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1
            INTRODUCTION

            The Art of Suffering

         

         
            … there are men who, on the approach of severe pain, hear the very opposite call of command, and never appear more proud, more martial, or more happy than when the storm is brewing; indeed, pain itself provides them with their supreme moments! These are the heroic men …

            Friedrich Nietzsche, Die fröhliche Wissenschaft

         

         He stood out immediately. Towering over many of the best high-altitude climbers in the world, Andrzej Zawada was holding court. His natty tweed jacket atop a simple black turtleneck complemented his salt-and-pepper hair. Severe black-framed glasses balanced his angular bone structure, adding to his regal posture.

         Zawada was among a group of fellow climbers at the Polish Mountaineering Association clubhouse, celebrating the wrap of the 1994 Katowice Mountain Film Festival. The wintry city was enveloped in a thick blanket of smog. Although the building was dank and dingy, the windows smudged with residue from nearby smokestacks, inside was warmth, light and plenty of vodka. And stories: incredible stories of exposed traverses, high-altitude storms, desperate bivouacs and triumphant summits.

         I had helped organise the festival, and knew the reputations of many of the alpinists in the room, superstars of high-altitude climbing, both summer and winter. But it was my first meeting with Andrzej Zawada, a legendary winter specialist. I asked, ‘Mr Zawada, why do you prefer to climb in the Himalaya in winter when summer is so much more appealing?’

         He looked down his long, aristocratic nose and said, ‘Because the Himalaya in summer is for vimmen!’ I spied a twinkle in his eye as he glanced around to gauge the response to his outrageous comment. Like everyone, I laughed. 2

         But there was no questioning the respect due this man who had inspired a generation of climbers to launch their high-altitude careers in the cruellest season. The concept of winter mountaineering in the Himalaya and Karakoram was born in Poland, nurtured in Poland, and for years, dominated by Polish climbers. Almost 200 expeditions from dozens of countries have ventured into the highest mountains in Nepal, Pakistan and Tibet in winter, but the Poles, under the leadership of Andrzej Zawada, were the first to succeed in the coldest season at 8,000 metres.

         Years later, Adam Bielecki, one of Poland’s leading winter climbers, wrote: ‘Winter domination was the fault of Stalin and Bierut1 because they locked us in a cage. When others were doing first ascents of 8,000-metre peaks, we remained trapped behind the Iron Curtain. When it finally lifted, we jumped out of the cage. We were very hungry.’2 It’s true that after the end of the Second World War, Polish mountaineers were not part of the resurgence of activity in the Himalaya. While the Poles languished under Soviet rule, alpinists from around the world summited all fourteen of the 8,000-metre peaks. The French started it with Annapurna in 1950, and the Chinese finished the job on Shishapangma in 1964. Yet none of them were climbed in winter. Winter still offered an unexplored frontier for Himalayan climbers.

         
             

         

         When you contemplate the reality of climbing in winter at 8,000 metres, the scale of the challenge becomes almost abhorrent. Gasping for oxygen in the thin air, throbbing headaches and retching stomachs are common at high altitude in any season, but winter accentuates the problem. As high-altitude medical expert Dr Peter Hackett explains, ‘Barometric pressure at high altitude is considerably lower in winter than summer – enough to make a clinical difference.’ Lower barometric pressure means less oxygen to keep warm and make progress, both of which are already harder because of the bitter cold.

         Temperatures at 8,000 metres in winter defy understanding. It is so cold your lungs feel as if they are burning. Eyelashes become coated in rime and cling together. Exposed skin freezes in minutes. Your extremities are horribly vulnerable and if immobile or constricted in any way can freeze as solid as wood. Fingers and toes die, turn black and must be amputated. Stoves malfunction. Metal snaps. Cold this cold is brutally unforgiving. It wraps itself around you and around your mind and then begins, ever so slowly, to squeeze. It’s terrifying.

         3Savage winter winds rarely let up at high elevations on these peaks. For weeks on end, summits are buried in the jet stream. And these winds are not simply breezy or gusty; they have the power of hurricanes. Such winds can lift a grown person and throw them down. They destroy tents, fling barrels of equipment hundreds of metres, snap guylines and polish glacial ice to marble smoothness. They drive huge quantities of snow, packing it into deadly slabs poised to avalanche at the slightest trigger. They roar and howl and scream until even the most well-balanced climber begins to feel he is going insane.

         The degree of isolation in the highest mountains in winter is hard to imagine. With difficult ground access and dangerous flying conditions, any emergency quickly turns into a life-threatening situation. As winter Himalayan climber Darek Załuski explains, ‘It’s difficult to find loneliness under the 8,000ers except in winter. Winter is at the end of the world.’

         There is little colour in the high mountains in winter, only thirty shades of white, gradations of grey and blackest black. The variations of white provide a frame of reference for snow quality, avalanche risk and all kinds of clues that can help you survive. Black is the colour of the rock-hard ice that will deflect your ice axe, resist the bite of your crampon, and glisten like glass. Grey roils in with every storm: charcoal grey, dove grey, milky grey. Rarely, the heavy sky splits wide to reveal a startling blue so deep you could drown in it, luring alpinists into action for a day or two of good weather. And then it’s back to grey.

         Winter is darkness. Winter days are short, and those long winter nights feel like forever. In a tent at 7,000 metres, nights are not only long but filled with loneliness and uncertainty. During an open bivouac at 8,000 metres, prolonged darkness arouses emotions that can overwhelm you: fear, paranoia, even malice.

