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Second best

Want to be a confirmed second best? Want to be able to boast it to the world from the second highest places? If so, write today by second class email with a list of your conquests to ... 

That was how the advert in Mountain Challenge Monthly had read. The team that was being assembled would climb the second highest peaks on each of the seven continents - K2 in Asia, Ojos del Salado in South America, Mount Logan in North America, Dykh-Tau in Europe, Mount Kenya in Africa, Mount Tyree in Antarctica, and Puncak Mandala in Australia. Ironically, despite being the second highest summits in each continent, they're in some cases much trickier and more technically demanding than their higher neighbours.

That was what had appealed to Morgan Stafford - the picking up of a gauntlet that would give him bragging rights for many years to come. And while on the subject of time, the whole challenge would take several years to complete - partly because of the need to recover in between ascents and partly because of the difficulty in obtaining the relevant permissions.

As a concession to the two British organisers, the party of ten had met up in London where they went through the travel arrangements and climbing concessions which had already been negotiated or which had yet to be arranged. Given the specialised and technical nature of the climbs they were proposing to undertake, the men and women were all known to each other by reputation, if not through previous contact. It was often the way - when your life depends upon the person on the other end of the rope, that is not the time to have second thoughts about how much you can trust them. Besides which, there was only a handful of climbers in the world with sufficient experience, financial security, and time availability to undertake such an adventure.

Unfortunately the combination of constraints imposed by access, weather and seasons - especially relevant in climatically-hostile places like Antarctica - meant that a geographically logical 'Around the World in Seven Peaks' tour simply wouldn't be possible. As a result, they'd had to make their first stop Mount Logan.

Morgan and his team-mates were, of course, well used to climbing at the relatively moderate altitude which the mountain presents and Mount Logan proved to be little more difficult for them than less physically fit or experienced people might find one of the Scottish Munros. Still, besides being one of the peaks that they could then cross off their list, it also served to get them used to working with each other and it was an excellent and worthwhile exercise in team-building if nothing else.

From Mount Logan, they flew south to Mount Kenya, once again a relatively straightforward ascent. The problem with Mount Kenya is bizarrely in reaching the foot of the mountain rather than climbing up it – negotiating muddy tracks and thick bamboo forest which in the monsoon season are virtually impassable.

Third on the list was Mount Tyree in Antarctica and that's where I come in. Sorry, by the way, if you thought I was Morgan. I really had no intention of being duplicitous but I can promise that what I've told you so far I can claim to be true with a high level of certainty. I'll explain why in a moment but let me first just fill you in on the rest of the details.

As any serious climber knows, mountaineering in summer brings its own set of problems. While no-one can argue that trying to make a tricky ascent in the depth of winter is putting your life right on the line - that's if it's even possible - the summer sun is also capable of creating its own set of perils with the most lethal of all being avalanches. That's how I came to meet Morgan.

I'd been one of a small team of four climbers who, like him, were trying to complete the second-highest peaks list. We'd made good progress up the 16,000-foot mountain without any noticeable difficulties but then ... well, there's no point telling the same story twice, is there? I've all the time in the world so let's start with the most interesting bit.

After the avalanche, I ended up taking shelter in a cave on the west face. Although it wasn't the reason for being there, the cave provides a lovely view out over Mount Gardner, part of the Sentinel range and about a mile and a half from where I was.

The cave is typical, I suppose; just barely high enough to stand up on one side and no more than shoulder height on the other. The sloping roof is also supported by a single ice stalagmite which I have named 'Atlas' for obvious reasons. At the back there are large boulders which are convenient for sitting on and contemplating. They also provide some shelter for when the wind takes it upon itself to blow directly into the cave's entrance. Fortunately, apart from the boulders, the ice floor is relatively free of hazards which might otherwise cause a trip with potentially dangerous consequences given the sheer drop lying in wait nearby.

There was a ferocious blizzard going on outside so I was sitting there minding my own business and contemplating how I was going to ever get found when in blunders Morgan, half frozen to death and looking much the worse for wear.

