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Chapter 1


At 6.00 pm on 18th July 1980 Omiya and Okano were digging a bivouac ledge in a slight hollow, unaware of the danger that hollow implied. They had reached the summit of Latok IV (21,162 feet/6450 metres) a few hours earlier. The mountain had not been climbed before, and the pair were rightly pleased. It had been a three-day effort so far, they should be with their friends by day four. With flailing ice axes Omiya and Okano dug furiously. It was then that Omiya saw the first sign of their predicament.


‘I saw a hole through which the snow was pouring … I looked up and the weather was very bad, so we continued digging.’


Omiya and Okano were perched over a very large serac. The slight hollow into which they were digging was no more than a two-foot thick sagging blanket of snow over an awesomely deep crevasse. The outcome was inevitable, and without warning the two men were catapulted into the abyss.


Six miles away to the west the grandly titled British Conway’s Ogre Expedition 1980 was setting up camp on the edge of the Biafo Glacier. It was only on arrival in Baltistan that we discovered there was a local name for our mountain, Uzum Brakk. Uzum Brakk was an unclimbed peak. No one had been to its base and Conway had christened it the Ogre when passing this way in 1892. It was one of the most beautiful peaks in the region and we had chosen it as a suitable objective for Himalayan first-timers. Not too high at 21,068 feet (6422 metres), the climbing would be a reasonable extension of our previous Alpine experience. But we had not been prepared for the glaciers.


There were three climbers on our trip. Cairns Dixon, a botanist turned teacher, was the expedition leader. As such he wore a tie most of the time. Both he and Will Tapsfield, the expedition doctor, lived in Edinburgh, though Will did so as an English migrant. And I, a London-based architect, was the only mere expedition member on the official forms. There were a lot of those.


While we were setting up camp, the porters, who had outwitted us by locating the Base lower down the glacier than we intended, showed us how to make stone chapatis by wrapping the dough round egg-sized pebbles, and how to curry bharal (blue sheep) with chive heads. They also gathered the wild rhubarb and ate the flower-heads raw. Next day, after they had left, we walked up the Biafo Glacier to examine the western approaches to Uzum Brakk. Fanny Bullock Workman was here. In the Royal Geographical Society Library I had seen the photograph, her eyes like beads, staring straight into the camera, in the sepia distance, the chain of porters, full length skirt. Will and I went on to explore the eastern approaches to our mountain, while Cairns, still recovering from a mystery illness, stayed in camp. The Biafo Glacier is enormous, Alpine proportions do not apply and the wind made a baleful noise.


While we explored the Biafo, Okano was trying to fight his way out of the crevasse, but it was lens-shaped and where it overhung, he kept falling. He already had three broken ribs, the successive falls aggravated the injury. Omiya was unconscious for twenty-four hours after the accident, blood oozing from his ear. In addition, he had a complex compound fracture of his right tibia. Bits of bone were sticking out of his leg. He could not wear the right boot or crampon. Yet, as Okano’s efforts flagged, Omiya resolved to reach the faintest glimmer of light, at the edge of the crevasse. Wearing only the one boot and crampon (the injured foot was cased in the remaining inner boot), Omiya used ice pegs to climb across the side of the coffin in two pitches. He tried to pull Okano through, but Okano was so exhausted by his earlier efforts that he could not follow. Omiya took in the rope to find, to his dismay, that the end was untied. He cut his way through the edge of the crevasse, hobble-climbed to its lower lip and dropped the rope down to Okano, who was in such pain, he was unable to prusik up it.


It was the 22nd. Four days since the accident. Omiya, with no food, or sleeping bag, spent the night out on the ice face.


Will sat near the entrance of our tent heating a panful of slushy snow. Supper time. It was the first bivouac of our expedition, which had got off to a rather groggy start, and now at last Will and I were confronted with our first ‘mountaineering’ problem, a vast and nasty-looking ice-fall. After two days with twenty-kilo loads, it was not an encouraging sight. We observed the ice fall without pleasure. It was a loosely held tumble of seracs, like the spillage from a container full of monstrous sugar cubes. To reach our mountain we would have to pass this obstacle.


