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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)
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crackerjack partners, Emilie Drinkwater and Kirsten Kramer, to join her. 
Over eight years of dating and climbing together, Janet and I have slowly 
perfected an approach that works for us on expeditions: we travel and share 
base camp, but prefer to climb in separate teams, usually with partners of 
the same sex. This relieves a lot of the pressure a major alpine expedition 
can put on a relationship and frees us up to genuinely enjoy each other’s 
company along the way. 

We arrived in Delhi at the beginning of July. After paying the necessary 
visit to the Indian Mountaineering Foundation we flew on to Leh, gateway 
to the eastern Karakoram. Owing to the arcane nature of IMF bureauc-
racy, a joint permit is required of any mountaineering team desiring to 
visit the Eastern Karakoram. This means that for every foreign climber, 
an Indian national must be listed on the paperwork. There are two solu-
tions: join forces with a group of Indian mountaineers or hire your Indians. 
Since we didn’t know any local climbers our trekking agent and logistical 
maverick Chewang Motup of Rimo Expeditions had arranged for six hardy 
Ladakhi guides to join our team.

From Leh it was a day’s jeep ride over the Kardung La to reach the Nubra 
valley. Once an idyllic and isolated passage connecting South Asia to the 
Karakoram pass and the trade routes of central Asia, Nubra has been trans-
formed by the conflict between India and Pakistan over the nearby Siachen 

glacier into a bustling centre of army depots, heliports, and truck convoys. 
Were it not for this conflict and peculiar wrinkle of history in 1985, Saser 
Kangri would never have made it unclimbed into the 21st century.

***

The Saser group is the easternmost massif among the 7000-metre moun-
tains in the Karakoram. Just to the south lies the Nubra valley, which 
drains the 43-mile long Siachen glacier, the largest glacier in the entire 
Karakoram and territory fiercely held by India as part of the larger regional 
conflict over Kashmir. 

After Pakistan and India fought an open war in 1970, a ceasefire was 
negotiated in Simla in 1972. The two countries agreed to maintain a Line of 
Control between their hostile armies. The line was carefully surveyed and 
recorded from the south to north to a point northeast of Srinagar, where 
the survey commission deemed the mountains beyond to be impassable. 
From this coordinate point, designated NJ9842, the two nations agreed to 
an arbitrary line running ‘thence north to the glaciers’, presumably until it 
reached the Chinese frontier. 

In the mid-1970s the government of Pakistan began issuing permits to 
mountaineering expeditions to visit the Siachen glacier. The Indian mili-
tary soon caught wind and sent its own mountaineering expeditions to the 

55. Mark Richey on the first ascent of Tsok Kangri (6550m) – tackled via a 600m gully 
with difficulties up to WI4. (Freddie Wilkinson)

56. Steve Swenson and Mark Richey follow Freddie Wilkinson’s lead on the summit ridge 
of Tsok Kangri. (Freddie Wilkinson)
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region, even going so far as to claim the first ascents of several mountains 
that had previously been ascended by Japanese teams who approached the 
Siachen over the Blifond La with Pakistani support. Tensions simmered 
until 1984. Then word reached the Indians that Pakistan had issued a 
permit to yet another Japanese expedition to attempt Rimo I, a 7300-metre 
mountain located below the Siachen glacier, 30 miles farther to the east. 
This, the Indian government felt, was a step too far. That April, Indian 
Armed Forces launched Operation Meghdoot and preemptively seized the 
Siachen glacier by military force. 

The next year the Indo-Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) organized a joint 
expedition with five Japanese climbers to make the first ascent of Saser 
Kangri II. Fifty miles upvalley, firefights flared as the Pakistanis unsuc-
cessfully tried to dislodge the Indian commandos holding the Bilifond La 
and the Sia La, two critical passes on the rim of the Siachen basin. As the 
conflict deepened, success on Saser Kangri II meant much more to the 
Indians than bragging rights – it became a vehicle to buttress their country’s 
territorial claims. This was alpinism for political purpose, or ‘oropolitics’, 
as the mountain historian Joydeep Sircar termed it in Himalaya Sameeksha.

By the end of August, the ITBP had established four camps on a circui-
tous route up the mountain’s north-west face. The line included a crux 
rock gully that demanded more than 1100m of fixed rope. On 30 August 
a group of four climbers carried loads up the rock gully to stock camp III. 
Returning to camp I, one member of the party, Tsering Angchuk, briefly 
detached from the fixed lines to retrieve a pair of goggles he had dropped 
earlier in the climb. 