"Who ... are ... you?" he asked, immediately collapsing in a heap. His breath came in short pants and his clothes were caked in snow.

"I live here," I said jokingly. What do you say to a fellow climber sheltering from the elements when you're thrown together like that at a smidgen under 12,000 feet? "Welcome to my home," I laughed. "Seriously," I continued when I realised that he wasn't appreciating my rather unexercised sense of humour, "my name is Andre. What about you?"

 "My ... name ... is ... Morgan," he gasped, taking off his orange-tinted goggles and dropping them on the cave floor. On his cheeks, I could see the tell-tale maroon blotches that indicate frostbite. He looked completely done-in.

"Nice to meet you, Morgan. Breathe slowly, it's a bit, how should I say, airless up here. Don't you have an oxygen tank?" I asked.

He didn't answer - a bad sign at this altitude what with the ambient temperature being around minus ten degrees and that doesn't take into account the wind chill factor which would have dropped the effective temperature down to minus twenty-something.

Not responding like that is the first step towards slumping into the stupor which precedes death.

"Morgan!" I shouted. "Talk to me, Morgan!"

Finally he stirred before mumbling something which was completely unintelligible and then lolling away from me, his head perilously close to the cave's entrance and the sheer drop that lay beyond.

"Morgan! Wake up now, Morgan!" I shouted again.

This time he opened his eyes and slowly straightened himself up, his back propped against the rough icy surface.

"What happened? I thought I was at home there for a moment." His voice was clearer this time and I was pleased to acknowledge that he was, at least temporarily, back in the land of the living.

 "You need to keep focused," I told him. "If you fall asleep, you'll die on this mountain. Do you understand me?" I tried to put as much urgency in my words as I could although I didn't want to send his oxygen-starved brain into full panic mode. However, I did need to know that he was paying attention to me.

"Yes," he replied weakly before starting to drift again. I could barely hear the word over the deafening roar of the blizzard that was blowing outside our tiny refuge.

"Did you understand what I just said?" I shouted again. "You'll die here if you don't stay awake."

"My friends." He tried to sink his head in his hands, something which is far from easy when you're wearing a pair of beefy padded climbing gloves.

"What happened to them? Where are they? How many are there?" I asked.

"I ... Could I just lie down for a ... moment ... I'll feel better ... after a sleep?" His eyes closed and he started to droop again.

"If you sleep, you'll die of hypothermia - that I guarantee," I snapped at him. Excuse the brutality and apparent lack of compassion you may think I'm displaying but I really needed to get through to him somehow. "Now, tell me about your friends. What actually happened to them?"

 My relief must have been apparent when I saw his eyes flicker open. Ice was caked to his eyebrows and this made them look like two fat white maggots wiggling about on invisible hooks. Although he was with me now, I was aware that his grip on consciousness was a fragile one.

"We were on our way back from the summit," he croaked. His voice was a bit clearer. "Ten of us. Piers was leading. There was an accident. I don't know what he was thinking."

"The cold affects how you think, makes you do strange things. What happened?"

Morgan swallowed hard. "He must have back-clipped - threaded his rope through the wrong side of a karabiner. There was a crevice he was reaching for - full stretch - and he slipped. It could only have been a few metres above the karabiner but, because the rope was on the wrong side, it sprang the gate open and he fell. It was maybe about 10 metres that he slipped but the rope swung him like a pendulum and he bashed his head against a ledge."

"Was he all right?" I asked.

Morgan shook his head slowly and the maggots waved backwards and forwards. "No, he was pretty obviously dead. His neck was at a strange angle and he'd hit the rock at the base of his helmet. Even from where we were, we could see the blood splashes. I don't think he stood a chance."

"Keep talking, Morgan. Tell me what happened next," I encouraged.

"I'm so cold," he said, trying frantically to pull his gloves off, presumably to blow on his fingers.

"Don't do that!" I bellowed - probably louder than was strictly necessary. "If you take those gloves off, you'll lose your fingers."

