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INTRODUCTION


WHY K2?





It’s a logical question. K2 is not Everest, not many have climbed it, and almost no one knows where it is. And besides all that, why me? I’m a born and bred Yankee, worked most of my life reporting for Boston radio stations and magazines, and considered competing in ultra running trail races and the Ironman triathlon adventure enough. Not exactly your typical stepping-stones to the unspeakably dangerous and hypoxic world of 8,000-meter peaks that sit halfway around the world in Nepal, Tibet, and Pakistan. But that’s exactly where I ended up.


My journey to K2, the second-highest mountain in the world, sitting weeks from civilization on the Pakistan-China border, began years earlier when I read Into Thin Air. Like millions of readers who learned the excruciating reality of high-altitude climbing through the story of Mount Everest’s deadliest storm in 1996, I suddenly found myself fascinated with that exotic and ruthless world at 8,000 meters, or 26,000 feet, an altitude above which life begins to die. Who were these strange souls who sought to enter that so-called Death Zone, and why did they revel in the literally mind-blowing experience of having millions of brain cells die in minutes?


I also became fascinated by the roles that women played in this high-altitude game of life and death and wondered how their experience differed from that of their male teammates. In my reading of Jon Krakauer’s brilliantly told story, I sensed a certain bias, an agenda, concerning the women on the mountain that year, particularly Sandy Hill Pittman, whose wealth and personality he spent a lot of ink chastising, as if being arrogant and rich somehow made her less of a climber. Further, while he seemed to point a finger of blame at Pittman for being a client who survived, he made heroes of the guides who died, and of one guide in particular who in my estimation made the worst errors of the day by climbing past his own turnaround time and pulling an exhausted client with him.


Why, I wondered, had Krakauer chosen to single out Pittman for vilification and not the men whose choices were, at the least, questionable, and did that bad air permeate the high-altitude experience for other women climbers?


So I kept digging, not knowing what I was looking for but somehow feeling I was missing the story. Then in 1998 I found it.


“Chantal Mauduit just died on Dhaulagiri. She’s the last one,” Charlotte Fox said.


We were sitting on Fox’s back porch in Aspen, the afternoon summer sun hot on the terra-cotta tiles, sipping perfectly steeped ice tea and talking about her experience as a survivor of the 1996 disaster on Everest. She had been looking through a climbing magazine searching for an article I should read when she saw Mauduit’s obituary.


“The last one what?” I asked, embarrassed to be so obviously clueless.


“The last woman who made it off K2 alive. She just died on Dhaulagiri in Nepal,” Charlotte said, pausing to look at me to see if I had made the connection. “K2, the mountain? Now all of the five women who’ve climbed it are dead.”


I didn’t know who Mauduit was, or even where this K2 was, but I knew my mind and soul had had a sea change. My questions veered from women mountaineers in general to the women of K2. Why had so few women climbed it? Who were they? And most crucially, how could none of them have survived?


Soon I would learn that K2, at 28,268 feet (8,616 meters), is second out of the fourteen peaks in the world that rise above 8,000 meters, the height against which all other mountains are measured. Everest is, of course, first, but even though eight climbers had died there that one day in 1996, it seemed that toll was nothing compared to K2’s track record. By the end of the 2003 climbing season, nearly 2,000 had climbed Everest, but fewer than 200 had climbed K2 in the same period. While Everest had suffered 180 deaths, K2 had seen 53—9.4 percent versus nearly 27 percent. Between K2’s unrelenting 45-to 65-degree slopes, brutal weather, and general lack of high-altitude porters to carry oxygen and heavy loads high on the mountain, it suffered few fools and almost no clients. It simply didn’t have the infrastructure for such hubris. As a result, it tended to attract the best climbers, and that made its death rate all the more remarkable. I had thought Everest was dangerous, but I was learning a whole new definition for the word lethal.


An early climber took one look at the far-off pyramid and declared it an unconquerable mountain of all “rock and ice and storm and abyss.” In 1953 it was dubbed “the Savage Mountain” by a team of young American climbers after one of their friends perished high on the mountain, and it’s continued to earn the distinction. At the beginning of the 2004 climbing season, nearly a half-century since an Italian team first made the summit in 1954, only five women had reached its summit (compared to ninety female ascents of Everest). Three of them died on their descent, and the two who made it off alive died shortly thereafter while climbing other 8,000-meter peaks. And in 1998 Mauduit became the last.


In the few years following that sunny Aspen afternoon, my research continued, and I came to know K2 as I knew few things in life. Over time I felt a love and tenderness for the five women who climbed it that journalists often gain for their research subjects. I learned that the first woman to climb K2 in 1986 remains unsurpassed with a climbing record of summiting eight—perhaps nine—8,000-meter peaks. I read that before another woman of K2 left Base Camp for her fatal summit bid, she had answered letters to her two young children eager for their “mummy” to return home—couldn’t she come home now? I had spoken to another woman’s brother and learned that his younger sister had a love for life that often made her jump without looking for a safety net, a carefree—and some charged careless—joie de vivre that defined her life. And I had learned that another woman of K2 had already seen six deaths on the mountain by the time she made her summit bid during the mountain’s deadliest climbing season in 1986. Her death would be among the year’s staggering toll of thirteen.


Who were these pioneering climbers, and why did they choose a life on the edge of death? Why did they die, and why did one mountain claim so many of them? How did they make the decision to leave family, husband, and children to venture into the world’s highest and most deadly playground? Did their gender have a hand in their deaths? And while the mountain may not have cared that they were women, were there other forces at work that did?


Grim and gruesome, these questions haunted me, and I wanted to learn more than books and memoirs could provide. Plus, the books and memoirs were mostly about men; women mountaineers seemed to be a footnote in climbing history. I knew they deserved their own book and thought I might as well be the person to write it. And even though the very thought of it terrified me, I knew I had to travel to Pakistan and see the mountain for myself.


Less than two weeks before my departure in May 2000, I went to hear David Breashears, the filmmaker who became a hero when he helped save the survivors of the 1996 Everest disaster, deliver the commencement address at Sterling College in Craftsbury Common, Vermont. As we walked to the garden where the ceremonies were held, David gestured to an elderly man walking with him and said, “Jennifer, if you’re on your way to K2, you have to meet this man.”


We paused on the slate walkway, and the man turned to meet me. I found myself looking into blue eyes that positively danced with life. I didn’t need any more of an introduction.


“Charlie Houston, I presume,” I said, extending my hand. “I’m Jennifer Jordan, and I leave for K2 in two weeks. I’m honored to meet you.”


Dr. Charles S. Houston led the 1938 and 1953 American expeditions to the mountain and has been called the grandfather of Himalayan mountaineering. Although it is a history often rife with ego, shame, and blame, Charlie remains universally loved and his expeditions heralded as “jewels in the crown of Himalayan climbing.”


Not satisfied with formal introductions, he pushed my proffered hand aside and pulled me into a bear hug so tight I thought I could hear my ribs cracking.


“My dear girl,” he said, “how lovely that you are going to my K2. Give that beautiful mountain my best, will you?”


I promised I would and walked to my seat beaming, not only at having met a piece of history but also over knowing instantly that he would be in my life for as long as time would allow. When I left for the mountain, I remembered that hug and his pure delight that I would be experiencing a place that he clearly loved with all his heart.


Unfortunately, my expedition was anything but delightful, lovely, or any other adjective that even suggests enjoyment. I traveled with a large American team to the mountain’s North Ridge in China. I had hoped to find myself among a team of rare souls who understood that they were entering what some called “the Cathedral of the Mountain Gods,” humbled to be among the world’s most sacred peaks. Instead, it was a sad and disparate group of warring and unhappy egos, each with an opposing agenda and none with the ability to lead the group. We returned to the States after four wretched months in each other’s company, the climbers without having achieved the summit, and I nowhere near having gotten my book. When I visited Charlie soon after my return, he looked at me with a devilish grin: “My dear, it really is your own fault for going to such a remote place with a group of strangers.” He was right, of course, but it didn’t help my sense of disappointment.


Then, two years later, I found myself again approaching the unbearably flawless mountain, this time with a small team of close friends, all talented climbers and gentle souls. When we turned for home nearly three months later, again not having achieved the summit, we were nonetheless better friends and more seasoned climbers than when we had left. I finally had my book.


Well, almost.


