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CHAPTER 1

THE

BELAY



When Pete Schoening woke up one morning in August, he knew he had a hard day’s work ahead of him. He did not realize his feats would make mountaineering history.

Schoening did not look like a hero. In summer 1953, he was a twenty-six-year-old from Seattle, Washington, who loved to climb mountains. Along with seven other Americans, he was climbing K2 in hopes of reaching its summit—a goal that no one had ever achieved. Climbers had been scaling K2 since 1902, but none had been able to reach the peak of this treacherous mountain.1 Of all the mountains in the world, K2 had already earned the reputation of being the toughest climb, and of having the worst weather. It was aptly nicknamed “the Savage Mountain.”

At first, the men climbing with Schoening had climbed quickly, taking advantage of clear skies. Then, on August 10, as they reached 25,200 feet (7,681 meters), they were caught in one of K2’s unpredictable blizzards. The men huddled inside their tents for ten days, trying to wait out the storm, stay warm, and not use up their food supplies.
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K2’s beauty and majesty draw climbers from all over the world, but hidden beneath the mountain’s splendor is incredible danger.
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The seven men who climbed aboard the plane in 1953 had no idea of the challenge waiting ahead on K2. From left to right, on tarmac: Bill White (expedition agent), Art Gilkey, and Bob Craig; on stairs: George Bell, Pete Schoening, Dee Molenaar, and Charles Houston. (Robert Bates and Tony Streather were awaiting the team in Pakistan.)


Disaster

A bad situation turned much worse when climber Art Gilkey developed a blood clot in his leg.2 Though never verified, it is suspected the clot then moved to his lungs, resulting in a pulmonary embolism that restricted his blood flow. It became it impossible for him to walk—or climb. The men knew they had no choice. They had to get Gilkey back down to base camp, which was 9,000 feet (2,743 meters) below. It was his only chance for survival.

Going down K2 is more difficult than going up it. Going down in a blizzard with an injured man would be nearly impossible. Every climber on the team knew this, but they felt they had no choice. They were in this together, and if one man was in trouble, it was up to the rest to rescue him. Charles Houston and Robert Bates, who had been part of the team, recounted in their book K2: The Savage Mountain that the bonds between the men had become so strong that none of them even thought of leaving Gilkey and saving themselves. As they prepared to descend, according to Houston, “Little was spoken. Each of us realized that he was beginning the most dangerous day’s work of his lifetime.”4

The next few hours were worse than the climbers could have imagined. The men struggled to move Gilkey down the slippery mountain. Wrapped in a sleeping bag and tent and lashed to a makeshift stretcher, Gilkey did his best to shout encouragement to his teammates. He knew what impossible odds they were all facing.

The men wore every piece of clothing they had brought, but they were still crippled by the bitter cold. Icicles clung to their beards, mustaches, and eyebrows as they worked to belay Gilkey, lowering him by rope, over sharp ledges and icy slopes. At one point, their ropes caused a mini-avalanche, covering the men in snow before it thundered by.5
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Pete Schoening


A Hero’s Moment

For hours, the men worked to get Gilkey down the mountain. Their fingers were so numb inside their gloves that it was becoming increasingly difficult to handle equipment. Their feet had lost almost all feeling. Their snow goggles kept icing over, so they had to lift them to see clearly.

Finally, the men were faced with a slope of ice too hard for their axes to chip, and at such a steep angle, there was no way to climb down it. Their plan was to swing Gilkey’s stretcher across to a safe ledge where everyone could rest for a moment.

Suddenly, climber George Bell lost his footing. He began to slide. As he careened down the ice, his rope tangled with the ropes of his teammates. Like a doomed row of dominoes, each man was pulled down, one by one, over the edge. They flung out their arms, trying to grab something with their axes, but not one was able to do so.
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A 1953 drawing shows where each man was positioned when disaster struck.


Five men began plummeting toward the Earth. Years later, Houston and Bates wrote, “Only thousands of feet of empty space separated us from the glacier below. It was like falling off a slanting Empire State Building six times as high as the real one.”6

The weight of his entire team pulled on the rope wound around Pete Schoening’s waist.7 The only thing keeping him from following the rest of them over the side was the ice axe he had dug into the snow earlier. Now he clutched it with both hands, putting the weight on the head of the axe and hoping it would hold.

It did—as did Schoening’s grip. Slowly, the men below began climbing back up their ropes to solid land. Several were injured, but all were alive.

Schoening was humble about what he had done, praising luck more than anything else. Later, Bates wrote, “. . . one man had held five men who slid 150 to 300 feet down a 45-degree slope and that he had done it at nearly 25,000 feet, where the mere job of survival absorbs most of the strength of a man. Such magnificent belay work has rarely been recorded in mountaineering anywhere.”8 Today, the moment is still referred to as “The Belay.”

