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Prologue

For a few moments more Alison Hargreaves lingers in the dark shelter of her tent. Her mind is racing with excitement, a free-wheel release from tension after days of bad weather have forced her to sit still at base camp and do nothing but fret. As though she’s leaving the house to go on holiday, Alison forces herself to stop and run through the list of things she has to remember, tracing the thin beam of her torch across the tent’s floor. If she forgets something now, her chance of climbing K2 may be lost.

She looks at her rucksack and thinks about each item, the layers of fleece clothing to insulate her body from the penetrating cold of high altitude, as she tightens the laces of her boots, battery-heated to keep the blood flowing to her toes and to protect her from frostbite. She imagines her hands inside her multi-layered mittens grasping her ice axe, its shaft scratched and worn from use; sees herself looking from behind dark glasses through half the air of sea level at the glare of the sun. She feels the warm thickness of her down-filled suit, the thin crackle of her windsuit, the hood wrapped around her head adding to the disorientation, the strange, dreamy world of high altitude. She hears the rasp of her breathing, the constant haul of her lungs on the depleted oxygen. Sometimes she has felt that this is all she is, two desperate lungs and the will to keep going.

Every item in her rucksack has a purpose; nothing extraneous is left in. Every ounce has to be carried on her back, and she wants nothing that will merely weigh her down. Alison has always been practical and logical in preparing for a mountain, arranging the gear in her tent better than any man she has climbed with so that everything she needs is close at hand. She has climbed alone for years and knows the full meaning of self-reliance.

Outside, in the indigo night, the sole remaining member of her expedition is also preparing to depart. They are committed to climbing together but they are new friends; they have not shared a rope before this expedition. She won’t be alone on the mountain, but she is prepared to be, if it means success. The sky is washed with stars and dagger cold, promising a clear dawn. They are leaving now to make good progress before the sun rises, draining their energy even as it softens the snow.

In a separate base camp close by, other climbers move about their tents, preparing to leave with them. They are part of a different expedition. Alison knows and likes them, but they are no more than affable half-friends, sharing a common interest but not a common life. They know little of what she is facing at home. As she pauses inside her tent, those closest to her, those who know her and love her best are thousands of miles away.

Her children, Tom and Kate, the centre of her universe, will still be asleep at home in Scotland, breathing evenly in their warm beds, unconscious of her. She has thought often, in the previous days of bad weather and frustration, about their tearful parting weeks before. She was home for only two weeks after her triumphant return from Everest and much of that fortnight was given over to media interviews and meetings. At night she has cried in her tent with her longing to be home. She can see their faces, wonders how they will have grown or changed; wonders how they will be with her when she returns. The end of the expedition is near. When she comes down the mountain, she will be coming down to them. She will be putting them to bed herself in only two weeks.

In the cold tent she thinks about her husband. Her marriage has stuttered and she has agonized over whether and how she should finish it. The tension is there with her at K2 base camp, in the strained letters and faxes she has sent and received from home. Piled on top of this emotional confusion is her fear about money. She is here because she thinks she has to be, trying to climb for her living, trying to do something that will secure the new future she is planning for herself and her children. She thinks about the freedom she felt as a young climber. All these things have whirled round her mind as she sat killing time beneath the mountain for day after day, waiting for her life to start again.

Beyond the thin nylon skin of her tent, the mass of K2 soars 11,000 feet above the glacier, a huge bulk of snow, ice and rock reaching into space. She has already climbed all but the last 2,000, so the first part of her journey to the summit will be on familiar ground. It should take her three or four days to the top and another two to come down and start on the long trail home. Less than a week. Still, she can’t escape a tightening in her stomach as she contemplates the final unknown section.

In Britain she tried to shrug off K2’s reputation. Now she has plenty of first-hand experience, knows how quickly the weather can change and how bad it can be on the world’s second-highest mountain. Climbers coming down have been trapped by bad weather, forced to linger in the too-thin air, growing weaker, the life slowly fading from them. She knows that only four women have reached the summit and two of them died trying to get back down. The ascent looms over her, nagging at her consciousness. Nothing can progress until she has finished with this examination she has set herself. After that she can turn to the rest of her life.

Spread around her tent are things from home. Face creams to protect her skin from the strong sunlight, notes she has faxed to her children. They are the links with her other life that has dragged at her heels in the long weeks on the stony glacier, her mood lifting and falling along with the capricious weather. Each time she has gone on the mountain Alison has felt she was closer to going home; each time she has come back unsuccessful she has felt the urge to throw it all up and go back to her children. But there are people at home who expect her to do well. She expects herself to do well. When will she have this chance again? She looks around the tent one last time. When she comes back it will all seem different. Then she zips the door shut, and goes out into the darkness of the early morning to climb the mountain.
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CHAPTER 1

Before the Fall

The life of Alison Hargreaves began in the early hours of 17 February 1962. The day before, as her mother felt the first signs of labour, a violent storm shook and rattled the house Alison was born in. The roof of the garden shed was torn off by the wind, wood splintering from nail, and then hurled down the garden to smash the kitchen window and litter the worktops and an open cutlery drawer with broken glass.

