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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.

Acknowledgements: Thanks are due to the team, Derek Buckle, Martin 
Josten, John Kentish, Iona Pawson, and Howard Pollitt, for their excellent 
work in keeping us all alive, to Mongolian Expeditions for handling the 
logistics en route, to the Eagle Ski Club for supporting the expedition and 
to the Alpine Club for maps of the area.

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 
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attempts, finally, for the first time, an 8000-metre peak in Pakistan and 
the Karakoram had been summited in winter. Time had again been of the 
essence, the expedition taking only 22 days and exploiting a very short 
good weather window of just 30 hours.

In all three of these winter expeditions the decisive factors were speed 
and tactics, and a very lightweight and small team. I believe that this is 
the way in which, given the changed climate of the third millennium, it is 
possible to increase the chances of success of a winter expedition. Alpine 
style, or at least a light and fast style, must now be seen as the inevitable 
way to climb a mountain by new routes and in new seasons. The classical 
way and the heavy style will always be there as alternative and proven 
methods of climbing, but I hope that their use will be limited to commercial 
expeditions and on normal routes during the traditional seasons when most 
expeditions take place; people do have the right to climb way they want.

So up and down Gasherbrum II in six days should be viewed more as 
an invitation than a simple result. There are already alpinists who regularly 
climb in a ‘modern’ and light way – I think immediately of Alberto Iñur-
rategi and his team, also Mick Fowler, Steve House, Ueli Steck and Marko 
Prezelj – and I hope that together we will be able to influence other teams 
to attempt similar high altitude climbs in winter and in an exploratory style. 

On GII we were lucky. To survive an avalanche such as the one that 
caught us on descent was really a half miracle. We were swept 150 metres 
and partially buried. But I am not aware of great adventures that are not 
also kissed by a favourable star.  We were simply no exception.

Quickly analysing the numbers of the expedition: we were three climbers, 
three high camps (5100m, 6450m, 6820m), eight-and-a half hours between 
the last camp and the summit and four-and-a half hours to return to the 
small tent.  Three days of descent with snow often up to the stomach and 
visibility of no more than three to four metres. More than 10 falls into 
crevasses, an avalanche, five consecutive nights at high altitude for the 
summit push and return. Thirty hours of favourable weather (1 February 
and a half day on the 2nd). Minus 57C the coldest temperature recorded. 
No oxygen, no high altitude sherpas, one helicopter used for 1.5 hours in 
order to reach base camp instead of some 200 porters for a 15-day round 
trip, which would have had a greater environmental impact than the use 
of the helicopter (consider the physiological costs as well as a litre of kero-
sene burned per person per day of trekking, plus the risk of frostbite or the 
impossibility to walk due to snowfall).

I must of course mention Karl Gabl, our infallible meteorologist in 
Austria, whose forecasts proved accurate despite all the uncertainties. We 
trusted him 100 percent, accepted our own responsibilities and went for 
it – via the Normal Route up the south-west ridge. We climbed the first two 
days in horrible weather. It could have been suicide if the forecast had 
been wrong for 1 and 2 February. Instead, the promised 30 hours of good 
weather came true. Our tactic was based on that prediction, which turned 
into reality. Karl has advised me since 2003 and never given me a wrong 

52. Simone Moro at 7800 metres on the first winter ascent of Gasherbrum II 
(8035m) via the Normal Route up the south-west ridge in January-February 
2011. Gasherbrum I (8068m) in the background.
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forecast. The internet allowed us to communicate and also to tell of our 
adventure and its significance.

Denis and Cory were perfect. Denis as usual lived up to what I have 
come to expect of him from past expeditions, sharing fully in our efforts 
and decisions. Cory was able to adapt, listen to our experiences and put 
his personal capacities at the service of the common objective. He was 
amazing, working as photographer and cameraman with a reflex camera 
and several lenses right up to the summit. For my part, I tried to organise 
the logistics and the expedition as a whole based on efficiency and a good 
atmosphere. These two aspects are indispensable to every expedition, 
knowing where it is good to save energy and where, on the contrary, one 
should not save if one wants to return from the summit with all fingers and 
toes and without suffering too much from hunger or exhaustion.

As I write, two expeditions are still at base camp and fighting against bad 
weather and cold. I hope they can share the virtual podium of first winter 
ascents in the Karakoram. I wish them a window of good weather and light 
winds.1 My wish for the whole world of alpinism is that our climb gives 
even more energy and motivation to resume great winter climbs. I have 
been inspired by the great Kukuczka and Wielicki. I hope, perhaps lacking 
some modesty, my comrades and I have added a little more incentive to 
this ‘cold alpinism’ so that it can find again the drive and enthusiasm of 
those glory days.

With grateful thanks to Marco Onida for translation.

1 Louis Rousseau (Canada) and Gerfried Göschl (Austria) reached 7050m on the Standard Route on Gasherbrum I 
(8068m) south face  in mid-March 2011 before being turned back by 80kph winds.

53. On the summit of Gasherbrum II on 2 February 2011, left to right, Denis 
Urubko (Kazakh), Simone Moro (Italian), and Cory Richards (American).

The first time I heard of Saser Kangri II was in the summer of 2009. 
My friend Mark Richey was due to embark for the mountain in a few 

weeks time and I joined him on a training hike up our local hill, Mount 
Washington. It was pouring with rain but Mark was psyched. He had 
recruited a great team of friends – Steve Swenson, Jim Lowther, and Mark 
Wilford – to attempt the mountain. At 7518m, Saser Kangri II was the 
second highest unclimbed mountain in the world. 

Things didn’t go so well and Mark returned that October muttering about 
impenetrable ice and bivvi ledges that were all too short. It didn’t take long 
before his enthusiasm crept back into the conversation. Mark invited me 
to join him and Swenson for a rematch in 2011. To further incentivize my 
decision and spice up the doldrums of base camp, Mark suggested that my 
wife, Janet, form a women’s team to join us and attempt some 6000m rock 
peaks in the area. After that I really had no choice. Janet had recruited two 

54. The south-west face of Saser Kangri II, eastern Karakoram, showing line of first 
ascent. X marks 2009 highpoint. (Freddie Wilkinson)