Rising very early on the morning of the 23rd, Will and I roped up to inspect a possible route, keeping to the middle to minimise the risk from those tottering, fawlty towers. By 7.30 am, the sun had caught us high on the ice-fall. In danger from collapsing towers and bridges, we turned back to slither down the ramps and abseil the cliffs.


Meanwhile, beneath Latok IV, Omiya was slowly and painfully down-climbing the ice wall below the crevasse in which Okano remained incarcerated. He hobbled on his one good leg, trying to protect the other from sudden movement. The early sun helped to ease the stiffening cold out of his limbs.


Having escaped the ice-fall just as the sun began to loosen it, Will and I decided to dump our excess baggage here, high up on the Uzum Brakk Glacier. We were proud of our new Gore-Tex bivi-bags, having not yet discovered their limitations. Although Will had new-fangled plastic boots, I was still using my double leather Makalus, almost as heavy as diving boots. Crampons, ice axe, duvet, food, all wrapped in a Karrimat for protection, were stuffed inside the two bivi-bags. Then we ran down the Uzum Brakk Glacier to Base, unladen, to get home in time for tea.


Omiya spent the entire day covering 200 yards of difficult steep ground. He had no rope. From Latok IV a pinnacled ridge sweeps down to a 600-foot ice face above the Japanese Camp 2. By late afternoon, Omiya reached the ridge. Unable to shout, he waved desperately at the clutch of tents far below. Omiya and Okano were now three days overdue. The weather had not been too bad to climb in, so the three other members of the Japanese team had become increasingly concerned at Camp 2, though there was not much they could do, being support members and not strong enough mountaineers to investigate higher on the mountain. One of them actually spotted Omiya high on the ridge above waving. Delighted, they waved back, then returned happily to the tent to prepare tea for the returning mountaineers. But Omiya did not arrive, and by nightfall they were aware that something had gone wrong.


Forty-eight years earlier, a similar moment of false reassurance had occurred when, from the safety of a tunnel shaft which opens out onto the North Face of the Eiger, a railway worker had spoken with the Hinterstoisser party as they were descending. He too returned to his stove to make tea. The tea was brewed. He waited an hour, then another, the tea grew cold. He went out again, and found that, of the four climbers he had spoken to, only one remained alive, and he, Toni Kurtz, was badly injured. Kurtz would not survive the following day. Would the cyclic view of climbing history apply on Latok?


Will, Cairns and I had started for a reconnaissance of Uzum Brakk, and were about half an hour across the rubble of the Uzum Brakk Glacier, when we saw two men, our liaison officer and his Japanese expedition counterpart, on the bank of the moraine we had left, shouting and waving. We waved back and turned to go, but they kept on waving and shouting. Across the frozen waves of glacial rubble we caught the word ‘accident’, and ‘crevasse’. Cairns, who was fully equipped, went straight up to the Japanese Camp 2 with the liaison officers. Will and I returned to our Base for spare crampons and axes, then to the Japanese Camp 1, where we dined on seaweed and strips of dried meat of indeterminate origin. The next morning we met Cairns and the three Japanese support climbers on their way down from Camp 2. They were towing what looked like a corpse.


We approached them with heavy hearts. Then the corpse sat up and said, ‘Herro! How do you doh!’ Happily, we helped drag Omiya to Camp 1, where he was propped up against a boulder and began to take over the organisation of his team. ‘Handa, you make the tea … Cook, how much rice is there?’ and so on. There was a dull roaring in the background. ‘Ah!’ said Omiya. ‘Latok One!’ even though he had his back to the mountain.


Omiya was built like a bull. He needed to be to survive. As he bossed his team, he explained the exact position of the hole down which Okano was, we hoped, waiting. At midnight the three Brits set off up Latok IV. We climbed a 2000-foot ice face and ridge, avoiding the easier but longer Japanese line. There were no tracks. Would we trace the line of Japanese descent? Would we find the four-foot square hole? Would Okano be alive? Could he be rescued?