I’ve heard writers say that a book “just wrote itself.” Well, not this one. If anything, it got harder to write as each day progressed, each new detail was learned, and each woman slowly became unveiled to me. In the beginning each was merely a cardboard cutout: climber, mother, daughter, lover. But as I found and interviewed their parents, spouses, children, siblings, friends, biographers, and rivals, their two-dimensional lives exploded with all the Technicolor and controversy in which we all live. Add to that tumultuous tableau the messy world of mountain climbing with its hypoxic and often self-serving memory of life and death at 8,000 meters and you have a recipe for tabloid trauma at its vivid best.


But it wasn’t until I actually began to write down the stories of the five women of K2 that I realized just how tough a task I had undertaken. For one thing, they were all dead and their histories poorly recorded—so poorly recorded in fact that I was unable to find a single picture of any of them on the summit of K2. Either the cameras malfunctioned or the women were lost. In addition to scant and scattered information, I didn’t become obsessed with these women with salacious intent, and so my job became even more difficult as I learned that each had hardly been a naive Girl Scout. Like most of us, they had ghosts and demons in some very crowded closets. Writing the lives of these complex, complicated women honestly and objectively, while maintaining a dignified distance from their very personal and often very troubled histories, became an arduous task.


I also wondered how I would comprehensively write about personalities that not only went to the edge of death but lived there, flirting with its oddly tantalizing edge for days, even months, at a time. I was near that edge of death when I fell into a deep crevasse on the north side of K2, and rather than stare in calm wonder at my very possible and imminent death, every fiber of my being screamed, “OHGODOHGODOHGOD! I CAN’T BELIEVE I’M GOING TO DIE HERE! NOT HERE, NOT NOW!” There was certainly no peace, no acquiescence, no gentle surrender. And when I watched other men and women on K2 dance on that edge, daring it and themselves to get closer with every step, I was paralyzed with fear, as if the panic they should have felt had somehow transplanted itself into my own heart, freezing it cold.


But I realized that even if I could not entirely understand their pleasure in almost courting death, I could at least hope to convey their sense of life. In doing so, I have employed a tactic used effectively by many historians, most notably Sebastian Junger in The Perfect Storm, and I did so for his same reason: re-creating the actual dialogue of the dead is often impossible with few or no living witnesses of the event. Therefore, in the pages that follow there are two forms of spoken word: one in quotes, which I gathered firsthand from journals, books, and witnesses, and the other in italics, representing thoughts and conversations that are based on fact but are not exact quotes.


Let me say at the beginning that this is not the end. As this book was going to press, a sixth woman, Edurne Pasabán of Spain, reached the summit of K2 and made it down alive, although barely. (See Author’s Note.) While her accomplishment is enormous, my focus had been and remains the five who came before her as it is their stories, their lives, and their deaths which have consumed me for the better part of six years. So here you have my best attempt at bringing these women into your life. I hope my account is honest, straightforward, and compelling. But in no way do I claim to be the last word, the omniscient word, or the absolute truth about who they were, how they lived, and how they died. I aim simply to share with you the stories of five remarkable women who chose to live at the edge of death and all of whom ultimately died there.


This book is for them.




Wanda Rutkiewicz (1943–1992) summited K2 in 1986.

Liliane Barrard (1948–1986) died on her descent of K2 in 1986.

Julie Tullis (1939–1986) died on her descent of K2 in 1986.

Chantal Mauduit (1964–1998) summited K2 in 1992.

Alison Hargreaves (1962–1995) died on her descent of K2 in 1995.


















CHAPTER 1
 
A WOMEN’S HISTORY OF K2



The chief joy is the varied and perfect exercise, in the midst of noble scenery and exhilarating atmosphere. The peak utters a challenge. The climber responds by saying to himself, I can and I will conquer it.


—ANNIE SMITH PECK (1850–1935)








For most of the modern age, “woman climber” was an oxymoron. Women were almost without exception wives, widows, prostitutes, royalty, or slaves. But sometime during the late eighteenth century, when the first woman cinched a rope around her waist and lashed her boots into bear claw–shaped steel crampons to climb up ice walls and steep snow slopes, war was declared on the status quo. From the time of those earliest rock and alpine pioneers, women have had to deal with their gender as well as the mountains in order to climb. Whether it has been climbing with the danger and annoyance of twenty-two-pound skirts and the inconvenience of monthly menses or negotiating the power struggles with their male teammates, porters, guides, and officials, women have had very different experiences than men in the climbing world.


Early explorers of the sea, desert, jungle, Arctic, and mountains were mostly men whose cultures and personal fortunes allowed them such freedom. The few women of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries who had the financial and societal independence to venture beyond the narrow confines of the day found getting to the mountains a difficult feat. Not only did men invite other men to attempt the then-unclimbed peaks around them, but many resented the intrusion of women into their very male pursuits, as if the presence of women somehow diluted the fun, the danger, and the escape of their adventures. If it had been possible, one can imagine those early men posting a “No Girls Allowed” sign above the mountains.


The early female mountaineers also faced resistance and umbrage from deep within the cultured societies of London, Paris, and Boston, which had difficulty embracing the display of women, in britches or skirts shortened to their calves, ropes pulled tight around their bodies, climbing and sleeping on mountains, with men! Further, it was one thing for men to risk death in their lofty pursuits, but for women who “belonged” safely at home caring for the children, it was practically blasphemous.


But the women pioneers of rock and ice persevered through their culture’s indignation and scorn, first ascending Mont Blanc in 1808 (although barely, as Marie Paradis, exhausted and quite undone by her efforts, begged her companions to throw her into the nearest crevasse to put her out of her misery), the Matterhorn in 1871, and finally the world’s mightiest peak, Mount Everest, in 1975. With every rope they suffered second-guessing, petty jealousy, and recrimination, not to mention the resentment of men who felt challenged when women achieved the same feats that they had heralded as pushing the limits of what the human body could endure. After all, if a mere woman could do it, how dangerous could it be?


Pretty damn dangerous, as it would turn out, particularly for those who set their sights on the world’s highest mountains, the fourteen that stand above 8,000 meters, roughly the cruising altitude of a jetliner. Only a tiny fraction of the world’s population will ever breathe the rarefied thin air that veils the top of the world, and even fewer will survive the experience. High-altitude climbing is the most deadly of recreations, many times more lethal than skydiving, race-car driving, or base-jumping. On certain peaks the fatality rates are staggering, but on K2 they are mind-boggling. When a climber straps on his crampons with the intent of ascending K2, he knows he has a one-in-four chance of not making it off the mountain alive. One in four. And as bad as those odds are, they are even worse for women. Six women have reached the summit of K2, but five have died trying. (In addition to the three who died on descent, another two women died on ascent without reaching the summit.) For women the statistics are small but nonetheless powerful. The bottom line is that women have fared disastrously on K2.


Ironically, as bad as their experience on K2 has been, women actually die less often than men on the other 8,000-meter peaks. Although there has been almost no scientific research on the effects of high altitude on the female body, what little data there are actually indicate that women are better suited to the rigors of the Death Zone than their male colleagues. Recent studies suggest that as men and women climb higher, men’s initial advantage of muscle mass and brute strength equalizes out against women’s better endurance and ability to adapt to the thin air. Not only do women suffer high-altitude pulmonary edema less often, but they acclimatize better, they retain their base body weight better, and their more efficient circulatory systems lead them to suffer less frostbite—the formation of ice crystals in the cells that destroys their structure and constricts the oxygen flow, leading to infection and, if untreated, quickly to gangrene, resulting finally in amputation. There is also early evidence that the female sex hormone helps to guard women against the deadly effects of high altitude, but further research needs to be done to make that theory conclusive.


Women have in fact survived their Himalayan ventures slightly better than men. In the entire Himalaya there have been thirty-one female deaths, or 4.7 percent of all fatalities. But women account for 5.4 percent of all the ascents. Women therefore have a 0.7 percent better survival rate than men in the Himalaya. An exception is on K2, where women represent almost 10 percent of the total deaths and only 2.5 percent of all ascents. Women are therefore four times more likely to get killed on K2 than nearly all the other 8,000-meter peaks.


So, given the fact that women, on average, perform physically better than men at altitude, why have they done so dreadfully on K2? If the mountain, weather, terrain, and equipment are treating the women with impartiality, what are the deciding factors in their staggering death rate? Some observers say the pool of women, six, is simply too small from which to draw concrete conclusions. Others point to the fact that four of these women died with men, so gender cannot be cited as a factor in their deaths. But many believe there is one quantifiable difference between women and men on K2: experience. And here, women do seem to tip the scales by pushing their experiential envelope and approaching the world’s most infamous 8,000-meter peak too soon.