"But it's cold," Morgan repeated.

"I know, but your heart and respiratory rates are slower than normal and you're having trouble speaking and when you do, your words are slurred. That's indicative of hypothermia setting in. There's my sleeping bag lying on the floor there - put it under you; it'll help insulate you from the cold."

With obvious difficulty, Morgan got to his feet and shuffled over to the corner where my sleeping bag was lying. He unzipped it and flopped down onto the lower layer while pulling the upper one over him. Good - we'd made some progress.

"Is that better?" I asked.

"Yes, much. Thank you, but don't you need it?"

"I'm all right at the moment," I said dismissively. "I've been sheltered in here for a while unlike you and I guess I've got a bit acclimatised to it. Don't worry, I'll tell you soon enough if I want it back. Please go on with your story. Piers is presumably dead but I still want to know what happened to your other team-mates."

Outside the blizzard seemed to have picked up in ferocity and there was a sympathetic howling as it played the mouth of our cave as if it were some kind of ancient wind instrument.

"We went down to retrieve Piers' body. We'd lowered it to a ledge about 30 metres below us but it was a complicated traverse and belay and it took quite some time to get down to it."

"Us?" I asked. "It doesn't take nine people to rescue one body."

"No, there were three of us in the recovery party with me in the lead," Morgan explained. I was happy to note that he seemed to be holding his own against the cold now he had my sleeping bag. However I knew how quickly things could change and I still needed to watch him carefully. "I'd just got to the ledge and was putting in a pin when it happened. Thinking about it now, I reckon that it was the sunny days we'd been having that caused it. Must've melted the snow higher up. Anyway, there was a rumble like thunder - I thought the weather had suddenly broken - and then this awful noise. It sounded like a mixture of a freight train and a jet taking off. I've seen and heard plenty of avalanches but this one was massive. I've not witnessed anything like it before and I pray I never will again."

"What did you do?" I prompted.

"There wasn't much I could do. I suppose that I was lucky in the sense that the profile of the cliff face deflected most of the snow and rocks away from me although I still got slammed in the chest and knocked off the overhang. I don't know what happened to the other six who were waiting for us to bring back Piers' body - they must have been swept away in the avalanche. It hit right where they'd stopped. There was no way anyone could survive that."

"What about the three of you. You were all right, weren't you?"

Morgan looked up at me and I thought for a moment that he was about to break down. "Like I said, I was just putting in a pin. There wasn't a second pin because the other two hadn't started the traverse and were still waiting for me to put the first one in. We were roped together and the snow or the rocks or something just threw us all off." He paused and looked down at his boots. They looked a lot warmer and cold-proof than mine and I envied him that little comfort.

"But, if you were roped together, they could have climbed back up, couldn't they?" I asked the question already being aware that the answer would not be one that I wanted to hear.

Morgan looked up at me and I realised how sunken and tired his eyes were. He couldn't have been older than his late twenties but his eyes were full of knowingness and despair. They were the eyes of a refugee who has survived his family being wiped out, the eyes of a concentration camp inmate at the time of his liberation, or the eyes of a man who has survived but at a cost of everything around him that matters.

"They started to climb up but, like I said, the pin hadn't been fully anchored," he explained. "We were all dangling from this overhanging ledge, the other two still roped to me and all three of us held by one half-fixed pin. Not only that, my hammer had got knocked out of my hands so I had no means of knocking it in further even if I could have reached the pin."

Morgan swallowed hard. I could see that this was hurting him to tell me but he needed to let it all out because only in that way could he focus his mind on the serious business of his own survival. I gave him the time and space he needed - as long as he didn't slip out of consciousness, there was no reason to hassle him as neither of us were going anywhere in a hurry.

"There we were, all three of us suspended from a rope that was only being held by a single bloody pin which wasn't even in the rock wall properly. I wasn't hanging far from the top of the overhang but the others were some way below me. All of us were dangling above what must have been a four thousand foot drop."