         In a word, suffering. Winter climbing at altitude is all about suffering, or as Polish climber Voytek Kurtyka described it, winter in the high Himalaya is the ‘Art of Suffering’. And yet there are those who are passionate about climbing at 8,000 metres in winter, even obsessed. They crave the mind-numbing isolation. They are trained and ready to dance across ice as hard as stone, to move lightly on unstable snow, to punch thousands of steps into knee-deep drifts. They know their equipment so well it’s like an extension of their limbs. They move quickly and efficiently, even while swaddled in down suits that restrict their movements and enormous mitts that render them as clumsy as infants. They recognise and react to potential threats, although 4they are peering through ice-filmed goggles. They understand patience. Patience to wait days or weeks, and sometimes months, in base camp, hoping for a break in the weather, that blazing blue sky, even if it’s only for two days. They push their bodies to the very edge, peer over that edge, and judge when to pull back to live another day. Their dance with suffering combines instinct, ingrained mountain wisdom and a formidable will to survive. These are the ‘Ice Warriors’.

         
             

         

         It’s rare to meet a true visionary, a man elevated above the ordinary. Watching Andrzej Zawada interact with the world’s pre-eminent high-altitude climbers, observing their respect, their deference, their ready acceptance of the hardships, the cruelty and dangers of venturing into the highest mountains on Earth in winter, piqued my curiosity.

         As I delved into the history of winter climbing, I was astonished by the scope: over a period of four decades almost 200 expeditions and over 1,500 climbers had been drawn to the coldest season, from Poland and Italy, Japan, Russia and many other countries – too many to contain in one volume. Choosing whom to include was difficult; chronicling this complex history even more so. For simplicity’s sake, I decided to recount the story of the 8,000ers in winter in the order of their first successful winter ascents. It just so happened that it all started with Everest: not the most difficult 8,000er, but the highest.

         Writing it in the dead of winter – in fact, the harshest winter at my home in Banff in 131 years – seemed appropriate. Huddled at my desk beneath a frosty window, swaddled in down, I tap-tapped for hours, slipping away mid-day for a sprint around the local ski trails, hoping for a glimmer of sun to melt the frost on my eyelashes. Those frigid dashes provided ample time to imagine those same temperatures – but six and a half kilometres higher – and to reflect on the resilient characters capable of functioning in such conditions.

         I know, or in too many cases, knew, many of these winter climbers. Knowing them and their families made writing some chapters a gut-wrenching experience. But as I revisited the long conversations that led to this book, remembered that first meeting with the grandfather of high-altitude winter climbing, Andrzej Zawada, and reflected on the strong friendships that were formed in the process, it became increasingly clear that I needed to write their story. This book is testament to their suffering and effort, their triumphs and failures.

         
            
243NOTES

            1 Bolesław Bierut was a Polish Communist leader, NKVD (secret police) agent and hardline Stalinist who became president of Poland after the defeat of the Nazi forces in the Second World War.

            2 Adam Bielecki and Dominik Szczepański, Adam Bielecki (Warszawa: Agora, 2017), 129.
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            1

            EVEREST

            First Time Lucky

         

         
            We lived with a sense of perfect freedom and deep physical and mental well-being. We wanted nothing.

            Eric Shipton, Upon That Mountain

         

         There can only be one highest mountain on Earth, and as such, Everest has always been a sought-after objective. But for Andrzej Zawada, Everest felt more like a thorn in his side. By the late 1970s, the mountain had seen a number of important ascents. New Zealander Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing Norgay reached its 8,848-metre summit for the first time by the South Col route in 1953. An American team climbed the difficult west ridge via the Hornbein Couloir in 1963. In 1975, Japanese mountaineer Junko Tabei became the first woman to make the summit. That autumn, the British climbed the south-west face. Three years later, on 8 May 1978, Italian Reinhold Messner and Austrian Peter Habeler shattered another barrier when they climbed Everest without bottled oxygen.

         Yugoslavs, Swiss, Chinese, Nepalis and Tibetans: all had made their mark on Everest, some on extremely impressive routes. But no Pole had stood on its summit, a cause for distress and even humiliation among Polish climbers.

         Wanda Rutkiewicz broke the stalemate. On 16 October 1978, she became the third woman to climb the mountain, the first European woman, and the first Polish climber. Poland’s leading female alpinist, Wanda possessed all the attributes of a climbing star: athletic, ambitious and famously beautiful. All of that plus perfect timing. Her summit day coincided with the election of Pope John Paul II, who hailed from Poland. Both announcements 6generated an explosion of joy in Poland, almost as great as in England in 1953, when news of Edmund Hillary’s first ascent coincided with young Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation.

         Andrzej was, perhaps surprisingly, relieved by Wanda’s ascent because she had unknowingly solved a problem for him. Until her triumphant climb, the Polish Mountaineering Association (Polski Związek Alpinizmu, or PZA) had been pressing Andrzej to organise a spring expedition to Everest. That would have a far greater chance of success than the winter attempt he was proposing. Andrzej resisted, arguing that since Everest had been climbed in spring or autumn by almost a hundred climbers, one more ascent would add little to mountaineering history. After Wanda’s success, the committee began warming to Andrzej’s plan. More precisely, two plans. The first was to climb Everest in winter; the second was to climb it by a new route the following spring.

         There could be no one more qualified to carry out such ambitious endeavours than Andrzej Zawada. He was not only a climber but also a leader who could inspire, a diplomat who could open doors. He came from a long-standing Polish upper class, starting with Count Malczewski, a Romantic poet who is sometimes regarded as the first Polish alpinist, having climbed Mont Blanc in 1818. While not himself a count, Andrzej was aware of his privileged lineage: Philip, his father, had a doctorate in international law and his mother, Eleonora, was a linguist who translated both Russian and German. As reward for successfully negotiating the terms of the amorphous German–Polish border in the 1920s, Philip was named the Polish Consul. The family’s diplomatic life abroad ended when Philip was struck down with tuberculosis; despite first-class treatment in Davos, Switzerland, he died in 1931. Andrzej was only three years old. Eleonora moved her two young boys back to Poland’s high country, near the Tatra mountains, and by 1939 they had settled into a cosy, alpine-style chalet.

