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I woke with the relentless wind rattling the flysheet to see Martin looming 
over my sleeping bag. I don’t share a tent with Martin, I thought. What’s he 

doing here? The last thing I remembered was spooning breakfast cereal out 
of my mug between attempts to sort out kit for departure. And where’s Iona?

I tried to ask but the words wouldn’t come, tried to sit up but a wave of 
nausea slapped me back down. 

‘Just lie back and take it easy.’ Martin’s voice betrayed his anxiety.
‘What happened?’ I managed to slur through the barrier of rubberised 

lips and tongue.
‘You passed out. Carbon monoxide we think.’
‘Iona?’
‘She’s OK. Derek is looking after her. Just rest.’

Over the next few hours 
I gradually regained 
coherence and co-ordi-
nation, retained the 
contents of my stomach, 
and even managed to eat 
and drink a little. Iona 
was less lucky, repeat-
edly vomiting, but on the 
other hand she’d never 
stopped breathing. In a 
sense I owed my life to 
her. If the team had not 
come to investigate the 
noise of her fitting they 
might never have dragged 
us from the fume-filled 

tent until it was too late. But it was a close thing. They went for the noisy 
one first, as you might with someone blue and foaming at the mouth, but 
consequently had no idea how long I had not been breathing when they 
turned their attention to me. It was a while before they had me breathing 
on my own.

Base camp was at 3600m in the Tavn Bogd range of the Mongolian Altai 
and medical help was three days away at Olgii, yet advice was literally 
at hand when Derek rang through to a medic on the satphone: without 
oxygen cylinders there was nothing more to be done beyond making sure 

we had plenty of fresh air, but there was every chance of recovery in 24 
hours.

So how had it happened? Well I’ve read all the warnings about cooking 
in tents but frankly the conditions on many expeditions can leave you with 
no alternative and after a decade of experience there is a certain confidence 
about doing so, well-ventilated of course. The constant gusting winds of 
Mongolia were a case in point. The hanging stove system had been modi-
fied by the addition of a pan fitted with an integral heat exchanger but had 
worked perfectly well on a recent expedition to Antarctica and at 2500m at 
the roadhead and 3000m on the moraine of the Potanina glacier. This rein-
forced confidence, yet at 3600m we were at the highest altitude at which 
the system had been used. That difference was crucial: the cooling effect 
of the snow in the pot, coupled with the lack of oxygen, reinforced the 
tendency for the increased surface area of the heat exchanger to cool the 
flame to the point where carbon monoxide generated by combustion was 
not being burnt off. The usual ventilation was just not enough in those 
circumstances. It’s too easy to put a headache down to altitude and we 
nearly died.1

The following morning, 7 May, we set off for Tavn Bogd Peak (4104m), 
Iona and I gaining confidence as the exertion took no great toll, though 
I caught a few searching glances from the others. Cloud gathered on the 
summits and we climbed into it from an icy saddle on the south ridge. 

1 Carbon monoxide poisoning is considered in detail in ‘The Silent Killer’, by Paul Ramsden, in the Science section 
of this AJ, .p.195.

45. Hunters. (Dave Wynne-Jones)

46. Heading up the Potanina glacier towards Khuiten. (Dave Wynne-Jones)
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Icy enough for half the team to leave their skis but Iona and I were going 
well enough to join Howard in carrying ours to attempt a ski descent from 
the summit. The borders of Russia and China meet with that of Mongolia 
on this summit and we wandered about sufficiently in the snowstorm 
that greeted us there that we must all have put a foot into each country, 
with or without permits. Tricky skiing down the ridge was succeeded by 
much pleasanter conditions as we popped out under the cloud ceiling, with 
sunshine as we cruised back to camp. Once the adrenalin subsided there 
was a tendency for Iona and I to drop off to sleep mid-sentence and we kept 
a wary eye on each other whilst managing the stove but it was definitely 
‘game on’ again.

This was confirmed when a stormy night gave way to a glorious 
morning and we set our sights on Khuiten, at 4374m the highest moun-
tain in Mongolia. We skinned north towards Tavn Bogd peak then bore 
north-west up a crevassed ice valley under Khuiten’s north-east face to 
cross a bergschrund and gain the broad but steep north ridge that forms the 
border with China. When this became too steep and icy for safe skinning, 
all but Martin carried skis, booting up to the summit. After taking in the 
alpine panorama stretching away into China and Russia, it was skis on 
for a traverse above ice cliffs before plunging down the ridge. Ice lurking 
under new snow provided a surprise or two but we still left some impres-

sive tracks. A quick swing around an ice boss on the ridge and we could 
sneak over the bergschrund to the base of the exposed and sinuous south 
ridge of Nairamdal (4192m): no ski descent here, we climbed up and down 
on foot. The long run back to base was less demanding although Martin 
did manage to find a slot into which he briefly dangled a ski. Back at the 
tents we basked in the late sunshine, congratulating ourselves on what had 
been a magical day.

