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– Foreword –


.


It was John Porter who introduced me to the bakery with the best doughnuts in Chicken Street. I was on my first expedition and had just arrived in Kabul after a four-week bus journey from London, thrilled at last to be getting close to the mountains of the Hindu Kush. John was already on his way home, dealing masterfully, between doughnuts, with the Byzantine process of obtaining exit visas to leave Afghanistan – a process made doubly complicated for him because he was part of a large Anglo-Polish expedition travelling through the Soviet Union.


This was 1977 and the world was still a long way from the end of the cold war. Getting a large team of Polish and British climbers to Afghanistan and back required a determined blend of diplomacy, skulduggery, luck and creative wheeler-dealing. Later that day in Kabul I met the expedition leader – the hugely charming and persuasive Andrzej Zawada – who struck a deal to sell his leftover expedition food to our team. He had just made an impressive first ascent of the north face of Kohe Mandaras with the British actor and climber Terry King. But it was John Porter’s buccaneering splinter group that made the biggest impression.


We didn’t meet their Polish guru, Wojciech Kurtyka, but we did meet Alex MacIntyre, and I can still picture the wild gleam in his dark eyes as he and John gabbled manically about the gigantic east face of Koh-i-Bandaka. It was a tale of crumbling rock walls and towering icefields, of cataclysmic rockfalls, of cyclopean seracs, of bridges burned repeatedly. And the climax of the tale was the great central chimney, raked by falling stones, which they nicknamed the cyclotron – the Atom Smasher.


Heady stuff. Suicidal, some might think. Except that the bravura was underpinned by years of alpine experience and lots of canny calculation. And, in case anyone thought that Koh-i-Bandaka was a one-off lucky escape, the same trio returned to the Himalaya the following year, with the addition of Krzysztof Zurek, to pull off an even more accomplished coup on the south face of Changabang. By which time Alex MacIntyre had already mapped out his future journey up the biggest unclimbed faces on the very highest peaks – a journey which progressed according to plan, until it was brought to a sudden and brutal end in October 1982, by a single deadly stone on the south face of Annapurna.


Apart from a few chance encounters like the one in Kabul, I did not know Alex MacIntyre. But I read and enjoyed the few articles he wrote, and I have quoted from them in my own books. He was articulate, witty, self-confident and brazenly honest about his ambition. He showed what was possible on the world’s highest mountains and although few of his contemporaries could – or event wanted to – match his single-minded boldness, he influenced all of us. So, having followed his career from a distance all those years ago, it is fascinating now to read this book by someone who knew him so well. However, John’s book is not simply a biography of Alex MacIntyre. There is a lot about John in it too. But nor is it an autobiography. Nor is it a mountaineering history. Nor is it a conventional travel book. It has elements of all those genres, and a lot more besides, bravely defying glib categorisation.


Early in the book John mentions how his friend predicted that one day they would hang up their boots and become commentators. For Alex, that never happened. But John has now, at last, written that commentary, combining the wisdom of hindsight with the immediacy of great days recalled with detailed intensity. From 1977 to 1982 he was at the heart of what really was a golden age of Himalayan mountaineering, when the whole notion of what was possible changed radically. He gives us vivid narrative accounts of some of those climbs, but he also puts them in perspective, looking back to Edward Whymper and forward to Ueli Steck. Best of all, he gives us many of the previously unpublished back stories of a wild bunch going on wild adventures and generating some very funny stories. What a wonderful antidote to today’s regime of sponsored athletes, Seven Summiteers and Everest package tours!


However, the golden age was tarnished with a tragic roll call of names of the fallen, including Peter Boardman, Joe Tasker, Roger Baxter-Jones, Georges Bettembourg and, of course, Alex MacIntyre, the key figure in the book, who emerges from this affectionate portrait as an altogether more sensitive, generous and ultimately troubled figure than his brash public persona. Climbers tend to shy away from serious discussion of death, but John recalls movingly the anguished conversations with sisters, mothers and girlfriends – the ripples of grief emanating from a falling stone. He also gives a moving first-hand account – the first to be published, I think – of that final, ill-fated, expedition to Annapurna.





Stephen Venables


June 2014









– Preface –


.


While writing this book, I realised that the retelling of Alex’s life also included my own very personal ‘take’ on the climbing scene in those days. No doubt some of the characters in the book will have different memories of Alex and of those times. There are many people who I wish I had found time to see and record their thoughts but I could have done that forever. In the end, I had to be selective, and back up my memory with taped interviews of those who were part of our close circle of friends at that time. But there were many more conversations with old friends, often through chance encounters and email exchanges. I also had a wealth of articles from climbing media to research. Over the years, as the 1970s and 1980s receded as though seen through the wrong end of a telescope, I began to realise how difficult it was to get a true picture of everything that happened. There came a moment when I felt there was more than enough material to pull together into something like a coherent whole.


It must be remembered that most of the action takes place in a time nearer to the end of World War II than it is to the current era. Originally, I tried to take myself completely out of the book, writing as if I was Alex (on Ken Wilson’s suggestion), but that proved impossible, in part because the intensity of our times and climbs together was best described in my own voice, and in part because there was no way I could match Alex’s inimitable style of writing. So as a result, this story of Alex is not in any sense of the word a pure biography.


There are far more people to thank than I have capacity to remember. Firstly, I thank everyone who knew, loved and climbed with Alex and made a contribution to his life and story. Most importantly, Alex’s mother Jean, whose insights into Alex and his friends remain the central contribution to the book around which everything else revolves. Without Jean’s early support for the book, it would never have been written. The same is true of Alex’s sister Libby and Sarah Richard. I would not have written about Alex without their sanction. They suffered his loss more than the rest of us can imagine.


In August last year, just as I realised I finally had enough material to finish the book, I was selected to join the Mountain and Wilderness Writing Programme at the Banff Centre in Alberta. The intensity of this programme forced me to make the most of the many hours spent writing in my personal studio folded into the snowy mountain woods. It provided the space and time to complete the core of the book, so thank you Banff Centre, and especially the Arts Faculty, for that opportunity. The critical insights of the two tutors on the programme – Tony Whittome and Marni Jackson – directed me toward the structure that (hopefully) holds the different levels of the book together. And of course I was not alone; the encouragement and critical friendship from the rest of the programme members – Jack Tackle, Rebecca Loncraine, Sarah Johnson, Aaron Spitzer and Lyndsie Bourgon – made me more determined than ever to finally get it done. Back home over recent weeks thanks to Ed Douglas for copy-editing and all the team at Vertebrate Publishing, especially John Coefield and Jon Barton.


For their contributions of stories, photos and words of encouragement and advice, thanks to John Powell, Maria Coffey, Bernard Newman, Colin Brooks, Nick Colton, Tim Jepson, Brian Cropper, Dennis Gray, Roger Martin, Leo Dickinson, Doug Scott, Chris Bonington, Tut Braithwaite, Brian Hall, Guy Lee, René Ghilini, Wojciech Kurtyka, Anna Milewska and all my Polish friends. Bernadette McDonald, Judith Brown, Chris Bonington and Doug Scott all made constructive suggestions to improve the writing and corrected facts that I got wrong. Jon Popowich reminded me of a long forgotten article in Mountain Review in which I quote from Novalis. Pete Woolaghan asked the difficult question to which no mountaineer can provide a complete answer. I resurrected that quote to help shape my view of fate and Alex’s character. And of course I’m very grateful to Stephen Venables, whose foreword puts the climbs and the times into context.