Cairns was marginally slower than me, and I was considerably slower than Will. But then Will and I had acclimatised by our previous efforts. We climbed in our separate pools of light. Only when the dawn flooded the connective space and we could see each other did we begin to converse. It was as if the darkness had formed a solid barrier between us. Our main concern was Okano’s state of mind, should we find him. If he had perished, a mountain burial would pose a few problems. If injured, but fully compos mentis, we could probably escort him, although slowly, to safety. But it was now the 26th, Okano’s ninth day of incarceration. The big problem would be insanity. We all knew the story of Bonatti and Mazeaud’s terrible descent from the Freney Pillar in 1961 when one by one the rest of their party died from exhaustion and a delirious Kohlman had attacked his helpers, endangering them all. We had visions of Okano flailing his ice axes madly, while we kept him on a tight rope between us. Should Okano have cracked, it would be difficult to manoeuvre him through the intricate sequence of techniques needed for a safe descent. Not only would it be difficult for him, he would also endanger us. Please, we prayed, let him not be insane, or at least, not too much so.


By 11.00 am we were below a pair of Japanese ice screws, from which a red line led over a lip into a hole in the ice. Will, Cairns and I peered into the hole. It was just four feet across. After 3000 feet of climbing, some of it in the dark, we had climbed straight up to the abyss, as if we had been there before. It must have been Cairns or Will who had the unerring sense of direction. It was certainly not me. In London I cannot find my way home from the pub, even though I live round the corner.


At the bottom of the 120-foot shaft was a patch of colour, some blue and some red. Cairns shouted down. We all shouted. There was no answer, no movement. Cairns looked appalled.


‘Oh, God … ’ he said.


‘The poor bugger’s had it,’ said Will.


Will abseiled down Omiya’s rope, knocking icicles and snowdrift onto the red and blue. ‘He’s not here! These are just a pair of rucksacks.’


Will followed a ledge system out of our sight. He was still tied on to the rope and with each movement great chandeliers of ice crashed and tinkled down the crevasse. (It was like a mausoleum, gothic columns of ice, vaulted in the late perpendicular style.)


Will found Okano was lying on a snow ledge surrounded by ice-rimed bivouac equipment empty packets of food, discarded gas cylinders, frozen sleeping bags. He was not fully conscious. He had not eaten or drunk for three days, not seen light for eight days. Okano was waiting to die … he was in limbo.


Cairns and I sent a stove and pan down on the end of our rope and Okano seemed to recover after Will made him drink tea. Then Will tied Okano onto our rope for Cairns and me to haul the poor man up. Will would jumar up behind. Using Yosemite sack-hauling techniques, Cairns and I heaved Okano up the crevasse and over its lip. He looked confused and frightened. I tried to console him with the only Japanese phrase I could remember:


‘Konichi wa, Okano San, ie genki des ka?’ [How are you, Mr Okano, are you well?]


Okano looked even more confused and frightened than before. Perhaps I hadn’t got it quite right. It took a while, but eventually we made Okano realise he was with friends, and not ghosts. His down jacket and sleeping bag had filled with ice during his incarceration, so we abandoned them, and put my jacket on him. He said nothing but sat, blinking, in the sun, soaking in the feelings of warmth, air, life. Even we could see how released he was.


Meanwhile, we had completely forgotten about Will, who should have followed Okano over the edge, but when Cairns looked down, there he was, at the bottom of the pitch. Around him lay a tangle of slings and rope.


What … is … the … matter?’ Cairns bellowed into the darkness.


‘I cannot get the jumars to work!’ came the faint reply.


‘Are they frozen?’


‘I do not think so.’


‘What … is … going … on?’


‘I forgot to tell you,’ came the faint and plaintive reply, ‘I’ve never jumared before.’


Cairns raised his eyes heavenward, and turned to me.


‘Come on, we had better start hauling him up too.’


As Cairns and I began to help Will up, Okano fidgeted and gestured, saying something in Japanese and trying to undo his harness.


‘Hey! Stop that!’ Cairns bellowed, but Okano continued to fiddle with the straps. Cairns made a dash for him.


