
T h e  A l p i n e  J o u r n A l  2 0 1 314

further away than ever as I descend into the night, facing in, kicking steps 
and slumping over my axes every few minutes. At 11pm we stumble over 
avalanche debris and small crevasses until an illuminated tent appears on 
a ledge at the foot of the buttress. Three high altitude porters emerge and 
embrace us. Incredibly, Ali has mobilised them from their beds in Skardu 
to camp I on Nanga Parbat in less than 48 hours. They can scarcely have 
stopped moving, let alone slept. We drink and eat and sleep.

Day 18: We descend the glacier to the Diamir basecamp. We have 
climbed the route of our lives and lived to drink a Czech beer in the 
sunshine.

Postscript: Lakhpa Rangdu was subsequently diagnosed with a broken 
bone in his ankle and Rick lost half a toe to frostbite.

Summary: An account of the first ascent of Nanga Parbat via the Mazeno 
Ridge in June-July 2012 by Sandy Allan and Rick Allen. The ascent was 
recognised with a Piolet d’Or at Chamonix in April 2013.
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Winter 2011-12 saw the Gasherbrums once again the focus of atten-
tion in the hard game of winter mountaineering at 8000 metres. 

The trio of Simone Moro, Cory Richards and Denis Urubko had opened 
the psychological door with their ascent of Gasherbrum II (8035m) in 
February 2011 – the first of the Karakoram 8000ers to be climbed in winter 
– and now two teams had their sights on Gasherbrum I (8068m).

A Polish team, led by the Himalayan veteran Artur Hajzer, was bound 
for the ‘normal route’, following the north-west facing Japanese couloir. 
Meanwhile the Austrian Gerfried Göschl, leading a small international 
team, was set on completing a new line on the south side; he had reached 
6650m there in March 2011. The fate of the two teams underlines the fine 
line climbers tread at high altitude in winter.

Artur Hajzer’s expedition was part of the ‘Polish Winter Himalaya 
2010 – 2015 Programme’, an initiative launched by Hajzer himself and the 

Gasherbrum I (8068m) (centre left) on the day of the Poles’ summit push.
(Agnieszka Bielecka)
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and responsible for communi-
cations and the team’s PR. 

Janusz Golab (44) was 
one of the most outstanding 
Polish climbers of the 1990s, 
acclaimed for the first winter 
ascent, and second overall, 
of Manitua, and the second 
ascent of Extreme Dream, both 
on the Grandes Jorasses. He 
also opened new routes on the 
west face of the Petit Dru, on 
Bear’s Tooth (Alaska), and 
on Nalumasortaq (Green-
land), as well as making the 
first winter ascent of Arch Wall 
on Norway’s Troll Wall. His 
Himalayan best was a new 
big wall line on the huge face 
of India’s Kedar Dome. Gash-
erbrum I was to be his first 
attempt at an eight thousander.

The two Pakistani climbers 
also brought a wealth of expe-
rience, both being 8000m 
summiteers. Ali Sadpara had twice accompanied Polish teams on winter 
expeditions while Shaheen Baig had twice acted as a high altitude porter 
for Simone Moro.

For Gasherbrum I, the team chose the normal route, through the Japa-
nese Couloir from the north-west. After a six-day trek from Askole via 
the Baltoro glacier they reached the basecamp on the Abruzzi glacier at 
5030m. Also in residence was the six-member international expedition led 
by Gerfried Göschl. In total, the Poles spent 55 days on the mountain, 
much of it confined to base and higher camps by variably bad weather. 
Only the granting of a 36-hour window enabled them to make a summit 
push. 

The initial mountain action started on 21 January with an attempt to 
establish the first camp, however difficult conditions on the icefall forced 
the climbers to drop loads after only a third of their planned distance. 
A second attempt was made on 26 January and the first camp set up at 
6000m. The next two weeks saw the route pushed up through camp II at 
6450m to Camp III at 7040m at the foot of the Japanese Couloir. 

Unfortunately Ali Sadpara sustained serious frostbite to his toes while 
setting up camp III and had to leave for Skardu for medical treatment. 
Agnieszka Bielecka stepped in for Sadpara and on 18 February she and 
Baig carried a further load to camp I. Meanwhile other team members 

Shaheen Baig in the Japanese Couloir. (Adam 
Bielecki)

Polish Alpine Association. The programme’s goal was to prepare a new 
generation of Polish climbers for winter ascents on the Karakoram eight-
thousanders. Operating under the auspices of Polish president Bronislaw 
Komorowski, it is financed by both the Ministry of Sport and Tourism and 
a group of private sponsors. 