And lastly, thanks to everyone who over fifteen years has asked, ‘how’s the book going?’ – words that made my stomach churn. I heard those words most from my wife Rose and my daughters Sarah and Laura who endured my angst and gently encouraged me to find my way through to completion.





John Porter


Cumbria, July 2014
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Alex MacIntyre, 1954-1982.


Photo: Bernard Newman.


















– Chapter 1 –


Stairway to Heaven


A steady breeze flows down from unseen peaks, easing the discomfort of the strong sunlight and noonday heat. The wind ripples through fields of ripening barley and peas, the long stems flexing and rebounding in harmony. The intense greens of the fields seem to shine with an internal light. Mountains of dull brown deeply scored by nullahs tilt up from the edge of the plain like rusting sheets of corrugated iron. Their flanks rise from the fertile valley in to an arid landscape of spiny scrub trees and rocky towers towards the snows of the Hindu Kush.


We are camped where four valleys meet on the plain of Zebak. This is the entrance to the Wakhan Corridor in the far north-east of Afghanistan. It is just past midday on an August afternoon in 1977. I doze in a state of semi-exhaustion and deep contentment. This is a magical place, filled with dazzling light and verdant growth in the middle of a desert.


It isn’t much of a camp. The gales of the previous night have nearly destroyed our single tent. It is torn down one side, exposing an assortment of clothes and gear scattered inside. We make no effort to stitch the tent or pick up the mess or wash the pots. At this moment, nothing seems to matter. A hoopoe flits towards the river, the splash of colour on its wings accentuated by the blinding sun. All is calm. Being alive, still existing, is all that matters.


Alex is visible through the ripped side of the tent, dozing on top of his sleeping bag. His exposed ribs and wasted arms and legs speak of weeks of hard effort and not enough food. His face is framed by a mop of hair, part vagrant part rock-star, like Marc Bolan with a stubbly beard. A battered copy of The Magus by John Fowles lies tipped on its side next to him. A half drunk cup of tea has upended onto my sleeping bag.


It doesn’t matter. The sun dries things within minutes. The world around us is a slow cycle of time and colour. The only sounds are the rush of the distant river, the wind in the grain and the occasional call of a bird of prey circling high above. We have enough to eat. Within a few days, the expedition will come to an end and new journeys will begin.


But for the moment, we are still in Afghanistan, miles from our friends and with no idea as yet how we will get home. We have to find our way back to Kabul by truck. Maybe six days? Then the big question: will the Russians let us cross the Amu Darya to retrace our train journey across the Soviet Union? The Poles smuggled us here with false papers, so going back is a problem. If they grant us permission in Kabul, maybe ten more days to get to Warsaw, then three days to England. It is only time and we have plenty of that. I drift off again.


As if from a dream, the distant sound of engines gathers strength. Beyond the fields, at the base of the hills to the north, lies a rough road that links Faizabad with the upper reaches of the Wakhan and then on to the smuggling route into Soviet Asia across the Amu Darya. Could this be Wojciech Kurtyka – known as Voytek – and the rest of our expedition returning from the Mandaras valley? Voytek has been gone two days. I make a quick calculation – no, that is not enough time to get there and back. We follow the plume of dust rising from the road half a mile away as it grows in size to reveal a military jeep and a lorry half full of soldiers heading west.


The vehicles stop at the nearest point on the road to us, about a quarter of a mile away. Three men get out and set out at a fast march across the fields in our direction. We have camped far enough from the road to give ourselves a chance to run if required. A threatening encounter at Bandikan a week ago is still fresh in our memory. We have no official permission to be here, which in the eyes of bandits is as good as not being here at all. We have no choice now but to wait and see what unfolds. In any case, these men are clearly military. We can tell by the height and sweep of their peaked caps that two of them are officers. By his braids one appears to be a colonel. Perhaps a cell in a military camp won’t be too bad.


As the men approach Alex sits up to have a better look. We can see clearly that Voytek is not with them.


‘What do you think? Are these guys going to arrest us, shoot us or are they just stopping by for a brew?’


‘Hopefully just checking us out, but maybe they will do all three.’


I stand up to greet them, while Alex does his best to bring order to our possessions. First priority, get our British passports ready to wave if required. Being ‘Inglestani! London!’ has proven to be one of our strongest cards during our entire illicit time in this region.


The colonel covers the last yards with grace and authority.


‘Hello, where are you from?’


Around forty years old and with 1950s movie-star looks, he is clearly the senior man here. His Horse Guards moustache dates from the era of the British Army’s fatal retreat from Kabul. It suddenly occurs to me to question how the English military of past centuries developed the fashion for moustaches.


‘Inglestani! London,’ I reply like an obedient dog.


‘Ah, where in London do you live? I love the West End. I did my masters at the London School of Economics.’


I am about to relax and mumble something about actually being from Cumbria when to my horror I see that the junior officer and his driver are rifling through the contents of the tent and that Alex is powerless to stop them. The next question from the colonel takes me totally by surprise.


‘How much do you want for your tent, for your equipment, anything else you want to sell?’


I look around, and then turn back to him in astonishment. The tent is clearly in ruins. The sleeping bags and clothing are patched and filthy with sweat and grime. Everything else including our stove and nesting pots are battered and barely usable. Only the pile of nuts, pitons, ice axes and crampons, already used before this expedition, retain something of their original condition.


The activity of barter in Afghanistan is highly complex, and potentially dangerous. On the first day of the walk-in, a village elder tried to buy Alex’s boots. Alex explained that his boots were worth more than the village bull. For the local people, that suddenly made us seem incredibly wealthy. Everything is relative. This entire trip from the time we arrived in Warsaw to this very moment had been a masterpiece of turning pennies into goods to barter and the resulting dollars into summits. The Poles have taken a huge risk smuggling us across the Soviet Union to get us here. Now I must find an answer to this man’s offer to trade that will not insult him and, perhaps, save us the need for any further explanations. My boy scout’s sense of honour comes to my rescue.


‘I’m afraid we are not in any position to sell our equipment. You see it all belongs to the High Mountain Club of Poland, which makes it all the property of the Peoples’ Republic of Poland. It has been loaned to us and is in our care.’


Now it is the colonel’s turn to stare incredulously at me. There is a short pause.


‘Ah well,’ he says, ‘in that case we must be on our way. It is so hard to find good equipment for use in the mountains. That is a pity.’


And with that, they turn and begin to leave, but then the movie-star colonel stops and turns round.


‘Oh, I must tell you that all your Polish and English friends are well and send their regards. We met them two days ago and they, quite happily, sold us equipment. I guess that must have been their private property? Inshallah, they will find you in one or two days at the most. In the meantime, I’ll make sure you are sent some trout and bread from the village – it looks like you could do with some food. Goodbye. And may Allah protect you.’


