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Author’s Note

In writing this book I owe a debt to the knowledge and experience of others. Many people have taken the time and trouble to advise, criticise and correct. Without them the book would not exist. To everyone concerned I offer my thanks and, as is the author’s prerogative, will embarrass the following by naming them.

In pride of place must come Charles Houston to whom this book is dedicated. Since our first meeting on a filming project at Nanga Parbat Base Camp in 1990, Charlie has cajoled and encouraged me to write the book. His letters have kept me going when I was flagging and his perceptive comments have not been confined to his own expeditions, but have ranged over the whole history of K2 and sometimes entertainingly to other totally unrelated topics. I hope he will enjoy reading the completed work and nervously await the next letter.

Jim Wickwire has generously provided a similar commentary on my interpretation of the more recent American adventures on the mountain; while Greg Child has read the whole manuscript in a far from finished form (an unenviable task) and made very positive contributions. Kurt Diemberger, doyen of the Karakoram and K2, has given me unique insights into the events of 1986, not only during their aftermath, but also on a recent visit to England. It has been a difficult and painful subject for us both, and I am immensely grateful to him for his co-operation. I am also grateful to him for permission to include in my own appendices an update of the expeditions statistics that first appeared in his own book, The Endless Knot.

Audrey Salkeld and Xavier Eguskitza have undertaken the updating and I am also grateful to Audrey for bringing her encyclopaedic knowledge of climbing history to bear on the script and for helping me assemble the historical photographs; while my editor, Maggie Body, has for the third time ensured that Curran chaos miraculously turned into Hodder order.

I must thank Climbing for supplying invaluable information and High for permission to reprint the article in Appendix IV. Lindsay Griffin from Mountain Info at High is rapidly becoming an indispensable source of knowledge. The Alpine Club and the Royal Geographical Society Libraries both gave me invaluable assistance also.

I particularly wish to acknowledge those authors whose contributions to the literature of K2 have been important to me while writing the book. I must thank Andy Kauffman for his meticulous research into the events of 1939, and Galen Rowell for the historical perspective of his classic In the Throne Room of the Mountain Gods, also Bob Bates, Willi Bauer, Chris Bonington, Greg Child (again), Ardito Desio, Alessandro Gogna, John Keay, Reinhold Messner, Bill Putnam, Rick Ridgeway and Doug Scott. Special thanks go to Hilary Boardman for allowing me access to Peter Boardman’s diaries, to Jonathan Pratt for information on his ascent of the West Ridge, to Gill Round for German translation, Geoff Milburn for lending me invaluable source material, Ian Smith for making photographic prints and my daughter Gemma Curran for typing my increasingly illegible handwriting onto an ancient Amstrad; while in Sheffield Geoff Birtles, Paul Nunn and Joe Simpson have all coped admirably with the ups and downs of a neurotic author, providing much needed support and good humour. To all my most sincere thanks.

Jim Curran

Sheffield, February 1995


Introduction

On 15 August, 1986 I walked along the Godwin-Austen Glacier away from K2 Base Camp, traumatised by the harrowing events of that summer and grieving the loss of my friend, Al Rouse, who had died, stormbound, a few days before, alone in a tent on the great Shoulder of K2. It was a brilliant, crystal-clear day and I was mesmerised by the beauty of the mountain that had been the stage for so much drama and tragedy, not just over the last month, but since man had first dared to challenge the lonely eminence of the world’s second highest peak.

Later that day I bade K2 a silent farewell from Concordia where three great glaciers meet, and turned away down the Baltoro Glacier, towards home. I realised then with depressing clarity that whatever happened to me in the future, my life would, for better or worse, never be quite the same again.

And so it has proved. As the years passed and the pain of loss became slowly accepted, I realised two things. First, that I was not alone, for over the years events on K2 have left an indelible mark on others. Great names like Charles Houston, Walter Bonatti, Fritz Wiessner, Peter Boardman, Joe Tasker, Doug Scott and Chris Bonington all returned, personally unsuccessful, from the mountain with overwhelming feelings of grief, disappointment and sometimes anger. This I could begin to understand and share even though they were all far more involved as climbers than I could ever hope to be. But the second more gradual realisation was that the story of K2 itself, with all its successes and failures, was one that needed telling in its entirety. True, many books, particularly those by Galen Rowell, Reinhold Messner and Kurt Diemberger, sketch in some of the history, but all of them are understandably centred on the author’s own intense experiences during particular expeditions. What I find and continue to find a compulsive fascination is the way so many expeditions have had uncannily similar experiences.

In particular, events on the Abruzzi Spur in 1939, 1953, 1954 and 1986 have become subjects for intense discussion, speculation, disagreement and occasionally lifelong rancour. Circumstances, governed by variables like the weather, human frailty, ambition and misjudgement have produced epics of endurance, suffering and, all too often, stark tragedy. I have tried to set down these events, not to show the presence of any malevolent spirits or imaginary links but simply to see the similarities (and differences) between them.