         Her choice of home was fortunate: in the mountains they were relatively sheltered from the horrors of the Second World War, which was soon ripping Poland to pieces. Eleonora supplemented her income by translating at the local hospital, where hundreds of injured soldiers arrived for treatment. Although overrun with German and Russian soldiers, the area also harboured small bands of brave resistance fighters. At night, they would huddle around the fire in her chalet, planning their covert actions. It wasn’t long before little Andrzej began colluding with the partisans. Still a boy, 7he stashed a machine gun under his desk at school and grenades by his bed at night. By the age of seventeen, he had already spent a month in prison.

         Upon release, his mother whisked him away to a secure location where he finished his high school studies before going on to study geophysics in universities at Wrocław and Warsaw. Andrzej thrived in the big cities but being a mountain boy at heart he joined the local mountain clubs, taking their courses and climbing at weekends.

         Although Andrzej usually played by the rules imposed by the Polish Mountaineering Association, climbing with more experienced partners until he was sufficiently skilled, he sometimes broke free of the PZA’s constraints. Ignoring their warnings, Andrzej couldn’t resist making in 1959 a complete winter traverse of the Tatras: seventy-five kilometres and 22,000 metres up and down on a route that was steep, airy and difficult. Andrzej saw the traverse as an important test of his abilities in winter conditions. The PZA saw it as a flagrant disregard of their rules. Polish climbers at this time had to rely on the PZA to apply to the communist government for passports to travel abroad. So it wasn’t surprising that the PZA punished Andrzej by withholding his passport for an expedition he had organised to the Rakaposhi area in Pakistan’s Karakoram mountain range.

         Since mountaineering was considered an ‘official’ sport in Poland, there was an elaborate system of vetting and qualifying alpinists who wished to travel abroad. An approved project would receive funding from the PZA but their support did not include equipment. Climbers needed to be creative, finding seamstresses, bootmakers, welders and anyone else who could manufacture the specialised equipment needed to survive the harsh conditions found in the high mountains.

         Andrzej excelled at these jobs. He was already a proven problem-solver, leading geophysical scientific expeditions, managing logistics, permits and equipment. He travelled widely, learnt how to navigate government bureaucracies and how to lead people in situations of significant risk. As his skills improved and his organisational experience grew, he gradually prepared himself as the ideal climbing expedition leader.

         In 1971 he led the groundbreaking first ascent of 7,852-metre Kunyang Chhish, a peak in the western Karakoram of Pakistan. Buoyed by this success and his experience of winter climbing in the Tatras, he felt Polish mountaineers were now ready to stake a claim to some new territory in the high-altitude mountaineering world: climbing in winter. His first objective 8would be Afghanistan’s highest mountain: 7,492-metre Noshaq. His plan was unusual enough for the government of Afghanistan, before granting a permit for the expedition, to demand a letter from the PZA stating they understood the implications of the Polish winter objective and took full responsibility for their actions. With some difficulty, Andrzej obtained this letter.

         On 29 December 1972, the team gathered at Warsaw railway station with three tons of equipment. While he appeared confident, Andrzej journeyed with a heavy heart, worried their goal was too ambitious. Venturing into extremely high mountains in winter had not yet been done. As the train rumbled along, he stared out at the endless frozen fields, tormented by visions of blinding snowstorms, thundering avalanches and frostbitten feet.

         When they finally arrived at Noshaq, Andrzej was relieved to see very little snow. But it was frighteningly cold. Daytime temperatures hovered around -25° Celsius, and at night, ten degrees lower. Hours of daylight were brutally short. As winter storms cycled through, the climbers suffered, most eventually retreating to base camp to tend their cracked lips and frozen limbs.

         Towards the middle of February, Andrzej and Tadek Piotrowski, a notoriously tough Polish alpinist famous for his icy river training swims, climbed to within 800 metres of the top, but temperatures dropped even lower and the wind was howling. Then, during the night of 12 February, Andrzej woke with a start; the tent had miraculously stopped flapping. He peered out into an eerily calm night, the ebony sky studded with a million stars. This was their chance.

         The two men started early next day, stopping in late afternoon to rest on a snowy plateau and make tea. Soon after, the moon rose, bathing the mountain in an ethereal glow. Since the summit appeared just a short distance ahead, they radioed down to base camp that they would push on. Yet when they reached the top, well after 9 p.m., their spirits plunged: the main summit was still more than a kilometre ahead. It was almost midnight when they finally arrived at the true summit, their faces numbed by bitter winds. At 4.30 a.m., after seventeen hours of near-continuous movement, they arrived back at their tent. Andrzej was in remarkably good shape but Tadek’s two big toes were frozen like cubes of ice.

         Despite the cost, the two men had set a new record: they were first to climb a mountain over 7,000 metres in winter. Andrzej was already thinking about what would be next. While resting at base camp, his mind raced with 9the possibilities. He later wrote: ‘We began to think about our next winter expedition: but this time it would be to 8,000 metres … climbing the highest peaks of the world in winter would open a new chapter in mountain climbing … to prove that it is possible to climb under any conditions and at any time of the year is a test to sort out the top climbers from the others. It would be an achievement which would give the highest satisfaction.’1

         Once he’d returned home, Andrzej Zawada began planning the next winter expedition. His first choice was Everest, but the PZA turned this plan down repeatedly so, for the 1974–75 season, he settled on Everest’s neighbour Lhotse, at 8,516 metres the world’s fourth-highest mountain. In retrospect, many consider this to have been more of an ‘autumn’ expedition rather than winter, since the Poles arrived at base camp in late October. And while they made a valiant attempt, described in Chapter Seven, they didn’t quite succeed. It would take another five years for Andrzej to launch a team on Everest in winter, but he never lost sight of his vision. He was determined to explore the limits of what was possible, and Poland’s climbers were eager to prove themselves.