‘Here, give us a hand!’ he shouted to me, while the two of them struggled for control of the buckle on the harness.


I dropped Will’s rope, which slithered over the edge. There was a distant thud, followed by faint howls of rage from the crevasse. I helped tie Okano up in knots, while Cairns gave him a jolly good talking to about why he wasn’t to fiddle with his harness, or undo his belay again.


Okano couldn’t speak English, and what we did not know, what we only found out later, at Base Camp, was that the tea had gone straight through. He desperately needed to pee. So by the time we had hauled Will back up to the surface, Okano had become frantic again. When he saw all three of us looking at him, he started pointing, trying to indicate in sign language what he needed.


‘He’s pointing at his balls now!’ said Cairns, who had earlier explained to Will that Okano had been trying to commit suicide, probably because of Japanese loss of face.


‘I think he has finally flipped,’ I added usefully.


‘This will calm him down,’ said Dr Will, producing the phial of Japanese morphiates, and a long-needled syringe. Okano stared at Will in horror, and began to struggle more urgently than ever.


It took both Cairns and me all our strength to hold Okano down, while Will ministered to his needs. Soon Okano became quite peaceful again. But he was wearing my duvet jacket, and for the rest of the expedition there would be a scent of urine from this garment whenever it became damp.


We took stock. It was gone midday. We were at 20,000 feet. We were clearly going to have to spend the night out on the ridge or face, though it was hard to believe the seriousness of our position as we looked out from our ledge. It was a beautiful sight, range on range of Karakoram peaks fading into the distant haze below a cotton-dotted sky. Opposite us a jumble of glaciers plunged between the ice-sheathed spires of the unexplored Chaunpisa massif; broken seracs, dappled silver under the dalmatian sky, fed a broad river of ice beneath us, the Chaunpisa Glacier. If we descended to that glacier, we should at least be on flat ground by nightfall. The problem was that the Japanese camps were on the Baintha Lukpar Glacier, and to reach this we were going to have to climb up to a break in the ridge, and descend a 600-foot ice wall, risking a night on a small ice ledge. That alternative was unthinkable. Okano would not survive the bivouac.


The Chaunpisa Glacier was a thousand feet below, half a dozen abseils, but Okano was too weak to stand, let alone abseil. At first we tried to climb down the ridge, and after a few faltering steps, Okano collapsed. We helped him up.


‘Please try,’ we said. ‘It’s very important to get down quickly.’


‘Yes,’ said Okano, ‘I understand … I understand.’ It was his one phrase. Then he collapsed again.


‘It’s hopeless,’ said Cairns, ‘we’ll never get him down the ridge.’


‘Our only hope is to get him down to the Chaunpisa before dark. We’ll have to abseil.’


‘Okay,’ said Cairns, ‘you abseil down with Okano. Will and I will lower him.’


We reached the glacier at dusk, at 18,000 feet it was going to be a cold night. The clouds had drifted over, bringing threats of wind and snow. It was important to keep Okano warm. He was already wearing my duvet jacket. We encased him in Will’s sleeping bag, then slid the Okano sausage into a big Gore-Tex bag, like a tent without poles. Will and I sat shivering either side of the sausage, making it sit up at regular intervals throughout the night to sip from our communal mug of tea. It took Cairns forty minutes to heat the glacial ice to a drinkable temperature. Poor Okano! Every time he began to fall asleep we shook him vigorously and force-fed him luke-warm tea.


Shake, shake. ‘Get this inside you … ’


Moan, moan. ‘I … understand … I understand.’ And so on throughout the night.


Dawn crept under the blanket of cloud slipping away to the west. Our col emerged from the greyness. Half a mile away, we could see the short snow slope leading to the lowest point on the ridge; on the far side, we knew, there was the 600-foot ice wall. Cairns passed me yet another mug of that interminable tea. He nodded at the sausage.


‘So, how is he?’


‘Can’t see him walking, what d’you think, Will?’


‘How are we going to carry him?’


‘Rope stretcher!’


‘Rope stretcher?’ Will and I repeated incredulously.