While male climbers tend to spend most of their youth climbing the rock and ice walls of America, Asia, and Europe and venture to the Himalayas only when experience and money allow, women often approach K2 early in their climbing career. Because there are so few women climbing the 8,000-meter peaks, they can cut sponsor deals, interest the media, and raise money for high-profile expeditions much more easily. With little or no experience, a woman can sell herself as a bona-fide contender for an 8,000-meter peak—and in the case of K2, as the first woman from America, Italy, Russia, or wherever to climb the mountain, cashing in on a slew of nationalistic pride and dollars. Once there, most women have found the mountain and its weather too much for their ability, strength, or experience, but it hasn’t stopped them from trying.


 


By the time Italian climbers Lino Lacedelli and Achille Compagnoni placed the first flag on K2’s summit in 1954, no fewer than seventeen reconnaissance, exploration, and climbing expeditions had traveled through the uncompromising landscape, and one of the first was led by a vanguard American explorer, Fanny Bullock Workman.


A solid plug of a woman, with a homely, round face and thick, commanding eyebrows, Fanny Bullock came from a prominent Massachusetts family, and her father served as a Republican governor of the state. Fanny was educated by private tutors before being sent to finishing schools in Paris and Dresden, where she became fluent in French and German, allowing her to travel without the language barriers many Americans still face. She returned home and at twenty-two married a retired physician twelve years her senior, William Workman. After raising a daughter, they together made it their late-in-life ambition to explore and map areas of the world that her relatives in Worcester never knew existed. And while Fanny eschewed the conventions that would have seen her at home attending social teas, she nonetheless chose to remain cloaked in their cumbersome clothing, touring temple ruins and tribal mud huts in neatly pressed white blouses, heavy skirts, thick leggings, and veiled hats.


Once they learned how to ride an early prototype of the mountain bike to come a century later, Fanny and William explored the Iberian Peninsula, bicycling through Morocco, then overland to Algeria, and from one end of the Indian subcontinent to the other. Then in 1899 they left their bicycles at the snouts of the great glaciers in the Karakoram Mountains and traveled from there by foot, reconnoitering the Biafo, Baltoro, Hispar, and Saichen Glaciers that snaked through the towering peaks. When they reached the Shigar Valley, Fanny and William climbed to the top of a 19,450-foot peak and promptly declared it Mount Bullock Workman. As they posed for pictures, they noticed a predominant frozen pyramid alone on the horizon.


“We had not expected to find the view so uninterruptedly beautiful and extensive as it proved,” she wrote for the British Alpine Journal. “To the northeast, Mountain Godwin-Austin [sic] was seen grandly and without a cloud.” (Early explorers gave K2 the name of the first European to get within twenty miles of the mountain, Sir H. H. Godwin-Austen in 1861. Thankfully, in some minds, its colonized appellation did not stick. Instead, the glacier at the base of the mountain bears his name, and K2 retains the simple designation of a cartographer’s mark.)


It was the end of the nineteenth century, and a woman was admiring the world’s second-highest mountain. Given the cultural norms of the times, she may have been the first. For centuries nomadic peoples traveled through the Nepalese and Tibetan Himalayan foothills of their godly mountains, and women were an obvious part of the human caravan. But to this day reaching K2 requires a treacherous seven-day walk on a fifty-mile glacier from the last village. Also, there were and still are cultural restrictions on that travel. For centuries Islamic—and before them Buddhist—peoples scratched out meager existences in the foothills of the Karakoram, painstakingly diverting the floodwaters to irrigate their fields. If those hardscrabble lives ever allowed for the leisure of climbing the lesser mountains from which one might get a glimpse of K2 far off in the distance, it is doubtful that such a luxury extended to women. Until large Western expeditions began exploring the area in the late nineteenth century and hiring local men to porter their loads during their explorations, there was simply no reason for the local farmers or nomadic tribesmen to travel anywhere near the mountain, a fact history bears out.


In 1856 Sir T. G. Montgomerie of the Great Trigonometric Survey of India sighted a vast and still unreachable colossus over a hundred miles away from his perch in Kashmir. He made a quick sketch of it and a nearby peak, dubbing them simply K1 and K2, “K” standing for the Karakoram Range in which they sat. Montgomerie made every effort to find out whether his “K1” and “K2” had local names; Everest, for instance, is known as Chomolungma by the Tibetans to the north and as Sagarmatha by the Nepalese to the south. While he discovered that K1 was called Masherbrum by the Baltistan people, he found that K2 had no such local nomenclature. K2, it seemed, was so secluded and so difficult to reach that the locals had no common name for it.


When Fanny Bullock Workman sat high above Shigar admiring “Mount Godwin-Austen” and penning her note for the Alpine Journal, she was making history for women and women explorers, and she knew it. Writing in one of her trip journals, she stated that she placed her name firmly in the expedition’s legal dossier so that “it should be known to [future female adventurers] and stated in print that a woman was the initiator and special leader of this expedition.”


While successful in fording new trails and mapping unforeseen wilds of the Karakoram, Fanny was not particularly liked. She was a suffragette who posed in 1917 with a newspaper headline “Votes for Women” on a mountaintop in the Karakoram, and her outspoken personality and success as an explorer irked many at home. Fanny also spent a lot of her time and a chunk of her money in a nasty and public battle with fellow New Englander Annie Peck Smith over who had in fact climbed the higher mountain. Hiring a team of French engineers to triangulate Huascarán in Peru, which Peck had climbed, Fanny proved that a 23,000-foot (7,000-meter) peak she had climbed with William near the Vale of Kashmir was indeed grander than Peck’s 21,812-foot (6,648-meter) Huascarán.


In twenty-something years of exploring the wild and largely unknown world of ice, Fanny performed remarkably well, suffering only the usual effects of common altitude sickness and dehydration: headache, mild nausea, and shortness of breath. Her remedy was fast and sure—quarts of weak tea spiked with whiskey. But her stalwart good health and ability to adjust to the thin Himalayan air did not stay with her, and she died in 1925 at age sixty-six after a long and debilitating disease, leaving William a widower until his death twelve years later. In her obituary in the Alpine Journal, J. P. Farrar wrote:




She herself felt that she suffered from sex-antagonism and it is possible that some unconscious feeling, let us say of the novelty of a woman’s intrusion into the domain of exploration so long reserved to men, may in some quarters have existed.




That sense of a woman’s “intrusion into the domain of men’s exploration” was to plague Fanny and many of the women who followed her into the wilds of the Karakoram.


Regardless of the roadblocks, the next fifty years saw the forays of more and more women into the grandest mountain ranges of the world. In 1934 the 24,000-foot (7,300-meter) mark was broken by German climber Hettie Dyhrenfurth on Pakistan’s 24,370-foot (7,422-meter) Sia Kangri (Queen Mary Peak), and in 1954 French climber Claude Kogan reached nearly 25,000 feet (7,600 meters) on her first attempt of 26,906-foot (8,201-meter) Cho Oyu in Nepal. In 1955 the first all-women team approached the Himalayas, successfully making a first ascent of 22,000-foot (6,700-meter) Gyalgen Peak.


By 1964 all of the 8,000-meter peaks had been climbed, but none of them by a woman. Finally, after years of trying, women broke the 8,000-meter mark in 1974 when a team of three Japanese women, Masako Uchida, Mieko Mori, and Naoko Nakaseko, climbed 8,156-meter (26,758-foot) Manaslu, the world’s eighth-highest peak. But the victory ended in tragedy when another of their teammates fell to her death descending the mountain, not having reached the summit. A year later Anna Okopinska and Halina Krüger-Syrokomska of Poland reached the summit of Pakistan’s 8,035-meter (26,361-foot) Gasherbrum II without oxygen and on the first all-women rope, and on May 16, 1975, Junko Tabei of Japan became the first woman to reach the top of the world, 8,850-meter (29,035-foot) Mount Everest.


Only days after the highest point on Earth was finally visited by a woman, 800 miles (1,287 kilometers) north and west, a petite Canadian woman was taking her last footsteps toward the world’s second-highest mountain, K2.


Dianne Roberts grew up in Calgary, Alberta, and spent her childhood hiking in the Canadian Rockies, but she never considered herself a mountaineer, at least not before she met and married one of America’s finest climbers, Jim Whittaker, a man twenty-one years her senior. In 1963 Whittaker had succeeded in becoming the first American to climb Mount Everest. The picture of him on the summit, with one leg pitched high against the steep summit cone and the American and National Geographic Society flags flying from his ice ax triumphantly held above his head, is a classic featured on many mountaineering and museum walls. His subsequent invitation to the Rose Garden from President John F. Kennedy was the beginning of a lifelong friendship with the first family of American politics. In part because of those connections, Whittaker was asked in 1973 to help organize the first expedition into K2 since border wars between Pakistan and India had closed the area twelve years before. Whittaker called Washington for assistance in cutting through the red tape, and it was Senator Edward Kennedy who helped convince the new Pakistani government to issue the first climbing permit since that closure.