Whereas the rich and complex history of Everest has been tackled countless times, most recently by Peter Gillman and quite the most comprehensively by Walt Unsworth in his exhaustive reference work, Everest, K2 presents a much simpler, yet starker story. First, because it is the second highest point on earth it has never, until recently, attracted the same media fascination nor the obsessive interest of fringe groups or individuals who might have used the mountain for their own ends. Most people attracted to climbing K2 have been at the forefront of mountain exploration of their day. Second, it is recognised as a far harder mountain to climb than Everest. Since its first ascent via the Abruzzi Spur in 1954 K2 has only recently topped the hundred ascents mark, whereas Everest has well over six hundred summiteers. True, more expeditions have been to Everest but when, after the disasters of 1986, sixteen successive expeditions failed to climb K2 (most by the Abruzzi) one gets some idea of the relative difficulty of the two peaks. Finally, K2 is one of the most remote of the 8000-metre peaks. Like Everest it borders two countries and has been the victim of political events with one or other side of the mountain out of bounds for long periods. But even now, when access to both mountains is unrestricted, and the mountain travel boom has made K2 a three-week trekkers’ trip to Base Camp, it is by far and away the harder mountain to approach, a factor that has undoubtedly contributed to many stressful episodes over the decades. The Chinese side is worse than the Pakistan access, with a serious river crossing and difficult glacier approach that make simply reaching the foot of the mountain a major undertaking. Once there, K2 is truly the Mountain of Mountains.

I have already mentioned Walt Unsworth’s great labour of love in which he undertook to describe and assess every expedition to Everest. My approach will be different. I am more interested in reliving the highlights and exploring the shadows of the stories than recording every fact. I make no apology for admitting that some of the expeditions interest me far more than others. Some failures are more compelling than many successes. A complete list of expeditions is provided with other statistics in the Appendices for those who enjoy such things.

Above all, this book exists as a tribute to all those who have set foot on K2, both living and dead. There are many heroes – but few, if any, villains. Just as art sometimes seems to imitate life, so expeditions to K2 have reflected some of the most profound experiences known to man. This then is the story of the Savage Mountain.
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The first record of K2 from Montgomerie’s angle book, 10 September 1856


1

What’s in a Name?

On 10 September, 1856 Lieutenant T. G. Montgomerie of the Great Trigonometric Survey of India arrived at a surveying station situated high on Mount Haramukh, a mountain overlooking the Vale of Kashmir. Encumbered with a big theodolite, the ascent to just under 5000 metres took four days. His reward was a magnificent view to the north, where over 130 miles away the then almost totally unknown Karakoram range stood proud against a clear autumn sky. Montgomerie quickly took bearings on the two most prominent peaks and sketched their outlines in his angle book. He labelled them K (for Karakoram) 1 and K2.

K1 with its distinctive double summit was later found to have a local name, Masherbrum, but Montgomerie could never have guessed that the random surveyor’s mark he applied to that other distant triangle would not only be retained, but, over the years, become synonymous with difficulty, danger and impersonal savagery. Unwittingly, Montgomerie had named the ‘Mountain of Mountains’.

For the modern mountaineer or trekker it is hard to imagine just how mysterious, remote and inaccessible the Himalayan and Karakoram ranges were 140 years ago. They remained so until well after the Second World War, when intercontinental air travel became commonplace. Then in the 1970s and 1980s an explosion of organised mountain travel quite suddenly demystified almost all the high places of the world. To appreciate the achievements of the early explorers one has to think in terms of journeys lasting months or even years, and distances on foot or horseback measured not just in tens but hundreds of miles. Journeys that today seem unremarkable were, in their time, at the sharp end of mountain experience.

By the mid-nineteenth century explorers, map makers and (inevitably) politicians had a rough and ready idea of the scale and extent of the range of mountains that formed the colossal barrier between the Indian sub-continent and the high plateau of Central Asia. Details were few and more attention was paid to exploring the old trade routes over major passes and down valleys than to the countless ice-clad peaks and immense glaciers that hindered access and had little strategic or practical value. Knowledge of what lay beyond the mountains, in Tibet and Chinese Turkestan, in those mysterious lands north of Nepal, the Hindu Kush and Karakoram ranges, was of far more value than the local names and heights of the great mountains that inconveniently raised their snow-clad summits and ridges across the northern limits of the British Raj.

These were the days of the Great Game, the constant jockeying by Russia and Great Britain for power and influence over Central Asia. The long-held expansionist policies of Russia in Turkestan and Afghanistan, grinding inexorably eastwards into China and southwards towards India, made for a fascinating web of secrecy, intrigue, espionage and duplicity that reached its height in the late nineteenth century. On a practical level the threat of Russian invasion on the North-West Frontier and the possibility of incursions over any of the high mountain passes was real enough to make detailed knowledge of their location and topography a priority.

Nevertheless some of the major peaks, visible from the lowlands, were known, named and measured. Kangchenjunga, 28,208 feet (8598m), so easily seen from Darjeeling, was long thought to be the highest mountain in the world, as on occasion were both Gauri Sankar and Dhaulagiri. But in 1852 Peak XV, which later became known as Mount Everest, was declared at 29,002 feet (8829m) the highest mountain in the world, and in 1858 the height of K2 was computed to be 28,287 feet (8621m), just higher than Kangchenjunga. Despite several minor adjustments and some recent satellite surveys, those original heights were astonishingly accurate1 and the relationship between the world’s first, second and third highest mountains has never changed, though, as will be seen later, it has on occasion been challenged.

Though Everest was known to be the highest, access to it through either Tibet or Nepal was politically impossible, and would remain so until after the First World War. Despite Kangchenjunga’s obvious visible presence it was not until about the end of the nineteenth century that much interest was taken in it or its surroundings. By that time the first explorations of the Karakoram were well under way.

