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Introduction

In the summer of 1986 nine expeditions converged on K2, the world’s second highest mountain, and twenty-seven people climbed it. Thirteen were killed, seven of them after reaching the summit. These grim statistics generated an inevitable media furore and, in the words of the climbing magazine, Mountain, ‘occupied more space in the world press than any mountaineering event since the first ascent of Everest’.

To arrive at the truth about such a highly charged subject is never simple, particularly when the survivors are in a state of shock and exhaustion. My story is only one man’s view, though in my privileged position throughout the season I, with less personal ambition on the mountain, may have been better placed than most to observe what was happening. I was present at or around K2 Base Camp for the whole of the summer. As climbing cameraman with the British Fullers K2 expedition, my job initially was to film and report the activities of our own team while it was there. But as the summer passed, I became more and more drawn into the complex tapestry of events that unfolded, involving all the other expeditions and culminating in the final appalling storm and loss of five lives at or near Camp 4 at 7900 metres.

So this book is not a British expedition book. It is a look at what was happening on the mountain throughout the summer, at two outstanding new routes and an incredible twenty-three-hour ascent of the Abruzzi Ridge; at expeditions ranging from the massively supported Koreans to the dedicated soloist, Casarotto, whose story was one of the most poignant of the tragedies in a summer of tragedy. It is the story of a mountain which the experts still cannot decide the height of. Could it really be higher than Everest? It is an interesting speculation.

Whether it is the world’s largest or second highest mountain, no one questions that K2 is the hardest and steepest, the challenge climbers take most pride in having overcome and in 1986 it took its toll of our ambitions.

As the climbing world first united in grief and shock, then fragmented in recrimination, I felt that I had to settle down and sort it all out in my own mind. It was a task I did not relish. I could be accused of setting myself up as judge and jury and even having an ego trip at the expense of the death of one of my best friends, Al Rouse. But the more I thought about it, the more conscious I became that I should first tell the story from my point of view and then, more difficult, try to analyse what went wrong. If nothing else it would perhaps set my mind at rest and also be a tribute to Al who always maintained a clinical and analytical approach to climbing controversies and would undoubtedly have been aghast at some of the conclusions being drawn from his own death.


PART ONE

The Mountain


1

Down, down, down, towards that distant spot of orange glowing in the night that meant food, drink, warmth and sleep. Stumbling, cursing, never-ending scree slopes, rucksack biting into aching shoulders. Still the faintest glimmer, the afterglow of sunset on the western skyline. A feeling of vast satisfaction and a rare fulfilment.

There were just three of us with Chepi, Andy’s Peruvian girlfriend, making four as she anxiously watched the approaching pinpricks of light from our headtorches. We had just made the first ascent of Palomani Tranca, a mountain of 5633 metres straddling the borders of Peru and Bolivia, north of Lake Titicaca. For Geoff Tier and myself it was the end of a long journey and the high point of a friendship that had seen us through many climbs in Britain, an expedition to Barnaj II in the Kishtwar Himalaya in Northern India and the present outing to the Cordillera Apolobamba.

But even as I enjoyed our modest triumph the first faint rumbling of foreboding penetrated my mind as another much larger project loomed one step nearer. At some point I was going to have to make a decision about 1986. Two weeks later Geoff and I, with his fiancée Barbara and her friend Liz, walked the famous Inca Trail. It was a wonderful end to a light-hearted adventure. Yet in the quiet hours, walking alone from one Inca ruin to the next through spectacular and ever-changing mountain landscapes with the legendary ruined city of Machu Picchu getting nearer and nearer, my thoughts continually turned inwards.

Did I really want to go to K2 with Al Rouse and John Barry and burden myself yet again with the role of one-man film crew? I had no illusions that at forty-three I would be much use to the expedition in any other capacity. Peru had shown me that climbing within my own capacity, unencumbered by film-making responsibilities, could be vastly more enjoyable. Was there a real chance that Chris Bonington would get a mini-trip organised to the Russian Caucasus to climb Mount Elbrus and perhaps even the beautiful twin-headed mountain Ushba? And if he did and I had the choice, which would it be? I hoped circumstances would conspire to make the decision for me. I knew which I would prefer. I had never been to Russia and, despite the chance of climbing on the world’s second highest mountain, Pakistan and the Karakoram were familiar territory from two earlier trips. Already conflicts of self-interest, loyalty, friendships and ambition were jostling through my mind. Above all, I didn’t want to have to tell Al or John that I wouldn’t be going to K2.