The world Alison entered was a brand-new brick estate in Mickleover, a suburb of Derby, the old railway manufacturing centre at the point where the English Midlands come to an end and the North begins. Her mother, Joyce, had given up her job as a maths teacher twenty-one months earlier, when she gave birth to her first daughter, Susan. She remembers the place as a “rabbit warren,” filled with young families. Alison’s father, John, worked on developing mathematical techniques for computing for British Rail Research, part of the state-owned railway network.

Alison was a contented baby and was soon sleeping through the night. She was lively and eager to please. By the time she was three, she would try to help her mother with washing or cleaning the floor. She was also strong-willed, and if she failed to get her way, would sometimes hold her breath until it seemed she would burst. Joyce’s niece, Daphne, remembers Alison’s determination very clearly. Twelve years younger than Alison’s mother and twelve years older than Susan, Daphne often came to visit in the school holidays. “Alison could throw the most amazing tantrums I’ve ever seen. If she wanted an ice cream, there was nothing, absolutely nothing you could do except buy her that ice cream.” Once, when Alison was still very small, her mother discovered the child had ripped her new anorak. She had been out in the garden, climbing.

Joyce sometimes found full-time mothering tedious. Her intellect, she felt, was beginning to wither away. Only when all her three children were at school — Alison’s only brother, Richard, was born in 1965 — did she return to paid employment, eventually becoming deputy headmistress of a girls’ high school. John, meanwhile, was making advances in computing. Occasionally, he took Alison to see his laboratory. Holding his hand, her eyes wide with wonder, she watched the Elliott 402F machine, an assembly of glowing valves and cooling fans more than twenty feet long, hum and whirr its way through the complex calculations required to work out railway timetables and the strength of bridges and viaducts.

John and Joyce had met as students at Oxford University, where both read mathematics. Each had been brought up in the North of England: John in Preston, then a thriving textile town in Lancashire, and Joyce, the daughter of a tailor, in Ripon, Yorkshire. Unlike most of their Oxford contemporaries who were beneficiaries of élite private education, they had been educated at state grammar schools, and both were of the first generation of their respective families to go to university. They were dating by the end of their first term, and soon discovered a shared passion for the outdoors. As students, they made frequent walking and cycling trips together. After graduation, while Joyce took a teaching job in Bedford, they continued to see each other most weekends. At first, John was working for a firm in Cheltenham, and they would meet somewhere halfway between their respective digs, after train journeys of formidable complexity. They were married in the Methodist chapel at Ripon, where Joyce’s father ran the choir, on 15 August 1959. British Rail had already offered John a job in Derby. Mickleover beckoned.

It soon became apparent that the love of the hills which had drawn the Hargreaves together had been inherited by their young family. From Alison’s early childhood, the family’s happiest times were spent high on the fells and mountains.

In 1970, when Alison was eight, John took his daughters up Snowdon, the craggy peak which is the highest point in Wales. John, whose knowledge of navigation was not as good as it later became, had planned to make the ascent by the easy Pyg track. Susan was wearing her first proper pair of walking boots, while Alison was in rubber Wellingtons.

When mist unexpectedly shrouded the mountain, John and the girls lost their route and found themselves on the Crib Goch, a rocky knife-edged ridge with a steep drop on either side. Both children revelled in the exposure, scrambling happily over the rough volcanic rocks. A year later Alison climbed Ben Nevis, Britain’s highest summit, a gruelling, boulder-strewn slog from sea level to 4,406 feet. She skipped ahead, leaving the family behind, dancing up the track with effortless agility.

John loved all his children, but there was a special quality to his relationship with Alison. Before Oxford, he had been drafted to do his national service in the Royal Navy. He disliked military discipline, and later turned down a well-paid research job with the Admiralty when he received a letter telling him to “report for duty,” a phrase which made him recoil with unhappy memories. In Alison’s mischievous, testing laughter, and in her formidable determination, he recognized a kindred spirit. He understood the joy she felt in the freedom of the hills, and shared it too.

In the autumn of 1971 the family left Mickleover for a detached house in Belper, in the Derwent valley north of Derby. At the bottom of the road the river surged across a weir, past the red-brick walls of the old Strutt cotton mill, a looming monument of the industrial revolution. The house was set on a hill, and immediately beyond lay the southern margins of the Peak District National Park. Despite being sandwiched between the industrial cities of Derby, Manchester and Sheffield, the open moors and deep-cut valleys of this upland tract have retained their grandeur and remoteness, punctuated by dozens of rocky crags where climbers have been active for more than a century. The first were a few miles from Alison’s home: rough gritstone towers on the hilltops; gleaming river-cut limestone along the dales. On alternate Sundays John Hargreaves worked as a volunteer ranger on the High Peak Trail, an activity which led him to try rock-climbing. He never pursued it with the single-minded obsession required to climb the hardest routes, but he enjoyed the sport, delighting in the problems posed by difficult moves — the physical counterpart to the intellectual conundrums he solved at work. Often the children came to watch and, eventually, to join in.