The name Karakoram is given to the great range of mountains that runs for some four hundred kilometres north-west of the Himalaya and north of the River Indus which flows between the two ranges from its source in Tibet down to the Arabian Sea. Geographically and geologically the Karakoram is not strictly part of the Himalaya though it is sometimes assumed to be by mountaineers and trekkers. The term ‘Karakoram Himalaya’, which might not be geographically correct, yet does make some sense, has been used from very early days. The word Karakoram (or Karakorum) is derived from the Altaic kara and korum, and seems to mean either black pass or black earth, in either case a strange way of identifying some of the most spectacular mountain scenes in the world. Originally the word may have been used to describe the pass on the ancient trade route connecting India with Central Asia, but the theory is not borne out by the arid scenery which, as in much of the countryside both north and south of the range, is predominantly an all-pervading ochre. There is also a possibility that the name comes by association from Karakorum, which was the ancient centre of Mongolia under Ghengis Khan, the name of the city being gradually transferred to an important pass along a main route leading to it. But in this barren and barely colonised world no derivation rings entirely true.

Within the Karakoram are four of the world’s fourteen 8000-metre peaks, over thirty of 7000 metres and literally hundreds of spectacular rock and ice mountains at or above 6000 metres. The range also contains the world’s four longest glaciers outside the polar regions – the Siachen (72km), the Hispar (61km), the Biafo (59km) and the Baltoro (57km). These glaciers feed huge volumes of meltwater into the surrounding deserts north of the Himalaya, and, protected from the monsoon, rainfall in the valleys is very low, though the volume of snow that eventually forms the huge glaciers would seem to indicate a higher rainfall than the Himalaya. This is somewhat misleading. The range is significantly further north and thus colder than the Himalaya. Also the average width of the Himalaya is a mere eighty kilometres, whereas the Karakoram is 190 kilometres, so a much greater total volume of precipitation is trapped in the form of snow and ice.

The region is sparsely populated. North of the Karakoram, in what is now Sinkiang (or Xingiang) Province of China, the land is so dry and barren that only a few nomads travel anywhere near the mountains, which consequently have remained almost completely unexplored and unnamed until comparatively recently. On the southern (Pakistan) slopes the Balti and Hunza tribesmen inhabit every valley and side valley that can support a meagre livelihood. Ingenious irrigation channels divert glacier meltwater for miles around rocky hillsides to cultivate lush green oases of barley, poplar and apricot groves.

The Baltis speak an ancient Tibetan dialect and there are still a few remnants of Buddhist culture in what has become known as Baltistan or Little Tibet. One obvious example is a huge carved Buddha on a rock near Skardu. The Baltis themselves were converted to Islam at the turn of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Originally Baltistan must have been under the rule of Tibet when trade routes across the Mustagh and Karakoram Passes were open, though the Balti people are fundamentally of Indo-European origin. Over the centuries cross strains have produced a bewildering variety of Asian, Mongol and even Negroid features. Long since cut off from their Buddhist roots, economic, social and religious, the Baltis still retain echoes of Tibet in things like their salted tea, the hairstyles of their women, items of jewellery and the way of carrying babies on the shoulder. The Balti language is not a written one and details of Balti history are scanty. What is certain is that until the middle of the twentieth century, with the advent of the aeroplane, the helicopter and modern roads (more or less arriving in that order), the Baltis were effectively isolated from almost all outside culture: far more than the Sherpas in Nepal, whose traditions of trading and travel have been maintained to the present day. A graphic comparison is seen within the bazaars of Skardu and Kathmandu. In the latter it is possible to equip an Everest expedition fully from scratch. In 1986 on my last visit to Skardu, it was difficult to buy a single secondhand sleeping-bag for our Base Camp cook.

It is easy to dismiss Balti culture as simply backward or primitive; it is certainly static and self-contained. Thus it has become and remains a source of much perplexity, wonder and irritation to the Western mind. The culture clash of East and West is heightened in Baltistan, and has made for increased stress and pressure affecting expeditions to the area. Some indeed have never even reached their objective through failing to adjust to the realities of Balti existence.

Before the Great Trigonometric Survey of India laboriously and methodically mapped its way north through India, few people, Balti or European, had any knowledge of the highest Karakoram peaks. Some had names, but many more were apparently of little significance to the local population. The nomenclature of the peaks surrounding the Baltoro Glacier for example is fairly typical of much of the Karakoram, with names that are sometimes obvious, sometimes obscure, occasionally controversial, and often non-existent. At the snout of the great glacier on the north flanks are the spectacular Trango Towers, focus of much high-standard rock-climbing since the mid 1970s. Trango is probably derived from tramga, or sheep pen, and there are certainly remnants of enclosures on the lateral moraines of the glacier that drains the side valley under the Towers. Further up are the Baltoro Cathedrals, great triangular wedges with obvious similarities to Gothic architecture and self-evidently named by Western expeditions. On the south side of the Baltoro is Masherbrum, a name that could be derived from an apparent resemblance of its twin summits to a muzzle loading gun or mashadar (brum means mountain). But Masherbrum is also visible from the south from the village of Kaphalu where people say that masha means queen or lady, which is perhaps more plausible. Similarly, at the head of the Baltoro rises Gasherbrum IV. Gasherbrum could mean ‘Shining Wall’ or, more likely, it is derived from rgasha – beautiful. Both meanings are certainly true descriptions of the imposing Gasherbrum IV, but now no less than five mountains are called Gasherbrum, which seems rather unimaginative, not to mention confusing.