"I know where you mean," I said more by way of an automatic response than a prerequisite for our conversation.

"Anyway, we all tried to get back up with our ascenders but we'd hardly gone a few inches when there was a jerk on the rope. Obviously the pin was slipping and ..."

Morgan looked like he was about to burst into tears - something which was not the best of ideas, even if it were possible. The liquid would have merely frozen on his face - even seawater freezes at around minus two degrees Centigrade and we were well below that.

"Tell me the whole story, Morgan," I commanded him, not wishing to sound unsympathetic but needing to instil enough power in my words to give him the feeling he was making a full confession.

He stared at me for a moment - maybe he was trying to find the right words or perhaps he was trying to figure out if I really cared about what happened to a bunch of people I'd never met. Finally he spoke.

"I didn't have any choice, Andre. I ... I couldn't help it. They were as good as dead already."

"Did you cut the rope, Morgan?" I asked him, being careful not to allow any judgemental tone to enter my voice.

"We were all going to fall. The pin was barely going to support one person, never mind three. If I'd not done what I did, we'd all be dead. I'll never forget the look in Gervaise's eyes. He was the one right below me. He saw the situation, realised it for what it was, looked me straight in the eye and nodded. As I was cutting the rope, he mouthed 'goodbye' to me. Then they fell. I watched them. It seemed to go on forever, it was so far. I expect it was only ten or fifteen seconds but it felt like an hour or more."

"But after that you managed to get up onto the ledge?" I wanted to distract him from his grief. There'd be plenty of time for that in due course. "If you hadn't done what you did, you'd have been on the rocks with the other two."

"Yes, but I killed them, didn't I?" Morgan covered his face with his gloves.

"No, Morgan. No you didn't," I said with as much conviction as I could muster. I then turned away for a moment to allow him to recover and allow me to assimilate what he'd just told me. The fact was that he'd had no choice. To me, the idea of killing someone is a deliberate action or deliberate inaction as the case may be. What it isn't is fate rolling the die, the wrong number coming up and you - because you're nearest to the fall-out - taking the rap. Killing someone is not applicable when you're just unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

"So," Morgan continued after a brief interval, "I then managed to get back up onto the ledge, found my hammer and worked my way here. Unfortunately, as you see, I've no oxygen, only a little food and ... well ... that's about it."

"You are alive," I said firmly. "You are alive and you are in a place of shelter. While your eyes are open and your mind is working, you are in the game and you've got a chance of recovery."

Morgan laughed sarcastically but there was more than a tragic hint to it. "Recovery? Recovery? Look at all the people who die on mountains and are never found. What about the second expedition here - the one that happened between the Corbet-and-Evans one and the Stump ascent? They never found any of the bodies of the men. They looked everywhere - that's what the reports say."

"Obviously they didn't look in the right places," I said primly. "You don't get any prizes for being second best when you're searching." I couldn't resist the poor taste humour but it was true - either you found someone or you didn't. There were no second measures.

"Well, then, who's going to find us here? I'll end up being an ice sculpture in this cave - you, too."

"I think you've an excellent chance of being found but you need to be positive about things. No good deciding that all is lost before you even start."

"Well," he stared at me, "you haven't been rescued and how long have you been here?"

A long time, I thought to myself, but I didn't want to discourage Morgan by saying so. "As you say, they've not been looking for me in the right place but you're a different matter. Maybe they'll find me too."

"Well, here we are. We're at 12,000 feet, no oxygen, no food beyond what little I've got in my pockets, a blizzard blowing outside, no way of getting anything hot inside us and no-one knowing where we are. Have I missed anything?"

"You know, you were a lot less argumentative when you were trying to go to sleep." I thought I'd try some of my psychology on him.

"Maybe that's what I should do. Just go to sleep and never wake up."

"But you won't do that through choice." Now was the time to kick things up a gear. "You won't do that because that's the action of a coward and you're not that. It took guts and clear thinking to cut that rope and that's the guy you are. Now, you are not going to sleep. We're going to sit here and talk until you are rescued and I am confident that such a happy event will come to pass."

