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YANNICK GRAZIANI

Life Wish
Ten days on the South Face of Annapurna
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We left for Nepal on 15 August, feeling good to be starting our adven-
ture at last – a scary prospect, of course, but we were in very good 

shape; we were ready. The previous summer had been tough in the Alps – 
as guides Stéphane and I had been kept very busy. This summer had been 
great too, with days and days of good weather, so we couldn’t really stop 
climbing.

But now we were on our way – this would be my third time on 
Annapurna: the first was in 2000 with Christian Trommsdorff and Patrick 
Wagnon, the second in 2010 with Stéphane Benoist.

This time we decided not to 
set up a base camp but to use 
the lodge at the Annapurna 
Sanctuary, so the logistics in 
Kathmandu were easy and fast 
and after just two days of organ-
isation we took the local bus to 
Pokhara, where we hired a jeep 
and five porters.

We soon became immersed 
in the wild and beautiful 
hills of Nepal. For us it was 
pure delight to trek into the 
Annapurna Sanctuary again. 
Our plan was simple. First we 
would camp in the valley that 
leads to Annapurna 3. Here on 
the eastern edge of the Sanc-
tuary we found a fine un-named 
peak marked on the map at 
6505m, which we would use 
to acclimatise. We climbed a 
prominent 700m couloir on the 
south-west flank and spent two 
nights on the summit.

After a month’s training we 
left on 16 October and headed 

up to the huge South Face of Annapurna and set up camp at 5000m. For 
the past month we had talked endlessly about our route: which line to take, 
what equipment, how long would it take, but now, walking through the 
glacier, wrapped in fog on the five hour approach to the foot of the wall you 
had time alone with your thoughts.

Next day in the early morning darkness we ploughed our way through 
deep snow to the start of the climbing. Exhausting exercise. . . The South 
Face of Annapurna is very impressive, a massive, steep wall without even 
a square metre of level space. In the afternoon cloud we settled into our 
small but comfortable tent. We talked about the coming days – the forecast 
seemed to be a bit more unsettled than expected. 

We decided to start early and climb to 6700m where we knew, from our 
previous attempt in 2010, we could dig a half-metre wide ledge in a cornice 
sheltered beneath the spur of the Japanese Pillar that dropped straight from 
the central summit. I was impatient; I wanted to climb fast to avoid the 
heat of the day with its stonefall and avalanches. We found our cornice 

The massive south face of 
Annapurna. See page 296 for 
the route taken by Benoist and 
Graziani. (Yannick Graziani)
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and dug an uncomfortable but magical bivvy site – we would stay there for 
three nights. . .

The reason was simple: the weather had turned and moving onto that 
vertical face in those afternoon snow-squalls would have been pure suicide 
and no climber is suicidal – daring to climb is a life-wish not a death-wish. 
So it was early in the morning of the 20th before we set out again. Hours of 
very steep climbing brought us to the yellow rock band. It was 2pm when 
we reached the crux, Stéphane moving perfectly on unprotected, thin, 
vertical ice pitches, me looking on as if I were at the theatre! Stéphane, you 
are a great climber. 

Darkness called a halt and forced us to improvise a bivouac on a small 
ledge at 7100m without the tent. I had a dead mattress, killed by a small 
hole. Hell, I would (literally) freeze my ass off for the rest of the climb. 

Actually the night was OK, and the sun came onto us early that morning, 
so we melted some ice for tea and started to climb. October 22 was a perfect 
day, such a day you remember for a long time. A stick of ice in the yellow 
rock gave us a hard, natural line to follow. In the middle of the rock band 
there is a big black roof which we avoided by climbing vertical waterfall 
ice. 

Then we carried on to what we thought should be our last bivouac, at 

Yannick Graziani on the acclimatisation climb, Peak 6505m. (Stéphane Benoist)
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7450m, directly above the dihedral 
on the spur coming down from the 
summit. 

Next morning we took for ever to 
get going – I almost lost my satel-
lite phone and Stéphane lost a few 
hours finding the way. We realised 
we were too far left – a dead end. We 
moved back right and after a last, very 
technical pitch we reached our final 
bivouac at around 7600m. We were 
now at the top of the rock band and 
knew the most difficult climbing was 
behind us. 

We stood on the summit of 
Annapurna at 11am on 24 October. 
It was my birthday and I was with 

my old friend from St. 
Jeannet (that magnifi-
cent limestone cliff above 
Nice) with whom I had 
started climbing at the 
age of 15! 

