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Nine skiers set out from Sverdlovsk at the end of January 1959 with notebooks, cameras, and a route plan stamped for winter grade. Igor Dyatlov led the party with a careful habit of lists and checks. The team mixed engineering students and recent graduates who trusted their miles and their maps. They took a rail leg, a truck ride, and a last push on skis into the northern Urals where trees thin and snow hardens in wind. Their goal was Otorten, a peak that asks respect and gives a view in return. They kept a group diary in a cheerful voice that belonged to young people who had done hard trips before. Photographs showed smiles, a stove being tested, and canvas repaired with neat stitches. The last town watched them go and expected a telegram at the end of the route. The telegram did not arrive.

Weather turned the route into a lesson. The forest gave way to open slope and the wind found them. They moved through poor visibility and drifted off the intended spur toward the shoulder of Kholat Syakhl. Rather than drop back to tree line, they pitched the tent on the incline and braced it with skis and poles. The ridge traded shelter for speed. Snow hissed past guy lines and froze on canvas in a rough coat. Night closed and the stove stayed unlit because space was tight and fuel was rationed with care. Temperatures fell far below comfort and into the range where errors collect quickly. The last diary entry kept its polite tone and said little about strain. A camera recorded a white world and figures half lost in grain. The date on that film would anchor the rest of the file.

When the party failed to signal, friends asked for a search and the request became a column of names on a sheet of paper. Volunteers went first, then students, then local workers, then soldiers by order. Helicopters traced white arcs over spruce and rock and dropped skiers to points where tracks might hold. The tent appeared on February 26 as a low dark line against blown snow. It had collapsed in wind and drift. One side was cut open in wide slashes from inside to out. Boots sat where boots should not sit if men planned to leave for long. Parkas lay in the canvas as if habits had been broken by something that did not allow patience. Food remained portioned and neat. The stove parts were not assembled. A knife lay where it had been used. The inventory made sense as items and no sense as a scene.

Footprints led downhill in a shallow file that snow preserved more kindly than anyone had a right to expect. They showed walking rather than a panicked run. Some prints belonged to socks. Some belonged to bare feet. Some belonged to felt liners without the boots that should have contained them. The line wandered toward the forest where the slope calms and the wind breaks among trunks. A cedar stood at the edge with scraped bark at shoulder height. The snow below held traces of a small fire that fought the air and failed in its own time. Two bodies lay near the branches with clothing that did not match the tent list by piece or by order. Three more were found between the cedar and the tent in a staggered line up the incline as if direction and strength had parted ways. Four remained missing while the weather decided when it would loosen its hold. Searchers marked positions with poles and flags and returned to camp in a silence that belonged to exhaustion and to something else.

The file for the first half kept its restraint while the search widened. It fixed the party’s composition, the last confirmed dates, the weather picture, and the map that shows the choice to sleep on the slope rather than in the trees. It set down the condition of the tent and the fact of inside cuts. It traced the trackway to the forest and the first finds by the cedar. It recorded clothing transfers that suggested decisions or desperate borrowing. It logged the stove unlit, the food untouched, and the knife where the cuts begin. It held back from motive or flourish because the ground had more to say when the thaw allowed it. It prepared for bodies to emerge where snow had kept them. It set a clock made of March sun, April melt, and
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