‘I know how to make a rope stretcher!’ Cairns announced with evident satisfaction.


‘It goes like this … ’ Cairns uncoiled the rope. ‘You make a big loop here, then lay small loops across like this … ’ Soon Cairns had created the most incredibly complicated cat’s cradle before our disbelieving eyes.


Okano, half-waking, began to sense the contraption was designed for him. He became restive, and looked worried as we approached him with ends of the ropes in our hands. ‘I understand … ’ he said with foreboding, as we trussed him up. It was becoming clear that Okano’s one phrase conveyed something other than its literal meaning. And he was right to be concerned. In a little while he was tightly wrapped in the poleless tent, and tied up in ninety feet of rope.


We tried various combinations to carry Okano. One at each shoulder, and one at the feet; his head drooped. One each at the head, waist, and knees; Okano twisted excruciatingly. One at the head and one at the feet; we could not lift him. It was hopeless. We had no choice but to haul the painfully injured man across the glacier, over the avalanche tracks with their icy boulders. Where the slope changed angle, we would inadvertently roll him over. We man-hauled Okano barely half a mile, yet it took us four hours to reach the shallow col. Throughout the ordeal Okano grimaced bravely, but hardly suppressed his moans. All the time I fancied I could hear the broken ribs grinding.


The col had begun to seem like an unattainable horizon, when quite suddenly, we breasted the edge, and gazed down the far side. Okano, though ashen with pain, was still with us. More than 600 feet below, miniaturised by the distance, a line of figures was traversing the Baintha Lukpar Glacier. The Japanese team. Only the ice face remained between us, the last barrier to Okano’s survival. We waved, and sat Okano up to take in the scene, but it was all he could do to continue breathing.


It was on the third abseil that our rope stretcher began to unravel. Cairns and Will lowered Okano in a bundle from ice screws, while I was clipped to the ropes round Okano’s legs. At the end of each pitch, I placed two more ice screws, and belayed Okano while the others abseiled down. We repeated the procedure twice without mishap. When the first loop uncoiled from the rope stretcher, Okano and I were no more than a hundred feet above the glacier. A hundred feet above safe and level ground. In a brief and unreasoning moment I supposed that we might both survive a hundred-foot fall, providing we missed the bergschrund. Another knot caught on the ice crust and began to work loose. A loop of rope snaked round Okano’s face. I was horrified.


‘Stop! … Stop! … Stop!’


They could not hear me. I pulled myself up Okano, clambering over his broken body, clipped a krab into the dangerous loop and pulled it away from his face. Will and Cairns continued to lower us, more loops pulled apart. I fixed my jumar to the rope above Okano’s head, and tied his harness directly to mine. Now we were dangling in space, slithering over the bergschrund. More loops fell away as the knots snagged on the edge of the schrund. We were lowered onto a shallow slope, and slid down to the flat glacier, and the waiting Japanese climbers. My legs had turned to jelly and, although I wanted to jump up and hug all three Japanese, the legs would not follow the mind. I was far too shaken to tell anybody how dangerous the last abseil had been. Okano rolled onto his side, and hoarsely intoned into the snow, ‘I … understand.’
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After the rescue, the Japanese moved their Base Camp down to join us, making a small village of tents which filled the hollow in the moraine. Omiya had sent a mail runner down to Skardu to call up a helicopter to fly Okano and himself out to hospital. Now Japanese and British climbers watched for it through binoculars. With a low rumbling, the helicopter wheeled round the heel of Mango Brakk, under Bakordas, which the British Women’s Expedition had attempted in 1978, and wobbled up the Biafo Glacier. The rest of the Japanese team were going to trek out in six days. There was a shiver of expectation. The sun glinted off the helicopter as it followed the centre of the ice river until the pilot saw our landing zone, marked out with crossed Karrimats and stones. Banking steeply he slid down into our ablation valley.