We spent half-an-hour 
on the summit, anxiety 
growing with the reali-
sation of our remoteness 
and vulnerability. We 
were exhausted, we had 
to descend – and quickly. 

Back at our high 
camp we spent the night trying to recover from the day, cooking soup and 
drinking water. The wind had picked up – 100kph and snow was forecast. 
I felt uneasy and went out into the night a few times to organize ropes, 
pitons, slings, ready for an early start next morning. I froze my ass off 
again, of course. 

The idea was to abseil to our first bivouac at 6100m, a long way. 
Stéphane began to feel weak, moving slowly – nine days of continuous 
effort had begun to take its toll. I would have to manage the descent for 
both of us, it was a question of life or death. Everything I had planned and 
done the previous night was ‘pre-organised’ in my mind; I felt strange as if 

Above: Acclimatisation camp on Peak 
6505m, looking over Gandarbha Chuli 
(6248m), climbed in Spring 2013, to 
Machapuchare (6993m). On this day 
Ueli Steck completed his remarkable 
solo on Annapurna’s south face.  
Left: A fine ice pitch in the 700m gully. 
(Stéphane Benoist)

Setting out for the face on 16 October. (Stéphane Benoist)

How it is done these days. Graziani at 7000m, Day 5. 
(Stéphane Benoist)
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someone else was taking control of me, not due to altitude but just because 
I had switched into survival mode. 

We decided not to stop at the foot of the rock band but continued down 
into the night. We were lucky; the bad weather did not materialise and at 
2 or 3am we stopped to rest at our first bivouac site. Our headtorches had 
run out some time before and I had had to rig the abseils by the light of our 
stove, so now we had no gas. But I knew we would stay alive and reach 
safety the following day. What I didn’t know was that my partner was 
suffering from severe pneumonia and frostbite. 

Next day, 26 October, we reached our advanced base camp after a pain-
fully slow descent from the bergschrund. I was in a bad way, but Stéphane 
was much worse. I realised we would need rescue. We were at 5000m, 
cold, down to half a cartridge of Gaz and a few biscuits, waiting for a 
helicopter to grab us from the foot of the face – damn! I hate helicopters. . .

Two days later, as we flew back to Kathmandu, I stared out of the 
window at the great Himalaya and in that noisy machine I gradually 
returned to a normal state of mind, dropped all my emotions, thought of 
myself, only of me, and all my natural feelings came back.

Returning to Europe after the climb was not a piece of cake. We were 
both suffering from frostbite: mine wasn’t serious but Stéphane spent a lot 
of time in hospital recovering from serious frost injuries to his feet and the 
fingers of his right hand.

Climbing in the biggest mountains in the world is not without danger but 
the physical integrity of the climber must be respected, so our success was 

Above and below: Graziani tackles the ice cascade, still two days from the summit. 
(Stéphane Benoist)

Approaching the final bivouac. (Stéphane Benoist)
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Tharang I
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only half complete.
Annapurna, the goddess of 

fertility, is behind us now and life 
goes on; Stéphane is living in Nice 
and I am back in Chamonix. But 
the cold is over now, spring is here 
tomorrow and with it all the renewal 
that comes with the sun’s warmth. 
Life is full of good things. . .

Acknowledgements: Many thanks 
to J. B. Gurung from the Annapurna 
Sanctuary Lodge and to the pilots of 
Simrik Air who brought us to safety.

Summary: A personal account of 
an alpine-style ascent of the South 
Face of Annapurna, by Yannick 
Graziani and Stéphane Benoist,  
16 - 26 October 2013.

Graziani approaches the summit. (Stéphane Benoist)

Left: Benoist, top, and Graziani on 
the summit of Annapurna, 11am, 24 
October, 2013.

How beautiful, yet how worrying to emerge from my pit to a vista of 
snow covered valleys and the rocky peaks of yesterday now painted 

white with heavy windslab.
Our night at 3300m, in a charming farmstead, had been sleepless, 

filled with thunder, flashes of light through the bedroom window and the 
constant scuttling of resident rodents in the wall cavity next to my pillow. 
But worse than all this, the new snow would make reaching our objective, 
in this beautiful corner of the Indian Himalaya, all the more arduous and 
punishing.

We’d reached Urgos after a 26 kilometre hike with supplies from Udaipur 
(2700m), a beautiful journey through the river gorge and valley, with our 
brollies up and regular tea stops, a perfect acclimatisation day. Urgos 
welcomed us, as with all the places on our travels so far, with open arms, 
dry floor space in a friendly farmhouse, hot tea and homemade fodder. 

Tharang I. The British Route takes the right-hand skyline. (Mark Thomas)