From the great confluence of glaciers at the head of the Baltoro, the two great giants of the Karakoram come into view. There is little evidence that Broad Peak or K2 itself have local names. In the case of K2 this gave rise to a rumbling controversy which has never really been completely resolved.

Despite fashionable sniping at the imperialistic British for insensitively imposing European names on anything and everything in their path, the GTS was actually painstaking in seeking out local names. The big exception to this was Mount Everest, named in honour of the Surveyor General of India, from 1833–43, Sir George Everest. There is good evidence to suppose that the Tibetan name ‘Chomolungma’ was known but ignored in order to pay tribute to the man who was most responsible for the Survey. Everest himself was not keen on the precedent and it was not until the turn of the century that the name was generally accepted. Today, with increased interest in Buddhism and respect for the plight of Tibet, Chomolungma is often rather self-consciously used, but it is inconceivable that the name Everest will ever disappear from general use.

But K2, the surveyor’s symbol, is an altogether different case. Montgomerie himself wrote, ‘Every endeavour will be made to find a local name if it has one.’ But the mountain’s remoteness made this unlikely. It is not visible from Askole, the last village before the desolation of the Baltoro, and only fleetingly glimpsed from Paiju campsite at the snout of the glacier. From there, and from one of two other vantage points on the Baltoro, it has no great significance. Few Baltis would have gone far enough for the first real view of the mountain and though ‘Chogori’ has sometimes been put forward as its original name, there is little or no reason to justify this. Chogori simply means ‘Great Mountain’ and is likely to have been the sort of bemused answer given to the question ‘What’s that called?’ Even the name K2 is now quite often applied to other mountains and I remember being baffled after our successful ascent of the Trango Tower in 1976 when asked by a porter in Askole if we had climbed our kaitu. From the north it must be open to question whether K2 had ever registered as a peak worthy of a name, for the nearest habitation is much further away than Askole. Other local names for K2 have been offered – Dapsang, Lamba Pahar, Akhbar, Shinmarg, Chiring, Babur, Laufafahad – their very number contributing to the impression that as the mountain lacks a common name it would be quite arbitrary to settle for one rather than another. Better perhaps the impersonal surveyor’s notation.

There






Postscript

The 1995 season on K2 has just ended. Eight more deaths, seven in a freak storm high on the mountain, together with the accompanying media frenzy, leave one perplexed, saddened and disillusioned at the inevitability of it all. With space only to outline the story, I will leave the judgments to others.

On 5 July a seven-member Catalan expedition reached 8300m on the South-South-East Spur before abandoning their expedition when Jordi Angeles fell in the dark and was killed. On 17 July Alan Hinkes, on his third attempt on K2, summited via the Abruzzi Spur with four members of a Dutch expedition: Ronald Naar (leader), Hans Van Der Meulen, Rajab Shah and Mehrban Shah. Hinkes was originally with an American expedition led by Rob Slater, as was Alison Hargreaves who had just made the first undisputed female solo ascent of Everest without oxygen. She was attempting the Big Three, Everest, K2 and Kangchenjunga, in the same year, but missed out on the good weather during which Hinkes had summited and which then stayed poor for three weeks.

Very early on 13 August three separate groups made summit attempts. The Spaniards José Garcés (leader), Javier Escartin, Javier Olivar, Lorenzo Ortas and Lorenzo Ortiz had climbed the South-South-East Spur to Camp IV, where Ortas remained, doubting his ability to each the summit. Alison Hargreaves and Rob Slater were joined by Bruce Grant from Peter Hillary’s New Zealand expedition. Jeff Lakes, a Canadian member of Hillary’s party, and Hillary himself also left Camp IV for the summit but Hillary soon descended, judging that a bank of alto-stratus to the north was on the move, though weather on K2 was still calm and cold. Later Jeff Lakes descended, as did Garcés who stayed with Ortas at Camp IV. At 6 pm Ortiz radioed to say he and Grant had reached the summit. At 6.30 Olivar also radioed that he and Alison Hargreaves had topped out and that Escartin and Slater were near the top. It was calm, cold and clear.

Between 8 and 9, however, a hurricane force wind rose, destroying the tents at Camp IV where Ortas and Garcés survived a horrendous night in the open. Below Jeff Lakes managed to struggle down to Camp II. Exhausted and dehydrated, Peter Hillary and two other members apparently revived him, but he died in the night. On the 14th Garcés and Ortas, both frostbitten, descended towards their Camp III on the South-South-East Spur, where they spotted a boot, harness and jacket that they identified as belonging to Alison Hargreaves. Later they saw a body which they thought was Hargreaves. Above, three parallel lines of bloodstained snow indicated that three people had fallen from high on the summit slopes, presumably blown off by the ferocious winds. No trace of the others was found. Once more K2 had the last word.

As this postscript was being prepared came the news that Benoît Chamoux, the effervescent Frenchman who climbed K2 in twenty-three hours, had died on Kangchenjunga. He would have been only the third person to complete all fourteen 8000-metre peaks.

JC, October, 1995
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Appendix IV

A review by Jim Curran of The Endless Knot: K2 Mountain of Dreams and Destiny by Kurt Diemberger published in High 104, July 1991.