The men float away. Alex and I stand in the sweltering sun and breathe freely again. Life is direct and immediate. No one needs to know where we are, who we are. We are no longer sure ourselves. We are just travellers in the middle of a story from another world. When the engines start and the convoy heads out, we laugh until near to tears and only stop when two men from the village arrive with a massive trout and some cold naan. Ramadan has clearly finished. We offer the men a handful of small denomination Afghanis and ask them to join us. We brew tea, fry the trout and watch shadows move down into the valley as though the mountain is the gnomon on a sundial. We finish our simple meal and the men leave, their curiosity diminished by the chill mountain air that fills the valley each evening.


Waking midway through the night, I see through the tear in the tent a dazzling array of stars illuminating the black sky. The Milky Way seems like all that is good and safe in life. I remember childhood nights spent secretly with my small homemade telescope on the roof in Massachusetts while my parents slept. The sky is so incredibly clear above me now, I can see nebulae, and areas where opaque clouds of gas obscure what lies behind, like the impenetrable darkness that looms in the soul even when it is most content.









– Chapter 2 –


Public Image


In the middle of the afternoon on 15 October 1982, Alex MacIntyre and the French/Italian climber René Ghilini reached a steep rock band at around 7,200 metres on the south face of Annapurna. The south face is one of the great walls of the Himalaya, a complex assortment of buttresses and steep couloirs three miles wide and a mile and a half high. Of the fourteen peaks over 8,000 metres, Annapurna has claimed the most lives for each attempt. Alex and René were trying a new route, a diagonal line starting from the right side of the face that would eventually lead them to the central summit. If successful, it would be the fourth route on the face. The three main buttresses had already been climbed by large ‘national’ expeditions. In 1970, a British team led by Chris Bonington climbed what was then the most difficult route on an eight-thousander. It went directly up the far left buttress to the highest of Annapurna’s three summits. The Poles climbed the central buttress in May 1981 and the Japanese the right pillar in October 1981. All three of these expeditions comprised many members and climbing the mountain took months with fixed ropes and permanent camps. Alex and René planned to climb the face in three days with two more in descent, just the two of them. If they failed on this attempt, they would be back to try again.


Together they surveyed the possibilities for climbing the thirty-metre wall that now blocked their progress. From base camp it seemed inconsequential, the width of a pencil set against a two-storey house. A tempting snow ramp led left, perhaps all the way to open snow slopes on the other side, but after sixty metres, the ramp narrowed to a thin smear of ice and then there was just a sweep of compact rock. It was impossible. They retreated to a crevasse at the start of the ramp and prepared to bivouac. Climbing safely down the 800-metre couloir to the foot of the face, they would have to start at dawn, while the mountain was still frozen. Brewing drinks, they discussed what equipment they would need to get past this band of rock on the next attempt.


It was after dawn by the time they started down. They were slowed by the initial difficult descent into the couloir. The sun reached the top of the face and slowly descended in a yellow veil toward them, growing stronger. At around 10 a.m., the two men were about halfway down the couloir. From below, where I sat watching them, they were two tiny specks in a sea of snow and rock. Then, in a moment, fate rushed to meet Alex in the form of a fist-sized stone accelerating from half a mile above. It smashed into his helmet with the accuracy of a sniper’s bullet. He crumpled then fell the remaining 400 metres down the couloir.


René clung to his ice axes, stunned for a moment, and then called Alex’s name. When there was no response, he descended as quickly as possible in a semi self arrest, kicking his crampons into the softening snow while jabbing his axes above his head in a controlled fall. When he reached Alex’s lifeless body, he understood death had been almost certainly instantaneous. There was nothing he could do. He forced himself to be calm, to control his own shock and continue his retreat alone. He placed the body in a recess just above a crevasse and marked the spot with Alex’s ice axes holding him to the face. Then he raced the remaining four hours toward base camp on the opposite side of the glacier.


I met him halfway across. I had been watching from the lateral moraine just above base camp and seen the accident through the lens of my camera. All we could do that day was return to the tents; it was too late to go up. That night, René told me the story, about being stopped by the rock step, the conversations they had during the bivvy the night before, how they hoped I would have recovered and with extra equipment we would return and succeed. The evening before, as they descended, I thought my luck had changed. Feeling fit again after a bout of diarrhoea, I hoped we could still climb the face together. Now this. The evening before, as I watched them prepare to bivouac through my zoom lens, a sudden burst of intense red filled the viewfinder. My heart missed a beat but then I realised what I had seen. It was Alex shaking out the bivvy tent.


The morning after the accident, René and I started to pack up to return to the face and recover the body, but cloud descended before we set off and it began to snow lightly. A storm was brewing. We waited another day in a state of uncertainty. Our liaison officer said he would leave immediately to get news back to Kathmandu. I thought of his mother Jean, and Sarah, his girlfriend, and the need to speak to them. We could stay and try to recover Alex’s body, but what would that achieve? It was clear Annapurna would be Alex’s tomb.


There is now a memorial stone for Alex at Annapurna base camp with an inscription that reads: ‘Better to live one day as a tiger than to live for a thousand years as a sheep.’[1] Had René and Alex managed to overcome the short section that stopped them, there would have been few difficulties between them and the top. In 1984 two Spaniards, Nil Bohigas and Enric Lucas, climbed the line Alex and René had tried. It was a brilliant ascent, but their success was testimony to Alex’s vision. Luck had been with them. A narrow runnel of ice led steeply up and over the buttress that had stopped Alex and René.


Alex was 28 when he died, so young his life was little more than a preface, but a preface to what? Alex thought he knew. Just before we left Kathmandu to go to Annapurna, he completed an article for the Karrimor Technical Guide for 1983 – Karrimor then being among the leading outdoor brands. I have a picture of Alex sifting through the many sheets he had written by headtorch during a power cut at the Lhotse Hotel. He was doing a final ‘cut and paste’ of the article, which meant just that, cutting bits out and sticking them at a more appropriate place in the text, or writing a new paragraph by hand and gluing it over the old one.


With uncanny foresight the equal of anything in H.G. Wells, he predicted changes in modern mountaineering and a revolution in worldwide communications. Here is the first of his predictions, right at the beginning of the article: ‘As we pack our gear for our attempt on Annapurna south face, we do so in the sure knowledge that one day, in the not too distant future, some lad will be packing half as much or less and setting off to climb the wall in a time beyond our comprehension, backed by a methodology and an understanding of the environment that we do not have today. Our lightweight sacks will be like dinosaurs. The Himalaya will, for a few at least, become an alpine playground, while the waiting millions watch!’


In 2013, the Swiss alpinist Ueli Steck soloed a significantly more difficult line to the right of the British buttress directly to the summit on the south face, up and down in twenty-eight hours. Steck, dubbed the Swiss Machine, sets speed records on routes almost every time he steps on a mountain and millions really do watch films of these ascents on YouTube and television. Such an ascent would have been impossible in 1982 with the equipment of the day. And Steck has achieved the highest standards of modern athletic fitness. There are no Olympic events for climbers, but he is the only gold medallist when it comes to soloing eight-thousanders. Even by the generally very high standards of modern mountaineering, active climbers today find Steck’s achievements amazing.


