan, but she desperately wanted to keep climbing. Somewhere above the Ice Traverse I reached Alan. Alan said that it was good that someone could help break trail. Afterwards Alfred overtook Alan. At about 3.30 p.m. I was near the summit. I waited for Alfred and together we went to the top. While we were on the summit we realised that the weather was deteriorating. Soon afterwards we went down and we met Alan. Alan was about fifteen or twenty minutes from the top. Lower down was Mrufka. I told her to go back because it was late and the weather was getting worse. She refused and carried on, but when Alan came he managed to persuade her to go down. Then I met Diemberger.

KP How far from the summit was this?

WB About 150 metres. Diemberger wanted to bivouac, and I told him it might be possible near the sérac. We went further down. I turned, and Mrufka and Alan were climbing down too. Alfred and I reached Camp 4 at about six p.m. Mrufka and Alan arrived about half an hour or an hour later, but Diemberger didn’t arrive.

KP Did he bivouac?

WB Yes. They had fallen, but had managed to stop and made a bivouac. When Diemberger and Tullis arrived, they were completely exhausted and frostbitten. Then the disasters began. We took Julie into our tent and we tried to save her. Diemberger slept in his tent. Julie became strong enough to go back to their tent. Then the next disaster occurred. Diemberger had become buried in their tent under the snow. He couldn’t get out. Julie was calling for help. I managed to pull her out through the sleeve of the tent. She hardly had any clothes on and had terrible frostbite. She stayed with us and the next morning, died.

The storm did not stop, and to get out of the tent was impossible. The top part of the tent frame was broken, and there was less and less space. We stayed at that level for three days, and our chances of survival grew smaller.

KP It was more than three days …

WB The gas was finished, the food was finished, and we hadn’t anything to melt the snow with. It wasn’t until 10th August that I decided to go down. The weather didn’t give us much chance. Then Mrufka appeared near me carrying her gear. Diemberger also joined us. Alan was asleep, but was talking about melting water in his sleeping bag. Alfred and Hans were suffering badly from the altitude, and had lost their sense of balance. Mrufka and I tried to take them down. Alfred fell deeply into the snow, and tried with the last of his strength to get up. He tried to get up, but he was suffering from blindness, and was also losing his mind. After a while he stopped trying to get up. Hans was very apathetic. He took off his gloves to show me his frostbitten hands. Then Mrufka came with Diemberger and we started going down. It was impossible to see anything. We had to go down blindly, following our noses, towards the sérac, where there was a little bridge. Diemberger came last. Mrufka was helping me to break trail, and she helped me when I fell into the snow. It was really fantastic. We managed to reach Camp 3 at 7300 metres. But the camp wasn’t there any more. The tents had been swept away by the wind.

Diemberger joined us and we went down together. We found the sérac. We did very well then. For me the problem was solved then, because below this there were fixed ropes. We went on down the ropes, and I was pulling the ropes out of the snow. Mrufka had a problem with her descendeur. This was why she needed more time to get down. We reached the Koreans’ Camp 2. There I found some gas.

KP What time was that?

WB It was about eight or nine.

KP What time did you leave Camp 4?

WB About one or two. It was very heavy going, trying to stop Alfred and Hans falling down the crevasses, and I had to keep holding their legs. From Camp 3 it could have been about seven.

KP So late? Did you need only an hour?

WB Yes. I didn’t use the descendeur. I was going down by my hands using a karabiner. I just wanted to get down as quickly as possible.

KP Was it dark then?

WB Yes, it was dark at Camp 3.

KP And when did you see Mrufka for the last time?

WB When I was going down the ladder, I saw Mrufka and Diemberger at the top of the Black Pyramid.

KP Was it dark then? Because Diemberger said it was about four or five.

WB No, it’s difficult to say what time it was, but it was definitely dark. At about one a.m. Diemberger came. I asked him where Mrufka was. He said, “Don’t worry, Mrufka has a problem with her descendeur. She will probably go to Wanda’s tent.”

But dawn came, and Mrufka was not there. I told Diemberger that we should wait, and that Mrufka would probably come at noon. But she didn’t come, and we started going down. We presumed that Mrufka had a sleeping bag in her rucksack, and we assumed that she was sleeping in Wanda’s tent, trying to recover some strength. I helped Diemberger through House’s Chimney, and then I went down to Base Camp to call for help.