It is now five years since the grim summer of 1986 when thirteen people died on K2. Since then a plethora of books and articles have been written, analysing, criticising and disagreeing over a lot of what happened. Recriminations, bitterness and controversy have abounded. It has become public knowledge that Kurt Diemberger and I have had our differences of opinion, since the shared days at Base Camp immediately after the final tragedies. Why, then, am I reviewing this book? I am certainly not a disinterested observer; some might feel that my motives are suspect. What is Jim Curran, of all people, doing reviewing the book of the man who has so frequently criticised his own?

The answer is simple. The book The Endless Knot is an outstanding work and I want to pay full tribute to it and its author. It is a book of many elements, a monumental epic, a tale of human frailty, a highly emotional and romantic view of people and places, an invaluable reference book and above all a moving and lasting tribute to Julie Tullis in particular, but also to Al Rouse and all those who died on the mountain. The book sets out to tell the story of Kurt and Julie’s obsession with K2, the Crystal Mountain, and their three attempts to climb their Mountain of Mountains. In the telling of the story many other issues are touched on. Sometimes the book takes on a dreamlike quality: events are juxtaposed, overlaid and interrelated in a way that I found compulsive reading, if occasionally slightly fragmentary and confusing. Throughout the book a constant question is posed though the answer is never given. Are Kurt and Julie victims or masters of their own destiny and, it follows, are any of us? If we choose to climb, life and death decisions frequently have to be made. Most, as in ‘ordinary’ life, are common sense, some, like those made on K2 in 1986, have far-reaching effects, and very few can be compared to the throw of the dice.

Throughout Kurt’s book destiny versus rational calculation is revealed as a constant struggle. Premonitions, feelings, ‘inner voices’ and intuition are listened to, and contrasted with cold logic and reason. Sometimes one side holds sway, sometimes the other. But above all, there is the raw emotional conviction that he and Julie have a pre-ordained path that will lead them eventually to the summit of K2. Their tryst with destiny is fulfilled, but at what cost?

Throughout his almost spiritual journey, Kurt tells the stories of their first two attempts on the mountain as well as his two successes on Broad Peak with Herman Bull and, twenty-seven years later, with Julie herself. These are comprehensive and detailed accounts giving another perspective to the ground covered by Julie Tullis in Clouds From Both Sides, her posthumously published autobiography. All this is preparation for the bulk of the book – the events of 1986 and in particular the final days when six of the thirteen deaths occurred on the upper slopes of the Abruzzi Spur. Firsthand we read in awful and compelling detail the events surrounding the storm on the Shoulder of K2, the nightmare decline into apathy and exhaustion of the trapped climbers and the heartbreaking farewells that Kurt has to make, first to Julie, dead in her wrecked tent, and then the agonising decision to leave Al Rouse, sinking into coma in the squalid remains of the tent that Kurt and the Polish woman climber, Mrufka Wolf, have survived in for six nights. It goes without saying that these pages are harrowing in the extreme. Few will finish these final chapters without shedding tears of sorrow and of pity for everyone involved in the whole ghastly saga.

One of the main values of the book must be to question the contemporary state of Himalayan mountaineering. While controversy rages on the home front over the use, or misuse, of bolts and hold chipping, environmental concerns and climbing competitions, the vastly experienced Kurt Diemberger poses similar hard questions about tactics and ethics in the greater ranges. Alpine-style versus expedition-style? Safety in numbers? Should teams use ‘easy’ routes for descent having completed hard ones? What obligations do climbers from different expeditions have to each other? How can the various authorities in Pakistan, China, India and Nepal regulate the increasing masses? These are questions that need to be addressed and more conclusions drawn pretty quickly in order, as Kurt says, that climbers ‘can drink tea together in their overcrowded Base Camps as real companions and not as victims of an illusion’.

It was, in the broadest sense, a multiple failure of communications that led to the desperate situation on the Shoulder of K2 in the first two weeks of August. Selfishness, misplaced ambition, unspoken assumptions and broken promises all played their part. Five years later many of the subtle threads that wove the complex tapestry seem to have become rather less important, other factors now seem much clearer. And of course there are some poignant ‘if onlys …’ that remain. If only the overcrowded personnel at Camp IV had had the individual or collective will to dig a snowhole then the Austrians would not have needed to crowd into Al Rouse’s and the Korean tents on the fateful night of 2/3 August. Then Kurt, Julie, Al and Mrufka could have gone to the summit on 3 August instead of wasting the extra day which proved so costly … If only just Kurt and Julie had followed Kurt’s deepest instincts and gone with the Koreans on the 3rd then the subsequent overcrowding in the storms would have been alleviated somewhat and Julie in all probability would have got down alive … If only Hannes Wieser had taken up the offer on 4 August to descend with the two Polish climbers instead of waiting for his two Austrian summiteers … If only Mrufka had taken a figure-of-eight descendeur with her … If only … If only …

