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I

t had to happen, sooner or later, even in the Hima1aya. After all, it
had happened in the Tatras, the Alps and the Caucasus. Climbers began
trying to scale peaks in the toughest conditions that mountains had to offer.
That meant climbing in the winter. This was the next logical step for the
international climbing community, a raising of the stakes now that climbing
on the established routes during the summer could no longer be classified
as a sporting achievement. But the highest peaks in the worIa - the
Hima1aya, the Karakoram and the Hindu Kush - always merited respect
and seemed difficult enough in the relatively mild spring and autumn
climbing seasons.
Why was it that Polish climbers started scaling the world's highest peaks
in winter? Perhaps because in the 1950s and 1960s, when the virgin 8000metre peaks were being conquered - and Poland was suffering from the
harsh realities of the Soviet system - we did not even get a chance to write
our nation's name into the record books as the first to conquer one of the
giants. Or perhaps it was because there are no glaciers in our Tatra
mountains, so that in order to approximate to Alpine conditions, we have
to climb in winter. Hence, Polish climbers were accustomed to freezing
temperatures and to the snow being blown about by hurricane-force winds
because, in the Tatras, the winters can be long and harsh.
In any case, many ambitious Polish mountaineers found their enthusiasm
dulled by the thought of yet another ascent of Everest by a traditional route.
That's why, by the 1970s, I suggested to the Polish Mountaineering
Association, that climbing Everest in the summer would have no
international sporting significance unless, of course, the ascent was achieved
by a totally new route. The proposal was rejected. The committee decided
that a winter ascent was too risky and that it would be more sensible to
make a summer ascent and finally get a Pole to the summit of the world's
highest peak. Luckily, my proposal was saved by Wanda Rutkiewicz. As a
well-known climber, she was invited to join a German-French expedition
and, thanks to her courage and skill, she summited on the 16 October 1978.
That the first Pole on the summit of Everest also happened to be a woman
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was a very good thing. Her success had international significance. Wanda
Rutkiewicz became the fust European woman and the third woman in the
world - after a Japanese and a Tibetan - to summit. After this, the idea of
a winter attempt on Everest met with general approval.
In the meantime, it turned out that the greatest difficulties facing a winter
expedition were not the cold or the winds but bureaucracy. The Nepalese
authorities could not understand that anyone would actually want to climb
in winter and make it more difficult for themselves, when the summer
seemed to provide quite enough dangers for most expeditions. As a result,
they rejected all our applications. We grew tired of sending them testimonials
asserting that a winter ascent was the next logical step in the evolution of
international mountaineering. The earliest permit for a winter expedition
came in 1972 from the Government of Afghanistan for the highest peak in
their country - Noshaq (7492m). We took advantage of the invitation
straight away and managed the first successful winter ascent of a 7000metre peak. 1
Despite this success, however, our thoughts and actions remained focused
upon Everest, as they had been for a long time. It was very important to
experience winter conditions at the highest elevations of the world. We
wanted to know how strong are the winds, from which direction do they
blow, whether there is a lot more snow than in the summer, and even whether
we could fmd porters who would be willing to carry our equipment to Base
Camp. On Everest, in the spring and the autumn (in other words, the
'summer'), the waiting list for a permit was several years' long. However,
for Lhotse, Everest's nearest neighbour, the permit for the autumn of 1974
had not yet been taken up by anyone. In addition, the two peaks share
practically the same route up the Khumbu Glacier to nearly 8000 metres.
Clearly, one could expect to encounter very similar conditions on one as
on the other. Given this opportunity, we applied to the Nepalese authorities
for permission to climb Lhotse in the autumn, while secretly hoping that
we would be allowed to extend our permit into the winter season. Since,
for the autumn of 1974, the permit for Everest had already been taken by
the French, our attempt on Lhotse depended on their giving us permission
to site our Base Camp alongside theirs on the Khumbu Glacier. We were
overjoyed when our request was readily agreed to by the leader of the French
expedition, Gerard Devouassoux of Chamonix. We moved ahead with our
preparations.
We bought supplies for five months and, in the late autumn, without
undue haste, we moved out towards Kathmandu in a IQ-tonne lorry. We
did not hear about the tragedy that struck the French expedition until we
arrived. The French had been attacking Everest by the West Ridge route. A
massive avalanche of ice and snow ripped through their camp from the
1