In an official report, Hukam Singh, Commandant in the ITBP and 

leader of the expedition, wrote: ‘Tsering Angchuk had barely moved a few 
paces away from the fixed rope; he slipped to his death over a vertical rock 
face within seconds.’ Angchuk’s broken body was recovered and all team 
members retreated to advance basecamp for three days of rest. The poor 
weather suddenly stabilized on 3 September, catching the team off guard, 
and they hurried back up the mountain ‘with renewed zeal’, according to 
the report. Four days later, six climbers—five Indians and one Japanese—
left camp IV for the summit. Two turned back, but the remaining four 
pressed on through a final rock band that consumed one of their climbing 
ropes and most of the afternoon. 

‘Precisely at 5.30pm,’ Commandant Singh wrote, ‘all four of them 
stepped on the hitherto virgin summit of Saser Kangri II (west).’ 

On the books, Saser Kangri II had been climbed. But had it? 
Singh’s qualifier—

the top of SKII ‘west’ – 
cited a hitherto undoc-
umented summit. A 
note from the editors of 
the Himalayan Journal 
at the end of the article 
explained: ‘The peak is 
marked by a point on 
the eastern end of an 
almost one-kilometre-
long summit plateau. 
The western end of the 
plateau is also reported 
by this expedition to be 
of the similar height. 
It is felt, after study of 
available photographs 
and maps, that perhaps Saser Kangri II has two peaks, west and east.’

To cover up the fact that they had failed to reach the highest point of 
the summit ridge, Hukam Singh simply invented another mountain. Later, 
Indian military maps would denote the western end of SKII’s summit ridge 
as being three contour lines, or 60 to 80m, lower than the east summit. 
Subsequent surveys of the world’s highest mountains would cite ‘Saser 
Kangri II East’ as the 49th highest mountain in the world, labelling it 
unclimbed. Most lists don’t bother to include Saser Kangri II West as an 
independent mountain.

***

We were grateful to leave the noise and dust behind as we set off on the 
three-day approach march up the Sakang Lumpa gorge. Rising 2500m in 
less than 15 miles, the hike was a spectacular transition into the mountains. 

57. Mark Richey approaching the summit of Tsok Kangri. (Freddie Wilkinson)

58. Janet Wilkinson fits crampons at the base of a 6100m 
spire, climbed for the first time with husband Freddie and 
named by the them as Saser Linga. (Freddie Wilkinson)
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Our first night in 
basecamp, Mark uncorked 
a bottle of whisky and 
poured six glasses. ‘I’d like 
to wish everyone a safe 
and successful expedition,’ 
he said, raising his glass. 
‘And I’d like to quote a 
famous climber, Roger 

Baxter-Jones, who said, “We go to the mountains and do three things – we 
come back alive, we come back friends, and we go to the top. And in that 
order.”’ 

During the 2009 expedition, Mark, Steve and crew had pioneered an 
approach to the South Schukpa glacier by way of a previously untravelled 
6000m pass. All in all, it was about 10 miles from our basecamp to reach 
the foot of the south face of Saser Kangri II, and much of that terrain was 
snowy glacier. In 2009 the team had slogged across this route a half dozen 
times; in 2011 we brought skis – a decision that proved critical.

The south face of Saser Kangri II is concave and defined by a massive 
couloir that divides the mountain, the true summit being located on the 
eastern (right-hand) end of the summit ridge. Our line of ascent would 
follow the right margin of the couloir before breaking right through a rock-
band to reach a snow ramp that slices through the steep granite walls of the 

upper mountain. During the 2009 attempt, locating adequate bivvi ledges 
had been a major problem. For 2011, Mark came prepared with several 
ultra-light hammocks he had designed to catch snow and debris to widen 
the ledges. 