The next day was stormbound and we had a chance to take stock. It was 
clear that the winter had been very cold and windy but without as much 
precipitation as usual. Instead of presenting the expected steep but skiable 
snow faces, the mountains were often clad in hard ice with a high potential 
fall factor. Our objective to make ski descents of all five of the holy peaks 
did not look feasible in the case of Naran and Chinggis, so we decided to 
make the best of the situation by exploring the ski-mountaineering poten-
tial of other 4000m peaks in the area. 

Over the next few days the weather held and we made very satisfying 
ascents of Peak 4117m (aka Russian Tent) to the north of Tavn Bogd peak, 
and Peak 4152 on the border ridge south of Khuiten. This last entailed 
crossing the south-east ridge of Khuiten quite low down where we found 
to our surprise that we were not alone in the range. Another party was 
working its way up the glacier beyond. They turned out to be largely 
Swiss, led by two French guides based in Chamonix, and had designs on 
Khuiten’s summit via that south-east ridge. From the airy summit ridge of 
Pik 4152, we watched with some disbelief as they skinned halfway up an 
approach couloir then carried their skis a couple of kilometres up the ridge. 

47. Climbing the north ridge of Khuiten with views into Russia and China; Friendship 
Peak in the background on the right. (Dave Wynne-Jones)

48. On the summit of Khuiten (4374m), highest peak in Mongolia.  
(Dave Wynne-Jones)
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After skiing, or down-climbing according to nerve, the border ridge of our 
ascent and descent, they dropped in to our camp on their descent after a 
12-hour day and invited us to return the visit at their camp 600m below on 
the moraine where we might share a beer.

We encountered fresh wolf tracks on the approach to Malchin (4051m), 
before cramponing up its north-west ridge. On returning to our skis we 
found Malchin’s neighbour across the pass, Peak 3926m, too much of a 
temptation so we climbed that as well, four of us carrying skis. The ski 
descent was by a very steep south-facing couloir that provided the most 
exciting skiing of the expedition after an admittedly scratchy approach off 
the north-west ridge. 

saw them bunched in the rocky narrows as we passed.
The fierce wind was bodied forth in whirling dervishes of spindrift that 

could hurl past or hit you head on and knock you back on your heels. We 
dug deep and slogged on with views of the elegant snow spire of Snow 
Church (4073m) offering some compensation. Eventually a break in the 
east ridge of Chinggis turned out to be an easy pass. We took it, gaining 
a little more shelter on the other side. In better conditions this pass could 
have opened up the prospect of exploring the glaciers south of Chinggis 
but at that time we could not safely get across a gleaming valley of wind-
polished ice. An attempt on the westerly point above the pass was aborted 
owing to concerns about avalanche danger on the steep snow approach; 
an ice-axe plunged into the slope at right angles encountered little or no 
resistance to the full depth of the shaft. In descent the wind ushered us all 
back to camp.

With time running out we lost a second day to bad weather but on the 
final day on the glacier Derek and Howard opted for an ascent of Naran 
on foot following the couloir used by the French team. Without the incen-
tive of a ski descent, the rest of us packed up and headed across the glacier, 
finding our camel drivers had turned up early. When the climbers joined 
us the camels were rapidly loaded and we marched the 15km back to the 
roadhead where the mini-buses were waiting. The head camel driver’s wife 
prepared a delicious meal, all the more welcome in that it was not dehy-

49. Skiing down 
the north ridge of 
Khuiten.  
(Dave Wynne-Jones)

We then decided to explore the Alexandrov glacier from a new camp at 
its junction with the Potanina at 3100m, and spent Friday 13th relocating. 
The new camp was more sheltered and, at a lower altitude, less subject to 
frosting of the tent overnight. The weather too was noticeably warmer if 
no less windy. 