John and Joyce Hargreaves were not demonstrative of the love they felt for their children. Their own childhoods had been emotionally austere. John’s mother died when he was five, leaving him with few memories, although her death may explain his recurrent stutter. Joyce remembers her own mother as a cold, determined woman, who liked to get her own way. As adults, they set high standards, and their children were expected to achieve. Alison — lively, confident, hardworking and intelligent — seemed unlikely to disappoint. In Belper, after Long Row primary school, she joined Strutt’s middle school, which took children up to the age of thirteen. At the end of her first term there, she was judged top of her class. She rarely got less than full marks when set a test, especially in mathematics. She won a series of awards in the Girl Guides, and helped start a school magazine. She was learning the tenor horn, which she played in local bands, and also the piano; she was in the school netball team.

From the beginning of 1973, the year she turned eleven, Alison began keeping a daily diary, a habit she maintained with few interruptions for the rest of her life. Her father had done the same thing for many years. Most days, she filled the best part of a page with her neat, round hand. Usually she would simply describe the minutiae of the day: her lessons and her interactions with her friends. As she grew older, her journal’s factual tenor changed very little. She had the habit of making lists, especially if she felt a sense of achievement, in a long walk for example, when she would write down each place on the route, or later, in a tally of rock climbs, recording every route accomplished, no matter how insignificant. She loved food and recorded her diet with meticulous enthusiasm, detailing the menu at every meal and commenting on how much she’d enjoyed each dish. Often she failed to write her journal every day, and would catch up at the end of a week, a method which only encouraged the diary’s general literary blandness. Occasionally, however, she would start to write on a day when she could barely contain the passionate feelings she usually kept concealed, and then her true preoccupations would erupt on to the page.

‘I loved our childhood,” Alison’s sister, Susan, says. “Our parents made sure we were never couch potatoes. We were always doing things.” Poor weather was no excuse: sun, rain or snow, the outings continued. One freezing day during April 1975 the family were in Wales. “All set off up Snowdon, very snowy,” Alison wrote in her diary. “It was blowing hard so just Dad and me went up a knife-edged ridge in snow to top. Everything covered with ice like coral.”

That May Alison did her first roped rock-climb. She was thirteen. The family drove out to the western edge of the Peak District to the Roaches, a sprawling complex of brown gritstone buttresses close to the Staffordshire town of Leek. From the road, the cliffs look like a mountain range in miniature, their precipices and overhangs dominating the flat country beyond. They walked up through the trees beneath the cliffs, the smell of new bracken growth filling Alison’s head, before they broke out of the woods on to the path to the foot of the crag and the long view over Staffordshire. She learned how to uncoil the rope, running it through her fingers, and to tie an end securely round her waist, using a knot known to climbers and sailors alike as a bowline. With the family were John’s outdoor friends and one of them tied the other end of the rope to his climbing harness, before starting to climb, moving nimbly up the forty-foot buttress. At the top he “belayed,” fastening the rope securely to an outcropping flake, and pulled up the slack. At last the rope came tight, and heart racing, Alison began to follow him. Should she fall, her father had promised, the rope would stop her immediately. But as she took her first, faltering steps into the vertical world she felt vulnerable. What if the rope should snap or slip? Her leader grinned down from the top of the cliff and offered words of encouragement. Breathing more easily, she started to relax.

As the day went on Alison began to learn the different ways of moving on rock. Like most climbing beginners, she had a tendency to clutch at the handholds, to hang from her arms, so rapidly losing strength. The crucial principle, it was readily apparent, was to use and rely on her legs: to work out how to shift her weight across the footholds in the rock, to develop confidence so that on even the tiniest ripples, her feet would stick. As she climbed, the growing distance from the ground snapped at her heels, making her increasingly nervous the higher she got. But desire was overcoming her instinctive caution. Each time she finished a climb, clambering over the edge of the crag to join her partner on the heathery moor above, she felt a deep-seated, physical sense of happiness, an idea of some anxiety within her being stilled.

The summer of 1975 was long and hot. The moorland bogs dried out, becoming brittle underfoot, while the rocks radiated heat. Smitten by climbing, Alison begged her father to take her out again. He was charmed by her enthusiasm, and almost every weekend he and his friends tried to sate her appetite, introducing her to many of the local crags. Alison had a natural ability, and soon discovered that the more she climbed, the harder the climb would need to be for her to attain that profound satisfaction she had experienced on her very first day. Like her father, she loved the way climbing combined a physical challenge, the excitement of pulling on holds high above the ground, with the intelligence necessary to solve the problem of which holds to use and how to make progress. Each new sheet of rock, however difficult it looked from the bottom, had a sequence of moves programmed into its surface, which if read correctly would unlock a kind of choreography, a way of climbing which felt not like a struggle but a glorious, floating dance. Making swift progress, Alison learned that the keys were grace and patience, rather than strength and adrenalin. She developed the climber’s habit of looking at cliffs not as blank and looming masses, but as assemblages of possibility, teeming with lines of cracks and holds which begged to be explored. A few weeks after her first rock-climb, Alison kissed a boy for the first time. Unlike her climbing, the event was recorded in her diary without detail or comment.