Editor's note: Tadeusz Piotrowski and Andrzej Zawada summited on

13 February 1973.
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Lho La. Devouassoux and five Sherpas were killed. 2 We found ourselves
alone at the foot of Everest. We didn't know then that tragedy would also
strike us.
Our permit was valid until the end of December but we applied for an
extension for January and February. Harsh winter-like conditions began in
earnest in November. Hurricane-force winds in the Western Cwm tore to
shreds the tents we had struggled to erect. This was, indeed, a valuable
demonstration of what we could expect from winter on Everest. Without
this severe lesson, we could not have hoped for success on our future winter
expedition. During a descent from Camp 3 on the West Face of Lhotse,
Staszek Latello, a camera operator, died. His body, attached to a fixed rope
with a jumar, froze solid in 50 minutes. We were horrified to witness what
could happen to the human frame in this wintry hell. We decided to put a
stop to our ascent until we had had a chance to lay Staszek to rest in a
glacial crevasse. We had to wait for nearly a week for a break in the weather
before a five-person team managed to climb out onto the face and retrieve
Staszek's body for his last rites.
On 24 December Andrzej Heinrich and I set off for Camp 4 at a height of
about 7800m. We were going to attemrt to summit <ID the next daY-,-But an=~_
icy wind from the Lhotse Face froze our actions. It started to become
disconcertingly dark and we still had quite a long way to go before reaching
the tents. We decided to make the first use of our bottled oxygen. I put on
my mask and set my regulator to four litres per minute. A few moments
later, I started to feel my feet again and then the rest of my body began to
warm up. The warming effects of oxygen in the winter are probably equally
important to its recuperative effects on one's strength. We were able to
increase our pace significantly and make it to our life-saving tent before
nightfall. There was so little room to pitch the tent that it half-hung over a
chasm. The first stars began to shine and the most exotic Christmas Eve of
our lives was underway. We had packed a bag of red bortsch from Winiar
and ajar of jellied carp especially for the occasion. At night the temperature
dipped to minus 45°C. The next day we started our first summit attempt on
Lhotse. Climbing up a gully towards the peak, I checked the altimeter from
time to time. When the indicator passed the 8000m mark, I radioed to
Base Camp:
- Hello, did you know that this is thefirst time anyone has been higher than
8000 metres in the winter!

We were at 8350m, about 260m from the summit, when a hurricane-force
wind hit us from behind. We had no choice but to turn around. And then
came the final blow - a telegram from Kathmandu from the Ministry of
2