The gap between a very good climber and an exceptional climber like Steck is much greater today than it was in the 1970s and 1980s. Back then climbers soloed routes in the Alps to improve their skills and efficiency. It was training to learn to move fast on similar ground in the Himalaya. Setting a speed record wasn’t part of the equation. Now speed has become almost a separate sport within mountaineering. It puts the experience into a new dimension. There is little to reflect on when writing about a two and a half hour ascent of the Eigerwand. Stopwatches and sponsors dilute the mystique. And yet what does Steck himself say about his achievement? ‘I am not a better climber than Anderl Heckmair.[2] This is just a different style in a different era.’


The other remarkable prediction in the article foreshadows the coming of the internet. ‘One day, in the not too distant future, we may be sitting in our base camp trying to choose between Dallas and some lad soloing Makalu’s west face live, while trying to keep in touch with the progress of other expeditions by the press of a button. But perhaps by then, René, John and I will have jobs as commentators! Yours, Alex.’


You might say that in writing this book I am proving him right.


When Alex had finished cutting and pasting his article that September day in 1982, he shoved it into an envelope, addressed it to Karrimor’s owner Mike Parsons and walked a mile into town through the monsoon rains, along teeming, muddy streets to the post office. Fortunately, the letter reached Mike some weeks later.


Alex MacIntyre’s short but brilliant climbing career spanned barely a decade, from early 1972 until the autumn of 1982. By the end of that decade, he was known internationally for his audacious ascents in the Alps, the Andes and the Himalaya. Reinhold Messner described Alex as ‘the purest exponent of the lightweight style now climbing in Himalaya.’ Around the same time, Alex said of Reinhold Messner, ‘he had some interesting projects until he took up peak-bagging and became more interested in number-crunching.’[3]


This impertinent response was recorded in an interview with Ken Wilson for Mountain magazine in 1982 during the summer before Alex’s death. Wilson purged it from the final printed version fearing Messner would take offence. But the comment was typical of Alex – provocative, some might say offensive given the great man’s contribution to mountaineering, and yet, in truth, one way of looking at the facts. Alex, after all, had graduated with a top honours degree in law. There was no malice intended in his comment. Alex respected Messner. He considered his traverse of Nanga Parbat a model for the lightweight style:


‘Reinhold is very fit when he arrives and does not, by my standards, do a lot of acclimatisation. He is an athlete and his approach is to take the peak very fast, spending an absolute minimum period of time at altitude … but [the approach] only works where there are few technicalities. Once you have technical problems, you need to arrive at them fully acclimatised, strong, and with enough supplies to be able to spend a few days on them. Good acclimatisation and the weight of your gear thus become critical.’


Like Messner, Alex had a desire to conceive bold projects above and beyond the ordinary. Ueli Steck continues that tradition today with a different mindset and for far greater commercial reward. Alex lived in a time when equipment was relatively primitive compared to today. Scientific training regimes for high altitude had yet to be fully developed. To reach the base of the biggest mountains took weeks not hours. Would Alex have been like Ueli Steck had he lived today? Possibly. The only certainty is that the best mountaineers of any age would always agree that ‘when the chance is there, take it.’


Alex had a nickname in university – Dirty Alex. It was not entirely fair. We were all a pretty grubby bunch, but it stuck. His dishevelled appearance contrasted sharply with his bold good looks, constructed around inquisitive, intelligent and somewhat mocking eyes. He was certainly not, as has been suggested, a product of the flower power generation. Like many sportsmen of the 1970s, Alex styled his appearance with a mix of punk and glam rock. His appearance was both a statement and a challenge to draw out any ambivalence others might have from first impressions. Like most climbers in the 1970s, he smoked pot occasionally and used to joke that drinking was good ‘brain training’ for the Himalaya. But Alex was not a late-night boozer like many leading stars of those days, including the mercurial genius John Syrett and the American Henry Barber, who enjoyed legendary pub crawls.


Alex’s vision of the possible was backed up with an unnerving intellect and a wicked perversity to provoke and toy with other people’s emotions. He was also a pragmatist. His approach to lightweight alpinism was well thought through; his aspirations were matched by his own designs for equipment that was often developed.


‘Alex was in many ways unique,’ said Maria Coffey, the author of Fragile Edge and other books about the psychological and emotional implications of climbing. ‘He stood out from everyone else. He definitely had a glimmer.’ Maria knew Alex as well as anyone, having been his landlady for a year and a half while she was teaching in Manchester and Alex was working for the British Mountaineering Council. After Alex’s death, Maria said those climbers who knew of her friendship with Alex would often ask about him. ‘Mark Twight and Tomaz Humar were in awe of him. His uniqueness sprang from his karma and charisma, generated from a sense of purpose, not just ambition.’


I climbed with Humar a few times at Paklenica on the Dalmatian coast of Croatia. Alex was indeed one of his heroes. Tomaz was like Alex in many ways, enthusiastic, bold and brash and scoffed when warned he might share the same fate. Tomaz, like many climbers, had a spiritual connection with the mountains. For Tomaz, it was manifested through his Catholic faith and the mystical connection of his nation, Slovenia, to its highest mountain – Triglav – on which it was founded. In Alex, it was harder to detect but it was there. Alex had a true love for the mountains and an imagination that allowed him to seek out new approaches. But he was also an enigma. Even good friends today say they really knew very little about Alex.


‘He was hard work much of the time when we first started climbing together,’ said John Powell, his roommate and early climbing companion at university. ‘He didn’t have much to say about things. He spent most of his time weighing things up but, eventually, when he did make a comment, it was usually pretty accurate. When, just occasionally, he was well off the mark, he would never admit defeat in an argument. He would resort to sarcasm when required as a way of wearing you down.’


By the time he got to the south face of Annapurna, he had taken the idea of lightweight to extremes. He and Ghilini carried only one ice screw, two rock pegs, one rope and the sheath of another to use for abseiling, light sleeping bags, a bivvy tent, and food and gas for four days. Some have suggested that Alex broke his own rules going this light on such a massive face where the technical difficulties were unknown.


Style is a balancing act between the audacious and the acceptable. Alex’s wiry stature hid an immensely strong will, but he hated heavy loads. He never planned to carry more than eighteen kilos to the base of any unclimbed route on an 8,000-metre peak. On Annapurna, he tried to get this down to less than that. In theory, by going light, your speed increased and thus reduced your exposure to danger. It was a simple theory; in speed lay safety. But the desire to make first ascents of great, unclimbed routes on the highest peaks was an ambition fraught with exposure to incalculable dangers. Very few climbers have got away without sustained good fortune if they continued to climb at the highest standard. Many had the sense to retire, or at least climb on lower peaks where the risks were more manageable.


‘Good acclimatisation and the weight of your gear thus become critical,’ Alex had proclaimed as the golden rules of high-altitude climbing. These two elements were among the keys to any successful expedition. But what else was needed? The right team, of course, unless you were soloing. For exponents of lightweight style, that usually meant just two members, and never more than four. Roger Baxter-Jones, one of the leading and strongest British alpinists of the 1970s and 1980s, summed up the essential dynamics of teamwork on a Himalayan climb:





1. Come back


2. Come back friends


3. Get to the top


Roger, with Alex and Doug Scott, achieved all three goals while making the first ascent of the giant south-west face of Shisha Pangma in the purest style possible, but the climb tested their friendship to breaking point. The hardest of the three dictates is to come back friends. Other members of the team not capable of the climb were discarded at an early stage of the expedition and there was considerable resentment from those members left behind.