The national park on her doorstep brimmed with crags, little ragged lines on the one-inch-to-a-mile Ordnance Survey maps which Alison pored over each evening. Up the valley from Belper were Cromford Black Rocks, weathered boulders and outcrops of abrasive gritstone. Alison learned that in order to climb on gritstone, she would have to acquire the confidence to stand with her toes on rounded edges which felt strange and insecure. The handholds weren’t like the rungs of a ladder, one after the other and just above her head. Here was a flake aligned vertically, which she had to pull on sideways, her feet braced in opposition, here a rough-sided crack, where she learned to insert her hands and jam them by making a fist. On the limestone cliffs in the bed of the Derwent valley, the holds and pockets in the rock were sharp and comfortingly secure, more likely to be what climbers call “jughandles,” or “jugs” for short. But limestone cliffs are steeper, rarely less than vertical, and sometimes overhanging. Alison needed greater physical strength to climb them. Even within the same rock type, there were subtle geological differences, giving each crag its own particular character, dictating the required technique. Some cliffs had loose rock and she needed to be wary; others were as solid and dependable as old friends.

In northern England in the mid-1970s, rock-climbing was not widely considered a suitable sport for girls, and from the beginning, Alison’s gender made her a novelty, prompting attention. She noticed experienced climbers nudging each other, nodding their heads at this young bright-eyed teenager, with her shock of honey-coloured hair, who levered her way across overhangs and padded her feet up fine-grained slabs. She did not mind the attention. Climbing, she thought, could open up a world that seemed brighter and more independent than that of her peers.

In October 1975 Doug Scott and Dougal Haston, members of an expedition led by Chris Bonington, made the first ascent of the south-west face of Everest, solving a mountaineering problem which had defeated several expeditions over the preceding five years. The achievement captured the imagination of the international news media, and it had an overwhelming impact on budding young climbers like Alison Hargreaves. The siege of the south-west face had become a public saga, its protagonists mythical heroes whose status was only enhanced by the tragic disappearance of Mick Burke on the way down from the summit. Other girls worshipped pop stars. The only posters on Alison’s bedroom walls, even then, were of mountains and mountaineers.

Years of Methodist Sunday school, and of Joyce’s teaching at home, had left their mark, and recording the climb in her diary, Alison asked God to bless the Everest team. Often her diary included little prayers, usually for her family’s wellbeing, but despite this coy piety, she seethed with the normal ration of adolescent hormones, developing a series of unrequited crushes on boys at school. Sometimes she prayed for the courage to speak to one of the objects of her affection, or asked Him whether her feelings were reciprocated.

Belper is a very traditional northern English town of 60,000 people. Almost entirely white, its population includes hundreds of extended families who have lived there for generations, since its textile trade first boomed in the nineteenth century. Its only large buildings are its mills, blunt structures of glass and brick, nestling in the valley bottom where the power of the Derwent was tapped to drive their looms. Most of them have other uses now, artefacts of an industrial past, but they remain the town’s physical focus. The rest of Belper slopes down the hillside towards them, a high street of little shops, rows of red-brick workers’ terraces and on the outskirts, postwar estates and avenues of detached houses like the Hargreaves’ own, where the countryside ends abruptly amid carefully tended gardens. People know each other’s business without inquiring, and they tend to social and political conservatism. After an interlude in the 1960s, when the town’s MP was the alcoholic and self-destructive Labour Cabinet minister, George Brown, Belper sent Tories to Parliament with comfortable majorities.

However, in the early 1970s, the town acquired a new and far from conservative school. Belper High School’s head, Michael Tucker, was an atheist, influenced by the free school movement founded by the radical 1930s educationist, A. S. Neil. Under Tucker’s leadership, school assemblies were omitted and rules set down by consensus, while he asked the teachers to get their students to address them by their first names. Most of the staff were young, still fresh from college. There was no school uniform. Tucker believed in developing every aspect of a child’s potential and in the importance of the self-reliance to be derived from the great outdoors. The school treated climbing, canoeing and caving as an intrinsic part of the curriculum, with time to pursue them built into the timetable. For Alison, who started there in September 1975, it was paradise.