A full description of this tragedy can be found in Everest: Historia
Himalajskiego Giganto, page 111 .
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Tourism ordering us, without explanation, to leave Base Camp before
December 31. Embittered, we descended into the Kathmandu valley with
the fIrm intention of returning with an official permit for a winter ascent
without having to worry about bureaucratic restrictions.
In the meantime, we drew conclusions from our attempt on Lhotse and
worked on developing some equipment expressly for use on winter expeditions. The most important new gear we needed, we decided, were special
boots. These should be light, warm, made without any leather parts and
suitable for wearing inside a sleeping bag at night. The boots we designed
soon became world-renowned. The next thing we needed were specially
designed tents reinforced to withstand hurricane-force winds and extremely
low temperatures. While working on these new designs, we were trying to
secure the fIrst permit to attempt Everest in winter. We had applied for a
permit for the winter of the 1979-80 season and, as a precaution, for the
spring of 1980. We received permission for the spring almost immediately;
but we had to spend the entire summer hoping that we would fInally be
granted permission for a winter climb as well. In early November we gave
up hope and began preparing ourselves for the spring assault. Then, on
22 November, we received a permit valid from the fIrst of December to the
end of February. This was the fIrst time that permission for a winter climb
had ever been granted! We couldn't let the chance slip away, though we
realised that, given the circumstances, even with the best organisation and
by flying all our equipment out there, we wouldn't be able to set up Base
Camp before the end of December at the earliest. That would mean missing out on nearly a month of our permit, spending a lot of money and,
most importantly, wasting several valuable days that we could have used
for the climb. As the organiser of the expedition, I had a very difficult decision to make. I decided to go ahead and risk it, all the while silently cursing
the Nepalese authorities for their tardiness.
In those days Poland had many excellent climbers to choose from. We
could easily have assembled teams for three or four expeditions. I asked
forty candidates which kind of expedition they most wanted to undertake:
winter or spring. Twenty ultimately made up the winter team. As we
expected, we didn't erect our fIrst tent at Base Camp on the Khumbu Glacier
until 31 December 1979. That left us with barely a month and a half for the
fIrst winter ascent of the world's highest peak! The permit was indeed valid
for three months but, before setting off, I was asked by the Ministry for
Tourism to complete the climb before 15 February, since we would need
the last two weeks for clearing our gear off the mountain. I didn't realise
then how much trouble my gentleman's agreement would cause.
We set off up the Khumbu Icefall with a great deal of enthusiasm and
energy; we had come to know it well from our expedition to Lhotse.
Unfortunately, we continually encountered crevasses in the most awkward
places. To fInd a safe route we had to traverse to the right as far as the foot
of Nuptse. We established Camp 2 in the Western Cwrn in precisely the
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same well-shielded place that we had used on our previous expedition.
The arduous process of transporting our equipment from Base Camp could
finally begin. Everyone worked with the utmost dedication. We had 5km
of ropes from the French firm, Beal. We fixed ropes along the whole of the
Icefall and the West Face of Lhotse, enabling us to climb, with our very
heavy loads, in relative safety, despite poor visibility, and sometimes even
at night. Hurricane-force winds made things even more difficult. At Base
Camp the wind speed indicator registered a constant l30km/h. The
temperature at night fell to minus 40°C. It horrified us to see the safety
rope between climbing partners stretched out horizontally above the glacier.
On one occasion Krzysztof Zurek was, quite literally, thrown into the air
by the wind. Fortunately he was tied-on to the fixed rope but, in falling, he
broke his ribs and was forced to return home for treatment.
At last the time came when we were able to set up Camp 4 on the South
Col at a height of about 8000m. This was one of the most difficult moments
of the expedition. Camps 3 and 4 were separated by scarcely 850 vertical
metres. Only 850 metres yet, in these wintry conditions, we fought for nearly
a month to conquer this section. The fight to establish Camp 4, in which
everyone took part, sapped out team of half its members. In the end Walek