Our original plan was to acclimatise by climbing up the lower half of 
the route to test conditions and perhaps install a bivvi ledge just below the 
rock-band. However, the July heat foiled our plan: rockfall and avalanches 
flushed down the couloir incessantly and we bailed from only eight pitches 
up. With nothing to do until temperatures got colder, we decided to focus 
our attention on the myriad attractive 6000m peaks in the area. First, Mark, 
Steve and I bagged a 6500m peak we dubbed Tsok Kangri via a spectac-
ular 600m gully with 
difficulties to WI 4+. 
The next week, Kirsten 
Kramer and Emilie 
Drinkwater climbed a 
6300m mountain they 
would name Pumo 
Kangri (WI 2). The 
next day, Janet and 
I had a wonderful 
outing on a rock spire 
reaching 6100m just 
above our advanced 
basecamp we named 
Saser Linga (5.9+). 
Lastly, Mark, Janet, 
Emilie, Kirsten, and I 
romped up a 6600m snow peak, dubbed the Stegasaur, which Mark and co 
had attempted in 2009.

By the time the dust settled from all this activity it was the second week 
in August, and time to get down to business. Steve had been inexplicably 
brought down by a sinus infection. After a week recuperating in Nubra, 
however, he felt ready for action. 

We left our advance basecamp early on the morning of 21 August and 
re-climbed the eight easy pitches of snow to the ‘Launch Pad’, our high 
point from a month earlier. The next morning we set out at 2am to nego-
tiate the couloir in the coldest temperatures of the day. By early afternoon 
we had arrived at the rock-band, but were having a hard time locating 
anything remotely resembling a suitable bivvi spot. In a moment of inspira-
tion, I decided to continue in the hope of finding better terrain above. Two 
hours later we were above the rock-band, but still not finding anywhere 
inviting to spend the night. Mark’s hour had arrived.

‘No problem,’ he said. ‘I’ll turn this place into the Taj Mahal.’ In rapid 
succession, he deployed not one but two of his ice-hammock inventions. 
The main problem with constructing any bivvi site is always a lack of 

59. Janet Wilkinson on the 
spire of Saser Linga.  
(Freddie Wilkinson)

60. ‘Crackerjack climbers’ Emilie Drinkwater (left) and 
Kirsten Kramer at base camp. (Freddie Wilkinson)
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wall that we stomped on to pack down. Soon Mark was setting the second 
hammock on top of the first. Steve was oddly idle while we worked, and 
confessed to being a little more tired than usual. He busied himself melting 
water with the stove instead. By early evening we had constructed a ledge: 
if somewhat less than five-star accommodation it at least offered enough 
space for the three of us to lay down and get some rest. 

The next morning I led a half dozen or so pitches up the upper ramp. 
It was a perfect day and as the mountain unveiled its secrets we knew we 
were getting close. The highlight was undoubtedly the Escape Hatch, a 
short but interesting mixed pitch that exited us from the dead-end couloir 
we had been following and gave access to snow slopes we knew would lead 
to the summit ridge. The one thing we weren’t talking about was Steve’s 
condition. 

Next morning we left our bivvi tent anchored under a cosy rock over-
hang and struck out for the summit. Mark led three pitches on insecure 
sugar snow weaving between rock outcroppings. The weather was perfect, 
yet again. At the base of the summit ridge I took over and began the long, 
slow grind towards the top. Each step revealed more of the Karakoram’s 
incredible topography. I stopped about 100m short of the summit and told 
Mark to go first. From the beginning this had been Mark’s project, his 
inspiration, and I knew how much these last few steps meant to him. He 
plodded on, and then he stopped. Then he screamed: a wild, unintelligible 
cry, just raw energy. 

We returned to our high bivvi by late afternoon. With 30 rappels sepa-
rating us from the glacier, it was important to rest, rehydrate, and prepare 
for the descent next morning. But Steve’s condition, which had been a 
nagging background presence up until the summit, abruptly took centre 

61. Above: Janet Wilkinson on the summit ridge of a previously unclimbed 6600m peak 
named by the group as Stegosaur. (Freddie Wilkinson)

62. Below: Mark Richey and Steve Swenson follow Wilkinson’s lead on the lower slopes 
of Saser Kangri II. (Freddie Wilkinson)

63. Mark Richey approaches the ice chimney half way up the face of Saser 
Kangri II. (Freddie Wilkinson)

material. As Mark held each hammock open, I shovelled, chopped and 
occasionally clawed at every patch of snow and ice within reach and tossed 
it down to him. The ice hammock began to fill with the debris, forming a 
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stage. Over the course of our four-day ascent his infection had returned 
and migrated from his upper respiratory tract down into his lungs. Now, as 
we huddled in our bivvi tent at 7000m, lima bean-sized snots began to clog 
his trachea. When he lay down he couldn’t breathe. Only by sitting upright 
and constantly coughing could he cope.