Two teachers responsible for outdoor pursuits, Hilary Collins and Pete Clarke, became important influences on Alison’s development. No pupil could have been more enthusiastic. “She already had a strong interest from her parents,” Clarke recalls, “she knew her own mind from an early age. She would gather all her resources if she wanted something, put in a hundred per cent, and then a bit more if necessary.” At weekends and school holidays Collins and Clarke drove groups of children to the hills of Snowdonia or the Lake District, to stay in hostels or climbing huts and to walk the fells or tackle longer rock-climbs. In term time there were orienteering and overnight bivouacs in sleeping-bags on the tops of Peak District fells. Every week, one schoolday afternoon was spent rock-climbing, exploring the area’s limestone caves, or canoeing the Derwent rapids.

The week before Christmas 1975 the school booked a hostel in Snowdonia, where Pete Clarke led Alison and four other students on an unseasonal attempt on a climb known as Grooved Arete, on the east face of Tryfan, one of the area’s biggest hills, a comb of volcanic rhyolite which dominates the surrounding moorland. With a little imagination, Tryfan’s east face, as it hoves into view along the main A5 trunk road from Holyhead to London, looks a bit like the Matterhorn. Compared to the little crags of the Peak District, rarely as much as a hundred feet high, this was full-blown mountaineering. Grooved Arete requires nearly 600 feet of roped climbing, and once a climber begins to ascend its looming towers and slabs, there are no easy ways down, no easy escape routes to the summit by sneaking off to one side. It has nine separate sections, or “pitches,” between ledges, each one as long as an entire Peak District rock-climb. Pete led the way up each pitch, then the students followed one by one, as he took in the rope. Not far from the top is a series of delicate steps across and then up a smooth sheet of rock, a sequence of moves so well known that they have their own name, the Knight’s Move Slab. The angle is not very steep, but the holds are small and polished to a dull sheen by the passage of thousands of climbers since the route was done for the first time in 1911. Even with the security of a rope above them, beginners find it frightening because the pitch involves a horizontal section, a “traverse.” If the second fell it would mean swinging across the slab in a pendulum, a jolting, skin-scraping slide above a long drop, before being held on the rope.

It was December, and the daylight hours were short. By the time Alison and the other children had teetered their way across, it was beginning to get dark. For a moment, Clarke considered trying to fight their way to the top by torchlight. A glance at the rocks above convinced him otherwise; they were dark and dripping, covered with slime from a weeping line of cracks that drain the mountain’s summit slopes of rainfall. He was forced to organize an epic retreat.

Clarke had taught the children to abseil in the safety of the Belper High School gym. Now they were forced to remember their technique on a wild Welsh mountainside, on a black winter night. At the top of each pitch, Clarke doubled the rope and fixed it to a spike of rock. Once each pupil reached the safety of the ledge below, he pulled one end of the doubled rope, so the spike above acted as a pulley. In this way, he was able to retrieve the rope and use it again on the pitch below. In the darkness, with the wind rising, it was a nerve-wracking process. The ledges were small, and as the children descended one by one and huddled at the bottom of each abseil, Clarke had to make sure they were secure and didn’t plummet into the black void below. It was a dramatic introduction to a technique Alison would use years later to descend great mountains in the Alps and Himalaya. Little by little, the party came down safely, not reaching the road until nearly 9 p.m. By then, Hilary Collins had put the mountain rescue team on alert.

Alison enjoyed every minute of what others might have found a daunting experience. As she told her friend Bev England, she loved the feeling of controlling danger, of being tested and staying calm. “Abseiled 1,000 feet then walked down in dark for 8.40 p.m.!” she wrote in her diary, as if this was the most normal thing in the world. The following day, while the other children rested, she insisted her teachers take her climbing again.

Meanwhile, she was beginning to immerse herself in the canon of mountain literature. One book which made a deep impression was The White Spider, Heinrich Harrer’s account of how he and three companions made the first ascent of the north face of the Eiger in 1938. Their success was preceded by a long saga of failure and tragedy, which made the mountain internationally notorious, and Harrer omits few details — the deaths of Sedlmayer and Mehringer, who froze to the mountain on a ledge known for ever after as Death Bivouac; the grisly end of a party of four caught in a storm in 1936, the last of whom expired less than three feet from the grasp of his would-be rescuers, unable to move as he dangled, frostbitten and exhausted, from a frozen rope. Alison read the book in her bedroom, late into the night, inspired by the eventual triumph, not repelled by the horror of its cost. Like thousands of embryonic mountaineers before her, she imagined herself picking her way up the icefields to Death Bivouac, daring to overcome her doubts and break through the north wall’s gloom on to the summit snows above.

Early in the new year, 1976, she went to a lecture by Doug Scott, one of the 1975 Everest south-west face summiteers. After a long, arduous climb from the last camp on the face, Scott and Dougal Haston reached the highest point on earth moments before sunset. Their way down was too difficult to attempt in darkness, and they were faced with an unplanned bivouac at 29,000 feet, in the penetrating cold of the Himalayan autumn. After digging a snow cave on the mountain’s south summit, they avoided frostbite by placing their feet inside their clothing on each other’s stomachs; and suffered altitude-induced hallucinations. It is one of the great survival stories in climbing history. Again, Alison was inspired. “Dear God, it all seemed too wonderful,” she wrote in her diary. “I would really like to go, but know my chances are one in a million.” Climbing was rapidly coming to dominate her inner life. By the beginning of February, she was drawing her rock-climbing boots as a still life in the school art class.