In the event the choice was made for me. Chris Bonington’s trip fell through and just before Christmas 1985 John and A1 had confirmation from the Pakistani Ministry of Tourism that permission had been given for an expedition to attempt the unclimbed North-West Ridge of K2.

Al, one of my oldest and best friends, living just five minutes’ walk away from me in the climber belt of suburban Nether Edge in Sheffield, was always reluctant to write me out of his plans, and any wavering on my part was met with a certain amount of light-hearted moral blackmail on his. Even so, for various reasons, practical, financial, even at times a real questioning of whether or not expeditions were worthwhile, I fluctuated wildly in my commitment until one evening in February when Al showed me a letter he had received expressing mild interest in a film from a production company in London I had never heard of. I suddenly realised how much I wanted to go.

Al had always been interested in K2, and his first visit to the mountain with Doug Scott in 1983 had fuelled what was to become a fixation. His satisfaction then at achieving his first 8000-metre summit, Broad Peak, was tempered by sorrow at the death of Dr Peter Thexton high on the mountain, and frustration that on K2, the main objective of the expedition, they had barely scratched the surface. With Andy Parkin and Steve Sustad, Al had reconnoitred a new route, the South-South-East Spur, which is a variation (though quite a substantial one) on the Abruzzi Ridge, the route by which the mountain was first climbed in 1954. The Spur joins the Abruzzi at the Shoulder just below 8000 metres, then the route would follow the original line to the summit. Al’s effort was little more than an acclimatisation foray and was abruptly halted not far up the Spur by an earthquake which dislodged colossal sérac avalanches all over K2 and the slopes of Broad Peak just opposite. Al described the earthquake as one of the most helplessly terrifying events he had ever experienced, for although the Spur was out of the direct line of the avalanches sweeping each side of it, he feared the enormous air displacements might drag them off to their deaths. Later on in the same expedition Doug Scott, Roger Baxter-Jones, Jean Afanassieff and Andy Parkin made a determined but unsuccessful attempt on the Spur, getting to within 200 metres of the Shoulder before retreating when Jean developed the symptoms of cerebral oedema.

These disappointments had made Al quite fanatical in his determination to do a new route on K2 and to do it alpine-style, with no porters, oxygen, fixed ropes or camps, moving continuously upwards, carrying everything on your back: food, fuel, climbing gear, tent and sleeping bag, just as one would in the Alps. At its purest there should be no previous attempts or foreknowledge of the climb, though this last is often impossible to adhere to in practice. Al’s successful Himalayan ascents of Jannu, Nuptse and Broad Peak, and Kongur in China, had all been achieved alpine-style and he, with Doug Scott, was perhaps Britain’s most vociferous apologist for the purist ethic. Al in particular was for ever questioning the validity of traditional siege climbs such as Annapurna South Face and Everest South-West Face, seeing them almost as evidence of the Decline and Fall of Western Civilisation. On the Mount Kongur expedition in 1981 he had frequently been at amiable loggerheads with Chris Bonington who, as leader of both these highly successful ventures, understandably defended them with some vehemence.

The still incomplete South-South-East Spur would have been an ideal objective for Al and he had applied to the Pakistani Ministry of Tourism with over eighteen months in hand for an attempt in 1986. Originally, Al had planned a small six-man expedition and had asked me to go as cameraman and Base Camp Manager. Roger Baxter-Jones, Andy Parkin and possibly Jean Afanassieff were all pencilled into the original team but in the summer of 1985 came the shocking news that Roger, who had become a professional guide in Chamonix, had been killed with his client on the North Face of the Triolet. In 1983 Roger had almost made the first British ascent of K2, climbing to 8300 metres on the Abruzzi Ridge with a Spanish climber after the rest of the British team had returned home.

His loss was a major blow to the already dwindling ranks of top British Himalayan performers. Pete Boardman, Joe Tasker, Alex Maclntyre and Pete Thexton had all died within four years of each other. Then Andy Parkin had an appalling accident when an abseil piton failed and his survival hung in the balance for days. Miraculously his slow but continued recovery has finally enabled him to climb again. But Al’s original team was no longer, and Al himself was faced with a set of changing priorities. His interest in mountaineering was never in doubt, but a combination of factors made his enthusiasm for K2 temporarily waver.

