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ROBERT MARSHALL

Re..writing the History of KZ
a story all'italiana

For the past half century there has been a simmering controversy about
what happened during the fIrst ascent of K2. In the past two decades a

combination of unlikely and quite fortuitous events has allowed the writer
(a mere onlooker from the other side of the world) to become involved in
untangling the web of deceit that has blighted the life of one of the climbers
- WaIter Bonatti.

Bonatti was one of the greatest mountaineers of the last century. When
only 19 he climbed the north-east face of the Badile, and two years later
made his remarkable fIrst ascent of the east face of the Grand Capucin. In
1953, at the age of only 23, he was chosen to take part in the forthcoming
Italian expedition to K2. He was the baby of the party.

The expedition, led by Professor Ardito Desio, was a huge project
involving 11 climbers and more than 500 porters. The summit was duly
reached on 31 July by Achille Compagnoni and Lino Lacedelli. But the
price of that success has been 50 years of unresolved argument. The whole
affair has become a black joke, or perhaps more accurately a story all'italiana
- a dark and nasty story, full of tragedy, betrayal and villainy as well as
bravery, selflessness and dedication.

In the early 1950s few believed it possible that Everest or K2 could be
climbed without the use of supplementary oxygen, and the oxygen used by
the summit pair was carried up to camp 9 by Bonatti and Mahdi, a Hunza
high-altitude porter. But they did not reach camp 9, and were compelled
to bivouac in the open on a steep ice slope. As a result, Mahdi suffered
severe frostbite and lost most of his fIngers and toes; astonishingly, Bonatti
escaped uninjured.

In his autobiography Le Mie Montagne in 1961, and more recently in The
Mountains of my Life (Random House, 2001), Bonatti recounts how the
climbing group at camp 8 on 29 July discussed their pre-summit tactics.
Bonatti volunteered to go down almost to camp 7 with Pino Gallotti to
retrieve the two pack-saddles of oxygen and get them up to camp 8 - then
carry them up to camp 9, which Compagnoni and Lacedelli were to set up
on the 'shoulder' at a much lower altitude than had been originally planned
back in Italy.

Next morning Compagnoni and Lacedelli climbed up to establish
camp 9, while Bonatti and Gallotti descended 200 metres, then started
back up again with the oxygen, helped now by Erich Abram and the Hunza
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porter Mahdi, who had come up from camp 7. Gallotti barely managed to
reach camp 8 and, just above that level, Abram too had to give up. It was
left to Bonatti and Mahdi to carry the oxygen up to camp 9. But when they
reached the relatively flat shoulder late in the afternoon there was no sign
of the tent. Up and up they went into the gathering dusk until finally, by
9.30pm, it was pitch dark. Bonatti shouted repeatedly and more and more
desperately for help. No answer. Finally a light appeared from among the
rocks on the other side of the very steep couloir to their left, only a little
higher than the point they had reached. It was Lacedelli, who shouted,
'Do you want us to stay out all night to freeze for you? Leave the oxygen
there and go down!' 'We can't!' yelled Bonatti. 'I'd be all right, but Mahdi's
off his head and couldn't make it.' Silence. The light went out.

In desperation, Waiter dug out a shelf where he and Mahdi could sit.
They had no protection whatever, but somehow they survived, despite a
storm that blew up during the night and buried them in snow three times.
Next morning, Mahdi staggered off down the slope as soon as it was light,
and Bonatti followed him later after the sun had restored his batteries a
little, leaving the bivouac site at exactly 6.30am. He could still see the oxygen
bottles on the slope above him at 7am as he crossed the shoulder, and the
summit pair still had not appeared.

Desio's official book in 1955 told a very different story. Camp 9 was to
be placed 'as high as possible'. Compagnoni and Lacedelli therefore set up
camp 9 on the rocky spur beyond the couloir, and Bonatti simply failed to
reach it. Because of this, the bivouac site was 'much lower than camp 9',
which made communication difficult, and there was a 'misunderstanding',
so that Compagnoni and Lacedelli thought Bonatti and Mahdi had gone
down. The summit pair left camp 9 at '4 to 4.30am', crossed the couloir,
descended to the oxygen bottles, and started up for the top, on oxygen, at
about 6.30am. Their oxygen packs ran out simultaneously at 4pm at 8400m,
200m below the summit. The account describes how they felt an 'agonizing
feeling of complete suffocation', tore off the oxygen masks, but then climbed
on (without discarding the pack-saddles of now empty oxygen bottles) for
another two hours. They reached the top just before 6pm, as confirmed by
Bonatti, Gallotti and Abram, who could see them on the eastern summit
slope from camp 8.