Fiut and Krzysztof Wielicki made it to the Col and spent a sleepless night
in a small, light tent. They spent most of their time securing themselves
against the possibility of being blown off into the abyss below, along with
their tent. In these conditions, they could scarcely even begin to think of
resting in advance of a summit attempt. Wielicki, frostbitten, descended to
Camp 2, while Fiut went all the way down to Base. The expedition was
within a hair's breadth of collapse. This difficult situation was compounded
by the fact that our permit was due to expire. While sending out a request
for an extension of the permit - just for a few days for another attack on the
summit - I deeply regretted having agreed to complete the expedition any
sooner than the end of February.
In the meantime, we needed to fix a larger, stronger tent for Camp 4. I
decided to do this myself, along with Rysiak Szafirski. It was a monstrous
effort for me. I hadn't even been up to Camp 3 yet and suddenly, I needed
to make the 1500 vertical metre climb from Base Camp to Camp 4, with no
opportunity for acclimatisation. On 13 February Szafirski and I made it up
to the South Col. With the greatest of difficulty, in hurricane winds which
reached 250 km/h, we managed to secure the floor of the tent to the solid
ice with a large hook and to secure, more or less, the poles as well. The tent
had double walls, and after lighting the two butane heaters it was actually
reasonably warm and comfortable. This tent would come to play a pivotal
role in the summit attempts that were soon to take place.
The South Col looked dreadful. The snow had been blown away by the
wind to reveal hundreds of oxygen bottles that had melted into the ice,
butane tanks and shards of shredded tents. Not far from us stood a tent, or
rather the ghost of a tent, filled to its ceiling with hard, windpacked snow.
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We learned later that it had belonged to Hannelore Schmatz, who was
killed during an expedition in the autumn of 1979. Since I had a few spare
valves for the oxygen bottles with me, as well as a wrench and a pressure
gauge, I checked some of the discarded bottles and found seven that were
still full! At this altitude, these full tanks were worth their weight in gold.
Szafirski carried two bottles a further 100 metres in the direction of the
summit as additional insurance for the assault team.
On the next day, 14 February, Andrzej Heinrich and Sherpa Pasang Norbu
joined us on the Col. But it turned out that they had forgotten to bring their
oxygen masks! This was the last day of our permit for the climb and if the
winds persisted no one else would get a chance to summit. There was
nothing else that Szafirski and I could do but leave them our own masks
and begin our return without the assistance of oxygen. This affected me
particularly badly. At one point, after Szafrrski had made it to below the
Geneva Spur, in the failing light I couldn't find the beginning of the next
fixed line. In the cold, my torch batteries were soon exhausted. Beneath
me was a 1000-metre ice face. Below that was the Western Cwm. All I
could do was find a ledge in the ice and wait, patiently, for the dawn - an
unforeseen, unplanned bivouac in the dead of winter was the last thing I
needed. My anger probably helped me survive the eight hours in the minus
forty degree temperatures until Cichy and Wielicki, demonstrating their
tremendous devotion and loyalty, managed to find me, delivered a thermos
of hot liquid and helped me to find the damned rope. My gratitude towards
them knows no bounds.
Heirrrich and Pasang made it to 8350 metres. Heinrich, desperately
disappointed, tried rousing himself by saying that at least we had set an
altitude record for the winter. But we were after the summit! Was this the
way things were to end? We were totally despondent until news came
through from the Ministry that we could continue our efforts until 17
February. This gave us two more days. There was only one team with the
skills to go for it now: Leszek Cichy and Krzystof Wielicki. Wielicki's
passion and desire for the attempt impressed everyone - especially given
his frostbitten feet. On 16 February they reached the South Col. They awoke
at 5am the next day, prepared hot drinks for their thermoses and then, at
6.45, emerged from their tent. It was minus 42°C but the wind, fortunately,
was relatively quiet. They took one bottle of oxygen each and headed off in
the direction of the summit. The rest of the team, spread out between Base
Camp and the various upper camps, listened attentively for even the faintest
sound of a transmission over the walkie-talkie. This is how Wielicki
remembered the moment of that transmission in the pages of the journal
Taternik:

