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CHAPTER 1


THE


BELAY





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


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


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






Disaster


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


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


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


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






A Hero’s Moment


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


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


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






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


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


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


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