The final and least predictable requirement for success in the big mountains was – and still is – good luck. Alex knew full well he could not control objective dangers and so set out to manage his own luck by developing his concept of lightweight style. Safety came through speed, and speed was gained by stripping out much of the traditional safety net: camps, support, spare food and fuel, equipment and so forth – what Alex described as ‘the umbilical cord’. And the need to reduce weight wasn’t just about paring back on the amount of stuff. Lightweight style required lightweight gear and that meant new designs and new materials.


In the 1970s and 1980s Himalayan climbing was still an adventure pursued by very few people, but in the lower ranges of North America and Europe, alpine climbing was a fast growing sport, becoming socially acceptable and even fashionable. The growth in participation drove a growth in demand for equipment that would not only reduce the risks but also make the experience more enjoyable. There are very few people, even among the most hardened mountaineers, who actually find pleasure in carrying huge weights of gear in lumpy rucksacks.


Established companies and innovative new businesses set up and run by climbers responded to these new markets with lighter and better-designed products. The development of new equipment required investment in expensive research and technology. Specialist manufacturers worldwide vied to produce the best aluminum karabiners, hollow ice axes, lightweight crampons, high-altitude tents, waterproof nylon clothing and plastic boots, and they provided products to leading climbers to test. Anyone climbing in the 1960s and 1970s will remember the moment they clipped their steel karabiners for the last time, replaced pegs and knotted slings with lightweight nuts and tapes and condemned their uncomfortable canvas rucksacks – like carrying a potato sack – to the attic.


Alex had good contacts with many equipment manufacturers. In those days, they were mainly climbers and, therefore, likely to be friends. Through strength of personality, Alex often convinced them to develop new equipment made from the latest lightweight fabrics for clothing, rucksacks and tents that might be used on one expedition only and so would never be of commercial value unless modified. Necessity really was the mother of invention. Most climbers had little money and lived on thin air. Obtaining free equipment in exchange for bright suggestions on innovative and saleable products was an essential part of almost every Himalayan expedition. From the manufacturer’s point of view, the development of lightweight equipment was often somewhere between an act of faith and a sign of friendship.


The right people and good gear meant nothing unless you were properly acclimatised for high-altitude climbing. Alex was clear that for most climbers this could only be achieved as the culmination of years, if not decades, of time spent in the mountains. He believed that good performance at high altitude was not simply a matter of the body physically adapting. The mind also had to adapt. It had to learn to accept everything encountered on the mountain as perfectly normal, including extreme danger. This, he argued, could only be achieved after thousands of hours of living in that environment. There were no short cuts to mountain success. You needed to be ‘time served’. He hounded one teammate on Shisha Pangma until he agreed to drop all thoughts of going onto the mountain with the rest of them.


‘Fundamentally, Nick has not logged enough hours slogging through Scottish bogs in winter blizzards, lumbering through the frantic, non-stop twenty-four-hour exhaustion of the Alps … like a pack of pursued wolves with a badly wounded mate, the experienced climbers smelt the inevitable.’


Climbers have long debated whether mountaineering is a lifestyle or a sport. In the 1950s, it was more of a lifestyle, in part because there was little chance of making a living from it and, in part, because it demanded so much of your life to serve a full apprenticeship. Alex certainly served a full apprenticeship. Before the widespread popularity of climbing walls, sport climbing[4] and commercial mountain tourism, the formula for an apprenticeship in Britain more or less followed the sequence set out below. (For North America, replace the Alps with Rockies, Sierras, Cascades or Tetons.)





1. Walk in the hills and dales – observe mad people climbing rocks.


2. Read books about climbing, get inspired.


3. Decide you are also mad, and find someone with whom to go climb a rock.


4. Climb ice in winter, get thoroughly miserable and thoroughly hooked.


5. Go to the Alps in summer, learn to function in thin air, to move fast.


6. Climb in the Alps in winter, have miserable epics and taste the joy of hard fought success.


If, after five to ten years, you were still alive and climbing, you graduated to the Greater Ranges. That was where being ‘time served’ mattered most. (Scottish climbers had the only possible variation allowed in this classical apprenticeship. In the Scottish version, Step 5 was seen as a requirement before you attempted Step 4 in the Scottish hills. Anyone who has spent a few weeks climbing in full winter conditions in Scotland will have some sympathy for this view.)


After his ascent of Shisha Pangma, Alex was asked in an interview if the time was coming when climbers might go straight from Scottish training to the big problem faces of the Himalaya. He responded: ‘I am not sure about that. I wrote an article for a Japanese magazine recently where I pointed out the advantages that British climbers enjoy, having been able to learn their trade through five or six alpine seasons. There are an awful lot of tricks of the trade you can perfect only on alpine terrain. Himalayan trips are still pretty cumbersome and I can’t really see anyone going there and operating safely without having a good alpine training somewhere. We might get a lad who misses out the summer alpine season, does some good routes in winter, then goes to Alaska, then goes straight to the Himalayan twenty-thousanders. If he is intelligent, talks to the right people, does his homework, not so much to be influenced but to acquire tips for staying alive, then yes, I can see that sort of person developing in the future.’


This balanced and thoughtful response is typical of Alex’s lawyer’s training. It is clear, but also leaves the question hanging and for the unaware could easily be misinterpreted. His answer is really ‘no’. There is no replacement for the full alpine apprenticeship, but you might accelerate it by having nasty winter and 6,000-metre peak experiences. Some very good British climbers with little experience at altitude tried to advance straight to the Himalaya, but returned humbled. Most had nothing worse than some bad experiences with altitude sickness. Ueli Steck’s phenomenal solo ascents in the Alps and the Himalaya were the result of thousands of hours of hard training and climbing. His ascent of the south face of Annapurna was his third attempt, so he knew a lot about the terrain. Professional mountaineers climb day in day out to achieve in a few years what used to take a decade.


Until around 1980, Alex had no particular ambition to be famous or known outside of his own circle of friends. He showed little interest in writing reports and articles for magazines. It was part of his vision for himself, to be one of the lads and to be a purely amateur climber, uncontaminated by outside pressures. His attitude and ambition would change.


Upheaval in the world’s post-war political makeup was still some way off, however. It is difficult today to picture countries divided into the ‘free world’ and the ‘communist bloc’ but it is relevant to Alex’s story on several levels. The 1970s generation more than half-expected that one side or the other would push the button and civilisation would end in a series of big bangs. Taking possibly fatal risks did not seem such a bad gamble. That was a view shared by some, including Ken Wilson, the editor of Mountain magazine. Wilson believed having adventures in the high mountains was a means of escape from both the real and perceived threats of the cold war.


Alex also had a dark and fatalistic side that revealed itself – only occasionally – in his morbid fear of rock fall. Anyone who has climbed big mountains knows the feeling of instinctively cringing beneath your rucksack, like a tortoise withdrawing into its shell, when the air fills with the whine and whoosh of falling rocks. Your heart stops as stones explode around you. But in my years climbing with Alex, I noticed that in him it was something deeper, so much so that I wonder if he had a premonition about his fate.