I finally got to know the Hillary Step I'd only known from pictures
and descriptions for myself - a ten-metre vertical wall. Thankfully,
it's not too difficult to climb. We looked ahead for a glimpse of the
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main peak with its signature tripod. We passed several false summits.
Where was that tripod left behind by the Chinese expedition of 19757
At last, there it was, the summit! We fell into one another's arms and
then sat down, still embracing, taking off our packs and switching off
our oxygen. Leszek took out the walkie-talkie and looked at his watch.
It was 14.30.
- Hello, Base Camp! Hello Andrzej! Can you hear us?
- Yes, where are you? Hello, hello [silence]
- Guess? [We decided this was a good occasion for a joke.] Hello,
hello, we're on the summit!
Andrzej shouts into the walkie-talkie:
- Victory! The record! Congratulations!
And then the famous words from Cichy from the summit:
- If it hadn't been Everest, we wouldn't have made it.
They remained on the summit for about 40 minutes. In the tripod, bent
and broken by the winds, they found the card left behind by an expedition
from the previous autumn. In-it~place they left their own. Then they
attached a small rosary that had been blessed by the Pope and a small
wooden cross for Mrs Latallo who had asked that we leave something behind
on Everest in memory of her son. And then, very securely, they bound a
minimum-temperature thermometer to one of the legs of the tripod, with
the idea that subsequent expeditions could check it and record the lowest
temperatures from the world's highest place.
They descended very carefully. Wielicki was bothered by his frostbitten
feet. The descent to the South Summit took nearly 1'/2 hours. In the failing
light and with the wind blowing snow, it was becoming increasingly difficult
to see the route along the ridge. Suddenly, at a height of 8300m, they came
upon the body of Hannelore Schmatz.
A few words about this wonderful woman, whose brave behaviour should
make her a model for all climbers, are appropriate here. While she was
returning from the summit of Everest the previous autumn, her climbing
partner, Ray Genet, suddenly weakened and was unable to continue.
Schmatz decided to stay with him even though she knew well that without
the appropriate gear for a bivouac, surviving a night at 8400m was not very
likely. She sent off one of the two Sherpas accompanying them for help
from the camp on the South Col. But there was no one left there. Her
husband, the leader of the expedition, unaware of the grave danger that
still faced his climbers, had ordered everyone to descend to the Western
Cwm. Ray Genet did not survive the night, and Hannelore Schmatz, near
the limits of exhaustion herself, died on her way to the Col. No one from
the expedition could be found to inter her body.
It was already dark when Leszek Cichy, the first to return, reached the
tent on the Col. He immediately informed us via the walkie-talkie that he
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was going up again to help Wielicki with his descent. From this point, we
waited until morning for a further sign of life from them, all the time fearing
the worst. They later explained that they had been totally preoccupied with
trying to save Wielicki's numb, frozen feet. Given the circumstances, we
couldn't really blame them for having neglected to contact us, keeping us
up all night with worry. We greeted them joyously at each subsequent camp
on their descent to Base and finally we all toasted them together with
champagne and cake, which we first had to thaw out in boiling water! We
celebrated that day with a pure and unbridled sense of joy and happiness.
In Kathmandu, at the Ministry of Tourism, I was handed a certificate
confirming that our Polish expedition was the first to scale Mount
Sagarmatha in the winter. It was a point of pride that, on the first permit
for a climb in the winter season, we had managed to scale the world's highest
peak; 17 February 1980 would go down for ever as a significant date in the
world of mountaineering.
However, some rather dark and unpleasant shadows loomed over our
success. One was caused by jealousy, the other by human folly. One was
amusing, the other irritating. It began with the press conference in
Kathmandu.--The head of-th@ I'olish diplomatic-branGh-in-Nepal, in keeping
with the ideology of the time, asked me not to mention that we had left a
rosary blessed by the Pope and the cross for Mrs Latallo on the summit.
Naively, I agreed. After we returned to Poland, our friends told their wives,
who told their neighbours and, after a few days, Radio Free Europe
announced that the Polish expedition had carried a two-metre cross to the
summit of Everest. This incident caused me a lot of trouble and a fair bit of
explaining to do both in Poland and in Nepal.
While still at Base Camp, I arranged for an announcement detailing our
success to be sent to various officials. Almost immediately we received
congratulations from the First Secretary, Gierek, and an invitation to a
reception. But in Warsaw, we discovered that we were no longer welcome
because we had sent a similar memorandum to the Pope. The King of Nepal
was also offended - but that was because of the actions of the Soviet Union
who had recently invaded Afghanistan. The Pope apparently considered
us to be faithful allies of the Soviet Bloc. Perhaps he changed his mind
about Poland after hearing about the Solidarity movement. In any case, he
refused to meet us even though we offered him an ice axe from the summit
team engraved with a personal dedication to him. On the other hand, the
Pope did send us a wonderful letter of which we are particularly proud.
However, the most unpleasant blow came from a colleague within the
climbing community, Reinhold Messner. We were not sure why he decided
to question our achievement - on an administrative detail at that - as though
an administrative point of order were more important than our struggle
with the cold and the winds. First he latched on to the fact that we completed
our climb two days outside of the official period designated by the official
permit, and then that we had no official proof of ours being a winter ascent.
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Everything became abundantly clear when we learned that Messner was
organising a winter expedition on Cho Oyu. 3 In any case, because his
opinion held more sway in the Western media than ours, his accusations,
however false they might have been, caused a few hiccups in various journals
and books. C'est la vie.