KP You arrived here on 11th August at seven p.m. Is there any possibility that Mrufka …

WB She must have made some mistake, because she was strong. When I was telling her “Mrufka, do this” or “Do that”, there were no problems.

KP Is it possible that she died from exhaustion on the fixed ropes?

WB In my opinion, it is possible that she tripped over her crampons, and fell off when she wasn’t tied onto the fixed ropes. Or it’s possible she made a mistake abseiling. She couldn’t use her hands because she had frostbite.

KP What sort of condition was she in? Both of you had quite serious frostbite.

WB All of us were very tired and exhausted, there’s no doubt, but she was always ready to break trail, and she was following right behind me. Once she was even breaking trail by herself. She had amazing determination to get down. She was very happy when we found the sérac again under Camp 3.

KP Was she strong and determined?

WB Yes, there must have been some mistake.

KP Tell me, what sort of person was she in those horrible days at Camp 4?

WB She was the strongest of all of us. When help was needed to dig out the tents, Mrufka was always outside. Alan was lying down and Diemberger was lying down. It was just Mrufka and me. Outside it was terribly windy and we had white hands.

KP Alan was the first to reach the summit, but when it came to a matter of survival …

WB Yes, perhaps Mrufka made a mistake going just behind Alan. She was incredibly determined to reach the top. Later, she cried in her tent because she hadn’t made it to the top. She hadn’t much further to go, and I told her, “Mrufka, be happy that we’re alive.”

KP Can you tell me why they waited for so long?

WB They should have followed the Koreans. They made a bivouac 200 metres below Camp 4. I don’t really know. The weather was fine. I think that everyone, Diemberger and Alan, were waiting for everything to be just right. I wanted to go the next day, after the Koreans. I was okay. But it wasn’t clear whether the Koreans had managed to break trail on the final stretch, even with oxygen.

KP In your case it was different, because you had tried already on 2nd August.

WB If you have had an unsuccessful attempt, it is difficult to summon up enough strength for another summit bid.

KP Tell me one thing more. During the six days at Camp 4, did you try to get down earlier?

WB Three times I tried to get down, but there was always something. Either it was too late, because it was in the evening when the chance came on 4th or 5th, or there was too much snow and we wouldn’t make it.

KP Who was saying so?

WB Hans, Alfred and Alan.

KP Were your tents near each other?

WB Yes, quite near. Mrufka could understand me better, because their tent was facing against the wind. She was always ready to go down.

KP Did you want to go down?

WB Yes, we’d decided to go down all together, otherwise we wouldn’t go.

KP This was a mistake.

WB It was a mistake that I didn’t argue with. I was calm. I was thinking, and I believed that everyone else could be right, and this was my mistake. I should have opposed it much earlier, but we were friends, and we didn’t want to quarrel.

KP Oh yes, and what about Alan?

WB Alan was in his tent. When we were leaving, he said that he was not going, and that he would melt some water in his sleeping bag, even though there was no gas.

KP Wasn’t he sane any more?

WB Everything was so slow-moving when we had no water. Everyone had white hands, proving that the blood was not circulating. The worst thing was that we’d been lying for so long that we had trouble keeping our balance.

KP Thank you very much, Willi.

WB It is difficult to say when I have met such a super girl, and she died. 


Appendix IV

The First Woman’s Ascent of K2 Wanda Rutkiewicz

In 1986 I participated in the small French expedition with Maurice Barrard as leader, his wife, Liliane, and Michel Parmentier. I had met the Barrards the year before on Broad Peak and for me it was an enjoyable meeting and an important one, for they changed a lot of my thinking about climbing in high mountains. I was impressed with their style, almost alpine-style, and being a very small party had a romantic air to it. So I was very happy to accompany them to K2.

It would be my third attempt on that mountain. On the first, in 1982, I led a Polish-French women’s expedition. In 1984 I was also in an all-women team. I was very familiar with the route up to 7350 metres, the level of our previous Camp 3 on the Abruzzi Ridge. But now our style was to be different. We didn’t have oxygen or fixed ropes and we didn’t want to establish many camps. We were the first expedition on the Abruzzi Ridge that year, so we did not have the benefit of other people’s trail-breaking, camps or fixed ropes which all assisted later expeditions.