Undoubtedly the terrible succession of lost friends took its toll, though Al found it hard to express or admit it. But he had found a reawakening interest in British rock climbing. He discovered that even in his early thirties, he was not only still a first-class performer, but that hard rock gave him a satisfaction he had somehow lost or forgotten during the height of his expedition years. His precarious lifestyle of climber, writer, committee man, Vice-President of the British Mountaineering Council, lecturer and gentleman of leisure was always something of a balancing act and his constant ‘wheezes’, as he called them, to achieve wealth through brilliant ideas but a minimum of work were usually doomed to failure. Inevitably he was more and more involved in the day to day necessity of earning a living: as equipment consultant to Berghaus, lecturing to clubs and societies in all corners of the country, writing countless articles for the climbing press. Yet Al was increasingly unconvinced that he wanted to go the way of the professional climber, epitomised by Chris Bonington. But the decision not to do so had never been made, let alone a satisfactory alternative discovered, and so it became imperative that expeditions like K2 should exist and, almost as important, be seen to exist, so that somehow he could still use his name and reputation to carry him through the next season of trade fairs, lectures, magazine articles and one-off commissions as guide, safety officer for films or whatever.

So Al hedged his bets. Without totally pulling out of K2 he offered the leadership to John Barry, the iconoclastic ex-Marine and former director of Plas y Brenin, the centre for outdoor pursuits in North Wales. Despite the frequent occasions when Al professed a growing disillusionment with expeditions, blaming them, with some cause, for the subsequent failure of emotional relationships, few close to him doubted that, in the event of permission being given for K2, he would be unable to say no. And so eventually it proved. Meanwhile John, himself in the middle of changing jobs and moving gradually from the protective embrace of an army career to the solitary insecurity of a self-employed writer, accepted the leadership of the still unconfirmed K2 expedition.

Perhaps because of the more than usual uncertainty surrounding the expedition it was difficult for the prospective members to put too much time and energy into its organisation. All were old hands at the expedition game, for by now it involved Brian Hall, Phil Burke, John Porter and the Burgess twins, Al and Aid. But there was nothing firm enough to get excited about, and with many other options available to most of them, it perhaps didn’t matter enough whether K2 was on or off.

When permission finally did arrive it was not for the hoped-for South-South-East Spur but for the great unclimbed North-West Ridge which marks the frontier between Pakistan and China. The news put a very different complexion on the expedition, for it was highly unlikely that such a big and long route could be climbed in pure alpine-style and even Al’s near-missionary zeal had to be tempered with realism. The record of previous attempts did nothing to alter that view.

The first, in 1975, was a large American expedition. It was led by Jim Whittaker and chronicled with great, and at times disturbingly personal, attention to every last detail of the vitriolic arguments that beset it by Galen Rowell in his book, In the Throne Room of the Mountain Gods. The expedition suffered from being the first one allowed to the mountain since 1960. The whole of the western end of the Karakoram, uncomfortably close to both India and China, had been closed for political reasons. When restrictions were at last lifted by the government of Pakistan in 1974 it was inevitable that a flood of expeditions would apply for what was seen as the biggest and best set of mountaineering objectives left in the world, with unclimbed mountains and new routes on the few that had been climbed providing an almost infinite number of possibilities.

Consequently the area was invaded by a mass of expeditions expecting and demanding the same sort of system of administration, transport and porterage that had taken years to evolve in Nepal where, in any case, far fewer expeditions are allowed in at any one time. Many expeditions failed even to reach their objectives and were ground down by porter strikes, desertions, thefts and misunderstandings of ill-thought-out regulations. The Americans had their fair share of these which conspired to pull the team apart. Half-beaten on their arrival at Base Camp, which in itself took many days to reach from Concordia following the desertion of most of the porters, they then compounded their problems by attempting to start the Ridge at the Savoia Saddle at the head of the Savoia Glacier. From here they hoped to bypass the first obstacle on the North-West Ridge. This is a series of pinnacles separated by knife-edged ridges, which they hoped to avoid by climbing a snow ramp running behind them on the northern (Chinese) side of the ridge.