A new route up Everest
Though the winter expedition had been a success, we didn't give up our
permit for the spring. During our ascent of Lhotse in 1974, we had made
careful observations of a new route up the face of Everest from the Western
Cwm to the summit. We even had locations for the possible camps picked
out and though the route looked quite straightforward on the lower parts
of the mountain, we realised that the going would get tough on the upper
stretch.
After a short two-week stay in Poland, I returned to Nepal with a 15member team for the Spring ascent. Five of the team members had been to
Everest with me that winter. Kazimierz Olech waited for us at Base Camp
where he had probably set some kind of record for continuous activity on
Everest - nearly six months. Not too far from us on the Khumbu Glacier,
two other teams were preparing for an ascent: a Spanish-Basque group was
planning a climb of the classic route while a Catalonian team was preparing
to scale Lhotse. In comparison with the conditions in winter, we were
shocked by the relative warmth of the Himalayan days. We left Base Camp
at 5am in order to make it through the dreaded Icefall while the temperature
remained relatively low. In Camp 1, on the Western Cwm, we covered our
tents with our sleeping bags to protect them from the sun and, stripping
almost naked, lay inside waiting for noon. The heat was almost unbearable.
In the sun, the tents heated up to almost plus 40°C. Where had these
descriptions of the terrible cold on summer expeditions come from? In the
evening we moved on to Camp 2, set in the same place as on the winter
expedition but which was now the Advanced Base Camp for the Spanish
team - though expanded to monstrous proportions.
We set up Camp 3 at nOOm on the face of Everest, above a rock whose
shape reminded us of a crab. Things were moving at a rapid pace. Spring
climbing seemed straightforward compared to the winter. Two young
climbers - Jerzy Kukuczka and Andrzej Czok - proved themselves
particularly able and productive at such high altitudes. I chose the two of
them, much to the surprise of the rest of the team, for the first summit
3