"How can you be so sure?"

That was better, his mind was working in a positive direction once more - questioning and thinking. Dumb acceptance was the precursor to that final coma whereas debating and reflecting was the way to survive.

"Let's just say it's intuition," I replied. "Honestly, I don't know how or why I'm so sure, I just am. What have you got to lose by believing me? You have some better place to shelter?"

Morgan looked less than convinced but at least I'd got him thinking once again. "I've got two small salami sticks and three or four squares of Kendal mint cake," I told him.

"And I've got four energy gel sachets," he informed me. "Not exactly a banquet, is it?"

"It should keep you alive for a few days if you ration it out."

"Well, in case you hadn't noticed, there are two of us and I'm not exactly going to sit here eating while you starve to death."

"Morgan, I'm not going to starve, I promise you. Besides the mint cake and the salami, I've also got some chicken noodle soup, some tinned fish and some dried fruit in my bag over there. I'm fortunate in that my metabolism needs little nutrition so, please, let's look after you because if they come looking for you, we both win."

"I don't suppose you've got the wherewithal for making us something hot to drink, have you?" Morgan asked me.

That was better - much better. "I do believe that we can melt some water on my primus. Would you like that?"

Morgan nodded his consent. The world always looks a better place with a hot drink inside you. "You're tea-boy if I'm going to be doing the treating," I joked. "Over there if you don't mind getting it," I said, pointing towards a small heap of my possessions lying at the back of the cave.

A few minutes later he had my tin cup full of snow and was melting it over my tiny primus stove which I had carried up from base camp. I had a handful of teabags which had somehow survived and I encouraged him to dunk one in the water which, of course, was a good ten percent cooler than normal boiling point because of our altitude.

"I'll make you one after," Morgan promised although I waved his offer away.

"You've a greater need of it than me at the moment. Drink it while it's hot but don't hold on if you need to pee. Your body wastes heat by keeping something warm that it's going to be discarding."

Morgan drank the tea and nibbled one of my Kendal mint cake squares that I'd encouraged him to take.

"Do you feel a bit better now?" I asked.

"Yes, thank you. Could I rest a while now? I've eaten something and I feel a lot better than I did."

"No, Morgan. You rest, you will die." The words were harsh but, if he was to live, there was no point pulling punches. "Just because you feel a bit better, does not mean that you'll survive. Talk to me about yourself."

"Why don't you tell me how come you're here?" Morgan asked.

I looked at him. It was true, he did seem more compos mentis but looks could be deceptive. I promised myself that I'd carefully monitor his speech and behaviour. People do weird things when they're dying of hypothermia such as taking their clothes off because they feel too hot and a strange burrowing which can take the form of anything from diving into some bushes - with the net result that searchers find it doubly difficult to locate them - to hiding under a bed or table.

"I'll tell you if you promise to keep asking me questions. I need to make sure that you don't get sleepy on me."

"I think I can do that. You're a mysterious man, Andre."

I smiled, something which I confess that I've not done in a very long time. "Nothing mysterious about me. I'm your original straightforward guy although I admit that my story's not much happier in its content than yours."

"Go on."

"We, my team-mate Henri and I, had pushed for the summit along the north ridge but had been frustrated by the bad weather at the top. Instead, fearing that we might be compelled to descend without achieving anything, we decided to take a detour around the peak to where there is an outstanding view of Mount Gardner. If you stand in the right place, near a sheer drop such as we're right above now, it seems like you're on an airplane. The earth just drops away below you." As I said the words, I instantly regretted my thoughtless mirroring of his ordeal but it was too late; the words were no longer mine to retract.

Morgan must have sensed my feelings of gaucheness and gave a thin smile and waved for me to continue with a gloved hand.

"It's a spectacular view when the sky's clear. The winds which had bothered us as we neared the peak had died down briefly and we were able to enjoy the view. We had a good stock of food and fuel, having already created a small supply station, and there was
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