The ramp, despite a previous aerial reconnaissance, proved to be non-existent and the pinnacles had to be tackled direct, giving difficult, intricate and time-consuming climbing. The route was wholly unsuitable for transporting loads along its convoluted crest and the expedition, whose problems were further compounded by almost constant bad weather and illness, eventually gave up before the traverse of the pinnacles was complete. Lack of time prevented any other options being taken up and the expedition was abandoned. Rowell’s book, which also combines a history of K2 to that date and is a superb visual record of the Karakoram, remains a sad monument to the whole sorry saga.

The other attempt on the North-West Ridge was in 1982. The expedition was a large, somewhat improbable, combination of fifteen Poles and six Mexicans. They avoided the American Towers and gained the ridge beyond them by a hanging valley leading off the Savoia Glacier and the direct ascent of a steep ice face to a point just below 7000 metres. (Interestingly, this was the way first proposed on a reconnaissance in 1974 by veteran American mountaineers Bob Bates and H. Adams Carter.)

Like the Americans before them, they suffered continuously bad weather but eventually established camps and fixed rope up to 8100 metres. Late in the season, on 6th September, a summit attempt by Leszek Cichy and Wojciech Wröz was forced back at 8200 metres. Wröz had also been on the Polish 1976 expedition to the North-East Ridge and on that occasion had been to within 200 metres of the summit. It seemed cruel luck for him to be turned back so close on each unclimbed route.

So the North-West Ridge remained unclimbed, if not unknown. It was a worthy, indeed major, Himalayan objective but it was not what we had originally wanted or expected. It immediately increased the estimated cost of the expedition, would demand a bigger team and, in all probability, a siege-style ascent with camps and fixed ropes. It would involve the team in a way of climbing that most of them to some degree or another had publicly stated they disapproved of, considered out of date and even pointless. Those that had had experience of fixed-rope expeditions (which were mainly those who had been on Everest with Al in 1980) had no fond memories of what it had entailed, with a never-ending treadmill of load-carrying and trail-breaking and little or no excitement of lead climbing. I was probably the only person to welcome the change of route wholeheartedly as it would be far easier for me to film on a fixed-rope attempt, and I would almost certainly get higher on the mountain than on an alpine-style ascent. But the chance of a new route on K2 doesn’t happen every day and everyone (including Al) could rationalise their standpoint to accommodate the new circumstances. There even seemed to be an unspoken and irrational hope that the reality, once on the mountain, would be somehow different and better than expected.

The climbing team was increased to eight with the inclusion of Dave Wilkinson. He, with the minimum of fuss and publicity, had over the years become one of Britain’s most accomplished and successful mountaineers, through his winter climbs in the Alps and on frequent small trips to the Karakoram and South America. Al’s participation, of course, had never really been in doubt and Dr Bev Holt and Jim Hargreaves were added as doctor and Base Camp Manager respectively.

Only one minor snag prevailed which was a total lack of financial backing. The months of uncertainty over our permission had made achieving sponsorship or media deals more than usually awkward, and the problem with K2, as others had found before us, is quite simply that it is the second highest mountain in the world, and advertising, promotion and production companies don’t like second best. Al came up with ‘The World’s Hardest Mountain’ as a heading for our notepaper. I am always slightly wary of superlatives. K2, at 8611 metres, is arguably the most difficult and challenging of the world’s fourteen 8000-metre peaks, but many other lower mountains are technically far harder, even if they don’t have any of the problems of high altitude and all the logistical headaches posed by a mountain as remote as K2. But ‘Hardest’ it was, though, when sponsorship eventually materialised, it was for a rather different and unexpected reason but, strangely, still connected with notepaper.

John Barry had sent letters to a wide range of firms and the ‘we regret’ replies were trickling back with depressing regularity. But one found its target. In his office at the Griffin Brewery, Chiswick, Fullers’ Managing Director, Charles Williams, was intrigued by John’s home address – The Old Brewery, Llanrwst. This alone made him stop and read the rest of John’s letter.

A few days later, with John now at a Trade Fair in the States, Al and I went down to London by train, clad in suits and ties and both horribly hung-over from the British Mountaineering Council bi-annual conference that had just finished in Buxton.

“Well, we may not look much like climbers,” muttered Al as we hailed a taxi to take us from Hammersmith Broadway to Chiswick, “but at least it’s obvious that we understand their product and endorse it personally.”