Her interest in climbing did not completely subsume her attraction to boys. Throughout this period Alison had a powerful crush on a fellow pupil, Rob Hutton. She reflected deeply over any conversation they had, discussing him endlessly with Bev England, and suffering agonies when he seemed to be interested in someone else. She posted him a Valentine’s card, then panicked in case it offended him. She dwelled on the relationship with the same intensity she gave to climbing and all the serious commitment of youth. On Valentine’s Day another student, Sharon Gregory, had a party, and Alison tried to work up courage to approach Rob by drinking a Martini and two glasses of cider. Finally, he came over to talk. Just for once, the subject of his conversation left her disappointed — not romance but rock-climbing. In something close to despair, Alison wrote: “Rob may not love me, but I know God does, and he knows what is best for me. I still have the mountains to love, and somewhere a boy to love.”

At the beginning of April 1976 the Hargreaves’ cheerful equilibrium was suddenly disturbed. Susan, an accomplished musician, had come home after a viola exam. She kept dropping things, and seemed to have lost all strength in her hands. The following morning she could not move one arm; within another couple of days she had lost the use of a leg, and her speech was slurred. At first the doctors were uncertain what was wrong. Susan — nearly sixteen — spent four weeks in the Derbyshire Royal Infirmary, being tested for a range of infections and nervous disorders, including a possible brain tumour. Her symptoms eased quite quickly, and when she was allowed to go home, she was overjoyed. But as Sue recalls, “My parents were obviously less happy. They told me a day or two after getting home: I had multiple sclerosis, and might relapse at any time.”

Alison seemed to have had little awareness of the potential seriousness of her sister’s condition. She visited her in hospital only a few times, and carried on with her busy climbing and social life. Her diary shows no trace of introspection, no intimation of her sister’s sudden confrontation with mortality. Susan, however, was left in no doubt: “I was devastated, distraught. All my dreams had gone out of the window. I thought it was the end of my life.” As the years passed, Susan was to suffer periodic relapses but at the time of writing in 1999, the disease remains at bay. Susan was able to graduate from Oxford and Lancaster universities and pursue a successful career. She is now the mother of two children, the younger named after her sister, and Susan’s health is usually good.

Her illness led to a definite, albeit temporary, cooling of her relationship with Alison. She could not help feeling slightly let down. Perhaps Alison’s lack of support at this critical period in Susan’s life can be explained by her youth; she was still only fourteen. Yet in the minds of the rest of her family, there was a sense of unease, that her interest in climbing was turning into a kind of monomania.

While Joyce had stayed at home to look after her children, money had been relatively tight. Now, however, she was back at work, and John’s career with British Rail was thriving. For the first time the Hargreaves had spare disposable income and they chose to spend it on trips to the mountains. That August the family went on holiday to the Austrian Alps. For Alison, the first sight of mountains on a scale to dwarf anything in Britain was a moment of revelation. They were travelling by train, and as they entered Austria from Switzerland, sparkling peaks more than 11,000 feet high, dusted with recent snow, loomed above the tracks. The train went through a valley with soaring pinnacles and 2,000-foot rock faces, and Alison told her diary: “It was marvellous.” At Innsbruck, where they changed trains, she glimpsed real Alpinists, men with crampons and ice axes on their rucksacks. It wasn’t only the mountains. Everything thrilled her, even the continental quilts in the hotels, an exotic contrast to the sheets and blankets she was used to at home. Each night she faithfully recorded what she ate for dinner.

One day Alison and her family walked up to a mountain refuge where John mixed his beer with her lemon to make shandy. Then she and her father went on alone, reaching 7,000 feet and more. Alison was thrilled as they gazed across the seemingly endless mountains. Then they made the long descent back to the valley and a delicious supper of ham, potatoes and grapes: “It was absolutely gorgeous.” On some days the family visited local railways where steam was still in use. Alison preferred hikes in the mountains, long scrambles along the ridgetops and the sight of climbers tackling faces harder and higher than any she had seen. Once they were caught in a sudden downpour. As the thunder rumbled around them, she rolled up her trousers and rolled down her socks and continued in a state of sodden ecstasy.

When the time came to board the sleeper train home, Alison didn’t want to leave. Nineteen years later, speaking to the New Zealand climber Matt Comeskey, in an interview conducted at K2 base camp, she recalled her reactions as the train pulled out from Innsbruck: “I rolled up the couchette blind … and peered out and there were these fantastic, mega limestone rocky walls, and I just burst into tears. I felt that was home, and I wanted to stay there.” The morning after departure Alison woke up in northern France. “It was, I thought, a very boring country,” she told her diary. “No hills.”