But none of these things happened. Which brings me to the only difficulty with the book. In his analysis Kurt has not minced his words about some of the decisions that were made and is highly critical of any accounts that differ from his own. Thus the Austrians and in particular Willi Bauer are frequently portrayed as the villains of the piece and no doubt Bauer must take some share of responsibility. But some of Kurt’s own obsessive nitpicking, while understandable at the time, now seems irrelevant. Was Julie pulled into Camp IV, or did she crawl? Did Kurt and Julie get to the summit at five thirty or seven p.m.? No one except Kurt or Willi will ever really know, and even Kurt admits to having confused recollections of some of the events. Does it really matter? Kurt does tend to set himself up as the sole repository of the truth but even he can make the odd factual mistake. For example at Advance Base his own and Julie’s tent was left standing, equipped with cooker, water and matches until the very day Kurt descended, when it was stolen by a Balti porter (who had undertaken to me not to touch it). In Kurt’s account he states flatly that the site was cleared a week after they were last seen ascending. ‘We had been left for dead.’ Not, in the event, an important point, as we realised what had happened in time, but it does show how easy it is to get things slightly wrong and how out of proportion errors can seem when they affect you. But now perhaps I am falling into the same trap …

What does matter though is the bigger picture. In 1986 too many people spent too long too high with too little food and fuel. Circumstances led them into decisions that allowed too little margin for error and the subsequent price paid was (obviously) far too great. Kurt Diemberger’s book will, I hope, stand both as a monument to the event, as a warning to all who challenge high mountains and, hopefully, as a spur to climbers everywhere to ask themselves some awkward questions. On the last count I am not very optimistic. I have just read an intriguing (as yet unpublished) new account of the 1939 expedition to K2 when Dudley Wolfe and three Sherpas were lost on the Shoulder of K2. Fifty-two years ago the complex sequence of events leading to the disaster were of course different from 1986 but there were also uncanny parallels. Will we ever learn? ‘Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose!’

Last but not least I would like to record my personal appreciation of the generous and moving words Kurt has written of Al Rouse. In the aftermath of the tragedy I did not quite appreciate just how much Al had contributed in trying his utmost to help out in a whole variety of ways. Kurt pays fulsome tribute to Al’s ‘fairness and helpfulness … his endless energy’, to ‘good kind Alan who took my arm and tried to comfort me when Julie died …’ These words and more like them will also bring some comfort to us in knowing that in his last days Al behaved as we would have expected him, with care and compassion to his fellow men.


1 The generally accepted current heights are Everest: 8848m; K2: 8611m; and Kangchenjunga: 8598m.



 

 

1 All the heights of campsites on the Abruzzi Spur are approximate. No two expeditions seem to give exactly the same heights for their camps and on the Shoulder in particular it is impossible to be precise about where each expedition put its tents. The foot of the Shoulder is generally considered to be at about 7800 metres and the top of the Bottleneck Couloir at about 8200 metres.



 

 

1 It wasn’t to last long, for only a few weeks later two American women climbed Annapurna I (8091m).



 

 

1 The whole of China runs on Beijing local time which means all north-side times are three hours later than the equivalent Pakistan times.
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Hala Kedger Pl W Hears atack st Camp 2 (6700m) AbruziSpur
Yoo Yamagisuwa Jipanese 15382 Fell duringdescen. Norh Ridge
Duric Lcro Frech 2285 Los doring dscn, AbruziSpur
JohnSoch Amcrcan 2168 Avilanchedeatha 000, SSW Ridge

AunPeasingion  Amerkes 21686  Avalaachedesthar 600m. SSW Ridge






OPS/images/img015.jpg





OPS/images/img257.jpg
S ationahty  Dake Cawe e
Lifane Barrrd — French P —— AvruziSpur
Mauris Barad French 6R Pl during descens AvruzSpur
Tadewst ook Polah 1078 Faldonng doent AvruziSpur
Revao Cosrarto Tlan 16786 Falitocrevase st $100m. SSWRidge
WokihWio:  Polh SR8 Fall during desen, Abruz Spur.
MowmmedAl  Pakitani 4836 Stoncallbelow Camp AvruziSpur
ol Tulls B 88 Comples ofcavses afe . i Carmp 4 (3000m) AvruziSpur
Alun Rowse B 10836 ProbablyNigh e sickacs and xbausion, AvruziSpur
in Camp . (3000m)
A miee Awsrian 10886 ProbablyNgh e sicknes and xhaustion, AveuziSpur
on Canp 4 (000,
Hamnes Wi Austin 10836 Probaiybigh akiudesickocs and xbaustion, AvruziSpur
o Cunp 4 (000,
Dobrosawa ot Poih 10835 Unknown cmbolsa)between Camps 34002 AbruziSpur
ki Suzi pusee MG Falfom cs00m Abruzi Spur
AdrdnBents Mesian B9 Rapelingacciden. AbruziSpur
BosjnKelee  Siownan 17693 Highalitode sckness. AbeuziSpue
Dan Cuvr Cusdan 779 Fal Abruz Spue
pecr Mezger German 30793 Diappeared during descent fomsummi. AbruziSpus
Reomar Joswig  German 0795 Fa Aoruzi Spur
Daric it Svedih 51795 Corebral odera snd vz Spur
MleksciKharaldin  Ukrainisn 11794 High-alitade sickness & exhaustion at 5400m. Albreasi by
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Acksandr

Parkhamerko 11796 ighalitadesckoces & xhaustion st $400m. Abrazi Spr
Dric g Zade JIER R ri— AbriziSpur
Steve Unich 2794 Fallwhen fxed ropebroke. Az Spor
Ao Apeliniz 1094 Exhausion i Camp2. Nor Spor

