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Alpina
A semiannual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

High Peaks, January 2021
For the past five seasons, these reports have ended with the news that K2
(8,611 meters) remained the last of the 8,000-meter peaks without a winter
ascent. Not this year.

The Nepali team that climbed K2, eleven days before their January 16 summit day.
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On January 16, the summit was finally reached. The feat was justly celebrated around the globe. K2 is a formidable objective in any season; it is often
considered the hardest of all fourteen mountains higher than 8,000 meters.
Climbers must endure much technical climbing. The summit party comprised ten Nepalis, all but one a Sherpa. First summit parties for the previous
thirteen peaks were never more than four. Not one of these was Nepali. The
K2 summit team was drawn from three different parties on the mountain.
They paused just below the top, so that all ten could reach it together.
One of them, Nirmal “Nims” Purja, used no supplementary oxygen—a
rare accomplishment in any season. (This is the same man who astounded
the climbing world in 2019 by summiting all the 8,000ers in less than seven
months, breaking the former record by over seven years. He had planned to
paraglide his descent from K2, but 100-mph winds destroyed his equipment.)
In an exclusive interview, Alpina Assistant Editor Michael Levy (in Colorado) asked Nims (in Kathmandu), “Why do you think you guys succeeded
where no one else could before?” Nims said, “Because we are the best climbers in the world. Many people say, ‘Oh you guys are lucky.’ But there are
still more than 60 climbers out there on K2, or something like that. Nobody
else did it. And many expeditions tried before us. You need the best to make
something like this happen. And that’s a fact. Don’t take that as an arrogant
statement, but that’s a reality.”
Not all went well in the Karakoram in January, however. A Spanish
climber, Sergi Mingote, died after a long fall on K2; on a nearby peak Alex
Goldfarb, a Russian-American going solo, suffered a similar fate. Climbers
trying Broad Peak abandoned the climb.
In Nepal, a small but very strong group was attempting Manaslu when
they encountered an enormous crevasse and had to look for another route.
Though they found an alternative way forward, they did not make the summit.

Exactly How High Is Everest?
Unlike most of the rest of world, Americans render mountain heights in feet,
rather than meters. Several figures were common in the twentieth century, all
above 29,000 feet—2 above, 141 above, most recently 29 above.
Now Chinese and Nepali officials have made new measurements. The
result: Everest stands 29,032 feet (8,849 meters) above sea level. Earthquakes,
warming temperatures, and movement of tectonic plates could alter this. But
not by much.
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Some Hard Climbs
In August 2019, the very difficult Pakistani Karakoram peak Link Sar (7,041
meters) finally saw a first ascent, before which it was one of the highest
unclimbed mountains in the world on which climbing is permitted (certain
sacred mountains have never been summited). In addition to great technical
difficulties, the climbers had to deal with access intermittently being denied
for military reasons. The previous eight attempts had failed. The successful
American team consisted of Graham Zimmerman, Steve Swenson, Chris
Wright, and Mark Richey. After provisioning an advanced camp at 4,700
meters and staying there for weeks, they climbed the remaining 2,300 meters,
making four bivouacs. The ascent earned a well-deserved Piolet d’Or award.
Readers may be heartened to know that Swenson and Richey were in
their 60s.

Roraima
Of special note was the ascent, by a mostly new route, in November and
December 2019, of the northern prow of Guyana’s remote Mount Roraima
(2,810 meters), which also lies in Brazil and Venezuela. The approach is a
week’s trek through dense tropical rainforest. Conditions improve little when
you emerge and try to reach the prow. Climber Leo Houlding said about the
climb in an article in the 2020 American Alpine Journal that they ascended
“a slime forest of fantastically contorted, stunted trees and dangling icicles of
transparent ooze.” This is a great route, but unlikely to see many repeats. The
original party of six were accompanied to the top by two Guyanese who had
never climbed before!