         As preposterous as it might seem to tackle the highest mountain on Earth in winter, it wouldn’t have appeared outlandish to Polish climbers. In their home mountains, the Tatras, winter climbing was almost as popular as rock climbing. As Andrzej once said, ‘There are no glaciers in our Tatra mountains, so that in order to approximate to Alpine conditions, we have to climb in winter.’2 Winter routes in the Tatras are primarily mixed climbs, requiring high-level technical skills for both rock and ice. Equally important is the ability to protect the climber: finding cracks in which to place pitons and build safe belays, the methods used to secure a climber to the wall. A curious mix of frosted granite, frozen clumps of grass and thin slivers of ice, the walls of the Tatras in winter are difficult, both technically and psychologically: an excellent training ground for winter alpinism in the high mountains.

         Another valuable skill acquired in the Tatras was how to survive a winter bivouac, a night out on the mountain with minimal shelter, either planned or, through force of circumstance, unplanned. Bivouacking became so popular with Polish climbers in the 1970s that they began competing with each other, even developing contest rules: sleeping inside a tent didn’t count; subtract one point for using a bivouac sack; being content to stuff one’s legs into a backpack scored the highest points. Leading the ‘bivvy competition’ was Zygmunt Heinrich, a notoriously tough Himalayan 10climber who boasted hundreds of bivouacs and who, not surprisingly, was chosen for the Everest winter climb.

         Andrzej Zawada, despite his impressive reputation as an expedition leader, was an amateur alpinist, a geophysicist who climbed only when he could find the time. Even as an amateur who had to squeeze his expeditions in between job requirements, he brought a professional attitude to all aspects of expeditioning, including the equipment. But at that time in Poland, he couldn’t simply saunter into a shopping mall with a credit card. There were no outdoor equipment shops and there was certainly no credit. He galvanised anyone and everyone he thought could provide him with the specialised gear he needed for the job, convincing them they were part of the team, important cogs in a wheel that would take them to the top of Everest in winter.

         But there was the troublesome business of securing a permit. Even after winning over the PZA, Andrzej’s compelling arguments failed to convince the Nepalese authorities. ‘The highest peaks which have already been conquered in the pre-monsoon and post-monsoon seasons will be virgin peaks to winter expeditions,’ he wrote in his application letter. ‘Winter expeditions to the Himalayas are a natural historical consequence in the development of mountaineering progress.’3

         The Nepalese government forced him to wait until 1979. When it came, the permit was valid from the beginning of December to the end of February, with the understanding that Andrzej’s team would finish climbing by 15 February, leaving two weeks to descend and clear the mountain of equipment. Unfortunately, this precious piece of paper didn’t arrive in Poland until 22 November, nine days before they were scheduled to begin. Andrzej had planned to travel to Nepal overland by truck, but that was now impossible: there was no time. Flying was the only option, but for that Andrzej needed more money. Miraculously, the PZA agreed.

         He already had his team in place; there was no shortage of willing alpinists. In 1979 there were 2,400 active climbers in Poland and most were keen to sign up for anything Andrzej could envision. In choosing the team, he first compiled a list of Poland’s top forty alpinists; then he created a questionnaire, grilling them on their level of experience and their interest in either the winter expedition or one planned for the following spring, also to Everest. He pored over the answers late into the night, shuffling climbers back and forth: on the list, off the list, winter, spring. 11

         
            
[image: ]Polish Himalayan climber Zygmunt Heinrich, one of the leading climbers on the Polish 1979–80 winter Everest expedition. Photo: Alek Lwow Archive.

            

         

         Krzysztof Wielicki, an ambitious and plucky climber from Wrocław, was among those chosen for the spring attempt. When three men from the winter team bowed out for personal reasons, Krzysztof was shifted to winter. Born in 1950, Krzysztof grew up near the sea. He flourished in the natural world and was soon an enthusiastic Boy Scout. For two months each summer he was immersed in the outdoors, learning valuable skills: orienteering, camping, fishing, and getting along with people in confined spaces. When he entered university in Wrocław to study electrical engineering, he joined the local mountain club where he learnt to rock climb, as well as bivouac. ‘We were like total idiots,’ he said. ‘The rest of our friends were at a campfire and we were shivering the whole night like Jello in our harnesses.’4 He quickly revealed a daredevil, even reckless tendency. The elfin alpinist, his face overrun by an unruly moustache, fell and broke three lumbar vertebrae during his first season.

         Krzysztof’s bad luck continued. Three years later in the Italian Dolomites, he was hit by falling rock that destroyed his helmet. He lost consciousness for a few moments before continuing up to an unplanned, blood-soaked bivouac immediately below the summit. When a doctor stitched him up the following day, he advised Krzysztof to take a break from climbing until he healed. Instead, Krzysztof left for the Afghan Hindu Kush and climbed a new route, alpine style, on 7,084-metre Kohe Shakhawr. Andrzej Zawada had been tracking his career and was confident Krzysztof would make an exciting addition to any Everest team.

         Another of Andrzej’s choices was Leszek Cichy, a lanky, fair-haired mountaineer from Warsaw, one year younger than Krzysztof. Leszek was a university lecturer with an impressive climbing CV, including a new route on Gasherbrum II and a high point of 8,230 metres on K2. But while young and fit, neither Leszek nor Krzysztof was a likely candidate for the Everest summit team. There were more experienced climbers on the team of twenty.5 Mountaineers like Zygmunt Heinrich who, earlier that year, had summited 12Lhotse and who had reached 8,250 metres on the same mountain in winter, climbing with Andrzej. Their partnership was sealed on the summit of Kunyang Chhish, which they reached together in the summer of 1971. Zygmunt (known as Zyga) had also made the first ascent of one of the summits of Kangchenjunga, 8,473-metre Kangchenjunga Central, confirming his reputation as a first-class, high-altitude alpinist capable of performing above 8,000 metres, regardless of the season.

         
             

         

         Thanks to the late-arriving permit, the last of the Polish team’s baggage arrived in Kathmandu on 20 December 1979 and it wasn’t until 4 January that base camp was fully constructed on the south side of the mountain. Yet within ten productive days, the first three camps were in place and Andrzej began to wonder why no one had tried this before.