Clouds swirled around next morning as we broke camp and prepared 
the first rappel. The task at hand was complicated by the fact that one of 
our ropes had been severely cut the day before: on every rappel we each 
were obliged to stop and pass a knot to continue the full 60m. Since most 
of the terrain we were descending was moderate ice, it should’ve been easy 
to find a stance to un-weight the rope and pass the knot. But Steve strug-
gled. We explained to him to first tie and clip into a slackened ‘Jesus knot,’ 
then unclip his Reverso and re-attach it below the break. About six rappels 
down, I looked up to see the horrifying sight of Steve standing completely 
untethered as he laboriously tried to re-thread his rappel device below the 
knot. We chastised him for the lapse but it was obvious Steve was not his 
usual, thoughtful self.

Mark took over leading the rappels halfway down. Then, as we slowly 
made our way off the mountain that afternoon, a barrage of rockfall poured 
down the couloir, catching us in the open, all attached to a single ice screw.

We skied into advance basecamp late that night. It felt less like a trium-
phant victory than the end of a forced march. Mark and I quickly passed 
into deep, dreamless sleep – only to be awoken sometime after 3am by 
Steve, whose infection had now reached dire straits. 

‘I’m having trouble breathing,’ Steve said. ‘I’m getting scared. This feels 
really serious.’

Steve couldn’t lie down without breaking into a coughing fit. And when 
he coughed the snot from his lungs clogged his trachea and he couldn’t 
breathe. He appeared to be about to asphyxiate. Soon he stopped talking 
altogether. We called his doctor on the satellite phone. We handed Steve a 

pen and notebook. He wrote: If I try to hack this stuff up could I choke to death? 
‘Yes,’ said the doctor. ‘That’s a possibility.’
As the morning light seeped onto the South Schukpa glacier, Mark and I 

took turns caring for Steve and hitting the satellite phone, calling a string of 
contacts we hoped might expedite a helicopter evacuation. We knew that 
the Indian Army maintained a squadron of Lama high-altitude helicopters 
to resupply positions on the Siachen glacier. It should have been a simple 
matter of getting the mission approved by the right people within the mili-
tary chain of command, but in India getting permission for anything is 
never simple. Meanwhile, with the help of several of our Ladakhi climbing-
sherpas who had met us at ABC, we walked Steve around in circles, built 
him a recliner chair of snow and skis so that he could more comfortably 
rest upright, and carefully fed him mugs of lukewarm tea.

‘Someone here wants 
to talk to you,’ Chewang 
Motup of Rimo Expedi-
tions told Mark when we 
finally got through to him 
in Leh. Mark’s weather-
worn face cracked into an 
unexpected smile when 
he heard the voice on the 
other end of the phone. 
It was his wife Teresa. 
After rendezvousing with 
Janet, Kirstin, and Emilie 
in Delhi, she had travelled 
on to Leh to meet us at the 
end of our expedition.

‘If there’s one person who can make this helicopter happen for us, it’s 
my wife,’ Mark said. 

Late afternoon we heard the distant thump of a helicopter, dispatched 
courtesy of the Siachen Pioneers Squadron. ‘Your limo is here,’ Mark said, 
turning to Steve, his face awash with relief. 

A minute later Steve Swenson was gone (to make a quick recovery in 
Leh) and the valley returned to stillness.

Summary: An account of the first ascent of Saser Kangri II (7518m) – and 
other climbs – in the Indian Karakoram by Mark Richey, Steve Swenson 
and Freddie Wilkinson. The Old Breed, SKII south-west face, 1700m, WI4, 
M3; 21-24 August 2011. The ascent was recognised with a Piolet d’Or at 
the 2012 award ceremony in Chamonix.

Acknowledgements: Heartfelt thanks to the brave pilots of the Siachen 
Pioneers Squadron and everyone who helped with the evacuation of Steve 
Swenson.

64. Steve Swenson on the summit ridge of Saser Kangri II. The long receding 
glacier is the North Shukpa Kungchang. (Freddie Wilkinson)

65. Mark Richey, Steve Swenson and Freddie 
Wilkinson on the summit of Saser Kangri II (7518m).  
(Freddie Wilkinson)