K6
Despite the many closures resulting from COVID-19, a number of noteworthy climbs took place. Among the most impressive was an October 2020
Karakoram venture of a young Seattle-based American couple, Jeff and Priti
Wright. They had an impressive record at lower altitudes: the six great north
faces of the Alps, Patagonia’s Cerro Torre, and Denali (twice). But now they
were going much higher: K6 Central (7,155 meters), previously unclimbed,
and K6 West (7,040 meters), which had seen only two ascents. They encountered very steep ice and then deep snow on the high ridge from West to Central. A bold achievement by an unsupported party of two.
Summer/Fall 2021 123

Appalachia_SF2021_FINAL_REV.indd 123

5/2/21 9:28 AM

The Pandemic Devastates Nepal’s Tourist Economy
The year 2020 was a devastating one for Nepal. When the pandemic began in
March, significant areas had to be closed down. Income from tourists, trekkers, and mountaineers largely vanished. (In 2019, tourism brought in more
than $2 billion.) Early in November Bhadra Sharma and Jeffrey Gettleman of
the New York Times reported, “The trails snaking through the Himalaya are
deserted, including those leading up to Everest Base Camp. Fewer than 150
climbers have arrived this fall season, immigration officials said, down from
thousands last year.”
This inactivity did not, however, make Kathmandu a healthier place. In
early January the Kathmandu Post reported that the “Kathmandu Valley was
found to be the most polluted city in the world.”
But there have been heartening developments, albeit with unpredictable
consequences. With a new bridge, the Khumbu region has become accessible
by land, an alternative to flying to the precarious Tenzing-Hillary Airport,
also known as the Lukla airport. It is a scary place to fly out of, and more so
to fly into. The new road should bring down prices throughout the Khumbu,
as transportation of goods will be much less expensive.

El Capitan Fast and Free Ascent
Last November Emily Harrington became the first woman to free-climb in a
single day the great Golden Gate route on El Capitan, the 3,000-foot-high
Yosemite monolith. The climb took 21 hours, 13 minutes, and 51 seconds. The
feat was a testament to her perseverance: She had taken a serious fall on the
route a year earlier, in which the rope partially wrapped around her neck and
Yosemite Search and Rescue responded.

In Memoriam
Ang Rita Sherpa (1948–2020) died September 21, 2020, in Kathmandu.
He holds the record for ascents of Everest without supplementary oxygen:
ten. Also without supplementary oxygen, he climbed three other 8,000-meter
peaks: Kangchenjunga, Dhaulagiri, and Cho Oyu.
“He was a climbing star, and his death is a major loss for the country and
for the climbing fraternity,” Ang Tshering Sherpa, a former president of the
Nepal Mountaineering Association, told Reuters.
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Doug Scott (1941–2020). Scott participated in many great climbs in the
Himalaya and Karakoram, often as expedition leader. He made an astounding 45 climbing trips to Asia. Among the more remarkable:
• In 1975: At the end of a struggle on the very difficult southwest side of
Everest, he and Dougal Haston reached the summit around 6 p.m.—
very late by current standards. They had descended only 300 feet when,
overcome by darkness, they were forced into a bivouac. They were at
approximately 28,700 feet—higher than anyone had ever spent a night
in the open. Not only did they survive, they lost no fingers or toes to
frostbite.
• In 1979: With the kind of small party he had come to favor, Scott
pioneered a very challenging new route up Kangchenjunga, third
highest of the world’s mountains. It had been climbed only once since
its first ascent in 1955.
• In 1977, the most amazing of all: Picture your first ascent of an
extremely intricate and difficult peak in the Karakoram, and now you
have started a tricky rappel down a vertical face. The sun has just set.
You have only one companion. You have just broken both your legs.
This is where Doug Scott found himself on the Ogre, a fearsome peak
in the Karakoram.