We reached Base Camp on 22nd May. Only Renato Casarotto, his wife Goretta, and the two Basques were there then. A month later there were nine expeditions at Base Camp. The biggest and richest was the South Korean expedition with its oxygen bottles and high-altitude porters. They brought a little comfort into our Base Camp lives as we drank sixteen different types of Korean tea with them and watched videos of James Bond and Ninja Two. The Koreans put a line of fixed ropes from Advance Base up to the top of the Black Pyramid, a distance of more than 2000 metres. It made the way easier not only for them, but also for descending climbers of other expeditions, and helped the last mixed group climbing the summit at the beginning of August.

But in May and June there was not yet any new fixed rope on the route. Maurice and Liliane avoided using old fixed ropes from previous seasons, except on the most difficult places such as at House’s Chimney. They were against fixed high camps, too. Their view was that it is better to carry very light-weight bivouac gear and be free to stop when and where we wanted, rather than be tied to moving between fixed camps. We only established two camps during our acclimatisation period and during the summit bid we used only the first of these. After that we carried just our bivouac gear.

This kind of climbing was new to me, but very interesting. I was not apprehensive, being confident that what Liliane could do, I could do also. I should have enjoyed climbing as a pair with Liliane because I was not getting on at all well with Michel, but she and Maurice were a good team, on the mountain as well as in life, so there was no question of splitting them. I would just have to share my tent with Michel.

On 25th May the others put up one tent for our Camp 1 at 6200 metres, 200 metres higher than the usual spot for Camp 1. At the time I was in Base Camp with a high fever and tonsilitis, being attended to by the British team doctor. But on the 31st I was ready to join my French partners. We equipped our Camp 1 and on 2nd June started up new ground. Bad weather stopped us at the foot of House’s Chimney, so we made a bivouac there. The next day, during very strong winds, we reached a height of about 7000 metres and established our Camp 2, again 200 metres higher than the usual Camp 2 site. We spent a night there and came back down to Base Camp next day.

On 8th June we climbed up from Base Camp, sleeping at Advance Base, Camp 1 and Camp 2. Very bad and windy weather prevented us getting any higher. We spent a second night at Camp 2, hoping the weather would change. The others were already thinking about a summit bid, but it was too early for me to feel completely acclimatised. However, bad weather solved the problem for all of us and we retreated to Base Camp again on 12th June.

Here we prepared for the summit attempt we should be making next time we went up the mountain. During these rest days the relationship between Michel and me was getting so bad that I borrowed a light two-person tent from the British so that I could bivouac separately. Three tents for four people sounds a bit much, but the extra weight in my sack was the price of independence.

We left for our summit attempt on 18th June, spending the first night at Camp 1, then missing out Camp 2, and instead making a bivouac at about 7100 metres on the ridge of the Black Pyramid, where we cached some gear to lighten our sacks. We passed the usual Camp 3 site at 7350 metres and bivouacked at 7700 metres under the big barrier of the overhanging séracs in a conveniently level patch of snow which was only a little dangerous. Next day we should have been making our last bivouac before the summit, but unfortunately we got no higher than 7900 metres.

This was partly due to very high winds, but we also lost time on the sérac barrier above our bivouac. Michel went first up a steep slope and in doing so collapsed a snow bridge above a crevasse, making it dangerous for the rest of us to follow without a rope, and he had gone on with the only one. Finding a way round was laborious and our variation ended in a difficult overhang about three metres high. The snow was soft and I eventually climbed it with the help of Maurice reaching down from above to give me a hand. It was the first time I’d climbed an overhang at this altitude! But the delay it caused meant that we had no chance of reaching the summit next day and would have to make a further bivouac at 8300 metres.

By now our loads were completely reduced. We didn’t carry any sleeping bags or rope, we had only one stove and only one small tent. It made soloing the Bottleneck and the rock traverse above much easier. There were no fixed ropes up there. But the biggest problem was above – very deep snow. We took turns at breaking trail at first, but Michel led for the last 150 metres as we were too slow for him. He found a small rock platform for the bivouac and we spent the night there at about 8300 metres without sleeping bags in a very bad condition, all four squeezed into one small tent.

Next morning, the sixth day of our ascent, the weather was good, sunny, cloudless and there were no strong winds. This day was my day. I had got a new surge of power after the bivouac. We set out at about seven or 7.30. I brought up the rear and when I caught up with my French partners I found that they had decided to rest. “Now we will rest here for a couple of hours and cook something,” I remember Maurice saying. It was so strange to be hanging about cooking so near the summit. Afterwards I wondered if I had been hallucinating. After all, who had carried the stove for the last 300 metres? But it was true. Later climbers found the remains of our One Minute Soup.