Five other expeditions had already taken place under the programme: 
summer 2010 to Nanga Parbat, where three summited, the Elbrus Race 
in 2010 where Andrzej Bargiel set up a new speed ascent record, a winter 
2010/11 expedition to Broad Peak, and an expedition to Makalu in autumn 
2011, where again three people summited. 

For Gasherbrum I, Hajzer was accompanied by Agnieszka Bielecka, 
Adam Bielecki and Janusz Golab. The four set off from Poland at the end 
of December 2011 and were joined in Pakistan by Ali Sadpara and Shaheen 
Baig who had been employed as high altitude porters.

Artur Hajzer is a former climbing partner of the legendary Jerzy Kuku-
czka. Notable among his achievements are the opening of new routes on 
Manaslu, Shisha Pangma and Annapurna East. With Kukuczka he did 
the first winter ascent of Annapurna in 1987. He attempted the south face 
of Lhotse three times, reaching a high point of 8350m when teamed with 
Krzysztof Wielicki. His more recent Himalayan ascents are Dhaulagiri 
(2008), Nanga Parbat (2010) and Makalu (2011), all via standard routes. 
He has never used supplementary oxygen.

Adam Bielecki (28) started climbing at age 13 and four years later became 
a record holder for the youngest alpine style solo ascent of Khan Tengri 
(7010m). Experienced with more than 100 standard climbs in the Alps 
and the Tatras, as well as guiding on 6000m peaks, he summited Makalu, 
without bottled oxygen, on Hajzer’s 2011 expedition. Adam’s sister 
Agnieszka Bielecka (33) was to be basecamp manager of the GI expedition 

Janusz Golab in the Japanese Couloir. (Adam Bielecki)
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camp I on the afternoon of the 6th. Their intention for the next day was to 
rush on past camp II and directly to III. All went according to plan at first, 
however, after passing camp II at around 10am, very strong winds forced 
them to turn back, only 150m above the camp.

The four climbers had to settle for spending the night at camp II before 
attempting any further action. With Agnieszka Bielecka at basecamp 
continually updating the team on the three satellite forecasts, it appeared 
there might be a possibility for the weather opening to last longer – until 
around midday on the 9th. 

Tactical decisions made on this carefully weighed information were to 
prove crucial in the team’s success: Hajzer was to remain in back-up support 
at Camp II; Baig, Adam Bielecki and Golab were to make for Camp III as 
soon as possible on the next day in order to attempt the push during night 
of 8-9 March, thus allowing enough time to return before the weather was 
due to break down the following afternoon. The three climbers reached 
Camp III at 2pm; Baig helped set up the tent, then returned to join Hajzer 
at Camp II.

Adam Bielecki takes up 
the story: Around 3pm we 
were already well set up in our 
spacious tent. We boiled a lot 
of water for drinking and we 
managed to eat something. 
Right after that we took a 
nap covered together with one 
sleeping bag. Around 10pm we 
started preparations for setting 
off and at midnight sharp we 
started climbing. The night was 
beautifully cloudless, and the 
full moon gave enough light so 
we didn’t use our headlamps.

For the first time on the expe-
dition the force of the wind was lower than indicated by the forecast. But due to the 
temperature – about -35°C – we had to climb fast, a stop any longer than a couple of 
minutes was absolutely impossible. Frozen firn snow, and in some parts ice, enabled 
us to gain altitude quickly but involved a lot of concentration, particularly during 
descent, which was done largely on front points. 

The favourable conditions, notably the lack of avalanche threat, allowed us to 
aim directly towards the ridge, rather than following the rocks as is necessary in 
summer – and time consuming. By dawn we were not far from the summit ridge, 
on a 100-metre stretch of glassy ice that turned out to be the last obstacle on the way 
to the summit. 

I spent around eight minutes on the summit itself, mostly communicating with 
our basecamp via the radio and taking a few photographs. I was also – unfortu-
nately without success – searching for any traces of Gerfried’s international team.