Whittaker’s 1975 American K2 expedition has become legend, but mostly for the wrong reasons: crippling porter strikes, team dissension, leadership conflicts, and horrendous weather. Teammate Jim Wickwire said that the expedition was his greatest failure and that his “obsession to reach the summit helped doom our expedition to disappointment, discord, and, for a time, disgrace.” But along with the strife and turmoil they also made history in bringing the first woman to the base of the mountain. Rather than celebrate their pioneering spirit, however, the 1975 American K2 team allowed Roberts’s very presence to tear the team apart.


Whittaker said he never hesitated in including his twenty-six-year-old bride on the team and was confident that she was capable of handling the rigors of the trek as well as the mountain itself. “I knew her capabilities,” Whittaker said, “perhaps better than she did. I thought she could do well, and she went very high. She did well. She’s a good gal.”


She also turned out to be a hell of a climber, but it wasn’t enough for her teammates. From the expedition’s earliest steps up the wide Shigar Valley out of Skardu, emotions and egos ran high, much of the turmoil swirling around its only woman. Roberts said she never intended to go for the summit; she wanted to take pictures and carry loads to the high camps to support the team on the mountain. But the team felt her presence like a thorn.


Just as male soldiers have historically had trouble adjusting to a female presence in combat, male climbers have often resisted the inclusion of a woman on their very male expeditions to the high mountains. Some blame the resistance on an almost biological imperative men feel to protect women, a pressure with potentially fatal results in the perilous environments of battle and 8,000-meter peaks, places where soldiers or climbers can barely keep themselves alive.


Others say men just can’t handle the sexual tension from having a woman present during their three-month celibacy on an expedition. It’s fine, some have said, if the woman on the team is sharing your tent, but if she’s with another man, watch out. And a few men admit to simply preferring the camaraderie of men; it’s more fun, more safe, and less complicated, they say. Most men admit that the problem is not with the women, it’s with men not being able to deal with them, but that doesn’t help the women who have to deal with the criticism, ridicule, and isolation for months on end.


There is also the fact that Roberts, like many women, was seen as not having paid her dues as a climber to be on a mountain like K2, while many of the men on the team had spent years, even decades, climbing, learning, and gaining experience. Roberts was seen not as a valued member of the climbing team but as a potential liability who would necessitate rescue, a rescue the men would risk their lives in performing.


Whatever the reasons for the tensions, the team festered while the weather kept them relatively low on the mountain, further adding to the pressure cooker of emotions, frustrations, and antagonism.


Roberts felt rejected and hurt after shouldering what she thought was more than her share of the load, and she told Wickwire that she felt “unwelcome and ostracized.” It wasn’t until years later that she learned that many of her teammates felt that she shouldn’t have been there, most notably her new brother-in-law, Lou Whittaker, Jim’s identical twin. “I think it was a twin thing, a brother thing, a jealousy thing. Who knows?” she said. “It was painful and I was pissed off, but I don’t want to dwell on it.”


Jim Whittaker said the only second thoughts he had about his team were those about having brought some of the men, but by the time the trouble started on the trek in, it was too late to send them home, “so we just had to live with it.” The scars remained, and many on the team were still nursing their wounds decades later. The Whittaker twins, in the eyes of many, were never completely able to repair the damage. The team left the mountain in early July simmering in anger and resentment.


When Jim announced to Dianne his intention to return to the mountain in 1978 for another American try at the summit, she insisted on having more women on the team, hoping it would take some of the pressure off her. Besides, she hoped it would be more fun to have another woman to talk to during the months-long sequestering among the men.


The plan was less than successful when one of the three women included on the team, Cherie Bech, fell in love and began a very open affair with a handsome and charismatic climber named Chris Chandler, even though her husband, Terry Bech, was also on the team.


Rick Ridgeway, a climber from California and one of the four members to ascend the mountain in 1978, recalled his concern that their open affair would blow up into a nasty “life and death” fight between Terry Bech and Chandler.


“We actually talked about stuff like ice axes through people’s heads. You never know. You’re under duress at best at 8,000 meters.”


Concerned, Ridgeway approached Bech to talk it over. He needn’t have bothered. Bech told Ridgeway and some other teammates to mind their own business and said that Cherie had his consent to make her own decisions. An open marriage was one thing, but one on an 8,000-meter peak halfway around the world was more than most of the team could handle. Try as Ridgeway would to stay out of it, the affair nonetheless ended his friendship with Chris Chandler, who died high on Kangchenjunga in 1985 before any reconciliation could be made.


Apart from her affair with Chandler, Cherie’s presence as a strong and capable climbing member seemed to affront many of her male teammates before the first rope was even anchored to the ice walls of K2. Ridgeway observed that Cherie often hauled enormous loads from base to the high camps, some as heavy as ninety pounds, nearly twice a typical “carry.” Commenting that the loads were unnecessarily, even dangerously, large, Ridgeway thought that she seemed intent on impressing those around her.


For her part, Cherie said that rather than trying to prove something to her male teammates, she was only hoping for acceptance and appreciation for what she could contribute in helping supply the team’s high camps. But she was fighting a losing battle. Another member of the team, John Roskelley, made a point of telling people that he had never met a woman climber “worth a damn.” They lacked either the strength or the skill or both at high altitude. While few were as outspoken as the “redneck from Spokane,” as Roskelley once proudly labeled himself, the undercurrent flowed throughout the team, and like 1975, the 1978 expedition was rent down the middle with tensions. In the words of one team member, each climber “bears their own scars of the experience.”


Many have commented on the Peyton Place aspect of Himalayan expeditions, and in particular those to K2. Galen Rowell, the late author of In the Throne Room of the Gods, said, “Perhaps one of the biggest flaws in expedition mountaineering is that it can sometimes promote a ruthless brand of militant enthusiasm that runs roughshod over friendships, health, safety, and reason.” Unlike Everest, where a soft bed and cold Coca-Cola are only a three-hour walk down a well-trod yak trail, the K2 Base Camp is a week’s scramble over a rock-covered, crevasse-littered glacier to the nearest village. And even if you wanted to leave, Pakistani military regulations forbid unchaperoned travel through Pakistan’s high-altitude war zone with India. That isolation weighs heavily on many psyches, particularly when problems begin.


In 1975 and again in ’78, when trouble started brewing on Whittaker’s K2 expeditions, there was no escape for the team’s simmering emotions. But as fractious and ugly as the fighting got, it didn’t stop four team members from successfully reaching the summit and being the first to place the American flag on the world’s second-highest peak.


“It was a miracle we pulled it off,” Ridgeway said years later. “We were as a team split right down the middle, split by difficulties that were introduced and caused by the fact that we had both men and women on the team.”


The team’s two women climbers, Cherie Bech and Dianne Roberts, were not among the summit celebrants.


“At Camp V it was absolutely clear to me that was it,” Roberts said. “I couldn’t breathe. I felt claustrophobic. I spent a horrible night in the tent feeling like I couldn’t breathe. It was time to get off.” Still, she was proud of her achievement. “I felt that I had done what I could do. I never had any ambitions to go for the summit on that mountain. I had said I wanted to go as high as I could go, I wanted to support the summit team, and I wanted to do the best job I could do at photography. I did all those things.” Bech also made the decision to descend at Camp V; neither woman would ever return to the mountain.


The summer of 1978 also saw victory and defeat on two other 8,000-meter peaks, both of which changed women’s Himalayan climbing history forever.


In mid-October the American Women’s Himalayan Expedition to Annapurna, the tenth-highest mountain in the world, was celebrating having put the first women (and first Americans) on the summit when disaster struck. Shortly after the radio crackled at Base Camp with Vera Komarkova and Irene Miller’s victorious message from the summit, the team received word that two other teammates had disappeared. After nearly a week of anguished waiting for them to miraculously appear, Arlene Blum and her team had to accept that Alison Chadwick-Onyszkiewicz and Vera Watson were dead in a fall or avalanche off of Annapurna’s relentless slopes. To this day the tenth-highest mountain in the world remains its deadliest with nearly a 50 percent death to summit rate.