I didn’t want to stay such a long time there drinking soup. I was in a hurry. The summit was beckoning. So I left the others and started out on my own. They asked why I was going to the right. The logical route seemed to be straight ahead. But I remembered an account by the Swiss who were on the mountain last year. They found an easier variant by going right first and afterwards to the left. Much easier.

At about 10.15 a.m. I reached the summit. It was my third attempt. I was excited and happy, happy to be alone there, because I could express my enormous gratitude. I knelt and prayed. I said a big thank you for the summit, for good weather, and for feeling good. And now I was looking forward to greeting my partners. But I had to wait about an hour. After the first moments of great happiness I started to grow impatient. I had to do something. I climbed down a little onto the rocks of the North Face where I left a plastic bag with a message in it containing my name, the date, the time and the words ‘First Woman’s Ascent’. Below, I wrote Liliane’s name, but left the time for when she arrived. (In the event I forgot to add it). I added a small Polish flag, anchored the bag and climbed back to the top again, but still nobody had come. So I descended a little on the North-East side and collected about a kilo of small stones as souvenirs. Then I returned to the summit and descended a little down the South Face. I could see two climbers about a hundred metres below, not our route, and wondered whom they might be. Later I learnt they were the Basque pair. A few minutes later I saw my French friends, Liliane and Maurice Barrard and Michel Parmentier, following in my tracks. We spent an hour on the summit taking photographs. Liliane was really happy. “I have never had such good weather on any other of my summits,” she told me. At noon we began our descent. We didn’t meet the Basques because they climbed a different route.

A few hours later we reached our bivouac at 8300 metres and while we rested Maurice and Michel decided we should stay there for the night. I was surprised, but not unhappy. “I don’t need to go down today,” I thought. I was tired, but not exhausted. The weather was still good and I was not worried. But I should have been. One should remain at that altitude as short a time as possible. I didn’t know in the sunshine that death was following us down. I didn’t see any signals of something wrong.

I had a bad night. Perhaps the others did too, but nobody said so. It was not too cold inside the tent, but I could not rest and altitude seemed to accentuate my antipathy to Michel. In the end I took two and a half sleeping tablets. Then it was easier. The Barrards didn’t move much and didn’t speak.

The next morning was still beautiful. Michel left first. I concentrated on keeping my balance and staying upright after so much Mogadon. I was very sleepy, but conscious. The descent would wake me up! For I realised I would now have to fight for my life as I descended the rock traverse and the Bottleneck solo. I was concentrating on myself because I knew that nobody else could help me at that height unroped. So I didn’t notice that the Barrards were more tired than usual. We didn’t speak much as we prepared our slow descent. I didn’t wait for them and knew they could help each other. I had to look out for myself.

After the difficult traverse the snow of the Bottleneck was easier going. The Basques had left their bivouac at the bottom of the Bottleneck and I followed in their tracks and those of Michel. Before reaching the sérac barrier I looked back. I saw two people in the Bottleneck, 300 metres above. The larger figure was just above the smaller one. I was surprised that they were going so slowly, but at least they had made the traverse, and though the Bottleneck was steep it was not too difficult because there was plenty of snow. That was the last time I saw the Barrards alive.

As I descended through the sérac barrier the weather deteriorated. I could barely see where I was going but fortunately the tracks of Michel and the Basques were quite fresh and they led me to the bivouac at 7700 metres. From here the summit is not visible. There were Italian and French climbers at the bivouac, their Camp 3, and we discussed what to do about the Barrards. But with visibility at zero we could do nothing. We assumed they still had the tent and could spend the night in that. Next morning, the 25th, the weather was still bad. We waited until noon but nobody appeared. It was clear now that something had happened.