         The news from Camp 3, however, wasn’t good. Above the tents reared the Lhotse wall, one continuous sheet of hard ice. They had hoped for snow, into which they could easily kick steps, but the winter winds had stripped the face down to its icy core, presenting the Poles with much more difficult climbing. When the frigid temperatures and screaming winds of January bit hard, their spirits fell. The team retreated to base camp, where the anemometer often registered 130 kilometres per hour and the temperatures fell to -40° Celsius at night. They began to understand why they were completely alone on the mountain.

         To compensate for the harsh conditions, Andrzej surprised the tired mountaineers with a plastic bathtub from Warsaw. The plastic soon cracked in the cold, but Andrzej replaced it with a giant aluminium basin he had purchased in Kathmandu. A fire burned constantly in the kitchen tent, providing piping hot water for the tub, into which the alpinists lowered their weary bodies, wallowing in its warmth.

         Another feature at base camp, though less popular than the tub, were two 20-metre aluminium radio aerials, the handiwork of Bogdan Jankowski, a climber from Wrocław. Bogdan was responsible for not just the aerials but three long-distance transmitters, eight radio telephones, tape recorders used to record communication between camps, a gas-driven high-voltage generator and batteries. Bogdan sent out daily bulletins to Poland so the public could monitor their progress on the mountain. Return messages reminded the mountaineers of home. Hanna Wiktorowska, secretary of the PZA back in Warsaw, was charged with communicating the crucially 13important newsflashes from the families to the team: ‘Zosia has got one tooth up, one tooth down … Are you remembering to wear warm socks?’

         
            
[image: ]Bogdan Jankowski and his communications centre at Everest winter base camp. Photo: Bogdan Jankowski.

            

         

         For weeks, shrieking winds battered the climbers, eroding their strength and their will. From Camp 3 to the saddle of the South Col was a distance of only 850 metres, but in these conditions, those 850 metres took nearly a month to surmount. By this time, many on the team were too exhausted to continue. Others were injured. Krzysztof Żurek was knocked over by the wind and tumbled twenty metres before the nearest piton stopped his fall. He managed to reach Camp 3, but then slipped into a crevasse – twice – on his way to base camp. Both Zyga Heinrich and Alek Lwow were suffering from frostbite in their hands. The climbers’ throats were inflamed from the cold, dry air and their camps were routinely destroyed by hurricane-force winds. The busiest person on the expedition was the doctor at base camp.

         By 10 February only a few were still strong enough to function well in the otherworldly conditions: Walenty Fiut, the unstoppable Zyga Heinrich, and the two youngsters on the team, Krzysztof Wielicki and Leszek Cichy. Andrzej moved them about like chess pieces, looking for the magical 14combination that would take them to the South Col. ‘I was convinced it was only a psychological barrier preventing us from reaching it,’ he said.6

         Leszek, Walenty, Krzysztof and Jan Holnicki set out from Camp 3 on 11 February. Each one climbed alone, at his own pace, immersed in his thoughts. They reached the Yellow Band, continued towards the Geneva Spur, and began a long, exposed, slanting traverse. Partway across, Jan turned back, but the others reached the South Col at 4 p.m. A breakthrough. Leszek quickly returned to Camp 3 in the face of the screaming winds battering the col. Walenty and Krzysztof battled with their four-season tent but were unable to erect it in the wind, so they settled for a small, inadequate bivouac tent. They survived the night, but spent the entire time propping up the tent pole. The thermometer inside the tent showed -40° Celsius.

         Base camp was worried. They talked on the radio throughout the night with Walenty and Krzysztof, encouraging them, calming them. There was radio chatter from other camps as well, including one rather badly received message from Leszek, who was resting in relative comfort at Camp 3. When he suggested Walenty and Krzysztof should continue since they were so near the top, his comment was greeted with howls of protest from the rest of the team. The next morning, the lead climbers fled, Krzysztof to Camp 2, complaining of frostbite in his feet, and Walenty all the way to base camp.

         Andrzej sensed this was a critical moment: there was a perceptible shift in mood. ‘How powerless is any leader at moments like these?’ he asked. ‘If I wanted to save the expedition, there was only one thing to do, and that was to attempt the climb myself.’7 Andrzej had not yet been as high as Camp 3, and now he was proposing to climb the mountain. A preposterous idea, but within two days he and Ryszard Szafirski were on the South Col.

         Andrzej knew he was unlikely to go any higher since he wasn’t sufficiently acclimatised, but he had made a staggering effort in order to salvage team morale. It worked. Almost immediately there was a renewed energy. Oxygen bottles were soon cached at 8,100 metres for the summit team; Krzysztof and Leszek were at Camp 3; and Zyga and Pasang Norbu Sherpa were at Camp 4 on the South Col, feeling strong and ready to try for the summit.

         As it was 14 February, they now faced a bureaucratic problem that seemed insurmountable. Their permit was about to expire and orders from Kathmandu were clear: no more moving up the mountain after 15 February. After that, the only allowable activity on the mountain would be to clear 15their camps and descend. Since Andrzej doubted they could climb it by that date, he dispatched a porter to relay a request to the ministry of tourism for an extension. The porter had his own ideas about a permit extension: he was fed up with the expedition and wanted to go home. So, he cunningly requested only two more days. Two more days, and the suffering would finally be over. Two days was all they got.

         Climbing without supplemental oxygen, Zyga and Pasang began their summit bid on 15 February. The winds had stopped, but it was snowing steadily. Zyga was known for his careful attitude towards risk, and it soon became clear from radio transmissions with Andrzej that the accumulating snow was making him nervous. They reached 8,350 metres before turning around and descending: a bitter decision, but a new winter altitude record.

         There were now only two alpinists high on the mountain: Leszek and Krzysztof. With just two days remaining on their extended permit, the pressure was enormous as they left their tent at Camp 3 on the morning of 16 February, bound for the South Col.