Further up the Himalayan chain, on October 16, most likely on the same day that Chadwick-Onyszkiewicz and Watson perished, a thirty-five-year-old Polish climber named Wanda Rutkiewicz became the first Pole and the first Western woman to climb Mount Everest. Her race to be the first woman to climb all fourteen 8,000-meter peaks had begun with number one, and soon she would turn her eyes to number two—K2.


While the first two times women were included on K2 expeditions were wrought with internecine battles, ego wars, and sexual tensions, the next would be exempt from most of those conflicts because of one simple omission: men.













CHAPTER 2
 
THE PERSISTENT PIONEER




Once experienced, it becomes an obsession.


—ANONYMOUS








Five-year-old Wanda Blaszkiewicz sat crouched on the low chair, her legs and feet bare on the floor, peeling potatoes into a bowl. She was a pretty child with dark curly hair and slim arms and legs, more often at work than at play, feeding her younger siblings or helping her mother with the household chores. Only when all her daily duties were finished could she dry her hands, put on her shoes and socks, and run out of the family’s ramshackle house into the ruins of World War II. Wroclaw, Poland, a historic city dating back to the tenth century and sitting closer to Dresden than Warsaw, was nearly destroyed by the retreating Russians and Nazis. Broken walls were all that remained of once-modest but comfortable homes and centuries-old buildings. Piles of rubble, some of it spent and ruined artillery, lay scattered in the damaged streets. For Wanda and the other neighborhood children, the wreckage provided a ghoulish playground.


Zbigniew Blaszkiewicz had been a weapons engineer in Radom, Poland, when the Germans invaded in 1939. Instead of moving to Western Europe, as many Poles chose to do, he went to Lithuania, where he met and married Maria Tyszkiewicz, an attractive woman who today might be called “new age” because of her penchant for the occult and Far Eastern religions. Theirs was an unlikely and largely unhappy alliance, although it produced four children. By the time Wanda was born in 1943, the conquering Russians had stolen or sold off anything that remained of Blaszkiewicz’s land and property in Lithuania, so he took his young family to Wroclaw, in the southwest of Poland, where some of them remain to this day.


On an otherwise beautiful day in 1948, Wanda was rummaging through the wreckage of a bombed-out house with her older brother and his three friends when they found an unexploded artillery shell. The boys turned to Wanda and told her to go home; she was a girl and a baby, too young for their grown-up games. She ran home in tears through the dusty streets and told her mother how mean they were being. Wanda had spoken only a few words before Maria Blaszkiewicz began running in the direction of Wanda’s small, outstretched arm. Wanda followed her down the street, trying desperately to keep up as her mother ran, her apron flapping out behind her and her hands still wet from the sink. As she neared the building, Maria was thrown to the ground by the blast that killed her son and his playmates. Years later Wanda would say, “I wouldn’t be here if seven-year-old boys could stand to play with five-year-old girls.”


Wanda became the older sister, calling the shots and dictating her younger siblings’ behavior, particularly that of young Michal, her brother born shortly after the tragedy. Once when she was heading out the door to play cowboys and Indians with her friends, her mother said she had to run some errands and told Wanda to watch Michal. Wanda went to her room and emerged only after Maria had left the house. She was dressed like a wild sort of witch in one of her father’s hats and an old dress that reminded Michal of his grandmother, all of it miles too big for the slim eleven-year-old girl.


“I am a magic fairy,” she told her wild-eyed brother, “and even if you can’t see me, I can see you! So you must stay in your room or else I will come back and punish you!” She gave her petrified brother a final, menacing shake of her finger so close to his bewildered face that he could have reached out and bitten it. He didn’t.


With that, Wanda jumped out of the window and climbed up the skeletal walls of the nearby house with the ease of a rhesus monkey, dress and all. The ruse worked. While Michal knew the badly dressed goblin was his older sister, he nonetheless never moved from the edge of his bed until Wanda returned and told him that the fairy reported that he’d been a good boy. Looking back years later, Michal believed her early escape-artist moves were the kernel of her climbing career. Even then he recognized her joy as she moved with grace up the ragged walls.


As Wanda matured, the pretty, imaginative, and playful girl became a daydreamer often lost in her own silent thoughts. At mealtimes she would sit for long moments, eyes fixed on the air in front of her as the family around her hummed with conversation. One night, at a time when fresh eggs were a delicacy on any Polish dinner table, the Blaszkiewicz children watched in awe as Wanda left her prize egg uneaten and focused instead on an invisible point in front of her, lost in her private ruminations. Finally, as stealthy fingers itched to lift Wanda’s forgotten egg, she suddenly came to and looked down at her plate.


“Ah, an egg,” she said simply. The family erupted in laughter as Wanda slowly sectioned and ate the egg, oblivious to the scene she had created.


From an early age, Wanda was a natural athlete, whether jumping from building to building in her crumbling backyard or competing in the high jump, javelin, shot putt, discus, or volleyball, where she advanced to Poland’s Olympic team. Academically she was also gifted and majored in mathematics, hoping its utter rationality would unlock some elusive key to the universe. She excelled, eventually earning an advanced mathematics degree from Warsaw Polytechnic, but she would find her life’s passion far from the studied walls of science.


 


When Wanda was eighteen, she stood at the base of the climbing route and pulled the rope tight around her narrow waist. It was Saturday morning, and she had risen well before dawn to catch the first train out of Wroclaw, then jogged the last 15 kilometers (9.3 miles) from the station to the Sokole Góry (Hawk’s Mountain), a climbing mecca several hours from her home in southwest Poland. She reached the cliffs as the first light flickered across their uneven ridges and waited for her friends from school to arrive.


She had never climbed and had to wait for them to finish their climbs to instruct her. But Wanda became impatient, and with the strength, balance, and arrogance of a natural athlete, she started up the rock alone. Her friends saw her inching up one of the wall’s narrow chimneys and urged her to stop, put on a harness, and clip onto a safety rope. She refused. She wasn’t going to fall, she assured them. She wasn’t going to fail, she told herself.


Her first moves were tentative, but as she cleared the deck and the ground became more distant beneath her feet, she gained confidence and kept going. She learned immediately that the key to climbing was in the legs, not the arms or hands. With her toes finding bumps in the wall, some only the size of pimples on the skin of the rock, she pushed rather than pulled her 115-pound body higher. She found holds less than the width of a finger in the sharp rock and smaller and smaller cracks into which she jammed her hands for purchase, scraping off layers of skin as she climbed. But she barely registered the pain or the blood. She felt only joy. She reached the top of the rock and gazed down at the ground over 100 feet below, stunned at what she had done, alone, without safety, without help. Even though she returned to the Sokole Góry nearly every weekend for years, she was never able to repeat the route without being clipped onto a safety rope. By that time she had learned to respect the danger involved. Describing those first climbs as being “like an inner explosion,” she knew she had found what would mark the rest of her life.


Wanda had discovered simple ecstasy. Her early climbing days were among the happiest of her life, and the stoic, serious girl peeling potatoes in a grim kitchen became a radiant, beautiful woman commanding the attention and respect of admirers who watched her ever-more-daring climbs. She descended from those intricate and dangerous routes laughing, her dark curly hair falling across her smiling face, biceps curled into Muhammad Ali’s jubilant “I am the greatest!” pose, the climbing rope knotted around her slender waist.


After years spent learning the ropes and rocks of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and East Germany, she graduated to the more demanding Alps in 1964, when she was just twenty-one. For many climbers, and for Europeans in particular, the Alps are a necessary progression from their local rock and ice climbs to more challenging routes, but for Eastern Europeans in the midst of the Cold War, the Alps were an escape, and with relatively minor finagling climbers could flee the confines of their Communist system for some of the world’s grandest peaks: Grandes Jorasses, the Matterhorn, the Eiger. For Wanda, these expeditions were pivotal, particularly her third trip, in 1966, which took her to the great Mont Blanc.


Standing at the base of the tram, Wanda watched the Aiguille du Midi Téléphérique as it pulled out of the tram terminal in Chamonix. At nearly the price of a night’s lodging, she couldn’t afford to take the scenic ride, the oldest and most beloved tourist Téléphérique in the Alps, which ascended 9,000 feet, two-thirds of the way up the rocky face of Mont Blanc. Turning from the station, she shouldered her backpack, laden with nearly forty pounds of climbing ropes, carabiners, pitons, her ice ax, crampons, food, clothing, stove, and tent, and climbed the mountain as the tram, filled to overflowing with laughing tourists and better-heeled alpinists, repeatedly passed overhead. That night she met other climbers at the top of the tram and with them climbed the last 3,500 feet to the summit in the morning. Although the climb to the summit was a mostly mixed terrain of rock and ice and technically not demanding for Wanda, it was nonetheless a frustrating and exhausting 12,500-foot ascent. She considered it as difficult as some of her later climbs in the Himalayas, and one that instilled in her a hatred of heavy loads.