I have wondered since that day exactly how much a military helicopter weighs. The machine keeps itself up by displacing its own weight of air, which it hurls downwards. It is a simple law of physics. Why this should keep several tons of metal suspended, I have never quite fully understood, but it does. The mistake we made was to overlook this law of physics. We had marked out a landing zone next to our tents. I began to feel uneasy as I watched the giant metal insect wobble over the moraine, blowing a mushroom of dust. My unease grew with the roaring. The helicopter floated over our tents like a steam roller. The poles snapped and the tents squashed as if some invisible monster had just trodden on them. The contents puffed out into the hurricane that marked the path of the machine. Karrimats, paperbacks and passports danced over the moraines and onto the glacier.


Three days later Cairns and our liaison officer were still picking bits of documents from the Biafo Glacier, while Will and I struggled up the Uzum Brakk Glacier. The sun burned my neck relentlessly. Will had become a distant speck crawling over the folds of the glacier. We were keeping to the middle to avoid the lateral crevasses, and following a shallow stream on the crunchy surface of the ice. This was, for Will and me, the third attempt to reach our prospective Advance Base. On the first occasion, it had taken us three days to reach the Thousand Foot Icefall which we failed to climb. Our second attempt with Cairns was interrupted by the rescue episode. This time we set out early, it was still night really, after a breakfast of eggs and parathas (fried chapatis). Staggering under twenty kilo loads, we made our last farewells to the Japanese.


Cairns, who had not acclimatised as well as he wanted to, was not coming with us. Will and I left Base suffering slightly from diarrhoea. Mohamed Ali’s food was good, but his washing up methods left much to be desired.


Glaciers are really the strangest environment. The Karakoram glaciers flow from the permanent winter of altitude down into the desert, where they melt in the sun and the sand. The snout of the Biafo lies buried under acres of moraine and hundred-foot waves of scree, rolling imperceptibly to the terminus. To say the Biafo is five miles wide and thirty-five long is rather missing the point of the terrain. With porters it takes four days to cover those thirty-five miles, and half a day to cross the ice. For most of its length the glacier visibly ablates under the tropical sun. Glacier tables, ice pinnacles, and foaming surface rivers are the landmarks on this desert of sun-baked ice. This is a zone of meltwater and evaporation. Crevasses here are safe because they are visible. In the Ablation Zone objective dangers are few, but the toil is great under the sun. Will and I toiled on the Uzum Brakk Glacier.


At the head of our glacier, elegant and steep, Uzum Brakk dominated the horizon. Our mountain, first described to us as Conway’s Ogre, was probably named by Martin Conway, who led the first major expedition to the Karakoram. In 1892 he surveyed and mapped vast areas connecting the Hunza valley to the Braldu and Baltoro system. One of his camps in July of that year was our Base. Just to the east, and 2830 feet higher than Conway’s Ogre was the true Ogre (Baintha Brakk to the local people) invisible from Conway’s Camp. Both these mountains feed the Uzum Brakk Glacier. Further east again the complex of peaks forming the Latok Group fed the west-flowing Baintha Lukpar Glacier. Two miles below the confluence with the Baintha Lukpar Glacier, the Uzum Brakk Glacier flowed into the giant Biafo Glacier, and it was at this branch, in the last green ablation valley on the Biafo, that Conway’s surveyors had made their camp.


We had crossed the medial moraines that striped the Uzum Brakk, lines of heaped rubble, red rocks from the Latok peaks, black slate from an unnamed group of pinnacles near Baintha. The beating sun had made us strip down to the waist. Labouring under rucksacks the size of beer barrels, we climbed the treadmill of each moraine ridge. From the heights we could note a landmark, perhaps a boulder on a distant ridge, and as we picked a way through the troughs and valleys of shifting stones, climbed round boulders and slid down screes, our landmark, at first no bigger than a fist, would grow till it was the size of a small office block.


At one point it was easier to follow the dry pitted bed of a vanished surface stream. For an hour or so the miniature valley of rock-pimpled ice wound in slow curves towards Uzum Brakk. Rounding a bend, we walked straight into a wall of noise. A mighty foaming torrent was surging down our little valley. Yet, just feet from where we stood, it stopped. But ours was no parting of the Red Sea. We had not smitten the waters with our ice axe. There was a hole in the ice. The torrent roared into the chasm like an endless Pullman express.