         That night, the temperature plummeted to -42° Celsius and the wind continued to roar. ‘We were in a trance,’ Krzysztof recalled of the following morning, the last day of the permit. ‘When we left towards the summit … we already had blinders on. Only the summit mattered … when you feel the nearness of the summit, you feel that it’s within your reach. And it’s easy to lose your sensitivity. You stop being able to measure your strength versus your ambition. And when you pass a certain boundary, then only luck is left.’8 They understood there was no choice: Poland was Poland, and Everest was Everest. They had to climb it.

         They lightened their loads as much as possible by taking just one bottle of oxygen each. Krzysztof could no longer feel his feet but he kept plodding on, drawing on his reserves. Moving without a rope, they took turns breaking trail through the snow. The two rarely spoke. There was no need. As they climbed higher, the jet stream hit them, knocking them off balance. Krzysztof recalled that the Hillary Step, the crux on the upper part of the climb, was surprisingly easy, being completely drifted in with snow. He clipped into fixed lines left by previous expeditions and soon after saw Leszek raising his arms: he was on the summit. Krzysztof joined him and recalled vaguely that they hugged.

         The rest of the team was waiting. ‘The tension was unbearable,’ Andrzej said, reflecting the momentary intimacy of that group of men bonded by 16their anxious concern. ‘Hope and despair followed one another at each passing moment. As the hours passed and there was still no word over the radio telephone, our anxiety was overwhelming.’9

         At 2.25 p.m. Leszek’s voice boomed over the radio: ‘Do you copy? Do you copy? Over.’

         ‘Negative, say again. Say again.’

         ‘Guess where we are!’

         ‘Where are you? Over.’

         ‘At the summit. At the summit.’

         As base camp erupted into screams of joy, Andrzej raised his hands to silence the commotion. He needed to be certain they were on the true summit. His voice crackled over the radio: ‘Hey you, can you see the triangle?’ The Tibetan and Chinese climbers who’d summited in 1975 had left a metal tripod to mark the summit. Leszek assured him they were standing beside the tripod, and he promised to leave a maximum-minimum thermometer, a small cross and a rosary to prove they had been there, and to record some data about winter temperatures on the summit of Everest. The following spring’s Polish team planned to retrieve the items, but a Basque team beat them to it. Unfortunately, the Basque climbers didn’t realise what the thermometer had recorded, so they shook it and lost the minimum temperature measurement.

         Andrzej radioed Hanna at the PZA, where she had been anxiously waiting for hours. ‘Today on 17 February at 2.30 p.m. the Polish flag appeared on the highest point in the world. Thereby the Polish team set a record in winter climbing. Best regards from all the participants. Zawada. Over.’ Both Leszek and Krzysztof later admitted if the goal hadn’t been Everest in winter, they would have given up weeks earlier. But the objective, and Andrzej’s leadership, had inspired them to their highest level of performance.

         Yet, as with all climbs, the summit wasn’t the end of their journey. Before beginning the descent, Leszek gathered a few small rocks and Krzysztof collected a snow sample, a request from NASA. By the time they reached the South Summit, their oxygen tanks were empty. Almost immediately they could feel the brutal cold deepening in intensity. Their welding goggles proved useless in the blowing snow. Then their headlamp batteries died. Forced to continue the epic descent in complete darkness, Krzysztof started lagging behind Leszek, his feet in such pain he eventually crawled. ‘I completely stopped thinking about my feet,’ he said. ‘I knew that it could 17be bad, but … usually severe frostbite only happens during a big accident or with a bivvy overnight without moving. When you’re moving nonstop you might have some frostbite but not amputation.’10

         When Krzysztof reached the South Col, he couldn’t find the tent. ‘You go crazy in these situations, and it’s easy to make irrational decisions,’ he said. ‘I figured that if I was heading down and the tent wasn’t there, I should go left. Then I thought, no, Tibet is there, so I should go right … I started to doubt myself. Go left. Go right. Go left. Go left. Go right. In the end I almost trampled the tent but it was a close call. Each of us descended independently. Of course, the knowledge that your partner is close by, and is waiting for you, is a sort of psychological anchor. But the battle for survival had to be fought alone.’11

         Once in the tent, they radioed base camp. They had promised to call in at the South Summit, but couldn’t afford the time. ‘What could we have said anyway?’ Krzysztof said, laughing. ‘That it was getting harder? That we didn’t know if we could get down? At some point, that feeling of solidarity with base camp – their words of encouragement – stopped having any meaning or value. You completely focus on survival.’12

         He spent the night warming his feet over the flames of the stove, desperate to save them. Over the following days, the two managed to descend the rest of the mountain to base camp, where they were received as heroes. Krzysztof later remembered the moment when he and Leszek arrived, the camp awash with tears of joy, as the most marvellous experience in his mountaineering career. ‘We had the presence of mind that we were part of a tribe – an expedition tribe – and in large part, because of luck, and a little bit because of our training, it was our turn to get to the summit … Often during expeditions there are elements of personal jealousy, but on the winter Everest expedition, that didn’t exist. It was obvious that there was true joy in everybody’s eyes that we had succeeded. Such a pure form of joy never happened again on any of my trips.’13

         It was quite a start to his career on 8,000-metre peaks. ‘At first I thought that Everest wouldn’t be a big deal in my climbing career,’ Krzysztof later said. ‘But in retrospect, both emotionally and in building my self-awareness as an alpinist, it was a really important moment. Having summited the highest peak in winter, I was encouraged to think that others should go fairly well … Every success strengthens a person, increasing the belief in oneself. That’s how Everest affected me.’1418
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         Upon their return to Poland, Krzysztof and Leszek became instant national heroes and Andrzej was hailed a brilliant leader. They had taken a step into the unknown, and had survived. But there were misgivings in certain quarters of the international climbing community. For the next two years, the Italian legend Reinhold Messner insisted they hadn’t climbed Everest in winter at all, because officials in Nepal had recently shortened the winter season to 31 January.