	

1. The phrase ‘Better to live one day as a tiger than to live for a lifetime as a sheep’ was chosen by Alex’s mother Jean for the memorial stone which she erected, accompanied by his sister Libby, his girlfriend Sarah Richard and his good friend Terry Mooney, the season after his death. Some years later it was smashed by an avalanche. In November 2012, I walked in with Pete and Diane Clark to replace it. The south face and the enclosing cirque of peaks still towered high and serene above the sanctuary but the development of hotels complete with internet connectivity throughout the region shocked me; Alex would have welcomed it. In 1982, there was only one lodge on the walk-in, and that was the Captain’s Lodge at Chamlang. Otherwise, we camped or stayed in shepherd’s huts.[back]










	

2. The Eiger Nordwand was first climbed in July 1938 by Anderl Heckmair, Ludwig Vörg, Heinrich Harrer and Fritz Kasparek. The Germans, Heckmair and Vörg, caught up with the Austrians who started a day earlier. Heckmair led the team up the final pitches in appalling weather.[back]










	

3. By this he meant the race to become the first to climb all fourteen peaks over 8,000 metres. Messner was the first; it has now been achieved by over thirty people and the number grows annually.[back]










	

4. The advent of sport-climbing destinations around the world, from Spain to Thailand, has made rock-climbing a massive holiday market. It is made relatively safe by having fixed-bolt protection and sometimes ‘pre-clipped runners’ for the rope in place. If you fall you generally do not hurt yourself. For the best rock athletes, the hardest climbs may take weeks of effort and dozens of falls before success. The only difference with indoor wall climbing is that it is just that, indoors.[back]















– Chapter 3 –


No More Heroes





‘It’s frightening that despite everything we are becoming a British institution, but all institutions deserve to be questioned and knocked down.’


Jean-Jacques Burnel, The Stranglers


When Alex graduated from Leeds University in 1976, British mountaineering was in transition. It wasn’t simply a case of the older generation passing the flame to the new one; it was a time when climbers of different eras came together. Younger climbers were emerging, but at the same time older, successful climbers such as Chris Bonington, Doug Scott and Don Whillans were still climbing at a high standard. Most serious alpinists of either generation saw the Himalaya as the place where the real challenges were to be found. Lower costs and rising incomes meant the Greater Ranges were becoming more accessible. A growth in climbing media, particularly Mountain magazine, meant there was much more information on the biggest unclimbed challenges.


Bonington and Scott in particular were still very much in the game of raising standards and trying the ‘last great problems’.[1] These were the unclimbed faces and difficult ridges of the 8,000-metre peaks since almost all the major peaks over 7,500 metres in the Himalaya and Asia had been climbed. Attention had shifted from the highest to the hardest.


Initially, these new challenges were attempted by national siege-style expeditions, a hangover from the earlier rush to be the first on top of one of the fourteen 8,000-metre peaks. (There was a neo-colonialist angle to this earlier phase; the planting of flags on the world’s highest peaks being a feather in the cap of whichever nation first claimed each small patch of snow in the Himalayan sky. Just one of the eight-thousanders was climbed by a truly international expedition[2] and the race was concluded with the Chinese first ascent of Shisha Pangma in 1964.[3])


These large-scale, well-organised and business-like expeditions – the ‘professionals’ – were joined in the mid 1970s by smaller, less formal and less well-funded teams of climbers, who were more like privateers – fairly disorganised and impecunious in comparison and made up of ambitious types fighting their way to the top despite their lack of resources.


In the 1970s, it was much harder to make a living from climbing than it is now. Mountaineering had a small following; media interest was limited. Chris Bonington was then the only true professional climber in the country. His first British ascent of the north face of the Eiger in 1962 with Ian Clough propelled him into the media spotlight. ‘Our ascent of the north wall got the biggest press coverage I’ve ever had,’ he told me. ‘I had no prior concept of just how great it would be; my decision to snatch the route had been just that of the opportunist climber – it was something that had exercised a whole host of climbers back in the early 1960s.’


A few more climbers like Doug Scott scraped a living from climbing by writing and lecturing, but for Doug climbing was very much a way of life than a serious occupation, at least in his early years. It certainly wasn’t easy for any climber to survive by climbing alone in the 1960s. Bonington’s first few years were very thin, lecturing to ladies’ luncheon clubs and the Women’s Institute for £10 a time and running three years over the deadline on his first book. He worked hard to make his way of living a profession, working at his various crafts: lecturing, writing and photography. There was no such thing as a sponsored athlete. Being linked to a manufacturer meant little more than being loaned equipment to test and endorse.


These things would change dramatically over the next decade or so, but it was only after the south face of Annapurna expedition in 1970 that Bonington began to earn a proper living. To remain a professional, he had to work extremely hard, finding new climbing and adventure objectives each year, and then pitching them to sponsors, publishers and the media. The new generation of privateers, which included Alex, was more lackadaisical when it came to the business side of climbing. To complete the maritime parallel, the difference was between official endorsement for the exploits of Sir Walter Raleigh and the daring deeds of the self-financed Captain Hawkins. Climbing privateers were private in two senses. They were relatively secret about their aims and their impoverished lifestyles meant financing trips required some creative deals.


Over time, the boundaries between the two groups became blurred. As lead climbers in Bonington’s circle died or were discarded, others were given the opportunity to move up; it was a bit like promotion in the military during a war. If you climbed at a high standard and were safe, no one really cared much about your background. Climbing is inherently competitive, but the community is generally respectful of climbing achievements although wickedly satirical of class and status.


The impact and influence Chris Bonington had at the time was huge but often derided and even misrepresented. Chris unashamedly acknowledged he wanted to make a living by climbing as a writer, photojournalist and lecturer. Others had done this in the past – Frank Smythe for example – but Bonington proved especially successful. Unlike many climbers, he has the communication skills to put a complex mountain story into language understood by the general public. He had the ability to catch the media’s interest, gain financial backing and lead a successful expedition. Most importantly, he climbed at a high standard. Now in his eighties, he is still star billing for festivals and corporate-speaking engagements.


Success brings scrutiny, and sometimes envy; Bonington was often characterised as someone who put his career ahead of his climbing and everyone else. When it came to deciding who would join his trips and who would be the lead climbers, Chris knew the qualities he wanted, choosing people on their merit as climbers or organisers and how they would work in the team. He had loyal friends around him: Nick Estcourt, Ian Clough, Dougal Haston and Doug Scott. One or two, like Martin Boysen, felt their loyalty to Bonington went unrewarded; others were better described as ambitious colleagues, most obviously Don Whillans.


‘I never had an easy relationship with Don,’ Chris said. ‘There was no give and take but he was a brilliant climbing partner. Dougal was a very close friend on and off the crag though there was an element of mutual convenience in our expedition relationship. I think Dougal took it for granted that I’d put him in the position to make the summit bid because he knew that he was the best qualified to do so and I wanted to use him in that role because I shared that view. The important thing was that he was liked and respected by the other members of the team, whilst Don created tension.’


Managing a large team of successful climbers all eager to reach the top was a challenge that melted away with the advent of alpine-style climbing in the Himalaya. Bonington’s decision-making was focused on one thing: success. He was not there to satisfy all the personal ambitions of all his climbers. He was able to make unpopular decisions in what he felt were the best interests of the team’s common objective. (Whillans famously said after being excluded from the 1975 Everest expedition that Chris was ‘without Ruth’, meaning ruthless. For his part, Bonington said he ‘left Don out because none of the Annapurna team, including Dougal, wanted him along, though Doug and Hamish [MacInnes] would have.’)