Doug Scott during the Everest expedition in 1975. CHRIS BONINGTON
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His companion, Chris Bonington, later asserted that no one else could
have survived the harrowing predicament.
How he and Bonington, assisted by two team members, descended the
mountain is one of the greatest self-rescues ever. Scott struggled on his
knees, Bonington broke some ribs in a rappel accident, and the team was
hit by a two-day blizzard. But all four climbers reached base camp safely.
Scott described this astonishing epic in his 2017 book The Ogre (Vertebrate
Publishing).
Like Edmund Hillary, Scott resolved to help Nepalis whose impoverished
lives he had seen up close. In 1989 he founded Community Action Nepal,
self-described as “A UK-based charity whose aim is to help some of the poorest people on the planet—the mountain people of Nepal.” It has been at work
for 45 years. Scott continued his fundraising for the organization even after
being diagnosed with brain cancer in March of last year. Bonington told the
British paper News & Star, “Doug was a great—an amazing—climber. But he
put so much back through what he’s done with Community Action Nepal—
in founding the charity, and the work he’s done.”
Hamish MacInnes (1930–2020). MacInnes, one of the great British climbers of the later twentieth century, died last November in his native Scotland,
at the age of 90. He was known for his mountain rescue work.
On one famous occasion, he was the one who needed to be rescued. In
1958 he and five companions were attempting the fearsome Bonatti Pillar
on the Petit Dru, in the Chamonix region of the Alps. As they were settling
down for a bivouac, a rock whizzed down from above and broke MacInnes’s
skull. It was too hazardous to retreat, so up they went the next day, with Don
Whillans assisting MacInnes. Whillans also managed to get the party down
by rappelling in a storm. MacInnes later wrote that Whillans was “probably
the greatest British Alpinist ever.”
MacInnes is known for the invention of the all-metal ice axe and a lightweight foldable alloy stretcher. The former revolutionized technical ice climbing, and the latter revolutionized the possibilities for mountain rescue.
Readers may have seen him on screen without knowing it: He was a climbing double in films including The Eiger Sanction, The Mission, and Five Days
One Summer, a role that was especially rewarding as the female star became
his real-life girlfriend.
He climbed on Everest four times. His first trip, in 1953, was totally unauthorized—no visas much less financial support. With a single companion, he
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reached the mountain only to find that Tenzing Norgay and Edmund Hillary
had just made the first ascent.

Hamish MacInnes. JOHN CLEARE
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George Whitmore (1931–2021). The last survivor of the three-man team that
made the first ascent of Yosemite’s El Capitan in 1958, George Whitmore, died
of complications from COVID-19 on New Year’s Day. The summer before
El Cap, he was part of a highly productive expedition to Peru’s Cordillera
Blanca, where he made two memorable summits. When he, Warren Harding,
and Wayne Merry pioneered their route, few climbers believed El Cap was
even a possibility. Whitmore lived to witness the face becoming dotted with
routes, many done without direct aid, and one climbed in under two hours.
But, as reported in the Fresno Bee, “Whitmore’s nephew Randy Fisher
asked Whitmore a few years ago if he would put his El Cap climb on the top
of his list of accomplishments. Whitmore told him he wasn’t sure he’d even
put it on the list.” He would likely prefer to be remembered for his conservation work in California, which helped protect many of the state’s spectacular
natural resources.
Cesare Maestri (1929–2021). The great Italian climber made many remarkable ascents when very young in the Alps and Dolomites. He gained a great
reputation for skill and daring. A number of his hardest climbs, such as the
very difficult Soldà-Conforto on the Marmolada in the Dolomites, he did
solo. He even down-soloed extremely challenging routes.
He is best remembered, however, for his claim to the first ascent, in 1959,
of Patagonia’s ferocious Cerro Torre. His narrative was questioned from the
start and is now widely discredited. The unhappy story may be found in
Kelly Cordes’s book The Tower (Patagonia, 2014, and reviewed in Appalachia,
Winter/Spring 2016). Maestri undoubtedly did climb Cerro Torre in 1970 by
another route and stopping shy of its summit ice cap, but with the very controversial use of a huge air compressor to drive hundreds of expansion bolts.
He left serious climbing in 1978. In later years, when questioned about Cerro
Torre, he could be angry and defensive.
—Steven Jervis, Alpina Editor, with thanks to Michael Levy
Sources include Kathmandu Post, the New York Times, and Alan Arnette’s blog.
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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