Back in Italy, Compagnoni and Lacedelli were feted as national heroes
who had restored Italian pride after the humiliating end to the war, in
particular because they had reached the summit without supplementary
oxygen. The time-table of their heroic climb was told and retold to
generations of Italian schoolchildren - and indeed still is, 50 years later.

Amazingly, Bonatti's role in the ascent was not even mentioned in the
official movie of 1955. He also was ostracised by the mountaineering
establishment for no apparent reason and fell into deep depression. In
desperation, to 'prove he was not finished', he climbed the south-west face
of the Petit Dru solo, via the now famous 'Bonatti Pillar'. Over the following
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decade he threw himself into climbing extreme routes, often solo, and so
became the best known climber in Italy. But he had no idea why he remained
persona 110n grata in certain Italian mountaineering circles.

Then in 1964, on the 10th KZ anniversary, Compagnoni told a reporter
that Bonatti had tried to race Lacedelli and himself to the summit, had
used some of the oxygen to avoid frostbite, and then deserted Mahdi. The
whole concoction was published in the Gazzetta del Popolo in successive
weeks, labelling Bonatti a liar, thief, cheat and coward.

Bonatti started libel proceedings against the newspaper. He felt totally
disillusioned, and while the case was pending, in 1965, he gave up climbing
after an extraordinary farewell solo ascent of the Matterhorn north face
direttissima in midwinter. He subsequently became even more famous in
Italy as a roving photo-journalist for the magazine Epoca.

The libel case in 1966 completely exonerated Bonatti, because Compagnoni
and Lacedelli had the oxygen masks at camp 9; Bonatti and Mahdi had no
oxygen masks and therefore could not have used any of the oxygen even
had they wished. But the court case changed nothing. In 1984, on the 30th
anniversary, Compagnoni and Lacedelli were still telling the same story
about leaving camp 9 at 4am.

Infuriated, Bonatti wrote Processo sui K2 (Trial on K2) - a detailed
discussion of the whole affair. He insisted they could not have started for
the summit before 8.30am, so the ten-hour oxygen supply must have lasted
to the summit at 6pm: it was impossible for them to have climbed 300m,
using oxygen, in eight hours and then take no more than another two hours
for the final ZOOm, carrying the empty bottles. He also protested against
the incorrect site of his bivouac indicated in all the official maps. Bonatti's
book contained a full transcript of the 1966 libel case, including an
extraordinary deposition made by Mahdi in Pakistan, in which the Hunza
porter spontaneously and independently accused Bonatti of trying to race
Compagnoni and Lacedelli to the summit. Mahdi also made a large number
of other statements that seemed to the Turin tribunal so absurd and contrary
to the most elementary common sense that his evidence was judged
unacceptable and discarded.

This was when I became involved. I came across Trial on K2 quite by
accident and it dawned on me as soon as I read it that Bonatti had not
really understood what had happened on KZ. Although Mahdi's evidence
had been discarded by the tribunal and by Bonatti himself as nonsensical,
I thought it made perfect sense from Mahdi's point of view, and was indeed
the key to understanding the whole unsavoury affair.

So I wrote a commentary about the climb and later, somewhat diffidently,
sent it to Bonatti. In it, I theorised that Compagnoni envied young Bonatti
and was afraid of being upstaged by this parvenu. He purposely held out
the bait of a summit attempt to Bonatti without the slightest intention of
allowing this to happen. He deliberately put camp 9 completely out of
Bonatti's reach and stayed in his tent until well after dark to make this
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quite certain. Compagnoni presumably did think Bonatti and Mahdi had
gone down after dumping the oxygen, but was totally indifferent to their
fate. Compagnoni and Lacedelli left camp 9 just after 7am, crossed the
couloir, retrieved the pack-saddles of oxygen, and started off for the summit
at about 8.30am. The oxygen lasted all the way to the top.