Michel decided to wait for the Barrards and urged everyone else to go down, including the French climber Benoît Chamoux and myself. “You should go down with the Italians and the Basques,” he told me. “We don’t have enough gas for more to stay.” So we went. I decided to climb down to our Camp 2 at 7000 metres and wait there for the others. I hoped I would be able to make walkie-talkie contact. Going down I lost contact with the Italians in front. Visibility was nil and new snow quickly covered their tracks. The wind was very strong. The Italians didn’t wait for me because they had seen me carrying a tent and thought I would be bivouacking. They couldn’t know that it was the tent I had borrowed from the British which I was trying to bring back to them. I tried to hold onto the tent in the high wind, but in wrestling with it I lost my gloves and I had to let the tent go. It just went flying off somewhere. I was completely alone. I had to concentrate very hard to find my way on that snowslope. Then I found the Basques and soon we heard the Italians. Suddenly we saw the ski sticks which marked the start of the fixed ropes. The storm over the Black Pyramid was growing stronger by the minute. Hunting for our gear cache, I told the Basques not to wait for me, and was left alone again. I couldn’t find the cache which contained the walkie-talkie, and gave up the search as I was nearly at my limit. In the evening I reached the camp at 7000 metres. It had been the worst day I had had on K2. But I had been lucky. The biggest bit of luck was to find the old fixed ropes which I had been afraid to use on the way up.

Camp 2 was fully equipped and I could have sat out the storm there, but I decided to continue down on the 27th. My hands were frostbitten, but I didn’t take the spare gloves belonging to the Barrards. I put socks on my hands instead. Sometime, I told myself, they will be down. But at other times I thought perhaps I was the only one of our team left alive. Between the Koreans’ Camp 1 and Advance Base I met Benoît Chamoux who was going up to meet Michel. He was surprised to see me alive because at Base Camp people were getting concerned that I was missing, for they had no radio contact with me, only with Michel. Next I met the Polish climbers, Wojciech Wröz and Przemyslaw Piasecki, who had come up to look for me. After three days alone on the mountain in some terrible weather it was marvellous to meet people again. I reached Advance Base on the 27th, the same day as Michel. Here, while enjoying the hospitality of the Koreans, I received some medical attention for my frostbitten hands from the American doctor, Steve Boyer, who had come up to meet us. We arrived back at Base Camp on 28th June.

But Liliane and Maurice Barrard never arrived. A month later Liliane’s body was found at the foot of the mountain. Maurice’s body was never found. We buried Liliane at the Gilkey memorial and I asked Michael Messner to make a memorial plaque for her and to add Maurice’s name. Perhaps somebody on a future expedition will find his body and bury him with Liliane.

How did the Barrards die? Possibly part of the summit sérac broke off and hit them as they climbed down in the Bottleneck. Perhaps the one behind, Maurice, was exhausted and fell, taking Liliane with him. Perhaps they lost their way on the big snowslopes below the Bottleneck during the white-out and were avalanched down the South Face. I’m sure, too, we stayed too long at altitude. The cooking on the summit day, the slow descent from the bivouac at 8300 metres both showed that the Barrards were more exhausted than Michel and I realised. That’s how accidents happen.

I can feel no pleasure at having reached the summit of K2. For a long time I couldn’t write about the tragedies, or the successes. I didn’t sell pictures or articles to the media on my return. I had lost too many friends in 1986 – Liliane and Maurice Barrard, Tadeusz Piotrowski, Renato Casarotto, Julie Tullis, Alan Rouse, Hannes Wieser, Alfred Imitzer, and my two best Polish friends, Wojciech Wröz and Dobroslawa Miodowicz-Wolf. When my film and my book are ready, they will be their memorial.

Wanda Rutkiewicz

Pokhara, January 1987

Warsaw, March 1987


Appendix V

Benoît Chamoux’s Account of his Rapid Ascents

On 4th June, after ten very hard days on the move, in which I was laid low by fever and every illness on earth, we set up our Base Camp at the foot of K2 at an altitude of 5100 metres. Thanks to an initial period of relatively good weather, we were able to acclimatise as we set up the first camp on our initial route, the South-South-West Arête of K2.

Camp 1 at 5700 metres, Camp 2 at 6350 metres: an American team were also taking this route. So, curbing our efforts on K2, we decided to concentrate first on climbing Broad Peak, and on 15th June we set up a camp at 6300 metres.

In the afternoon of the 19th, making the most of an initial period of good weather, I left Base Camp, in order to bivouac at the foot of Broad Peak at an altitude of 4900 metres. After a few hours’ sleep, I began my climb at midnight by the light of the lamp on my helmet. At this point the mountain was also lit by the moon, making my progress easier.