To be invited on a Chris Bonington expedition was a good start on the road to becoming a professional climber. Most of the climbers on Bonington’s teams were there for the usual reasons – to have fun and accept a challenge. But there was a difference in terms of what was expected of you. If you were invited on a Bonington trip, you were asked to take a professional approach, understand your responsibilities and, in some instances, sign a contract. That probably meant giving up some of your rights to write independently about the trip, or use photographs without Chris’s permission.


There were good reasons for this, inextricably linked to a problem all climbers face, whatever style they choose – money. The problem for the leader of a big expedition is that you need much more of it. For the 1970 Annapurna expedition, the Mount Everest Foundation took a big gamble and underwrote the entire expedition, which saved Bonington the hassle of finding a sponsor. As a result, this highly successful expedition brought a very healthy profit back into the coffers of the MEF.


On the first of his expeditions to the south-west face of Everest in 1972, Bonington hoped the MEF would underwrite this trip as well, but this time it was not so keen. Strong expeditions had failed in 1970 and 1971 and it was felt to be too big a risk. So the only way to finance the expedition was through a mix of corporate and personal finance. Chris took a gamble and it made sense that these financial risks were shared, just as the climbing risks were. To hedge that risk, team members took part in joint lectures and contributed to the expedition books as part of their contract. When the 1972 expedition failed, the team returned to a huge debt. To pay it off, every member chipped in and did a series of lectures for expenses only until the debt was repaid. It was a truly corporate approach to climbing mountains. (They had to do the same when Nick Estcourt died on K2 in 1978 and the climb was abandoned.)


Fortunes change. For the 1975 Everest South West Face expedition, Bonington managed to raise the necessary finance with one letter to Barclays Bank, promoting the Everest expedition as the ‘hardest’ route up the highest mountain. Barclays agreed to underwrite the bulk of the expedition’s cost by a contribution of £100,000. In return, any profits from books, films and lectures went back to the bank. Surfing the huge wave of public interest after the ascent, almost all the team were engaged to lecture around the country. Chris was given a budget for the expedition book and lecture series and most of the members took part. Those who contributed were paid by the word for the book and given a set fee and expenses for taking part in a lecture. There was even a management committee, to make sure it was all done fairly. It was an important opportunity for younger members like Peter Boardman who were keen on developing their professional skills as writers and presenters.


After Everest, Chris drafted more young climbers like Pete onto his expeditions: Joe Tasker, Dick Renshaw and Alan Rouse, who were all from the privateer tradition. By bringing in climbers from this new generation Chris was taking a risk, but two things happened as a result. First, it helped Chris return to a more individualistic and lightweight approach. And for the privateers, it meant exposure to the professionalism and commercial potential of sponsored expeditions, which in turn impacted on their own attitudes and career opportunities.


Until invited on a Bonington trip, the independently minded climber thought his management style dictatorial and corporate. But most came to recognise that Bonington’s style was broadly consensual; he may have taken the final decisions, but without such an approach, he knew his expeditions would fail. It was good business; good leadership was the way Bonington could gain the confidence of sponsors and raise finance. The summit was the product the sponsor was buying to add value to their brand.


Of course, he needed to manage the story for the media as well, whether the news was good or bad. This management was not just external; it also applied to team members. His anxiety about presentation could backfire at times. While I was working for Ken Wilson at Mountain, we published an article by Mike Thompson called ‘Out with the Boys Again.’ It was a genuinely funny, alternative look at the workings and dynamics of Bonington’s 1975 Everest expedition by one of its members. Thompson was known for his wry humour and his attitude that climbing should be something unfettered and independent of any bureaucratic or authoritative control.


In the article, he describes how two groups formed during the expedition’s walk-in to base camp. The first group includes the managers of the expedition, those close to Bonington running base camp and logistics, the media representatives, doctors and so forth. The second group – the ‘lads’ – included more raucous and anarchistic individuals like Jim Duff, Braithwaite, Scott and, of course, Thompson himself. Bonington was described as the leader glimpsed in his tent typing out orders for the day on a porridge-encrusted computer. Peter Boardman, the newly appointed national officer of the BMC, was also targeted for ridicule, as a climbing bureaucrat working on the seventeenth floor of the BMC’s headquarters. It is a seminal piece of satire that captured the changing face of British mountaineering.


The morning after Mountain hit the shelves, Ken answered the phone to an outraged Bonington shouting at him down the line about misrepresentation. As soon as Ken had regained his composure, he went on the offensive, talking about freedom of the press, but more importantly, pointing out that the Thompson story carried a second underlying theme that was, in fact, a homage to the organisation of both people and materials on the expedition. Thompson may not have entirely accepted his role as a high-altitude porter for the summit teams, but he appreciated the planning that made it so successful. Chris soon calmed down and both Thompson and Wilson were once again friends. Just as his team eventually realised the value of Chris’s leadership, Chris now sees Mike Thompson’s article as a ‘brilliant yet witty study of the expedition – a true social anthropologist’s view.’


Bonington’s professional approach may not have been the model others wanted to emulate, but his record of success was one with which many aspiring climbers wanted to be associated. An endorsement from Chris could make all the difference when seeking sponsorship. Although selective, Chris was generally very generous when it came to allowing his name to be used as patron for privateer trips, as he did for our Anglo-Polish Changabang climb. An association with his professionalism gave credibility without impinging in any way on the lightweight approach to the highest peaks.


The public had become captivated by Chris Bonington’s brand of patriotic adventure in the 1960s and 1970s and this gathering interest in climbing, promoted through live broadcasts on the BBC and climbing films for independent networks such as Thames Television, created public interest which Boardman, Tasker and others exploited through writing and lecturing. (They were also very good at it; their books are still in print and their names associated with the leading mountain literature prize in English.)


There were other, less high-profile ways to make a living from this growing interest in climbing. There were already a handful of guides and professional outdoor instructors, and their numbers grew as outdoor education became fashionable. Climbers from this generation also proved technically curious and entrepreneurial, men like Denny Moorhouse, Tony Howard, Mike Parsons and Pete Hutchinson, who all played a part in growing the outdoor industry. It was even possible to make a living from publishing as Ken Wilson did at Mountain and then with his book imprint Diadem. All of these provided career models for young climbers.


Although Thompson’s ‘Out with the Boys Again’ was a humorous take on Bonington’s management style, it hid his ability to manage individuals. This may seem obvious, but knowing the individuals involved, it must have been like herding cats. Strong teams led by Alan Rouse failed on Everest in winter in 1981 and on the north-west ridge of K2 in 1986 because the individuals in the team tended to do things their own way. There was no coordinated plan. Huge pressure was brought to bear both on friendships and the logistics of these trips.


Privateers saw planning as a burden and secondary to all other concerns. Enjoying the experience came first and foremost; trips seemed to happen spontaneously, planned in bars at events like the BMC’s Buxton Conference or at Alpine Climbing Group discos, or in the back rooms of pubs. Privateers seemed to gravitate towards one another over beers, rather than be formally chosen as part of a team. ‘Get there and have a go,’ was the creed at least in the early days of the movement. Only a minimum amount of everything was required to achieve this – anything on top was a bonus. This would change as reputations grew, but while Bonington could cash a cheque for a hundred grand, we were happy with a trolley full of groceries from the local supermarket.