         
             

         

         Messner’s argument did at least focus minds on when winter begins and ends. The question seems simple but, in the Himalaya and the Karakoram, the season’s parameters are debated with passion. There isn’t a winter climbing specialist who doesn’t have an opinion on the matter. Calendar winter begins on 21 December and ends on 21 March. Meteorological winter begins on 1 December and ends on 28 February, or 29 February in a leap year.

         Karl Gabl, an Austrian climatologist who is the go-to weather forecaster for many Himalayan and Karakoram winter expeditions, says: ‘The mountaineering winter starts on 21 December and ends on 21 March. There can be weather situations before and after these dates which are colder and windier than days in the astronomical [calendar] winter but this doesn’t matter.’

         19The official winter climbing season in Nepal is currently from 1 December to 15 February, dates which contrast significantly with the accepted northern hemisphere calendar winter spanning 21 December to 21 March. Most alpinists, particularly those who are active in Himalayan winter climbing, disagree with Nepal’s definition. Mountaineering historian Eberhard Jurgalski acknowledges both ‘first meteorological winter ascents’, between 1 December and the end of February, and ‘first calendar winter ascents’, between 21 December and 21 March in his reports.

         Messner, who was about to mount his own winter expedition to Cho Oyu in Nepal the following year, continued discounting the Everest climb for some time. He suggested the official word on the issue should come from officials in the country in which the peak lies. Himalayan climbing historian Elizabeth Hawley, who lived in Nepal, defended the Polish claim, saying, ‘I am not amongst these quibblers.’ Messner then accepted the fact the Polish team had climbed Everest, but illegally. When Nepal’s ministry of tourism produced a certificate stating they had climbed it within the ‘official’ winter window, Messner finally said, ‘Okay, I give up. They did climb it in winter.’

         Unlike Messner, Pope John Paul II had no misgivings about the winter triumph. He sent a letter to the team, dated 17 February 1980:

         
            I express my happiness and congratulate my compatriots on their success in achieving the first ascent of the Earth’s highest summit in the history of winter Himalaya climbing. I wish Mr Andrzej Zawada and all the participants of the expedition further successes in this excellent sport which so brilliantly demonstrates the ‘royal’ nature of the human being, its cognitive skill and will to rule God’s creation. Let this sport, which demands such a great strength of the spirit, become a great lesson of life, developing in all of you all the human virtues and opening new horizons of human vocation. For all the climbs, including the daily ones, I bless you all.

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         Following the stunning success of the 1979–80 Polish climb, two expeditions headed to the mountain the following winter, both hoping to write their own chapter of Everest in winter.

         Six Japanese alpinists and five scientists led by Naomi Uemura, who had already climbed Everest in spring, wasted no time in getting to Camp 3 by 2026 December 1980. But on 12 January, team member Noboru Takenaka slipped from a fixed line and was tragically killed. One climber reached the South Col in late January, but the jet stream forced them back and the expedition ended without success.

         Not far from the Japanese base camp was a small team from the UK. Initiated by Alan Rouse and Brian Hall, it would be inaccurate to say the expedition was led by either, since they agreed from the start theirs would be an entirely democratic approach to a climb, each person making informed and intelligent decisions based on the situation at hand.

         Alan Rouse was known throughout Britain for his bold approach to alpinism. With fine, even features framed by large wire-rimmed glasses and topped by a mop of unruly hair, he looked every bit the Cambridge-educated mathematician he was. Brian Hall was a study in contrasts: compact, powerfully built, with an intensity to his gaze that confirmed his forceful persuasiveness and conviction. Adding significant colour to the team were the Burgess brothers, Adrian and Alan. Identical twins, tall, blond, with rakish good looks and identical reputations for wild living, the twins brought years of high-altitude experience and strong survival skills to the team. John Porter brought expertise as well, much of it gained while climbing with Poles in the Hindu Kush and India, a considerable advantage for such an objective. Joe Tasker was already a superstar alpinist in Britain, having earnt his reputation in India, the Himalaya and Karakoram. Along with Paul Nunn and Pete Thexton this was a formidable team with powerful climbers and uncompromising personalities. And no leader.

         Joe explained the objective: ‘It seemed the most obvious thing in the world that we should now look to an ascent of Everest during winter, by its most difficult route and without oxygen.’15 He was referring to the west ridge via the Hornbein Couloir, first climbed in 1963 by Americans Tom Hornbein and Willi Unsoeld. Unlike the Poles who had climbed the mountain the previous winter, the British alpinists weren’t planning to use supplemental oxygen. Nor would there be bathtubs with steaming hot water at base camp. It was a stripped-down expedition with an appropriately stripped-down budget, something which may have contributed to their failure.

         From the beginning, the UK team had difficulty finding porters to carry their equipment to base camp; most porters in the Khumbu Valley were already working for the much larger and richer Japanese team. Hygiene was 21also a factor. Base camp was plagued with dysentery, debilitating the climbers one by one. But the biggest problem was completely outside their control: the weather. From 1 January onwards, the storms did not stop. Even at base camp, the wind roared like a hungry, uncaged beast.

         The British planned to climb Everest by 31 January since they were playing by the rules of the Nepalese government, which had issued a permit ending on that day. On that same basis, Joe doubted the legitimacy of the Polish ascent, believing that ‘in official terms Everest was still unclimbed in winter’.16 What he didn’t know was that the Nepalese authorities had given the Polish climb their official blessing.

         The first challenge was to open the route from base camp up to the Lho La, the col below the west ridge that separates Nepal from Tibet. They needed to push through 600 metres of rock buttresses, broad gullies blocked with unstable boulders and, finally, a steep, difficult corner opening on to a ramp arcing up to the Lho La plateau. When a large Yugoslavian team had first climbed this route in the spring of 1979, they had constructed a hand-operated pulley system to hoist their six tons of equipment to the Lho La. By the time the British team arrived, the pulley had been destroyed by rockfall and avalanches, so the Brits humped loads up on their backs, staggering under the weight, using fixed lines which they installed on more difficult sections.

