JONATHAN PRATT

Lhotse 96:
Controversy in the Shadow of Everest
(Plate 28)

A

s Lhotse and Everest share the same route up to 7500m, our expedition to Lhotse in 1996 became inextricably involved with the thirteen
expeditions operating on Everest. In many respects we were shielded from
the tragedy that took place there, yet our mere proximity enmeshed us within it. On that fateful day, David Sharman and I climbed the Lhotse Face to
where our route parted from the Everest trail. Just below Camp 4 we met
Tim Horvath and Steve Koch on their way down. The day before, their
companion, Chantal Mauduit, had persuaded them to leave their sleeping
bags behind and share a tent between three; consequently they had spent a
grim night huddled together struggling to keep warm. At 8.30am they
had set out for the top but Tim and Steve, cold and exhausted, had turned
back, leaving Chantal to carry on alone.
As David and I established ourselves in the tent, clouds enveloped the
mountain and it started to snow. We had just got the tea made when
Chantal appeared; she was dusted with fresh snow, but looked exhilarated.
Breathlessly, she described her climb, the first female ascent of Lhotse: she
had reached the top at 2pm in clear weather, but had to descend immediately
in the face of a threatening storm. She wished us good luck, and headed
down to spend the night at Camp 3.
We made a radio call and talked with the rest of the expedition, who
were over on Pumori. We told them of Chantal's success and they
encouraged us: 'You guys should do well tomorrow: lots of people topped
out on Everest today. We could see them queuing up at the Hillary Step
through the telescope.' Little did we realise that, as we spoke, several people
were losing their lives on the mountain.
During the night David was quite sick and the next morning he was
seriously under par when we set off for our summit attempt. The first part
of our climb was across the exposed Lhotse Face, and although the sky was
clear a vicious wind scythed across the icy slope. I followed Chantal's
footprints to the start of the couloir that cuts through the cliffs directly to
the summit, but David was struggling to keep up. As I waited, I looked
over towards Everest. I could make out the dots of several climbers moving
up from the South Col.
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'That's a bit odd,' I thought, 'they must have left Camp 4 at about lOam
- far too late for a summit attempt.' I watched them for a while, then
David came up and I thought no more about it. David was feeling pretty ill
so, almost with relief, we turned back. As we descended to Base Camp we
found ourselves amongst a stream of climbers coming from Everest. They
were moving agonisingly slowly and, without a word, we abseiled past
them; it was only when we reached Camp 3 that we learned of the tragic
events on Everest and the deaths of five climbers. With modern communications the rest of the world had already heard all about it, while we were
completely unaware that anything unusual had happened.
Unfortunately, we did not avoid controversy. Chantal had reached the
summit alone, and even before she had got back to Base Camp people were
expressing doubts about her ascent. On her way down she had met one of
the Sherpas who had helped rescue her on Everest in 1995. When she told
him that she had reached the top of Lhotse, he had just snapped, 'You lie,'
and walked away. Many others clearly felt the same. The cause of the illfeeling was that, the year before, Chantal had attempted to climb Everest
without oxygen but had collapsed near the summit and had to be helped
down. Most of the people involved were on Everest again; they resented
her return this year and were looking for an excuse to discredit her. For
instance, some people at Camp 2 had seen her, wearing a yellow suit,
disappear into the clouds around Camp 4 at 1pm and reappear only two or
three hours later - obviously not enough time for her to have been to the
summit. This accusation made no sense at all, because Chantal had left
Camp 4 at 8.30am and had met David and me at 5.30pm on her way down.
Tim, Steve and David were all wearing yellow suits just like Chantal's; her
detractors must have seen David climb into the clouds below our tent, and
Tim or Steve coming down a few hours later. Sadly, months later, this
bogus 'evidence' was still being used to discount Chantal's ascent.
Despite all the deaths, it didn't take long for things on Everest to revert to
normality, and the teams that had not yet made their attempts at the summit
returned to the mountain to carry on where they had left off. We, too,
returned to have another go at Lhotse.
Dan Mazur and Chris Shaw pushed ahead, but instead of going up to the
uncomfortable tent in the rocks that we had used before, they dug a better
platform into the Lhotse Face some 200m lower at 7800m. Unfortunately,
they expended more energy on the task than they realised and the next
morning felt unable to make a bid for the top. Instead, they descended.
On 21 May, Scott Darsney and I moved up for our turn at the summit.
During the night, a disaster with a water bottle got us out of bed early and
with perfect conditions we made excellent progress up the couloir. Near
the top I stopped to take a photo, and as I fumbled with the pack, I dropped
my bag of extra clothing. Amazingly, Scott, who was 50m below, caught it
just as it flew over his head.
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At 3pm, I reached the top. The summit was a knife-edge of snow,
impossible to stand on, so I stood on some rocks just below it and reached
up and touched the top with my hand. Crouched there, waiting for Scott,