When Wanda was twenty-four, she met fellow Polish climber Halina Krüger-Syrokomska and immediately liked the diminutive woman, known for her raunchy jokes, for her foul language, and for smoking a pipe, something only the rarest of Polish men enjoyed. At twenty-seven, Krüger was an esteemed journalist and already a popular and well-known climber in the Polish Alpine Club. In 1967 she asked Wanda to join her on a bold Mont Blanc route, as yet unclimbed by women. Wanda thrilled at the chance to do “what so many others were dreaming of.”


With the Polish Alpine Club supporting the climb, Wanda was finally able to ride the Téléphérique and watch the postcard-pretty Chamonix fall away from her feet as the tram rose nearly vertically up the mountain—a climb that had taken her all day the year before took less than ten minutes. After organizing their gear and shouldering their packs, the women first traversed Mont Blanc to ascend the mountain’s Grepon East Face before attempting the infamous Bonatti Pillar, a 2,000-foot vertical face, considered one of the most difficult routes in the Alps, and one of the most treacherous to reach. At its base is the Dru Couloir (Death Couloir), and it is indeed a menacing, narrow runnel with unrelenting rock and ice fall. With one eye continuously fixed on the unsteady ice above them, Wanda and Halina climbed as quickly as they dared, their crampons and axes biting into the ice as they all but danced across the lethal slope, any minute expecting a bus-size chunk of ice or rock to break loose from the towers above them and come barreling down through the steep channel, a deadly, unstoppable force that had killed many before them. After nearly an hour of exposure, they made it through the couloir, but as they readied themselves and their gear to attack the rock pillar, bad weather descended, showering them in hail and lacing the black sky with flashes of lightning. Lightning can be dangerous anywhere, but on an exposed wall of rock it is lethal. They had no choice but to abort their climb; anything else would have been stupidly bold. They turned from the Bonatti and retraced their perilous steps across the couloir, before finally descending into the warmth and safety of the Chamonix Valley. They had not climbed their object, but they had survived the Dru, twice, and were exhilarated.


Two years later the pair successfully ascended the vertical mile wall of Norway’s Trollryggen. Trying to save weight on the climb, they left their stove in their camp and were forced to drink cold water flavored with sickly sweet lemon powder. Climbing well but slowly, they realized they would have to spend not one but two nights anchored to the rock wall by their harnesses. Again, in order to save weight, they had left their sleeping bags and bivy sacks in camp, and so they sat huddled together, as close as two bodies can get, a jumble of arms and legs rubbing each other’s hunched backs through the 10-degree night. Wanda nonetheless described the trip as “beautiful. Norway is so soft in July, the days are long and the darkness only lasts for four hours.” Her elegant description is even more remarkable given that at the end of the trip she fell and broke her ankle. Undaunted, she continued traveling to the Sokole Góry cliffs, winching herself up and using her good leg to leverage against the rock and running on her crutches to catch the last train home after a long weekend of climbing.


Even with a cast on her leg, Wanda was an impressive, imposing figure. One day during her recovery she was riding a tram in Warsaw dressed impeccably, her fashionable jacket tailored to nip in at her waist and her skirt hemmed at the latest length, when Ewa Pankiewicz, riding the same tram, looked over and saw “this beautiful woman with a cast on her leg.” She was struck by the effortless poise and power with which Wanda carried herself and felt a strange shyness as she snuck glimpses of a woman who looked like a movie star. A few days later the two women were introduced at the Alpine Club meeting. They would become lifelong friends and climbing partners.


In 1970 Wanda fell in love with and married a fellow mathematician whom she met climbing, Wojtek Rutkiewicz. A handsome, quiet man, Wojtek and she spent their courtship and early marriage exploring the different crags in the hills near Warsaw. Wanda felt happy and content that she had found a true partner to share her two passions—math and mountains. But as the young newlyweds settled into their life together, Wanda received an invitation to join her first expedition to a major peak, 7,134-meter (23,405-foot) Pik Lenin in the Russian Pamirs, and Wojtek was not invited. Unfortunately for the marriage, Wanda didn’t hesitate before accepting. She loved Wojtek, but an invitation to travel outside of Poland to her first real mountain was irresistible. The Rutkiewiczes had an emotional good-bye in the airport, Wanda kissing Wojtek again and again and tearfully clutching him as her teammates boarded the flight. She kissed him a final time and was among the last of the climbers to get on the plane.


Once in her seat toward the back of the plane, Wanda sat alone, crying quietly. Andrzej Zawada, one of Poland’s most revered climbers and a leader of the expedition, went back to where she sat and looked down at the damp but pretty woman whom he had been assured was a fearless climber and a talented alpinist. He shook his head gently.


“Either you stop crying, Wanda, and join the team properly, or I’ll put you on the first flight home.”


Wanda looked up. Andrzej was a handsome man with a shock of thick, brown hair bleached to a sandy color by the harsh sun at high altitude. His large, sculpted nose, prominent cheekbones, and deep-set eyes carved his angular face into sharp, distinct sections. Barely in his thirties, he was already beloved in the Polish climbing world, and Wanda couldn’t help grinning back at him. She dried her tears, powdered her face, and with a large smile joined the team. She never again mentioned her husband on the expedition.


Wanda Rutkiewicz was hard to ignore. She was a beautiful woman in the almost exclusively male climbing world. She wore her thick, curly brown hair loose to her shoulders when not climbing, and she had large eyes the color of expensive dark chocolate, straight white teeth, and the characteristically strong jawline and prominent cheekbones of her Eastern European heritage. At five-foot-five, she was a woman of average height, but her figure was anything but average, with the long, shapely legs of a runway model, narrow hips and waist, and a full but not too full bosom. In the climbing world, however, her beauty was both a blessing and a curse. Although it provided her with an endless supply of eager assistants in the laborious work of load-carrying, camp-setting, and rope-fixing, those very aides de camp would retaliate when their help was not rewarded. Be it sexual favors or merely the soft friendship of a woman during the long, hard months of an expedition, many of Wanda’s male helpers wanted something in return for their mentoring. But Wanda was there to learn, not to play or flirt, and once the lesson was learned she moved on to the next route, leaving a trail of men hopelessly in love with her and smarting at her rebuff. “None of us men realized that this gentle lass had an iron character, an enormous willpower,” Zawada said.


Sitting at Base Camp in her cropped wool pants, a white boater’s beanie, and silver bangle bracelets, Wanda looked more like a Girl Scout on her first adventure than a serious mountain climber. Surrounded by men many years older and more experienced, Wanda soon found that she was not permitted to lead the rope or contribute to the climbing decisions. The men, unaccustomed to seeing a woman on an expedition, never mind entrusting their lives on a rope to one, seemed unable to make the leap of faith that Wanda was a capable and gifted climber.


During a lazy evening in Base Camp, a group of French climbers from a nearby team approached her, strange smiles flickering at their lips.*


How about an arm wrestle, Wanda? Many of the men within earshot laughed, knowing they outweighed Wanda by at least twenty kilos, some thirty, and had been on some of the toughest routes the Alps had to offer. Wanda looked like a high school girl out for a picnic.


Wanda glanced around at the gathering crowd, some already rolling up their sleeves. If she had thought about it, she might have considered the offer insulting. Why should she have to prove her strength to these large and muscled men or be laughed at if they beat her, a woman barely reaching five-foot-five and weighing in at about 52 kilos (115 pounds)? Instead, she rubbed her calloused hands together slowly, pointed at the largest man, and said, You.


Andrzej Zawada, watching nearby, shook his head. He already knew what was coming.


Word spread through Base Camp like a bad smell, and men came running, eager for the show. Maybe now this little girl with the big ideas about her climbing would be put in her place. Wanda and the climber were pushed toward a table and two rickety chairs in the French mess tent.


Are you ready, little Wanda? he asked. Laughter roared from behind him.


Without a word, Wanda shook her right hand high in the air so that her silver bangle bracelets would fall higher on her forearm. She put her right elbow on the table and clasped his hand. It was moist and, like hers, rough with calluses.



Ready, get set, go! The climbers shouted, still laughing.


Before the man had time to think about it, Wanda flattened his hand onto the table with a resounding thwomp, the silver bracelets jingling against the table.


The tent quieted so fast that it sounded like an H-bomb had sucked all the life out of it. Then, just as quickly, the place erupted with shouts of glee and ridicule.