         Back in base camp, instead of relaxing in warmth and comfort, they shivered in their small communal cook tent around one small paraffin stove perched on the table to offer some semblance of heat. When the Japanese invited them over to their base camp for dinner one night, they discovered how the other half live. Thanks to an electric generator humming outside, the spacious mess tent was a luxurious cocoon, bursting with culinary treats and flowing in sake. The trudge back to the British camp was both wobbly and depressing.

         The British toiled all of December on the steep terrain, trying to gain the Lho La. Joe described their life, high on the mountain: ‘Words do not emanate of themselves the slowness of movement, the lassitude at such heights; memory cheats and passes over the blank spaces between events; half an hour to put on boots and then strap on crampons sounds ridiculous but is normal. Life on this mountain was a slow-motion actuality.’17

         Nevertheless, when they finally reached the true West Shoulder of Everest, and could absorb the incredible panorama of Everest, Lhotse and 22Nuptse, reaching the summit still felt possible. Unfortunately, it was already 23 January, only eight days until their permit expired. They negotiated a two-week extension, having dispensed with the purity of an ‘official’ winter ascent. But almost impossibly, the weather now worsened. John became marooned at Camp 3 for three days, alone in a storm. ‘The cold penetrated deep into my bones,’ he said. ‘Sleep was impossible. The moment I dozed off, my breathing became fitful and irregular.’ His descent off the mountain was nightmarish, sick with dysentery, delirious from fatigue, and lost in the dark. When he finally stumbled into base camp, he described how ‘the bright light and warmth hit me like the memory of a lost world’.18

         The expedition now began to unravel. On the morning of 31 January, Paul came over to John’s tent in the pre-dawn light, poked his head in, admitting a blast of -35° Celsius air. ‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said. ‘We need to leave. If we don’t, someone is going to die.’ John agreed, later saying, ‘Everyone nearly died at least once on that trip I believe, except perhaps for Joe.’ By 10 a.m., the pair had gone.

         The team’s momentum stalled, since only Adrian and Joe remained high on the mountain. Nobody else was fit or healthy enough to climb up to support them. When they returned to base camp the final time, Adrian unleashed his anger about the lack of support. ‘Somebody should have dug a cave for [Camp] 4 and others carry rope. But nobody came up. It’s unfortunate that the mind drives the body and when the mind has given up, the body ceases to function.’ Alan concluded that their chosen objective might be possible, but not for them. Not that year. Joe disagreed, saying, ‘We didn’t stick our neck out enough.’19 The expedition was finished.

         When Adrian later reflected on their experience, he accepted his statement had been made in haste and in anger. His understanding of the relationship between mind and body had evolved. ‘I had not thought about how the body forces the decision upon the mind … It is a delicate balance between driving oneself to exhaustion and listening to the body as it strives to survive without oxygen, food and heat.’20

         Nearly every moment had been a test. They had survived the harrowing conditions for two solid months. They hadn’t lost control of their ambitions by risking too much. And they had all returned from the mountain with no major accidents. In contrast, the sensation that Krzysztof Wielicki described when he and Leszek left Camp 4 the last morning, heading to the summit, was ‘out of control’. They got away with it, but barely. The British 23team chose life over luck. As Joe wrote afterwards: ‘The pain is forgotten and the dream remains.’21 But for Joe, for Al and for Pete, those dreams ended tragically in the mountains: on Everest, K2 and Broad Peak.

         Winter attempts on Everest continued, year after year. The Japanese, South Koreans, French, Belgians, Spanish and Americans all sent teams, some elaborate and expensive, others lean and light. They approached from all sides: via the South Col, the south-west face, the north-east ridge and on and on. There were individual attempts in the winter of 1992–93 by Spaniard Fernando Garrido and in 2018 by Basque superstar Alex Txikon, both with Sherpa support. Japanese alpinist Yasuo Kato managed to reach the summit alone in the winter of 1982–83, but died on descent. There was even a husband and wife attempt, each leading an expedition from opposite sides of the mountain with the intention of meeting on top. Japanese and South Korean teams did succeed in subsequent years but when you consider that thirty expeditions attempted Everest in winter between 1979 and 2018 and only five succeeded, the seriousness of the objective is evident. Perhaps they thought it would be easy. After all, the Poles had climbed it on their very first try. 24
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            MANASLU

            Zakopane Boys

         

         
            You can’t test courage cautiously, so I ran hard and waved my arms hard, happy.

            Annie Dillard, An American Childhood

         

         After the astonishing success on Everest in the winter of 1979–80, it was only a question of when another 8,000er would be climbed in the coldest season. Manaslu, at 8,163 metres, is the eighth-highest mountain in the world. Located in west-central Nepal, the mountain’s meandering slender ridges lend it an elegance that belies the ferocious steepness of its upper elevations. The mountain has two sharp summits, the eastern one, somewhat lower at 7,992 metres, being an ethereal spire that pierces the sky. Together, they form a stunning panorama.

         First climbed by the Japanese in the spring of 1956, the peak is often referred to as a ‘Japanese’ mountain in climbing circles. Fittingly, a Japanese team arrived in December 1982, hoping to make the first winter ascent. Led by the famously strong and ambitious Noboru Yamada, the ten-member team climbed steadily until high winds forced them back at 7,700 metres. Tragedy then struck when Takashi Sakuma was blown off the mountain while retreating.

         The Japanese weren’t the only ones beaten down by howling gales. The following winter, a four-person Canadian team led by Alan Burgess, part of the British Everest winter attempt two years earlier, turned around at 6,850 metres. They at least made it down with no fatalities. Noboru Yamada would eventually return for another try at Manaslu in winter, and succeed, but not before the intrepid Poles arrived. 26
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