I studied Lhotse's West Ridge. As I looked at it, I started to wonder if I
really was on the summit. That other point along the ridge appeared to be
quite a bit higher than the one I was standing on. If it was higher, then
Lhotse would still be unclirnbed. Except that Tomo Cesen, who had climbed
the South Face, would surely have come over that peak, wouldn't he? He
said he had reached the ridge about 1000ft away and gained the summit
after what he called'a straightforward traverse'. But he said he had climbed
just below the crest on the south side - in which case he would not have
climbed that other peak.
Looking over to the ridge which Cesen was supposed to have traversed,
his description didn't appear to make a lot of sense: crossing that ridge
would be extreme, and the obvious way to go would be on the north side.
It was when the Russians, who climbed the South Face in 1990, saw
this part of the ridge that the first doubts about Cesen's climb were
raised. I reflected on the differences between Cesen's and Chantal's
ascent. He had used someone else's summit photos; he had acclimatised in an unprecedentedly short time; his description of the summit
ridge was questionable, and there were several other inconsistencies.
In fact, there was significant evidence against him, and nothing to back
up his claim. However, things were very different in Chantal's case. It
had taken me the same time to climb the couloir as she had taken; I
found her description of the route, especially the top, fitted exactly with
what I had encountered, which was quite different from descriptions
that people who had done the route in previous years had given us; the
weather was good, and she had been climbing very strongly up to then.
Essentially, everything pointed to her having reached the top, and there
were no facts to suggest that she hadn't.
Scott came up to the top, and realising that time was running short we
quickly started down. Our progress was laborious and it wasn't until
midnight that we reached our tent. We had just got the tea brewing when
we were disturbed by someone outside; it was Dan Mazur coming up for
another attempt at the top. After descending to Camp 3, he had decided to
return for one last try. We gave him a cup of tea, and wished him good
luck, little realising that it would be the only drink he would have for the
next 20 hours. He assured us that he would call us on the radio when he
got safely back to Camp 3.
The next day, as Dan made his summit bid, Scott and I descended to
Camp 2 to wait for him. We expected him to call in at about 5pm, but the
radio remained stubbornly silent. All through the night we kept looking
up hoping to see a tell-tale light, but there was only darkness, and our calls
on the radio failed to elicit any response. Finally, we decided there was
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nothing we could do but try to get some sleep. At midnight, a soft voice on
the radio slowly nudged me awake; Dan had finally got back to Camp 3.
But our worries were not yet over. Talking to Dan on the radio the next
morning, we realised that he was far from well. He sounded confused and
exhausted, and although he said he was going to come down immediately,
by mid-afternoon he still hadn't left the tent. The lMAX team were camped
only twenty yards away, and we asked them to check on him, but they
refused. For Scott, the worry of waiting was becoming too much, and he
was starting to get quite agitated. Suddenly, I heard him calling the lMAX
team on the radio, telling them that we would pay for some Sherpas to help
bring Dan down. I had to quickly intercede, 'Hold on, let's not get carried
away. It's only Dan up there, we don't want to spend any money on him!'
Of course I knew that, however bad Dan might be feeling, he always had
the reserves to get down without assistance.
Eventually, after much persuasion, the IMAX group agreed to send a
Sherpa over-to his tent and ask Dan to call us on the radio. As night fell, he
finally came down and, after a shollt rest, was restored to his usual bubbly
self. His toes were a little frostbitten, and one of them stubbornly refused
to thaw out. In the end, Dan lost just the very tip of that toe.
It was not until we were back in Base Camp that I thought to ask Dan if
he had reached the top.
'Well, I don't know,' he replied, 'do you think you stood on the true
summit?'
'I'm not entirely sure. Why?'
'Well, that summit along the ridge looked a lot higher to me. It just
seems rather convenient that the summit everyone goes to is pretty easy,
and that other one looks pretty difficult.'
The map showed Lhotse as 850 Im and the other point as 8499m. Rather
too close for comfort.
'Just think,' taunted Scott, 'If that other peak really is higher, we'll have
to come back and climb it all over again!'
Did I stand on the top of Lhotse, or was that more western peak the real
summit? When I got home, I contacted Bradford Washburn who was
involved with the most recent survey of Everest. They had used fixing
from the space Shuttle, and overflown the area by Learjet. Brad was
adamant that we had reached the true summit. Since I don't really want to
go back and climb Lhotse again, I suppose I had better believe him - but I
don't! It's much more fun to think that the world's fourth highest peak is
still unclimbed.
Summary: Chantal Mauduit made the first female ascent of Lhotse on
10 May 1996. Jonathan Pratt and Scott Darsney reached the summit of
Lhotse on 22 May 1996, and Dan Mazur on 23 May 1996.

28. Looking along the West Ridge of Lhotse. Is the other (west) peak higher? Tomo Cesen
supposedly came along below the crest of the ridge on the south side (L side in the photo).
Nuptse behind. (Jonathan Pratt) (p95)