Jordi Angts s19s Fa SSE Ridge

Lorenzo Otz 13895 Presumed blown ffsumit sopes. SE Ridge

Javir Ol 13895 Prsumed blown of sumit ope. SSE Ridge

Javie Excartin 13895 Presumed lown of summit ope. SSE Ridge

Al Hargreavs 13895 Presumed blown of st sope. Abruzi Spur.
RobShtcr 13895 Presumd blown of summit opes. AbruziSpur
Bruce Grant 13895 Preumed lown of summit opes. AbruzsiSpur
Jff ks 15895 Exhausionor oedema st Camp L. AbruzzSpur

Note by Xavicr Eguskitza: Of the 12 mountiners who hvecimbod K2 tweny died duin he descen. A frter fourcen have dd e,
Al bt ya¢ I moGAIncerog Aeridents
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Nationslity __ Date _ Route Expedition ___ Leader
55 Tadewss Powowaki potih 75 SouhFace Iemstonst Kart Herligoffer
56 ChangBongWan Skomn  3R86  AboumiSper Skown  KimByungdoon

S KinChangSun SKoman 3886 AbuaziSpur SKown  Kimyungdoon

55 Coang ByongHo Skomm 388 AbrmiSper SKown  KimByungloon

9 WoicehWese poisn 686 SSW Ridge potin Janusz Maer

@ PocmplwPasi  Polsh 886 SSWRidge pola Januse Maer

6 PeerBonk Ciboslowak 1886 SSWRidge polsh Jamuse Maer

@ WiliBauer Awstran PR — Astrian At iz

6 Ald i Austisn 4386 v Ausian Al Imizer

6 AlnRoue Brian 4886 bz Spur B Al Rouse

65 Kur Dimberer Awsrian 4886 AbrumSpor i Agostino D Polnzs
6 JueTulls Brin 4586 Avnuaispur Talan Agosino Da Plenza
@ aiNauka sapancse 983 Nomnside Ipanese Tomoji Ueki

6 Hirouka namura Jupuncse 953 Nemhside Iapancs Tomoj Ueki.

R — American 2550 NorhSpur Amenan Stve Swenson

M Grschis Awlan 2089 NorhSpur Amrican Stve Swenson

T Greg Monimer Awrln 20890 NonhSpur American Stve Sweson

7 b bighn Frenh 15891 NW N Ridge French Pire Beghin

75 Chritopte rott French 1591 NWe N Ride Fresch prre eghin

M VidiicBayherdin Rusin 1892 AbeuasiSpur Itemational  Visdini Balybedin
75 Gennady Kopicks Ukrainisn 1892 Abruzzi Spur Interational  Viadimie Balyberdin.
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No. Noms Natlonality _ Dote _ Rowse Expedition  Lesder
6 Chanal Mands French FITE—— Inematonal Vi Balyber
m Ak Nikiorov Rusian 389 AbeariSpur Inematonsl Vidimie Balyberdin
B EdViewn American 16892 AbruzmiSpor Iematonsl  VidimieBalyberdin
m Seou Fucher American 16592 AbrumiSpor Inematonsl  Vidimie Bayberdin
0 Charky Mace American 16592 Abruzi Inermatonsl Vi Balyberin
5 Zvonko Porgs) Sovenian 13693 AbruziSpor Siovenian Tomaz Jamik

£ CarosCarsoo Mesan 19693 AbruziSpur Sovan TomazJamnik

B Vi Grosty Siovenian 13693 Abruzmi Spur Sovenan  TomazJamnik

5 Sipeonc Croutan 13693 AbruziSpue Sovnian  TomazJamnik

5 GoranKropp, S 269 Abran s Sovnan  TomazJamnik

6 Pl Powers American 1793 Abruz Spur Amercan Stacy Allson

9 JimHabel Camsdan 2795 Abearspor Ameran Stacy Allon
DunCubnr Cansdan 2795 Abrarspur Amercan ey Allson

9 AnmolBukreer Kazakh 0793 AbrazSpor Imermatonsl  Peer etger

0 Poee Mezgr German 30793 Abruz Spur ntcnaionsi Peter Mezger

N AndrewLock Astrlan 0793 AbrnSpur otcnaional Petr Mezger

R R Jeen Danih 30993 AbrazSpor Sveish Magnus Nison

5 Danel Ber Scish 50995 AbruziSpur Swedish Magnus Nison
% Reinmar Jomig German. 30993 bz Spor otenstionsl et Mezger

5 DanMarur American 299 WetRSWede  ltcmstonsl  DanMazor

%  Jossthan poy 2993 WestRidgeSWside  Intemationsl  Dan Mazur
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No. Neme Notopality __ Date  Howts Frpediwon_ Zeader
97 suanito Qazabal Bsgue 6% SSERdgeriion  Busque JR—
% uanTomis ot 6% SSERgeraton  Basque Iuanito Ouraabal
- Baque 6% SSERdgearision  Busque st Oirzabal
100 el uratgai B 6% SSERdgerision  Basque Juanito Gaaabal
101 Earigu dePablo Busque 6% SSERidgeariaon Busque Juanito Oiarzabal
102 RobHa NewZassnd 979 AvnuziSpur German [a—
103 Mike Groom Alan 2758 AbnamSpor Americsn Davi Brides