On 14 May we set off to explore the right hand branch of the Alexandrov 
glacier, following it all the way to a high crevassed pass east of Naran from 
which we could see the guided party following our route on Pik 4152. We 
booted up a short steep ridge to the border summit of Peak 3962m with 
light snow falling and peered into the Chinese Altai: bags of potential there 
if only the permits were obtainable. On the way back we diverted from our 
line of ascent to take a much steeper slope direct, suddenly coming upon 
the bergschrund and having to make a very rapid decision on the safest 
line. Relaxed turns and steady schussing took us back down the glacier in 
fine sunshine.

Next day, fine weather was accompanied by an even stronger wind that 
swept clouds across the peaks like ships before a storm. The guided party 
passed our camp on their way to boot up a rubbly couloir on to Naran, but 
we were intent upon exploring the left branch of the Alexandrov. Later we 

50. Howard Pollitt descending the summit ridge of Peak 4152m. (Dave Wynne-Jones)
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drated, and soon after we turned in for the night. 
An early start meant that we travelled the 200km in one day to Olgi, 

where a call to head office confirmed that the support team had picked 
us up a day early or rather we had put two days into one on our exit from 
the range. An extra day’s gentle R & R in Olgi was no problem although 
it was not until we reached Ulan Bataar that we found a shower that really 
worked. Until just over 100 years ago Ulan Bataar was little more than a 
Ger camp a few kilometres away from the present site. Now it is a small but 
modern city, though locals feel that independence and globalisation has 
sponsored an explosion of corruption. The food here was excellent.

Our agent believed that we were the first self-sufficient ski team to go 
into the Tavn Bogd and it certainly opened up possibilities with that level 
of flexibility. It is a fine remote mountain area, eminently suitable for ski-
mountaineering with some challenging descents. The Mongolians we met 
were friendly and helpful with an integrity born of a strong sense of self-
reliance. The Eagle hunters we visited by accident on our way into the 
range made a particularly strong impression.

Summary: An exploratory ski-mountaineering expedition to the Tavn 
Bogd range of the Mongolian Altai, ascents including Tavn Bogd Peak 
(4104m), Pik 4152 Khuiten (4374m), Malchin (4051m), Peak 3926m and 
Peak 3962m.
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51. The team’s camel train heading back to the roadhead. (Dave Wynne-Jones)

What an extraordinary expedition it was, our ascent of Gasherbrum 
II early in 2011. Extraordinary because once again I made a dream 

come true together with my good old friend Denis Urubko, because we 
lived an unforgettable adventure, and because on this expedition three 
continents were represented: America by Cory Richards, Asia by Denis, 
and Europe by me. This climb, and the style we did it in, belongs to the 
whole world climbing community; the message it sends is addressed to the 
next generation of climbers from all continents whose predecessors have 
continually pushed the boundaries in alpinism. The first winter ascent of 
an 8000er in the history of Karakoram was not a race, nor a competition 
between nations or individuals.  Nor was it a race to set a record, which 
sooner or later would have been achieved anyway. It represents rather a 
stage on the progression from a classic expedition style to a different one, 
more adapted to modern trends, techniques and a philosophy in climbing 
great mountains.

In the 1970s and ’80s, the Poles introduced the concept of winter expe-
ditions in the Himalaya. It was a glorious advance and used the style of 
the times. However it is not surprising that after 1988 the scene changed. 
The era of ‘competition’ between Messner and Kukuczka was over and a 
new, more ‘performance’ orientated and  ‘sport-like’ phase of climbing the 
8000ers had begun: climbers and alpinism itself had changed. ‘Rules’ had 
become clearer in ice and mixed climbing and alpinism was also having to 
adapt to increasingly crazy weather and seasonal shifts brought about by 
climate change.

The year 1988 ended with Krzysztof Wielicki’s incredible solo ascent of 
Lhotse. He reached the summit on 31 December, winter indeed, though 
when the expedition began it was still in autumn. Wielicki’s ascent marked 
a generational shift. It was not the end of attempts to climb in winter, but the 
Polish monopoly was over and no other nation appeared as an alternative; 
developments were on ice. Seven of the 8000m giants still awaited winter 
ascents, but it was not until 17 years later that the Pole Piotr Morawski and 
I, on an expedition of just four climbers, managed in only 25 days to put 
an end to this long fast with the first winter ascent of Shishapangma. Our 
success was repeated in 2009 on Makalu; this time it took just 19 days in 
alpine style and with only with my friend and comrade Denis Urubko. The 
ascent brought an end to a 29-year series of winter attempts on Makalu by 
the world’s best climbers.

On Gasherbrum II we repeated this experience for the third time, 
using the same approach, tactics and lightweight style. After 24 years of 