The end of that summer seemed to her family to mark the end of Alison’s childhood. She was fourteen and, like most adolescents, striving to create her own identity, a process which created frequent conflicts with her parents. Obsessed as she was with climbing, it was climbing which became the focus for their increasingly frequent rows. Alison’s parents feared she was beginning to neglect her schoolwork. In some subjects she was still at the top of her class but it was climbing, not scholarship, that dominated her thoughts and dreams. If she was not out on the crags, she was planning the next trip, attending climbing lectures, or reading climbing books and magazines.

The worst arguments were with her father, as if their very closeness made the emergence of conflict between them harder to bear. After a row, Alison tended to go to her room and shut the door, making it harder to resolve the frustration. Innately stubborn, she would not let them see a sign of weakness; only her diary knew that sometimes she lay awake into the small hours, weeping with both sadness and frustration. “To the rest of us, it seemed as if she were starting to withdraw from the family,” Susan says. “She would shut herself in her room for hours at a time. We all felt hurt.”

One source of trouble was an invitation, posted on the school noticeboard, to apply for a Derbyshire schools’ expedition to the mountains of Norway in 1977. Alison and Bev England both wanted to go, and so did Susan. But the risk, for a sufferer from multiple sclerosis, of spending several weeks in strenuous activity remote from hospitals was too great. For weeks Alison badgered her parents to let her go, arguing that while it might not be fair on her sister, Susan would not mind. Finally they agreed, and at the beginning of December, Alison and Bev learned they had been chosen. Susan very much did mind. She was, Alison recorded, “very upset.”

The strength of Alison’s passion is common to many young rock-climbers. Almost by definition, climbing is an obsessive activity. At the most basic level the euphoria experienced on overcoming a difficult route is physically addictive, and the sense of well-being and achievement at the end of a great day on the crags or mountains is impossible to replicate by other means. At the same time, to climb well requires regular outings. To climb infrequently, almost invariably, is to climb clumsily, badly, and in a state of apprehension.

It is hardly surprising that experience as intense as this has created its own seductive subculture. When climbers aren’t on the rock-face, they love to talk about it, to show off, to establish hierarchies of skill, to share and relive the simple joy of climbing. They mark their territory in pubs and cafés, and learn to recognize each other at a glance and then to sink rapidly into their private world’s argot. Like fighter-pilots after a sortie, they discuss and relive the intensity of hard moves and difficult routes, often demonstrating them graphically with apparently bizarre arm movements. Other people, uninitiated into these mysteries, may wonder and disapprove. What could be less responsible or less productive a way of consuming precious energy? Secretly, the young climber thrives on this censure. In the late 1970s, before climbing’s potential was noticed by the glossy style magazines and big business, its exponents liked to think themselves radicals, outlaws, anarchists, who had chosen to reject the shackles of bourgeois mediocrity.

For a rock climber, the crags of the Peak District, seldom more than a hundred feet high, offer an opportunity for exploration as satisfying as the conquest of an unclimbed peak is to a mountaineer. The region’s pioneers, the first rock climbers who emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century, were happy to find the easiest ways to the top of each cliff, scrambling up deep gullies or easy-angled slabs. Soon, however, they and their successors realized that every cliff held numerous possibilities, alternative, more difficult routes on parts of the cliff that were steeper. Over the years, these new routes were spotted, climbed and named, and then recorded in guidebooks for others to follow. Gradually, the new climbs being done became harder and more challenging, with each generation taking a fresh look at what was left.

Alison’s teenage years in the 1970s were a period when exploration of this kind was unusually active. Climbers had begun to train in gyms and on the first indoor climbing walls, maintaining their fitness when the weather was poor and developing the strength in their fingers to pull themselves up on tiny holds on long sections of overhanging rock. In the hierarchy of climbing, there is no way of establishing superiority more conclusively than to climb a hard new route, and on the walls of the Peak District, new climbs were being made almost every week, of a level of difficulty which bettered anything managed by previous generations.

Some of Alison’s heroes, those who had reached the top of big mountains in the Himalaya, were also well known to the non-climbing public. At the same time, she worshipped the new rock athletes, whose exploits were less widely publicized. Their new routes were chronicled in the specialist magazines which Alison devoured each month — not just their climbs, but their social lives, too. When Ron Fawcett, then Britain’s best rock-climber, announced his engagement, Alison read about it as a news story in Climber and Rambler. But there was also an intimate accessibility to rock-climbing. She could see these men — and they were all men — in action whenever she liked on the cliffs near her house. She could visit the places of their triumphs, touch the holds they had used, and try to work out the first few moves. “We were in total awe of people like Ron,” Bev England recalls. “Yet at the same time, we felt we were on the fringes of the same scene.”