When John returned, he and Al carried on the negotiations with Fullers and I concentrated on getting a film deal – by now an urgent priority for we had glibly assured Fullers that there would be both a documentary film and ITN news reports. Neither were confirmed until the very last minute, by which time I was on the verge of nervous exhaustion from so much brinkmanship.

I was certainly not alone. Al had by now reverted to his original role as expedition leader, for the simple reason that he understood the expedition administration game, particularly in Pakistan, better than any of us. Al’s problems were compounded by the knowledge that his girlfriend, Deborah, was in the early stages of pregnancy. The prospect of returning from K2 a father was one he found bewildering. The huge pressure of coping with so many diverse problems inside four months were really too much for one person to undertake. Al, who was more capable than most of carrying a mass of complex detail around in his head, found himself overloaded with responsibilities. Brian, in charge of equipment, was similarly burdened, as was John Porter looking after food. Jim Hargreaves was given all the unglamorous jobs that no-one else could be bothered with and did an incredible job acquiring so many of the humdrum but indispensable items than an expedition relies on.

Al saw me as much as a friend and, to some extent, confidant, as he did a film-maker, for we had become close since 1981 when we both went with Chris Bonington to Mount Kongur in China. Al was a great believer in sticking to successful combinations and had a long-lasting loyalty to old climbing friends. He wanted me to come anyway, with or without a film. But I still felt I could only justify the trip if there was going to be a film. At the last minute we struck a deal with some old associates of former expeditions, Chameleon Films in Leeds. Chameleon had produced the film of Chris Bonington’s tragic K2 West Ridge expedition in 1978, when Nick Estcourt, a close friend of ours, had been killed in an avalanche; Al’s unsuccessful attempt on the West Ridge of Everest in the winter of 1980; and the Mount Kongur film in 1981. I never seriously imagined that K2 would appeal to them at all.

But realism has never been an obstacle to Chameleon Films and with a strong feeling of déjà-vu we started on the usual negotiations, based on incorrigible optimism (from them), long-suffering realism (from me) and delusions of grandeur (from Al). When we had all pulled the wool over each other’s eyes to our mutual satisfaction we assumed a deal had been struck. My requests for good reliable gear and filmstock were met with looks of pained affront that I should even have to ask the question. I duly carted off all the odds and sods of equipment that over the years had proved their worth on rather too many trips. It would have to suffice.

Amidst all our preparations one thing cheered me up. The variety of personalities going to K2 reminded me of my first, and certainly happiest, expedition in 1976 to the Trango Tower with Joe Brown, Martin Boysen and Mo Anthoine. John Porter was heard to say after one expedition meeting which had degenerated into the inevitable drunken story-telling marathon in the pub, that if he was going to die on the trip, it would be of laughing. I hoped he was right (not dying of course, but laughing). Without being superstitious I have always trusted my feelings for trips: good vibes, as the old ‘sixties phrase had it. That I felt this expedition would be a good one simply proves how such feelings are so much wishful thinking.

For economy’s sake we were flying to Pakistan in two groups. On 29th April the first party assembled at Terminal 3, Heathrow. With Al and me were John Barry, Jim Hargreaves and Al and Aid Burgess. After checking in we stood around in small self-conscious groups waiting for the last goodbyes. Deborah, and my girlfriend, Cass, had come to see us off.

A cleaning lady approached us. “Are you part of a group, dears? My hobby is autographs, I’ve had them all – footballers, politicians, pop groups, you name it – all sorts,” she prattled merrily on until Al tried to answer her question. “Oh yes, climbers, I’ve had lots of those, though what you see in it I just don’t know. Mind you, you normally lose one, don’t you? But you always get a replacement for next year.”

She produced a well-thumbed autograph book from her overalls and we all dutifully signed it, trying not to laugh, while Cass and Deborah looked on appalled.

The flight was called and it was time to go. A quick embrace through a blur of tears and a lump in the throat. Then we went our different ways, waving as we turned the corner into Passport Control.

“Strange for Cass to get so upset,” mused Al as we wandered towards the Duty Free Shop. “Really, your chances of coming back are miles higher than mine.”

Clutching our boarding cards, we stepped once more into the strange life and rituals of a mountaineering expedition, wondering as the 747 lifted off and turned in a big circle over Central London heading East to the Channel, what this one would bring.
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