Messner's expedition failed on the lower section of the mountain on the
Eastern Face. The first winter ascent of Cho Oyu was accomplished by
the Poles on a new, very difficult route along the South-East Face in
the winter of 1984/85. Summit reached by: Maciej Paw1ikowski and
Maciej Berbeka on the 12 February 1985 and on 15 February 1985
by Jerzy Kukuczka and Zygmunt A Heinrich. Leader: Andrzej Zawada.
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attempt. I was right to have done so. Kukuczka turned out to be a talent of
the first order. In barely nine years he managed to conquer all the 8000-metre
peaks, often by new routes. He has gone into history as one of the world's
finest climbers. In Poland he has been celebrated with a commemorative
stamp issued with his image on it.
Jerzy Kukuczka played the chief role in overcoming a rocky barrier above
8000 metres which was the most cumbersome obstacle on our expedition.
We were ready for our first summit attempt when, for totally irrational
reasons, I was forced to stop the expedition. It must have been the first time
in the history of Everest that this had happened but we were about to become the first team to scale Everest in two consecutive seasons and possibly back to back at that. It was feasible that there had not yet been another
team to the summit since our winter expedition. One could wonder what
was wrong with that? Obviously, nothing inherently but we did worry though without any concrete evidence for doing so - that given such an
unusual set of circumstances some might come to doubt our Winter success. There are two ways of proving that one has reached the summit. First,
you can show pictures which experts can assess for authenticity. Secondly,
one can wait for a second expedition to retriey.e-the_ objects left on_the summit by the previous summiters. As for the pictures, we weren't sure if they
had turned out well enough. It's hard to believe now, but in those days, it
was impossible to develop Kodak film in Poland. We had had to send our
films to London for developing but, before our departure, we still hadn't
heard from the lab if they had been developed successfully. There was nothing else we could do but wait until someone scaled the peak before us. At
this point, the Basque's were developing their attack rather slowly. We waited
until, [mally, on 14 May, Martin Zabaleta and Sherpa Pasang Temba reached
the tripod on the summit. They took everything we had left on it including,
unfortunately, the minimum-temperature thermometer - without even reading the lowest temperature recorded on it. What a shame that was.
Now we could make our own move for the summit. On 19 May Czok
and Kukuczka left Camp S (8350m) at Sam. They each took a bottle of
oxygen which, as it turns out, they finished while scaling the South Summit.
They climbed the rest of the way without their masks. Fresh, unpacked
snow lay everywhere. This made the climbing very difficult. They didn't
make it to the summit until 4pm. They took with them the Basque flag
from the summit and made their way back to camp, which they reached
shortly before midnight. They had a very difficult night. The monsoon
season was beginning and avalanches of dry snow continually covered their
tent. They took it in turns to uncover it from the freshly fallen snow but
worried that the next avalanche might knock them off the face of Everest.
Fortunately, all ended well. Another Polish success! We had established a
new route up Everest. We had had two successful expeditions without a
single loss of life. I announced the end of the expedition even though I
knew what Heinrich and Olech, who were waiting in Camp 4 for their turn
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for a summit attempt, must have felt. But I had to consider whether it was
worth taking any further risks now that all that remained was to satisfy the
personal ambitions of individual members of the team.
Returning to Kathmandu, I announced to the world that we had
established the sixth route up Everest. Imagine how shocked I was to learn
that between our winter ascent and the Basque's success on 10 May, a
Japanese expedition, also establishing a new route on the North-West Face,
managed to reach the summit. How does one explain then that they didn't,
at least, take Cichy and Wielicki's calling card from the tripod and that
they did not leave anything of their own to prove that they had been there?
Or that they did not even take pictures of themselves standing beside the
Chinese tripod containing the Pope's rosary and our low-temperature
thermometer? In any case, I consider the matter still unresolved as to
whether ours was the sixth or the seventh successful route to the summit.