There was no point in taking more than was required. Western goodies were needed mainly for higher altitudes, with just enough at base camp to add variety to local staples of rice, lentils, tsampa and noodles. Days on the mountain were calculated and soup, cheese, chocolate and so forth carefully weighed and bagged. Any surplus food, and most of the alcohol donated, was used to subsidise travel costs.


Such parsimony only worked because of the revolution in Himalayan climbing ethics. The generation that entered the Himalayan fray in the mid 1970s had new ideas based on fitness and skills gained from very hard ascents in the Alps. Our ambition was to get to the unclimbed ‘last great problems’ before they were all climbed by siege-style expeditions.


Since most of the new generation had never been to altitude, there was now a second phase of apprenticeship to be served. Some, like Pete Boardman, learned when invited on Chris Bonington’s expeditions. The rest were left to their own devices to learn for themselves. Eight-thousanders were expensive and time-consuming, and pure alpine-style tactics on very technical peaks had yet to be fully tested. So in the 1970s there was a sudden interest in the less expensive and less well-known 6,000 and 7,000-metre peaks. It was experience gained on these smaller challenges that provided the training and knowledge to tackle more technical challenges on the highest mountains.


The British starting point on this modern quest for alpine-style purity above 7,000 metres came in 1975 with Joe Tasker and Dick Renshaw’s naive but daring ascent of the south-east ridge of Dunagiri in the Garhwal Himalaya. Peaks of this altitude had been climbed by small teams from several nationalities in the past, including Alexander Kellas before the Great War and by Eric Shipton and Bill Tilman in the 1930s. But the route on Dunagiri was technical, graded ‘TD-’ in the alpine grading system. It was achieved at practically no cost, with little preparation and almost no fuss by two climbers with no previous Himalayan experience. In just nine days, they made the ascent and returned to their base camp in wild and remote mountains.


When back in the UK, both admitted they could have easily died. They had not acclimatised properly and had not carried enough fuel to rehydrate and enough food to maintain energy. Dehydration meant that they became semi-delirious on the descent and as a result became separated. This was nearly a fatal error. Everyone who spoke with them, or read the reports, took note not to make the same mistakes, but the ascent proved that being bold and going light could bring about a stunning result.


In that same year, the British siege-style expedition led by Chris Bonington succeeded on the south-west face of Everest. A massive amount of finance was needed for expeditions of that scale with its nine lead climbers, seven support climbers and sixty high-altitude porters. But thereafter, most British expeditions involved just a few members.[4] Few climbers could attract the kind of sponsorship Bonington could. Cost as well as ethics and aesthetics drove the development of lightweight mountaineering.


To put Alex’s achievements into context, listed below are the major British first ascents in the Himalaya during the period he was active – from 1975 until his death in 1982 –and the climbers that reached the summit:





1975 – The south-east ridge of Dunagiri: Joe Tasker and Dick Renshaw


1976 – Trango Tower: Mo Anthoine, Martin Boysen, Joe Brown and Malcolm Howells


1976 – Changabang’s west face: Pete Boardman and Joe Tasker


1977 – The Ogre: Chris Bonington and Doug Scott


1978 – The first alpine-style ascent of Jannu’s south face: Roger Baxter-Jones, Rab Carrington, Brian Hall and Al Rouse


1979 – The north-west face of Kangchenjunga: Peter Boardman, Doug Scott and Joe Tasker


1979 – Nuptse’s north spur: Georges Bettembourg, Brian Hall, Al Rouse and Doug Scott


1979 – Gaurishankar’s south-west ridge: Peter Boardman, Tim Leach, Guy Neidhardt and Pemba Lama


1981 – Kongur first ascent: Peter Boardman, Chris Bonington, Al Rouse and Joe Tasker


1981 – Annapurna IV, first winter ascent: Adrian Burgess, Al Burgess and Roger Marshall


1982 – Shivling’s east pillar: Bettembourg, Greg Child, Doug Scott and Rick White


Alex MacIntyre’s Himalayan climbs during this same short period were:


1977 – North-east face of Bandaka; with Voytek Kurtyka and John Porter


1978 – South buttress of Changabang: with Voytek Kurtyka, John Porter and Krzysztof Zurek


1980 – Dhaulagiri east face: with Jerzy Kukuczka, Voytek Kurtyka and René Ghilini


1982 – West ridge of Pangma Ri: with Roger Baxter-Jones and Doug Scott


1982 – Shisha Pangma’s south-west face: with Roger Baxter-Jones and Doug Scott


1982 – East buttress of Tarke Kang: with René Ghilini and John Porter


All of Alex’s ascents were made in a lightweight style developed on the back of his remarkable ascents in the Alps at the start of this same period. These included the Bonatti Pillar on the Dru, the second ascent of the Bonatti-Zappelli on the Grand Pilier d’Angle, the first ascent of the Colton-MacIntyre on the Grandes Jorasses and the first alpine-style ascent of the Eiger Direct. Alex also climbed several bold new routes in the Andes in 1979, recorded later in this book, and made two failed attempts on the west face of Makalu in 1981.


Many excellent ascents from mountaineers from around the world took place during this same period, although most continued to use traditional expedition tactics. However, another new trend above 8,000 metres was shaping how climbers thought about the future of mountaineering. Reinhold Messner, having climbed Everest with Peter Habeler in 1978 without using bottled oxygen, returned to Everest in 1980 to make a solo ascent of the north ridge, again without oxygen and during the monsoon. That had a worldwide impact. Several eight-thousanders had been climbed without oxygen by 1980, but what more could be possible? Others would soon climb much more technical routes above 8,000 metres, but it was Messner who added solo without oxygen to the list of possibilities.


Most climbers agreed that going light and without oxygen brought elegance to any big mountain challenge. It was a particularly attractive proposition for a younger – and consequently poorer – generation of British climbers. Oxygen was extremely expensive. It required many more porters to get it to the mountain and Sherpa support once you got it there. For these reasons it was dismissed as an option by the younger generation.


Peak fees were not nearly as expensive then as they are today, but eight-thousanders were still costly in terms of time, which, in the Himalaya as anywhere else, means money. More time was needed to acclimatise above 7,500 metres and therefore more food and fuel were needed and more porters to carry the necessary provisions for those extra weeks. Those extra porters required more porters to carry their food – and so on. For those who now travel well-stocked trekking routes, this may be hard to grasp.


By the mid 1970s, Eastern European and Japanese expeditions were consistently proving that large, well-organised teams could build on the model of Bonington’s 1970 Annapurna ascent and succeed on the last great problems. For the next generation, the question was simple: could a lightweight alpine style replace big expedition siege tactics? The race was on.


Alpine style meant self-reliance first and foremost, not being dependent on the support of others. But to call alpine style ‘lightweight’ was a misnomer. Everything you needed for the climb and survival had to go into one big rucksack. The more technical the route, the more equipment was needed; and big routes could take a week or more to complete. Over time and through experience that ‘everything’ could be pared down to a minimum – but even so, leaving base camp carrying such a heavy weight was daunting.
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