You are no better than a girl! Putan! Little Wanda beat you! You pussy! How could you let her beat you?


The man knew better than to say he wasn’t ready. Instead, he bet on not getting caught off guard next time and shouted above the din, Best two out of three!


Wanda smiled and nodded. Sure, why not? She put her arm back on the table and watched as he tore off his bulky sweater, then adjusted his shirtsleeve, rolling it back with painstaking care, folding it over and over and over in perfect two-inch sections until it wound tight and high around his bicep. Then he wiped his hand against his pant leg so furiously that sparks could have flown off the nylon. Still not ready, he got up from the wobbly steel and canvas chair and moved it back and forth until it was perfectly square on the ground. Wanda just watched. Finally, he put his elbow on the table and clasped Wanda’s hand.


Ready, get set, go!


This time he was ready and held her hand at 90 degrees for several moments, their forearms quivering from the opposing efforts. Wanda watched as the man’s mouth flattened against his teeth and his face turned the color of the borscht they had eaten for dinner. She slowly smiled. As she did, his eyes widened slightly. Wanda knew she had it.


Thwomp!


By now every climber, cook, military officer, and porter in camp was crowded around the tent. Several grabbed the tent’s ground stakes and guy wires and folded the side flaps up so that more could see the action.


While the next man rolled up his sleeve, Andrzej whispered in Wanda’s ear, Take it easy! Please! Let them win at least one, otherwise we might not be invited to share their French wine. Wanda just smiled as the next climber sat down. He too walked away rubbing his forearm from where it had been smacked onto the table.


After five or six men, the crowd of challengers had thinned, and by the time she flattened her last arm, she did so with no more effort than if she had been swatting flies.


Wanda had won the battle, but eventually she lost the war; rather than respect her strength, the men felt threatened and, worse, emasculated by it and left her shunned and embattled. It wasn’t that Wanda didn’t enjoy men—she did. But she was not about to boost their egos at the price of her pride. If men’s egos needed to conquer or rescue or better a woman, she wanted no part of them. Through it all, she kept climbing, but it wasn’t easy. It was her first exposure to the physical, emotional, and sometimes very personal rigors of an extended expedition, and she found even the most natural body functions a source of embarrassment, particularly when she had to add her feminine hygiene products to the regular trash-burning at camp. She also had never been above 15,000 feet (4,600 meters), and adjusting to the thinner air was grueling as her brain struggled with the decreased oxygen in her blood. She felt as if she were drunk and already suffering a terrible hangover; her stomach heaved, her head felt like an ax was three inches deep into her brain, and her body felt like it was carrying a lead suit of armor. The desire to lie down on the slope and stay there was overwhelming. When she could no longer stand, she fell to her knees and crawled, dragging her body, head down, concentrating only on the rock and ice between her hands as she scratched her way up. If she considered quitting, she never mentioned it. When she finally reached the 7,134-meter (23,405-foot) summit, rather than celebrate, she vomited. It was a miserable trip.


 


After the Pik Lenin expedition, Wanda sought other women as expedition and climbing partners, hoping to defuse the conflicts she encountered with men. “Climbing with all-women teams gives me the most satisfaction,” she told writer and biographer Ewa Matuszewska, “because even the presence of a man on a rope sometimes subconsciously frees one from taking responsibility for a climbing action.”


As troubled as the trip had been, after she returned home to Wojtek it was painfully obvious that her climbing had become her one, perhaps her only, passion. Her relationship with her husband never recovered from her decision to go on the expedition, and Wanda admitted that it “sealed the fate of my marriage. In effect I was taking myself on a honeymoon and Wojtek felt bitterly hurt.” Another problem was that Wojtek wanted Wanda to settle down, something she flatly refused to do. The trip had been difficult, but Wanda was nevertheless addicted to something that demanded the full energies of her passion. It was her drug and nothing else mattered. There just wasn’t room for a husband, a house, a routine. She was an unconventional woman in very conventional times, and by Polish standards she had it all. What could a man possibly add to her freedom and sense of thrill at each new conquest?


Three years later the couple divorced, childless. Although she never saw Wojtek again, she retained his name for the rest of her life.


 


Wanda continued to look for challenges, in particular those that no woman had achieved—or that she had been told no woman could ever achieve. In 1972 she joined an expedition to the second-highest mountain in the Hindu Kush Range, 7,492-meter (24,580-foot) Noshaq, which lies in the narrow Wakhan Corridor of Afghanistan separating Russia and China from Pakistan and India. With only $1,000 between them, Wanda and nine other climbers drove in jeeps from Poland to Afghanistan to save money. Wanda counted it as one of the most successful and enjoyable expeditions of her life, and one on which she finally felt like an equal partner. She sat in Base Camp and shared stories with the other women rather than having to suffer through the men’s chatter, which focused on three things: what goes in, what goes out, and what goes in and out. Food, shit, and sex. In that order. Wanda also found herself in a group of intelligent women from around the world, among them her first bona-fide feminist, Arlene Blum of Berkeley, California, and Alison Chadwick-Onyszkiewicz, a British climber who had met and married one of Wanda’s colleagues from the Polish Alpine Club.


“Until this expedition, women climbers had been added to groups more as ornaments than as full members,” Wanda said. But this time, not only were there three women on the team, but each was a talented climber who proved that women could perform well in the demanding high altitude, often even better than their male teammates; they suffered fewer headaches and less shortness of breath as they acclimatized. The higher they climbed, the more men’s initial advantage of brute strength seemed to even out against women’s faster adaptation to the thin air.


As Wanda descended the mountain, she floated rather than climbed down the steep slopes. Had she ever been so happy? This world above 7,000 meters (23,000 feet) introduced her to a joy she hadn’t felt since her first climbs in the Sokole Góry. Here she was able to put her strength, will, and talent to one single-minded purpose, a focus so strong that she felt she could turn around and do it all over again. As she continued down she saw a woman climbing toward her who was small and dark, with a wild mane of black curly hair barely restrained by her head scarf. It was Arlene. The two women embraced. It was a wonderful moment, the white-capped mountains and ochre-dry deserts of Afghanistan and Pakistan stretching out below them in every direction. While the world was debating whether women had the physical and mental tenacity to run a marathon, here they were standing on top of a 7,500-meter peak in Afghanistan. When Wanda, Arlene, and Alison reached the summit of Noshaq, they helped shatter many glass ceilings, not only in Himalayan climbing but in the minds of an entrenched world still hesitant to admit that women were capable, even talented athletes and adventurers.


“Now that we have climbed to 7,500 meters, why not 8,000?” Wanda asked Arlene, the view at their feet a magnificent sea of white-capped peaks bobbing in choppy waters. Why not indeed? Arlene thought, and the two women began discussing what would become Blum’s triumphant and tragic 1978 expedition to put the first Americans and first women on the summit of Annapurna.


At Base Camp, Wanda also met Reinhold Messner, a handsome, burly climber, with a crow’s nest of hair and beard, who was at the beginning of what would be his successful bid at becoming the first man to climb all fourteen of the world’s 8,000-meter peaks, all without supplemental oxygen. Messner was fascinated by Wanda’s team of strong Polish climbers; whereas his love of the mountains was born of pure ability and opportunity, the Poles seemed to approach climbing as a political activity, as an escape from their national prison. Indeed, along with the physical thrill Wanda and her countrymen found in the mountains was the pure escape from the grim world of Cold War Poland. In climbing they had found a relatively easy, if not exotic, way to gain exit visas, and often they even received support from a government eager to showcase the stamina and ability of its rising Communist stars. Watching them, Messner knew that, politics aside, they were strong, capable climbers as well, but he had no idea that they would become the leading high-altitude alpinists in the world.


Later that year Wanda was called home. Her younger brother Michal broke the shocking news to her: their father had been brutally murdered, dismembered, and buried in his garden by a couple who had rented out half his house. Wanda, as eldest, had the grim duty of officially identifying the mutilated body. It was a horrific scene. Wanda and Michal walked through his house, his blood still splattered on the walls. When they reached the morgue, the man on the cold slab was almost unrecognizable as their father; his face and torso had been slashed and crushed by scores of stab wounds and hammer blows. Zbigniew and Maria had divorced years before, and Wanda had struggled with what she considered her father’s unkind treatment of her mother, but the loss was staggering. Years before her brother had died violently. Now her father lay before her in pieces. Wanda’s pain, sadness, and anger simmered deep within her. She reached out and gave her baby brother’s arm a soft caress. They didn’t speak. Then she turned and left the morgue.


