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The first ‘Spirit of Mountaineering’ Commendations of the Alpine Club 
were presented at the closing ceremony of the 17th Piolets d’Or to six 
climbers for their attempt to rescue the Spanish alpinist Iñaki Ochoa de 
Olza from 7400m on the east ridge of Annapurna in May 2008.

Three of the climbers were present in Chamonix for the ceremony: 
Simon Anthamatten (Swiss), Don Bowie (Canadian), and Horia Colibas-
anu (Romanian). The other three recipients are: Alexy Bolotov (Russian), 
Ueli Steck (Swiss) and Denis Urubko (Kazakh).

Introduced by the AC in 2007 on the initiative of Norman Croucher, the 
commendation acknowledges and thanks persons who, ‘in the true Spirit 
of Mountaineering, have shown unselfish devotion to help a fellow climber 
in the mountains, and in doing so have sacrificed their own objective or put 
their personal safety at risk’.

The commendations were presented jointly by Norman and AC  
President Paul Braithwaite. In support was Iñaki Ochoa’s brother Pablo, 
who praised the six as ‘a great bunch of men’ to whom the Ochoa family 
owed a great debt. ‘They are great examples to the rest of us,’ he said. 
‘They had a real hard time, no romanticism in it at all. Lots of snow, no 

food, no proper gear and terrible conditions.’
Iñaki Ochoa, aged 40 and from Pamplona, was an experienced alpinist 

who worked as a high altitude cameraman and guide. A veteran of 30 
Himalayan expeditions, he had climbed 12 of the 14 eight thousand metre 
peaks including a new route on Shishapangma, solo, in 2005. Only An-
napurna (8091m) and Kangchenjunga (8586m) remained.

THE SPIRIT OF MOUNTAINEERING:
ANNAPURNA 2008

79. At Annapurna base camp: left to right, Horia Colibasanu, Iñaki Ochoa de 
Olza, Ueli Steck, Simon Anthamatten.
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With Ochoa on Annapurna’s east ridge 
were Colibasanu, 31, his partner on K2, 
Manaslu and Dhaulagiri, and Bolotov, 45, 
who had been with a Russian team also on 
the mountain. According to Colibasanu, 
a dentist by profession, the Spaniard ‘had 
a stroke’ as he entered the tent at camp 4 
after the pair of them had retreated from 
about 7850m. ‘We got close to the east 
summit. But there was a misunderstanding 
over the rope; we had run out.’

Bolotov pushed on; however a delicate 
section lay ahead which Ochoa, whose 
hands were frostbitten, did not want to 

descend without a rope. ‘Iñaki was not 
feeling too good and so I went back with 
him. After the stroke he was half paralyzed 
and it was really hard to move him.’

Via satellite ’phone, Colibasanu con-
tacted Ochoa’s family in Spain and they in 
turn set in motion an extraordinary inter-
national rescue effort during which some 
14 climbers attempted to reach the scene. 
Most usefully placed were the Swiss pair 
Ueli Steck, 31, and Simon Anthamatten, 
24, who after their stunning warm-up with 
the first ascent of Teng Kangpoche’s north 
face (pages 56-61), were now waiting out 
the weather at 6000m below Annapurna’s 
south face.

‘We’d had a little weather window and 
been up to 6500m, still on the glacier, and 
left our high altitude equipment there,’ An-
thamatten recalled. ‘And we’d been back at 
our base camp two or three days, waiting 
and waiting. Then about 9pm one night 
(19 May) we had a call from Horia on the 
sat’ phone, saying they had a problem. We 
didn’t think for one minute of our climb. It 
was: “What can we do? What can we take? 
How will we manage? Where is food? Will 
we take a GPS?” A big problem was that 

we had no high altitude boots or down things; they were stashed below 
the face.’

Climbing through the night, with just a brief rest at the others’ camp 1 
(5600m), the pair reached camp 2 (6200m) at noon and called a halt. Steck 

80. Iñaki Ochoa de Olza at  
Annapurna base camp, May 
2008.

81. Horia Colibasanu.

82. Don Bowie.
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said: ‘It was warm and the snow was soft. The 45-degree slope over the 
glacier up to camp 3 looked dangerous for avalanches. The Spanish people 
at base camp disliked our decision. Sure, they wanted us up there as fast as 
possible. But we had to think also about our own security.’

At 6am next morning, the Swiss resumed their ascent, freezing in their 
inadequate clothing and Phantom Lite boots as they broke trail through 
fresh snow chest high. Via base camp, they learnt that Bolotov had re-
turned from the summit and was at camp 4. Though weary, the Russian 
was persuaded to continue his descent. It is the 3km ridge and steep wall to 
be negotiated to camp 3 that made Ochoa’s position so strung out and vul-
nerable. When Bolotov and the Swiss met at camp 3, they discovered that 
the Russian had the same foot size, 45, as Steck and the pair exchanged 
boots. Steck, at least, now had high altitude footwear suitable to the task 
ahead, plus Bolotov’s mittens.

By now, as the Swiss pair learnt from base camp, Denis Urubko, 34, and 
Don Bowie, 38, were also on their way up the mountain with medicines 
and bottled oxygen. Urubko (‘arguably the strongest climber on the planet’ 
according to Bowie, himself no slouch above 8000m) had just summited 
Makalu and returned to Kathmandu, from where he had flown to Pokhara 
by helicopter with Sergei Bogomolov, the Russian leader, who was pulling 
out all the stops for Ochoa. Bowie was already in Pokhara and agreed 
immediately to join the rescue, despite having split with Ochoa and Coli-
basanu days earlier after a disagreement over climbing tactics. After their 
small helicopter was twice forced back by cloud, a larger one attempted 
to land Urubko and Bowie at about 5400m, however in the end had to set 
them down at about 3800m. ‘Denis and I bailed out in our big boots and 
in less than an hour we were at base camp,’ said Bowie. By 10pm the same 
day they were at camp 2 where they met Bolotov on his descent. 