But Everest Will Remain
I remember it well; it was early April 1953, when I heard the news that the
John Hunt-led British expedition had conquered Everest. It had a profound
impact on me. On the one hand, I was overjoyed by the accomplishment;
on the other, I felt bitter that all these marvellous mountaineering successes
were being accomplished without Poland's participation. This was news
from afar - from the distant land of adventure amongst the Himalayan
giants - about which we, the Polish climbing community, could only dream.
I was, in those days, only just learning to climb in the Tatra Mountains and
had to apply to the police for permission to venture into the border area
within my own country. It was impossible for me to even think of travelling
abroad. I could never even begin to imagine that they would ever let me
travel to practise my sport on Everest, the mountain of mountains!
Fortunately, the world changed and it began to change in 1953 with the
death of Stalin. In time, even Polish climbers were able to travel to such
exotic locations and to climb these huge mountains and, eventually, even
Everest itself.
How had Everest turned out for the Poles? On the one hand, it has
provided us with a venue for accomplishments of which we can be very
proud. On the other, tremendous suffering. Wanda Rutkiewicz's successful
ascent of Everest brought her world recognition and a place in the history
books. She was the third woman ever to climb Everest and the first
European. The winter ascent by Leszek Cichy and Krzysztof Wielicki on
17 February 1980 was our next great success. It was also an historical
occurrence ranking fourth behind Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing N orgay's
first successful ascent on 29 May 1953; the first ascent by a woman, Japan's
Junko Tabei on 16 May 1975; and the first ascent without the assistance of
bottled oxygen by Peter Habeler and Reinhold Messner on 8 May 1978.
An additional satisfaction for us is that we inaugurated winter climbing in
the Himalaya. We are also proud not to have wasted that first permit granted
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to us by the Nepalese authorities. Finally, establishing the route along the
left side of the South Col provides us with a great deal of pride. It is a more
elegant route than the traditional route along from the Lhotse Face because
the route from the Western Cwm to the summit is much more direct. It has
been recorded as the seventh route to the summit of Everest, but that it is
within the first ten means a great deal to us all.
This was a wonderful time in the history of the King of the Mountains.
In those days these were all considered great achievements, pioneering
efforts amongst a great deal of uncertainty. One could never be sure of
success. These were the times of sporting achievement - and of a certain
Romantic spirit. Everest, then, held many secrets and provided us with
much joy and happiness.
Unfortunately, Everest was also the scene of many of our greatest
mountaineering tragedies. In just one accident, we lost five world class
climbers. They were all wonderful people who had each played an important
role in the development of Polish Himalayan climbing. They included
Zygmunt Heinrich and Gienek Chrobak, my inseparable climbing partners,
with whom I began my high -altitude adventures with an ascent of Kunyang
Chhish-(-1S.51m)-in-197l. They had jQined me-Qn-neaI'ly-all-the-expeditions-that I went on to organise. Also, Mirek Gordzielewski and Falco Dasalem,
two young friends, who fought with me for Cho Oyu (820lm) and K2
(8611m). One can't blame the mountain. It is never the mountain's fault.
But it's difficult for me to return to my thoughts about Everest today without
a feeling of sadness as I think of those friends of mine who are destined to
remain there forever.
From the time of the first expedition in 1921, some 78 years have passed.
More than 1000 people have climbed Everest from various sides up various
routes. Every glacier has been carefully analysed, aerial stereoscopic
photographs have been assembled to produce incredibly accurate maps from
which one can gauge the height of virtually every rock. The wild, remote
Everest has become a destination for travel agencies. It has been turned
into a materialistic object, a money-spinner. Almost all the year round
tourists walk on well-prepared trails that lead to its very base. They leave
behind an incredible mess. The Sagarmatha National Park needed to be
created just to protect the natural and cultural uniqueness of the place from
total destruction.
Commercial expeditions are a relatively new occurrence on Everest.
I wonder how many of those clients who have made it to the summit have
done so to satisfy a passion for the mountains rather than out of a sense of
snobbery? Can a client who has been escorted to the summit by someone
carrying his oxygen bottle for him feel any real sense of satisfaction from
the accomplishment? These are not men or women of the mountains. Such
people aren't satisfied with merely being in the mountains. They want
everything, at once, and in the quickest and easiest way possible. They'll
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pay anything to have their route to the summit made shorter, easier and
guaranteed. But that is impossible to do, which is why they sometimes pay
for their ambition with their lives. They don't realise that climbing Everest
is not like a game in a stadium that can be stopped at the first sign of bad
weather. That's why tragedies like the one of 1996 occur.
But let's leave these commercial affairs on one side and spare a thought
or two for what remains to be accomplished on Everest. Foremost is the
Direttissimo - the climb straight up the South-West Face over the so-called
Rock Band. Bonington's 1975 expedition avoided this obstacle set at 8000
metres by going around it on the left through a narrow gully. There are sure
to be new routes established up to the western sub-summit of the SouthWest Face as well. Traversing summits along ridge routes is also set to
develop. They were begun by Nick Jaeger in 1980, though this first attempt
ended tragically on the ridge of Lhotse Shar. Finally, there is the question
of winter ascents.
Have winter ascents, after twenty years, lost their value? Quite clearly,
no. Even both improvements in gear and refinements in organisation have
not significantly increased the number of successful expeditions. After us,
only seven climbers have summited in winter. That's a grand total of nine
winter ascents against more than a thousand in the summer! There has
even been a rather unsportsmanlike method created to register winter
ascents. In the autumn season, one establishes all the camps and fixed ropes
and then descends to Base Camp to wait for the administrative winter season
to begin. On the first of December, you climb quickly to the summit. One
shouldn't need reminding that, in our hemisphere, winter does not begin
until December 21st and that the worst of the winter weather does not
occur until January and February. In any case, conquering the major
summer routes in winter remains a task to be completed. I know it's not
easy to do. It demands a great deal of skill and determination. But that's
the way things are in this world now, only by accomplishing something
truly unique does one gain any satisfaction or recognition from others.
In conclusion, I would like to record an event that is connected with
Everest, though it took place in Europe, far from the Himalaya. In 1993
I received an invitation from Lord Hunt to attend a gathering in London of
those who had successfully scaled Everest. The first evening, in the sitting
room of the Alpine Club, in a very pleasant and comfortable atmosphere, I
met the members of the 1953 expedition. Only Tenzing, who had passed
away, was absent. Many famous climbers took part in that meeting. The
next day, a celebration held at the Royal Geographical Society was graced
by the presence of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth n. Lord Hunt put on a
slide show and spoke with pride and pleasure about the expedition that
had taken place 40 years earlier. That is when I saw him for the last time.
He died five years later, in 1998. Everest had brought us together and,
inevitably, will outlast us all.

4.

Left, Andrzej Zawada, leader of the first winter Polish expedition to Everest, 1979/80.
The record of Polish Himalayan mountaineers in the 1980s was exceptional in the 20th Century.
Right, the Polish mountaineer Wanda Rutkiewicz, the first European woman to climb
Everest, in 1978. (Ingeborga Doubrawa-Cochlin) (P3S)

23. The Polish Phenomenon: Leszek Cichy, left, and Krzysztof Wielicki after their first

winter ascent of Everest in February 1980. (Andrzej Zawada) (P35)

24. Voytek Kurtyka whose new route

on Gasherbrum IV's W Face with
Robert Schauer remai.ns one of the
high points of 20th Century
Himalayan exploration.
(Ingeborga Doubrawa-Cochlin) (P35)

25. Jerzy Kukuczka, the second man to climb
the fourteen 8000ers, all except one by
new routes or first winter ascents.
(Celina Kukuczka) (P35)