Because they did not reach Camp 9 that evening and were on the other
side of the couloir on the direct route to the top, Mahdi concluded that Bonatti
had been leading him on an unauthorised summit attempt. Back at base
camp with gangrenous fingers and toes, he was questioned by the liaison
officer, Ata Ullah, and told him Bonatti had tried to race Compagnoni and
Lacedelli to the summit. Ata Ullah must have then confronted Desio, who
then questioned Compagnoni about Mahdi's accusations.

Compagnoni had a brilliant idea that he believed would increase his own
fame, exonerate himself from any possible blame, and utterly destroy Bonatti
at the same time. He adjusted the altitude of the bivouac and said he and
Lacedelli had left Camp 9 soon after 4am, picked up the oxygen, then started
for the summit at about 6am: the oxygen had run out on the way up because
Bonatti had used some during the bivouac. He also said Bonatti had deserted
Mahdi, thus neatly absolving himself of blame for Mahdi's frostbite. Ten
years later, Compagnini told the reporter this same story.

But no one was interested in what I had surmised except, of course, Bonatti
himself. Another decade passed; then, just before the fortieth anniver
sary, while leafing idly through The Mountain World for 1955, I came
upon Desio's original article about the ascent of K2, illustrated by two
summit photographs. I was flabbergasted, because the pictures show
Compagnoni standing on the summit still wearing his oxygen mask, while
Lacedelli has a circle of rime around his mouth just the shape of a mask.
Here at last was objective proof that Bonatti had been telling the truth. So
I sent them off to Italy.

When these pictures appeared in the Italian magazine Alp there was a
furore. The press had a field day. But there was no comment from the Italian
Alpine Club (CAI). In an effort to ensure that at least the English-speaking
world would know the truth, I embarked on preparing a definitive edition
of Bonatti's mountaineering books. The Mountains of my Life was published
in 200 I and consists of an annotated translation of Bonatti's most significant
climbs, together with an exhaustive discussion of the KZ affair. In 2003
Bonatti's most recent book K2 - the Truth was published in Italy. However,
there was still no response from the CAI, obviously hoping desperately
that this unhappy business would fade away if ignored. But in 2004, KZ's
golden jubilee year, came several new dramatic developments.

First, in February 2004 Roberto Mantovani, the editor of Rivista delle
Montagne (Mountain Review), wrote an open letter to the CAI, co-signed by
24 other eminent Italians. They demanded that the club must set up an
inquiry into the first ascent of KZ so that an official revised version of the
climb could be published in time for the 50th anniversary celebrations in
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August. The CAI duly appointed three eminent senior authorities, the
tre saggi (three wise men) - professors Fosco Maraini, Alberto Monticone
and Luigi Zanzi - to examine the matter.

Their 39-page report was published in April 2004. They decided that the
true version of the events of the summit eve was precisely as set out in
Waiter Bonatti's book Le Mie Montagne, and that the version given in Desio's
book La Conquista del K2 was completely misleading. They concluded there
had been 'two victories' on K2 in 1954 - the first by Compagnoni and
Lacedelli in reaching the summit, the second by Waiter Bonatti in
performing prodigies by carrying up the oxygen necessary for the summit
climb, then surviving an unprecedented bivouac at 8100m. But the report
made no mention whatever of Compagnoni's accusations on the 10th
anniversary, which had led to the libel case of 1966. As for the contentious
issue of the oxygen, they concluded that Compagnoni's story of the supply
running out 200m below the summit at 4pm was completely unbelievable.
However, they generously conceded that perhaps he had merely become
confused about events because of the effects of altitude. Concerning the
true site where the bottles became empty, the report wavered back and
forth, finally stating that it was 'possible' that the oxygen might have run
out 'just below the summit', though certainly not at 8400m. Reading their
report, it is difficult to avoid the suspicion that the tre saggi had been
specifically briefed by the CAI to stick to the events of the summit eve and
summit day and avoid any reference at all to Bonatti's court case.

Nevertheless, the report concluded with a very strong recommendation
that the CAI should publish immediately a new official history of the Italians
on K2 to set the record straight. But there was still no reaction from the
CAI: for my part I would urge the Alpine Club to use its influence and
press the CAI to accept this advice, and publish a revised history.