There was a rock table not far from the swallow hole, where Will pulled out a stuff sack with our lunch. Carefully he separated the chapatis from the slightly crushed boiled eggs. Mohamed Ali had buttered the chapatis with ghee, and spread them with jam. We thought of him appreciatively as we watched the torrent leap into the hard glacier ice. The eggs were the last of our little store from Askoli and they had gone off. We threw them into the torrent and shouldered the enormous rucksacks again. The torrent snaked across the glacier, and after a while, as Will and I were beginning to grow accustomed to the noise, it began, just as suddenly as it had ended, in a fountain, there in the middle of the Uzum Brakk Glacier, for no apparent reason, a five-foot-wide frothing, eternal champagne pop.


I began to feel that I might be dreaming. Although we had been travelling for hours, clambering and falling over the rock-studded ice, there was still no change in perspective. The wind soughed through the granite pinnacles of Baintha and Uzum. For me it was new and frightening, to hear a wind a mile above us from the floor of this burning oven of a glacier. Were the spires cutting the wind into howling banshees? Was that a fatal wind to be caught in? Will had marched off into the distance and was now a speck on the next ridge. Alone with my thoughts I began to feel ill. The sun burnt my neck. The terraced masses of Baintha Brakk and the Aiguilles of Uzum towered over the glacier, where I crawled with the infinitesimal slowness of a mite on the folded hide of an elephant. I was insignificant, minuscule, on this unreal glacier. Distance, balance, place … all meant nothing. Wobbling I leant over, sank to my knees. My stomach kicked violently, retching. The sky darkened as I reached out, falling, falling.


After a while, it passed. I drank from a surface stream. Much revived, I saw that Will was barely visible on the folded horizon, yet I found this no longer depressing. I felt well! My sickness must have simply been due to Mohamed Ali’s packed lunch and, if so, I would soon catch up William when he succumbed. I wondered as I marched purposefully up the glacier, all that mystical at oneness with the glacier and the mountain, was it merely the result of a bad paratha?


I caught up with Will in the late afternoon, as we approached the Dump, where we had cached our gear below our earlier high point on the Thousand-Foot Icefall. We could see that the Dump was inhabited. A pair of enormous black birds perched on our bivouac sacks as vultures do over a corpse. It was a sacrificial and ancient scene. Will, showing his classical education, began to tell me about the Roman habit of augury.


‘There were various ways of forecasting, you could cut up a goat and examine its entrails. Or you could examine the flight of birds, ravens for example … ’


The birds on our stores looked like ravens. In the distance across the shining glacier, they could have been black-cloaked priests examining the entrails of the bivouac sacks.


‘So if the ravens flew to your right, the dextrous side, that was a good sign.’


‘And the left?’


‘That is sinister.’’


We stopped to look at the ravens. They stopped to look at us. When they finally decided we had approached near enough, they spread their great wings, and lazily rose into the air.


‘Himalayan choughs,’ said William, as they passed between us and the mountains on our left.


When we reached the scene of the augury, our beautiful new Gore-Tex bivouac sacks had been pecked through all over, and where a food box was revealed, the holes had been enlarged. Bits of food and wrapping lay all around. The foam mattresses had been holed. Feathers from the duvet jackets blew in the wind. Our food stores were ransacked. Would we risk psittacosis if we tried to salvage the part-eaten stores, and develop parrot fever half-way up the climb?


We laid out the sorry contents of the two sacks. The hardware was, of course, unscathed. Crampons and ice axes were indigestible, even for these formidable creatures. The ropes were okay. As for the food, it seemed that the birds had discreet tastes. The sweets were largely undamaged. The chocolate had been holed but no more, tea, barely pecked. The packets of instant rice all gone. The freeze-dried stews with dumplings devoured. The truly delicious instant banana custard eaten.



OEBPS/image/VP_MONO_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/PartOne_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/OveallMap_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/ElusiveSummits_cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/UzumBrakk_fmt.jpeg