Her father’s death forced Wanda to look at the dangers she faced nearly every day on her beloved rocks and snow slopes. “You don’t appreciate the full flavor of life until you risk losing it. The perils of climbing fascinated me because they released so much joy and delight in simple things, like the feel of the wind, the scent of rock warmed by the sun, the sudden relaxation of tension, or the hot tea in the cup. By the end of my very first day’s climbing, I knew that it surpassed anything I had ever experienced. The mountains have become the inner force of my life. There is no escape from a passion like climbing, even though it may be the path to death.”


 


In 1973 Wanda and two other women, Danuta Wach and Stefania Egierszdorff, approached the North Face of the Eiger, one of climbing’s most notorious and unforgiving ascents: nine climbers had died there before a first ascent was made. When Wanda stood at the base of the route, she didn’t like what she saw. It wasn’t the 6,000-foot wall of flaking limestone and falling rock so concave it had its own weather pattern that bothered her; it was the temperature. They needed it below freezing to keep the unstable rock and ice frozen firmly in place, but the temperature was well above freezing, and she could see that several key cruxes were running with water. This is the way death comes to the Eiger, she thought. She talked it over with Danuta and Stefania as they sat sipping coffee in the café at Kleine Scheidegg and looked up at the route. For generations, tourists, families, and other climbers had sat right where she was sitting watching history and horror unfold on the face in front of them. In a sport of epic legends, the North Face of the Eiger has a history all its own. In 1936 a four-man Austrian-German team all died as they attempted a first ascent. After his three teammates were swept off the face by an avalanche, the lone survivor, Toni Kurz, spent two frozen nights on a tiny ledge before he was able to marshal enough strength to lower himself toward the train tunnel’s windows cut into the side of the mountain. But then a knot jammed in his carabiner. With fingers too frozen to free himself, Toni Kurz hung helpless on his rope while weeping rescuers called to him from the windows to keep trying. As night fell, the crowd dispersed and Kurz begged not to be left alone. Finally, in the morning, he muttered, “Ich kann nicht mehr” (I cannot go on) and collapsed and died on his rope, just beyond the reach of the outstretched arms. His body hung from the ropes for months in plain view of tourists on the train and café patio. Just where Wanda sat. Squinting up at the wall, she could see just where the man had hung until another team of climbers was able to go up and cut him down. She looked back at the women and suggested they try the North Pillar instead. They all agreed.



Sitting just to the left of the original and treacherous route, the North Pillar, or North Buttress, was a more terraced approach, with less exposure to falling rock from above, particularly given the hazardously warm temperature. As Wanda and the women climbed she found herself in belay after belay, forced to stand on perilously narrow ledges, holding onto the lives of her climbing partners, with frigid water running from the snow and ice above like waterfalls down her back, soaking her to the skin. But it wasn’t the climbing that was the painful part. It was the nights, three of them one after the other, spent shivering in temperatures of 14 degrees Fahrenheit on tiny shale ledges. The gear they had been able to get from the Polish Alpine Club could have come from the Bolshevik Revolution, its threadbare jackets and broken zippers exposing them to every drop of water and degree of chill the mountain had to offer. They sat upright against the ice at their backs, their legs dangling over the cliff. Wanda would have loved to huddle closer to the women to steal a degree of warmth from their bodies, but there wasn’t room on the narrow ledge. They sat in single file, only their arms touching. They spent the nights talking about the route, the cold, the dinner they would reward themselves with in Zermatt; the one thing they didn’t talk about was quitting. After three nights in their too-small boots and sodden parkas, the women reached the summit. It was only the second time the route had been conquered, and the first time by women. (Peter Habeler and Reinhold Messner had made the first ascent in 1968.)


The women’s victory was not without a price: Wanda nearly lost her toes to frostbite. She looked down at the blackened, peeling digits as the doctors told her they would probably have to come off. She should prepare herself for the almost inevitable amputations. No, she said. I will wait. I will not cut them off if there is a chance they will survive. I know I risk gangrene if I wait. But I will wait, she insisted. Within days, against all odds and medical opinion, the blood began to flow to her toes and the skin began to regenerate. Wanda’s remarkable circulation and iron will had refused to bow, and won. It would not be the last time she retained all of her fingers and toes in the face of normally catastrophic frostbite.


Her ascent of the Eiger garnered a lot of publicity and helped put Wanda on the short list of the world’s best climbers, male or female. The following year she was invited to join a Soviet-organized international expedition of 160 climbers to the Pamirs. Another woman on the trip was her friend Arlene Blum.


“We always seemed to meet under dramatic circumstances,” Blum said. This trip to Pik Lenin would be no exception.


Wanda began to feel sick almost as soon as Base Camp was established. It began with a persistent headache, nausea, and sharp, painful cough. Instead of easing as her body struggled to acclimatize to the thin air, it worsened, and soon she could barely draw a breath without a bout of painful coughing. After one particularly bad fit, she looked down into her hand and saw pink foam: pulmonary edema. The capillaries in her lungs were filling with blood; if not treated, she would drown in her own fluids. A helicopter was called, and soon Wanda found herself being emergency-lifted off a mountain. She looked down as the scattered Base Camps of the different teams became smaller and smaller, eventually disappearing behind a ridge as the helicopter moved out of the mountains and toward the nearest hospital. She fell back against her seat, sick, defeated, and angry. She wondered whether her nonstop schedule had exacerbated this edema, or whether, as for so many, it was just bad luck. Edema was such a crapshoot disease. Some trips you’d climb higher and faster than you ever had without so much as a wheeze, and other times, like this one, you’d barely make it out of Base Camp before nearly dying from the altitude. She decided it had more to do with the crapshoot than her schedule and closed her eyes, trying to ease her labored breathing.


Wanda’s second trip to Pik Lenin was over, but it would prove to be a fortuitous illness for her: fifteen other climbers perished on the expedition, eight of them Russian women who were trapped high on Pik Lenin by storms. Teammates, unable to reach or help the climbers, listened at Base Camp as Elvira Shataeva, the women’s leader, radioed from their tents near the 23,400-foot (7,132-meter) summit as woman after woman died of exhaustion and exposure. Climbers at Base Camp, Americans Arlene Blum and Jeff Lowe among them, tried to insist that she and those still able to move descend as quickly as possible. But Elvira, in an eerie calm, insisted on staying. “Now there are only two of us who are functioning, and we are getting weaker. We would not, cannot leave our comrades after all they have done for us. We are Soviet women! We must stick together, no matter what happens!” After three days a weary voice crackled over the radio and spoke words that none who heard them would ever forget: “The others are all dead. I am too weak to push the button on the radio any longer. This is my last transmission. We tried but we could not…. Please forgive us. We love you. Good-bye.” Vladimir Shataev, who was leading the women’s team, had the gruesome task of climbing the mountain to identify the bodies and bring them down, among them that of his own wife, Elvira.


It was one of the worst tragedies in mountaineering history, and certainly one of the most devastating to the ranks of female alpinists. When Wanda heard of the tragedy, she bent her head and said a silent prayer, thankful that her friend Arlene hadn’t been part of the summit team that day.


While 1974 marked one of women mountaineering’s worst tragedies, it also marked one of its triumphs when a group of Japanese women became the first women to climb an 8,000-meter peak, Manaslu in Nepal, at 8,156 meters (26,758 feet), the world’s eighth-highest mountain, as well as one of its deadliest. All of the world’s 8,000-meter peaks had been conquered between 1950 and 1964, and all of them by men. Now women had entered their own race for the top.


Ever since Wanda had broken the 7,500-meter mark on Noshaq, she had been itching to join the 8,000-meter game, and she was looking for a suitable, worthy mountain. She looked all the way to Pakistan, where the world’s highest still-unclimbed mountain stood: Gasherbrum III. Just shy of 8,000 meters at 7,952 meters (26,089 feet), GIII is tucked high and deep in the heart of Pakistan’s Karakoram Range, and Wanda wanted it. Next to it are Gasherbrum I and Gasherbrum II, both bona-fide 8,000-meter peaks. All three Gasherbrums sit in the shadow of K2, which towers over them a few miles up the glacier.


Wanda collected a group of ten women, including some of the world’s strongest female climbers of their day—Halina Krüger, Anna Okopinska, Ewa Pankiewicz, Anna Czerwinska, and Alison Chadwick-Onyszkiewicz. Calling it the Polish Women’s Karakoram Expedition, the team joined forces with a team of seven Polish men led by Alison’s husband, Janusz Onyszkiewicz. It was determined that each team, men and women, would climb on its own rope and thus enable the women to claim an “unsupported, all-female ascent.” The distinction was an important one for Wanda.
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