Second, Lino Lacedelli has now at last published a book, K2 - il Prezzo di
Conquista (the Cost of Victory), written by a journalist, Giovanni Cenacchi,
and based on some long interviews with Lacedelli. In a quite stunning
about-face, Lacedelli completely repudiates Compagnoni and totally (or
almost totally) conftrms Bonatti's version of events. It is difficult not to feel
a little sorry for Lacedelli, who emerges as a simple man, embroiled in
matters largely beyond his control, who for the most part simply kept his
head down and tried to stay out of the firing line. It is obvious that he was
terrified of Desio; indeed, he says as much quite specifically and thought
he would be 'destroyed' if he as much as opened his mouth. Nevertheless,
it is impossible to condone the fact that he has said nothing for 50 years
when he could have cleared Bonatti's name at any time with the greatest of
ease, and has only chosen to speak out now that Desio is dead. (He died in
2003 at the age of 104.) Lacedelli says that Desio was incompetent and
authoritarian, hated by all the climbers except Compagnoni, and that even
on the approach march the team was on the verge of 'mutiny'.

Lacedelli notes that back in Italy there were no fewer than four court
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cases as a result of the expedition; Compagnoni sued the CAI for
compensation for his frostbitten fingers as a result of tabng photographs
on the summit; the CAI sued Desio in an attempt to recover several million
lire missing from the expedition coffers; Desio sued the expedition
photographer, Mario Fantin, over some missing film (which had in fact
been taken quite legitimately by one of his own scientists); and of course
Bonatti sued the Gazzetta del Papa/a.

Lacedelli is absolutely scathing about Compagnoni, insisting he should
never have been appointed head climber. He was a complete sycophant
who toadied to Desio at all times. He describes giving Compagnoni his
own left glove on the summit when one of Compagnoni's blew away and
his fingers were going white, but never receiving the slightest thanks; his
fury when Compagnoni told a reporter soon after their return to Italy that
he had 'pulled the totally exhausted Lacedelli up to the summit'. He
confesses that the story of the climb in the official account was based solely
on Compagnoni's diary and that he, Lacedelli, had signed it even though
he knew it was inaccurate; he wished only to avoid controversy.

Concerning the summit eve and summit day, Lacedelli confirms that
Bonatti's version of events is correct in almost every respect. He agrees
that camp 9 was supposed to be placed 'as low as possible' - that is, on the
shoulder at 7950m - to enable Bonatti to reach it with the oxygen. He says
Compagnoni insisted on putting it higher, against his (Lacedelli's) wishes,
and that Compagnoni then also insisted on crossing the couloir to place
camp 9 in what Lacedelli describes as a 'most dangerous and stupid
position'. He agrees with Bonatti that the bivouac was just across the couloir
from camp 9 and almost at the same altitude and states that Compagnoni
told him quite explicitly at camp 9 that he did not want Bonatti there and
that 'nobody but the two of them were going to attempt the summit next
day'. Lacedelli believes that Compagnoni was afraid Bonatti would be
fitter than he was, and might replace him in the summit attempt next
morning. He says that Compagnoni wouldn't leave the camp 9 tent to speak
to Bonatti that night and sent him out instead.

Lacedelli denies they left camp 9 next morning at '4 to 4.30am' and
ventures that their departure was perhaps at about 6am, though he admits
this is only an estimate because he did not look at his watch all day. To
support this statement, Lacedelli's book contains a photograph taken by
Compagnoni, which shows Lacedelli sitting outside the camp 9 tent putting
on his crampons in broad daylight - so it was certainly taken well after
dawn and defmitively contradicts Compagnoni's statement about the time
they left.

Lacedelli agrees they took an hour and a half to reach the oxygen bottles
at the bivouac site, and insists they left for the summit at 'about 7.30am',
though this too is merely 'an estimate' because again he did not look at his
watch. According to Lacedelli the oxygen did run out on the way up, though
certainly not at 8400m as Compagnoni has always insisted. He himself
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puts the site of exhaustion of the oxygen at about 60m below the summit
'just before we reached the top at ten to six', the only time he did look at his
watch - and this time is of course verified by Bonatti, Gallotti and Abram,
who could see the eastern summit slope from camp 8.