After one hour and forty-five minutes’ climbing, I reached Camp 1 at 5700 metres, where I took a few minutes’ welcome rest and broke into the provisions for the first time. I had a flask and a little food in my rucksack. It took me another one hour and forty-five minutes to get to Camp 2, which had been set up five days earlier at 6350 metres. I stopped here for half an hour, melted some snow on the stove, drank a lot to rehydrate myself, ate, and then continued my climb up to Camp 3 at 7100 metres. Half way there the sun came out. It took me three hard hours to reach the camp. I left again at 08.00 hours, after an hour’s break to stock up for the last time, before setting off for the summit, towering a thousand metres above me. At 13.00 hours I reached the pass between the two main summits at 7800 metres and caught up with my Quota 8000 companions who had left Camp 3 that morning. The snow, deep in places, had slowed down their progress. I climbed up the rocks and through the snow of the final long arête, where a wind was blowing from Sinkiang. At 16.00 hours I reached the main summit of Broad Peak, towering at an altitude of 8047 metres. The weather was marvellous. Before deciding to begin the descent I spent an hour gazing round in delight at the never-ending panorama of the Himalayan peaks. At 23.00 hours I reached my bivouac at the foot of the mountain some 3147 metres below. During the day the face was swept away by an avalanche coming from the séracs.

The next day I returned to Base Camp to receive some bad news. Two Americans had been killed on the South-South-West Spur route of K2 in an avalanche from Negrotto Col. Luckily the three members of our team who were taking this route to set up Camp 3 at 6800 metres were safe not many metres above the avalanche point. These objective dangers and the unchanging weather persuaded us to attempt a rapid ascent of K2 by the Abruzzi Ridge. On 22nd June four of us set off in the night and in two days, in alpine-style, reached an altitude of 7600 metres, where we made our second bivouac. The storm which then forced us to return to Base Camp would be partly responsible for the disappearance of the Barrards on the same route. A period of unsettled weather trapped us at Base Camp.

On 4th July, I left Base Camp and reached the foot of the Abruzzi Ridge at 5300 metres. At 18.00 hours after a meal of plain rice, I began climbing the first snow-covered slopes. It was dark by the time I arrived at Camp 1 at 6200 metres at 20.00 hours. I had my first very light snack, then continued up the rock spur. It was a very dark night. I could sometimes see along the route the lights of Base Camp a few kilometres below. A capricious wind was blowing around my ears all through the night. By the light of my helmet I got through House’s Chimney. At 22.30 hours I got into the tent at Camp 2 at 6700 metres, already feeling those four hours of effort. I had an hour’s rest before going back to melt some snow and drink from my flask, which was full of boiling liquid to help me combat the cold wind over those final spur rises. The rocky climb grew more unpleasant and difficult. In the daylight I got over the sérac ridge which leads up to the higher slopes. It was 07.00 hours when I reached the end of the long slope to arrive at the camp at 7600 metres at the foot of the Shoulder.

After thirty minutes’ rest I left my rucksack and continued the climb. The wind had fallen and the sun on that east side was becoming very hot. As on Broad Peak, my Quota 8000 companions had set off about two hours earlier to climb the final thousand metres of the mountain. From the top of the Shoulder I could see them at the other end of the huge false plateau which leads to the foot of the Bottleneck, a dangerous passage under the last séracs of K2. The sun deserted me through this notorious passage, and it was with great difficulty that I climbed the slopes of the world’s second highest mountain.

8611 metres, a twenty-three-hour climb, and I was finally at the top of the marvellous pyramid of rock and ice. It was 17.00 hours. I enjoyed the view at the summit for thirty minutes, but then I had to plunge back into the shaded abyss, leaving the heat and the ecstasy of the summit and trying not to make any mistakes on the way down. In the night I rejoined my companions at the Camp at 7600 metres for a short night of sleep. The next morning I continued my descent to Base Camp, where I arrived without incident to share lunch with our team mates below.

For each of these two rapid climbs, a new style of Himalayan performance, I followed over the five days preceding my departure a special diet aimed at furthering performance. On the one hand it sorts out the ‘combination of food’ – that means dividing up the proteins, fats and glucose in each meal, each in turn serving as a base. On the other hand it spreads out the various foods, taking into account their ‘profitability’ as far as the body and effort are concerned. Nevertheless I must add that I could not eat during the final phase of the climb, the strenuousness of effort combined with the effects of the altitude and of a rapid climb having a harmful effect on the digestive process.

Benoît Chamoux
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