At 4.30am, when Urubko and Bowie started up the face, Bolotov went 
up with them. By now the concern was not just for Ochoa but also for Coli-
basanu, who had already been five days at 7400m or above, and increas-
ingly for the under-equipped Swiss. It was a rescue chain.

At camp 3, during the night of 21 May, Anthamatten started to throw 
up and show the first signs of high altitude sickness. Camp 3, at 6800m, 
was the highest the 26-year old Zermatt guide had ever been. ‘We had pre-
pared for this expedition for a year and now we were on this rescue. It was 
like a crazy dream,’ he said. Having decided Anthamatten would remain 
at camp 3, the Swiss then sought, via base camp, to persuade Colibasanu 
to leave Ochoa and begin the descent. But Colibasanu and the base camp 
team would have none of it. Conscious of the danger of the long ridge in 
poor visibility, Steck decided to take the GPS along, but he had never used 
one before and had to be instructed by Anthamatten.

Steck left camp 3 at 5am and eight hours later gained the ridge from 
where he could talk directly to Colibanasu. Steck said he could not break 
trail all the way along the ridge alone and urged Colibasanu to start 
towards him to make a track. ‘We knew that if Horia went just 10m along 
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the traverse he would not go back,’ Anthamatten said. The Swiss are con-
vinced that the trick saved Colibasanu’s life. The Romanian acknowledges 
that he could barely walk when eventually he met Steck on the traverse, 
nor could he operate the familiar stove that the Swiss handed him to boil 
water. To Steck’s relief, Colibasanu confessed it would be impossible to 
return to 7400m. Fuelled by an energy bar, a Dexamethasone tablet and 
a caffeine tablet the Swiss had given him, he continued down to camp 3.

‘Ueli and Simon were really risking their lives for us,’ said Colibasanu. 
‘I was really pushing them. I think at altitude you don’t have too much 
imagination. You can just keep to your goal, to get to the summit or to save 
someone, and when things change it is difficult to assimilate the changes. 
You cannot think through this new situation.’

At 4pm on 22 May after 11 hours of climbing and with snow falling, 
Steck reached camp 4. It was a mess, better not detailed here. Ochoa was 
semi-conscious, lying in his sleeping bag, wearing his down suit. As in-
structed earlier over the phone from Switzerland by Dr Oswald Oelz, the 
high altitude medicine specialist, Steck gave Ochoa a Dexamethasone in-
jection directly into his thigh. He also melted snow for water, but the Span-
iard kept throwing up. Next morning, as Ochoa’s condition worsened, 
Steck again called Oelz and administered another injection, but in reality it 
was days too late to hope this would bring recovery.

Ochoa died around midday on the 23th and Steck placed him in a cre-
vasse near the tent. Advised from Bern of bad weather, Steck had to endure 
a second night at camp 4, with the temperature falling to minus 25°C before 

83. Steck in deep snow early on the dash to try and save Ochoa. 
(Simon Anthamatten)
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beginning the long descent. Overnight snow had blanketed the track and 
in poor visibility Steck made constant use of the GPS, until after 2.5hrs 
negotiating the ridge, he heard the voices of Urubko and Bowie advancing 
towards him.

Many other people were involved in various capacities in the attempt to 
rescue Iñaki Ochoa, but only the six commended met the Spirit of Moun-
taineering’s declared criteria of having sacrificed their own objective or put 
their personal safety at risk in order to help a fellow climber. Helicopter 
pilots and professional rescuers, for all their bravery, along with base camp 
teams etc, are outside its scope as envisioned by Norman Croucher and the 
Spirit of Mountaineering committee.

Recapping on the origin of the commendation, Norman told the Piolets 
audience how appalled he had been to read reports (not entirely accurate) 
of summit-fixated climbers stepping past those who had fallen sick or 
injured by the wayside, particularly on Everest. The death of David Sharp 
in 2006 had lead to a rash of newspaper headlines to the effect that the 
spirit of the Good Samaritan 
was dead among mountain-
eers – clearly a painful idea to 
Norman but one with which a 
climber standing beside him at 
Chamonix, Don Bowie, might 
have agreed.

In 2007, Bowie was ignored 
by a succession of climbers as 
he struggled down K2 without 
a rope, without crampons 
(stolen at 8000m!) and drag-
ging a broken leg. In the end 
he had to threaten to embed 
his ice-axe into somebody’s 
leg before he was begrudgingly 
handed the length of ‘manky 
hemp rope’ that enabled him to 
descend to Camp 1 and com-
parative safety. However Bowie is good evidence that the Samaritan is not 
dead. Despite his differences with Ochoa and Colibasanu, he climbed to 
7400m to offer whatever help he could. Taken together with Steck and 
Anthamatten’s instant response, the fortitude of Bolotov and Urubko, and 
Colibasanu’s loyalty to his partner, it is a heartening, if tragic, story.

Compiled by Stephen Goodwin, mainly from interviews with the three 
Annapurna climbers present in Chamonix to receive the Commendations.

84. Steck’s face at Camp 4 reveals the 
strain of a supreme physical and 
mental effort to try and save Ochoa.