Lacedelli refers repeatedly to my commentary throughout his book, and
agrees that all its conclusions are completely correct - except about the
oxygen. He speculates that perhaps the oxygen supply may have been
exhausted early because they had been 'breathing too hard on the way up'.
Concerning the summit photographs in The Mountain World, he insists that
once they had reached the summit Compagnoni replaced the mask on his
face for five minutes merely to 'protect his lungs from the cold'. (But surely
this alleged hasty replacement of the mask would imply that the straps of
Compagnoni's face mask should be visible outside his cap in the summit
photograph? Why would he first take off his fur cap, settle the straps
comfortably around his ears, then replace the cap over the straps?)

He agrees there was a plot hatched after the event between Desio and
Compagnoni to discredit Bonatti, and that Bonatti was indeed made a
'sacrificial goat'. Lacedelli states, in conclusion, that Bonatti was a
completely honourable man and under no circumstances would have
contemplated using the summit oxygen even had he been able to do so 
but in any event he also confIrms that Bonatti and Mahdi had no masks.

Lacedelli's co-author Cenacchi insists that the story of the oxygen lasting
to the summit must be accepted and asks: 'Why would he lie about such a
relatively minor matter of a few minutes?' The answer to this question seems
all too obvious: Lacedelli wishes to preserve at least some scraps of his
own integrity and heroic reputation.

Compagnoni responded vigorously to these revelations. In a full-page
interview by Aldo Cazzullo published in Corriere delta Sera (The Evening
Courier) on 9 August 2004 he flatly denied all the allegations in Lacedelli's
book. He heaped scorn on his former climbing partner - and on everyone
else. He asks' ...Have the tre saggi ever even seen K2?' [Maraini photographed
it in 1958 - Ed] Concerning the events of the summit eve Compagnoni says
' ... Bonatti didn't make any effort to be punctuaL Our appointment (at
camp 9) was for 3.3Opm, and at that time he was still in the tent, or perhaps
he had only just left camp 8.' He insists that' ... we started at six in the
morning - seven at the latest.' The only point on which he and Lacedelli
still agree is that' ... it isn't true that we arrived on the summit breathing
oxygen. The bottles were empty.'

Third, late last year Bonatti sent me a copy of a letter he had just received
from Erich Abram, the engineer who was in charge of the oxygen bottles
on K2. Heaven knows why Abram has remained silent for the past 50 years,
but he has now volunteered some staggering news about the oxygen bottles.
He first makes clear that the rate of supply was completely invariable because
the control tap was a simple on-off affair, unlike modern bottles with which
the rate of flow can be varied. Heavier breathing would merely increase
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the proportion of outside air drawn irr. The fact that the two pack-saddles
became exhausted simultaneously (according to both summit climbers)
speaks volumes for the Germanic precision with which they functioned
and indicates that they were indeed full.

But the real bombshell is Abram's news that there were two different
types of bottle on K2. Most were made irr Italy, were destined for use at the
lower camps, and were indeed scheduled to last for 10 hours - but those
intended for the higher camps were German Drager bottles filled at a higher
pressure, which supplied oxygen for 12 hours! So, even if one were to
accept Lacedelli's story that they left the bivouac site at 7.30am, there would
still be one and a half hours of oxygen supply remainirrg when they reached
the top.

There has now been one more unhappy development in this saga. Just
before Christmas 2004, Waiter Bonatti was invited by the President of Italy
to attend the Quirirrale Palace to be awarded the Grand Cross of the Knights
of Italy, the highest Italian civilian honour. He was surprised and delighted.
However, on arriving at the palace' he found himself face to face with
Compagnoni who was to be presented with the same honour. (Lacedelli,
after the publication of his scurrilous book, was not invited.) Bonatti was
outraged, but held his peace out of respect for the office of the President.
Next day, however, he sent the medal back to the palace with an icy note to
explairr why he was rejecting it.

Honours of this sort are awarded on the recommendation of others, not
as a personal Presidential initiative. One can only conclude that the gesture
was a CAI initiative in response to the report of the tre saggi and its conclusion
that the club should recognise 'two victories' on K2. Presumably the
committee members thought Bonatti would be satisfied at last and cease
his embarrassing efforts to discredit the official history of the ascent. If so,
they were sadly mistaken. Bonatti has said many times that, in the end,
,... the official record is the only thing that counts'.

The Editor would like to acknowledge the part of Terry Gifford in securing this
articlefor the AJ, as Terry gave Bob Marshall a platform to air this controversy at
the International Festival of Mountaineering Literature at Bretton Hall in April
2005.
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