It was not so much a café society as a greasy spoon society. Climbers would hang out in transport caffs like the Lover’s Leap in Stoney Middleton, a village in the heart of the Peak District. When it was raining at a weekend, the grim, narrow room would be packed with climbers drinking pint mugs of tea, telling each other about their latest climbs or craning their necks to see who was the big name queuing at the counter for a bacon sandwich. During the week, a hard core, dressed in weathered down jackets or well-worn pile sweaters would eke out their dole money, rolling match-thin cigarettes and talking, always about climbing. At night the climbers would wander down the street to pubs like the Moon where they switched from tea to beer but kept up the same topics of conversation: extreme deeds and wild behaviour. It was a male, hierarchical and unforgiving world, but an anarchic and exciting one as well, where the strictures of society were relaxed to the point of abandonment.

In London fashions this was the era of punk rock, when new designers like Vivienne Westwood were attracting international attention with their radical approach. Alison and Bev, however, had no interest in the look which was being paraded on Chelsea’s King’s Road. The objects of their deepest desire were the new Javelin fibre-pile jackets, cosy, rather shapeless zip-up garments made of a revolutionary artificial fabric, which in the climbing subculture were suddenly de rigueur. “To own one was a statement that you were a climber,” says Bev. The firm’s production was not up to the demand, and for weeks, Alison and Bev vied to be first in getting one. With local shops out of stock, Bev even went to London for the day scouring the capital’s outdoor shops, but returned empty-handed. The prize fell to Alison but when her friend got hers a few weeks later, Alison was dismayed to find that her own was already showing signs of wear. Even worse, the all-important Javelin trademark began to peel away from both girls’ garments. Ever resourceful, they stuck them back with Superglue. Their fastidiousness was in contrast to most young climbers growing up in the Peak District, who considered keeping tidy or clean as intolerably middle class.

But then most young climbers attracted to the sport at the end of the 1970s weren’t female. Some women went climbing with their boyfriends, but Alison and Bev weren’t interested in being led around by men. They often climbed together, and from the beginning the phenomenon of two girls sharing a rope attracted attention. One day they hitched a lift to a gritstone cliff above the village of Hathersage, Stanage Edge. To their delight, the driver who stopped turned out to be Paul Nunn, a famous veteran of the Himalaya.fn1 “It’s great to see two lasses climbing together,” he said. “Keep it up.” They should consider climbing in the Alps, he added; their obvious ability meant there were many routes they might reasonably consider tackling. Until then, Bev says, it had not occurred to them that their gender made them unusual; there was little, if anything, to distinguish the motives impelling her and Alison from those which drove their male contemporaries.

In the summer of 1977, after weeks of preparation, with long training hikes carrying heavy rucksacks, Alison and Bev went as planned to Norway. The party, drawn from schools all over Derbyshire, sailed from Newcastle to Stavanger, then took the train up the rugged coast. Their base camp was in the Rajo national park inside the Arctic Circle, and within a few days they had established a remote advance camp on a glacier, beneath vast sweeps of granite. Alison had been thrilled by her family holiday to Austria the previous summer. But here, there were no mountain restaurants, hotels or continental quilts. They lived under canvas, on freeze-dried rations cooked on Primus stoves at the end of each exhausting day. It was Alison’s first taste of wilderness, and soon she was revelling in the emptiness and isolation, bathing in freezing glacial lakes and basking under the midnight sun. Alison and Bev found a supply of fresh food in trout from the lakes, a welcome addition to the monotonous dried rations.

Nominally, the expedition was supposed to be measuring glacial recession, recording the weather and looking for ancient Lap settlements. Its main effect, as far as Alison was concerned, was to reinforce her love of mountains still further. The only drawback were the clouds of ferocious mosquitoes. Alison brought home several, sellotaped into her journal, stained with their diet of human blood. The expedition ended with a hike from advance camp down to a mighty fjord. “For fifteen-year-olds,” says Bev, “it was an overwhelming experience.” Two days after getting home on 9 August, Alison was chosen to talk about the trip for an interview on Radio Derby. The following afternoon she was back on the crags, climbing with Pete Clarke at Black Rocks — a far cry from the mountains of northern Norway, but the object of as much enthusiasm as ever.

She was beginning to feel grown-up, and sometimes in her diary would refer to herself in the third person, as “a woman.” Indeed, at fifteen, she looked very much as she would as an adult. Her great strength was concentrated in a slim, boyish frame. Like many good climbers, she was far from tall at five feet four inches. Her hair, with its natural wave, was a rich dark blonde, and her eyes were blue. But it was her warm, ready smile which drew attention, which prompted those who met her to assume that her character was open and straightforward.

After weeks in the wilderness, the parts of her life which were vexing, the pressures of school and the tension with her family, had receded into the background, and Alison felt something close to perfect happiness. It was not the last time in her life that the mountains provided an emotional escape. In a prayer in her diary written shortly after her return from Norway, she looked forward to the coming
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Chapter 1: Before the Fall


1 Paul Nunn was tragically killed six days before Alison in an accident on Haramosh II, a mountain in the same range as K2.


Chapter 8: Everest Alone


1 Mallory’s body was found in 1999.
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