Adam Bielecki on the summit of Gasherbrum I, his 
nose already showing signs of frostbite. (Adam 
Bielecki)

reinforced basecamp against forecast bad weather. The storm hit next day; 
wind speeds reached 120kph and for three days the climbers were engaged 
in a constant struggle for survival. Golab, inside his tent, was lifted four 
metres into the air and hurled down the moraine, suffering slight injuries; 
four tents were lost forever.

The team set off from basecamp once again on 25 February, hoping to 
make a summit bid during a weather window forecast for the 27th. However, 
strong winds above camp II halted their efforts at 6650m. During descent 
to basecamp Janusz Golab fell into a crevasse, sustaining injuries to his 
face and body. Thankfully, on examination at basecamp, Golab’s wounds 
proved less serious than they looked and healed over sufficiently for him 
to resume mountain action. But the expedition’s troubles were not over: 
soon after the retreat to basecamp, Shaheen Baig began to suffer from a 
severe peptic ulcer attack, and for another week wild weather kept the 
climbers in camp. When another violent storm struck on 4 March, Golab 
took the precaution of ‘sleeping’ in his harness, belayed to the moraine by 
ice screws.

With three independent weather forecasts showing a window opening 
for 8 March, both the Polish and international teams agreed to leave base-
camp on 6 March and try to summit, via their respective routes, on the 8th. 
Making an early start, Adam Bielecki, Golab, Hajzer and Baig reached 

Janusz Golab at camp III, the team’s high camp at 7040m. (Adam Bielecki)
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Ten minutes after news of the pair’s success was communicated from the 
summit to basecamp, Agnieszka Bielecka got a radio message from Gerf-
ried Göschl’s team to say they were camped about 300m below the summit 
and preparing to set off. Making the summit bid Göschl himself, Swiss 
aspirant guide Cedric Hahlen, and Nisar Hussain Sadpara, one of three 
professional Pakistani mountaineers to have climbed all five Karakoram 
8000ers. None of them was heard from or seen again.

Adam Bielecki and Janusz Golab had reached the 8068m top of 
Gasherbrum I at 8.30am on 9 March; their novel tactic for winter high altitude 
climbing of leaving camp at midnight had worked. But the weather window 
was about to close. They descended speedily but with great care, reaching 
camp III at 1pm, by which time the weather had seriously deteriorated. 
Pressing on, they arrived at Camp II at about 5pm, ‘slightly frostbitten and 

very happy’.
On 10 March all four 

members of the Polish 
team reached base-
camp; both summiteers 
were suffering from 
second-degree frostbite, 
Adam Bielecki to his 
nose and feet, Janusz 
Golab to his nose. With 
concern mounting for 
Göschl, Hahlen and 
Nisar Hussain, a rescue 
helicopter was called, 
however poor weather 
stalled any flights until 
the 15th when Askari 

Aviation was able to fly to 7000m and study the route. No trace of the 
three missing climbers could be seen.

The helicopter landed at basecamp and ferried Adam Bielecki and Golab 
to Skardu for treatment to their frostbite. The rest of the Polish expedition 
team left basecamp on 16 March and reached Skardu five days later. As 
this article was being prepared, the next stage of the Polish Alpine Club’s 
programme was underway, with another winter attempt on Broad Peak. 
Adam Bielecki was again on the team, led by another Himalayan veteran, 
Krzysztof Wielicki, with Artur Hajzer coordinating the expedition from 
Poland.

Summary: An account of the first winter ascent of Gasherbrum I (8068m). 
The successful expedition was led by Artur Hajzer, with Adam Bielecki 
and Janusz Golab reaching the summit on 9 March 2012 via the summer 
‘normal’ route of the Japanese Couloir. Hajzer (51) died on Gasherbrum I on 
7 July 2013.

The Polish Gasherbrum team.(Adam Bielecki)
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In August and September 2012 an Indo-British expedition attempted the south-
west face of Rimo III in the Indian East Karakoram. This area had remained closed 
to foreign expeditions for many years, and has a history of exploration dominated 
since the early 1980s by the world’s most significant high altitude conflict.

The team was unsuccessful on Rimo III but did make the first ascent of an 
unclimbed 6365m peak that they named Dunglung Kangri. The expedition 
included a resident artist. 

The following article is in three sections: an overview of the geography and history 
of the area, an account of the first ascent of Dunglung Kangri, and observations from 
Rachel Antill, the expedition artist.

Rachel Antill, Rimo III, 2012, watercolour, chinagraph crayon and pencil, 
25x12cm.