An Unexpected Disappearance

Knowing they would not last if they didn’t take time to rest, eat, and check their injuries, the men began putting up a tent. For a few moments, they concentrated on battling the high winds and piercing cold to get the tent anchored. It took enormous effort. As Bates and Houston wrote, “It was like working in the slipstream behind an airplane as it taxied across the snow, spraying stinging particles behind.”9

At last, it was time to pull Gilkey off the icy slope where he had been waiting for so long. When two teammates went to get him, however, they were shocked to discover the stretcher, and the axes holding it in place, were gone! Somehow, as the men had worked frantically to erect the tent, Gilkey had been swept off the ice to his death thousands of feet below. Perhaps another small avalanche had passed through where he was, or perhaps the axes had lost their grip. His remains would not be found for another forty years, but the mystery of how he fell would never be solved.

His teammates were in shock. Their night was spent in grief—and pain. One man had a deep gash on his leg and cracked ribs. Another had a concussion. All of the men had varying degrees of frostbite. It was a long night—with an even longer descent in store for them the next day.

Eventually, the men made it back to base camp. A few days later, they were home. Schoening went on to get married, have six children, and create a very successful manufacturing business. Before passing away in 2004 from cancer, he had scaled five of the seven highest mountains in the world. Fellow climber Nick Clinch describes his friend: “He had the strength of a bull and heart of a Boy Scout. His physical strength, leadership, and personality were central to his expeditions.”10 Teammate Dee Molenaar, who had been part of the 1953 K2 disaster, recalled his friend when he told The Seattle Times, “He was a prince of a human being. . . . [without him,] I’m sure we would have all gone down.”11

Once again, the summit of K2 was missed. The wicked mountain, known worldwide for its difficulty and high death toll, had beaten yet another expedition. The fight was not over, however. On July 31, 1954, Achille Compagnoni and Lino Lacedelli reached the summit as part of an Italian expedition led by Ardito Desio. It would take Americans another 24 years to do the same. with climber Jim Wickwire reaching the summit via a new route on September 6, 1978. Even today, the battle to beat the mountain continues as climbers shoulder their packs, strap on boots, and head up into the clouds in search of conquest.
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The team builds a memorial to Art Gilkey on K2 in 1953.





Remembering and Honoring

To honor the memory of Art Gilkey, as well as other climbers who have died on K2, a memorial was created in 1953 at the mountain’s base camp. It is made of gray rocks and boulders. Silver tins with

the names and dates of climbers engraved on them sparkle in the sunshine. Various trinkets and pieces of climbing equipment are stuck between the rocks. Climbers often take a moment to stop by the memorial and remember those who lost their lives in the attempt to conquer the mountain.12

In 2006, Karen Molenaar Terrell, daughter of Dee Molenaar, brought together the children and grandchildren of the men who had been on the famous K2 expedition more than 50 years earlier. Calling themselves “The Children of the Belay,” they numbered more than thirty and represented three generations. They gathered that year to celebrate the fact that, without Schoening’s heroics, none of them would have existed.13

Schoening’s axe that saved his life and the lives of his team now hangs in the Bradford Washburn American Mountaineering Museum in Golden, Colorado.14
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The memorial to Art Gilkey gives climbers a chance to appreciate the sacrifices that have come before them, and the inspiration to be extra careful when making the journey themselves.
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CHAPTER 2

THE SAVAGE

MOUNTAIN



Grab an atlas or go on the internet and look at all the mountain ranges crisscrossing the planet. Some are covered in pine trees, while others are carpeted in rich soils of brown velvet. Some mountains are blanketed in green grasses, and others are draped with countless acres of snow.

If you are looking for the tallest mountains in the world, spin the globe until you find the northern regions of Asia, near Pakistan and India. Here the Himalayas, Karakoram, Hindu Kush, and Hindu Raj all form one of the world’s most incredible mountain ranges. The region boasts hundreds of mountains that soar 20,000 feet (6,100 meters) or more up into the sky. There are 60 peaks touching 23,000 feet (7,010 meters), and five that top out at 26,000 feet (7,925 meters). Two of these—Mount Everest and K2—have been attracting mountain climbers for over a century and a half.1

The Karakoram range is about 300 miles (500 kilometers) long and is the home of huge mountains and hundreds of creeping glaciers.2 This is also where you will find K2, often referred to as the Savage Mountain. It has earned its nickname! K2 got its simple name in 1852, when a British surveyor named T. G. Montgomerie was cataloging as many of the distant peaks as he could. He chose the name K2 because it was the second peak surveyed in the Karakoram, the range in which this giant stands.3
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Some parts of K2 are fairly straightforward to climb, while others feature sharp edges




































The Dangers of High Altitude
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