104 Ra Dmovis German 2794 AbeuaiSpur Gernan RalfDejmovts
105 Vekka Gusatson Fionh 2794 AbaziSpur German RalfDujmovis
106 A Schionwogt German 2794 AbruazSpur Gernan RalfDujmovis
107 Mihae Wi German 2704 AbrarSpur German RalfDujmovis
105 Matstae Gorenko Ulminan 23794 AbruaziSpur Ukninan Vadim Sindenko.
109 Viditos Terzeost Ukeioan 23794 AbnsziSpu Ukninan  Vadim Sitdenko.
0 ok CutonTampo Basque 0794 Nonh Ridge Spah TV Jos Carlos Tamayo
Ul SbutindeCrr  Auewnan 0754 Nonh Rdge SpaSh TV Jost Carlos Tamayo
12 JunoSunSehawidn Basgse 48 NonhRidge Spah TV Jos Carlos Tamayo
13 Ao Apeliniz Basase A% NonhRidge SpaBh TV Jost Carlos Tamayo
e RajbShah Pakians 1195 AvesaSpur Duch Ronsid Naae

1 MebanShah Patitani 17795 AbruziSpur Duch Ronaid Naar

16 Hansvd Mesken Duch 17795 AveuSpur Duch Ronaid Naar
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No. Name Nationality __ Date __ Route Expedition ___ Leader
W7 Ronsid Naar Duch 12795 AbruziSpor Duch Ronaid Naar
HE Al Hinkes B 17795 AvruzmiSpor Amercan/Biish  Rob Shtr
M LorewsoOri Spanish 13895 SSERudse Spanih Jost Garsts
20 B Gant NewZeaind 13895 AbruzziSpur NewZestnd Pt Hilary
121 JavierOlvar Spanish 13895 SSERdge Spanih Jost Garsts
12 Alson Hargresves B 13895 AbruziSpor Amercanfiiish  Rob Shtr
125 Javier Excarin Spanish 13895 SSERMge Spanih Jost Garsts
124 Rob Shaer American 13895 Abruzzi Spur American/British  Rob Slater
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15 Michl Dacher W_German Abruzi Spar Europesn

16 EhoONan Iapance West RidgeSWaide  Japanee

D NS Pakians WostRdgesWside  Japanese

5 Nt Sakasin Ipanee Norh Ridge Japanese

19 Yokiio Yaragisava  Japancse AR Norh Ridge Iapancse tsao Shinks

0 Hiroshi oshino e 5B Norh Ridge Iapanese sao Stk

2 Kanshie Takami Ipanese 1S58 Nonh Ridge Japanese a0 Shinks

2 Harh Kavamus  Japancic 15582 Norh Ridge Iapanese a0 Shinks

B Tt tigeno Iupanes: 15882 Norh Ridge Iapancse sao Stk

2 Hironoba Kamuro Iapance 15582 North Ridge Iapanese a0 Stk

5 AwsioDaPoema Il 51785 Norh Ridge alan Franceco Saton
26 Jo Rakoncs) Comchosoak 378 Nor Ridge Tt Franceco Saton
2 SegioMarink o 458 NonhRidge Tl Franceco Snton
% FaustoDestctunt atan 488 NonhRidse alan Francesco Snton
2 Marcl R Swiss 19685 Abruzz Spor S Erband Lortan
0 Norbertoos Swis 19685 Abruzi Spur Swis Exbard Lortan
5 Erhard Lovan Swis 6785 AvnusiSpur Swis Ebard Lorean
2 Pane Morand Swin 6785 Avnuipor S Erbard Loretan
S s Sub €285 Abeurtifour Swiss. Erbard Loretan
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Ne. [Neme MNutiomality _ Unte  Rewts Sdnder
I —— French 6755 A spur French -

35 Danid Lacoin French 7785 AbruasSpur French -

5 Siphane Schater S 785 AbeuaniSpur French

7 Noboru Yamads Iapance 20785 Abnaz Spur Iapunse Karuoh Tobia

B Kens Yoshida Japance 785 AbruazSpur Japancse Karuoh Tobia

9 KueariMoskemi Japanee 24785 AbeuasiSpur Japancse Kazuoh Tobia

0 Wanda Rukiowcz Polah 2636 AbraniSpur French Marie Baracd

W MichlParmcnter French 3686 AbruazSpur French M Barard
ER—— French 2656 AbreriSpur French Manrice Barard

A — French 2636 AbranSpur French M Baracd

“ iAo Spanish (Basque) 28686 Abrzz Spur- B (Reato Casaroto)
5 Josma Casimirs Spanih Busque) 23686 Abraz Spor Boae (Reaato Casarote)
6 GamniCalagno uian 5786 AbuariSpur atan Agosino Da Polnza
0 TulloVidons uian 5786 AvaniSpur alan Agssino Da Polnza
#  Soro Doroc It 5786 Abrazzispur alan Agosino Da Polnes
9 Marino Morei aian 5786 Avazispur . Agosino Da Ponzs
0 Jout Rakoocs) Cuchosiowak 3786 AbnuziSpur alan Agosino Da Polnzs
1 Benoi Chamown French 5756 AsraniSpur i Agostino Da Polnzs
2 Beda Pt Swse 5786 AbruaziSpur Inermatonsl Kl Hertigkfter
o Rorzemp Sw 5786 Aveanispur Inermatonst Kl Herrigklter
S ey Kucka Polsh 8728 Soun Face Inermatonst Kl Herrigklter






