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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)
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The people here are so 
generous and caring, 
with nothing but smiles 
and curiosity.

We pack our kit and 
begin trail-breaking up 
to Sukto. The going is 
wet, marred by land-
slides and torrents; the 
rain and snow continues 
through the morning 
toil. At Sukto we are 
ushered into a farm-
house, where we dry 
our souls and warm our 
hearts on sweet tea and 
hospitality beyond all 
expectations.

After much debate 
about the approach up 

the valley to Base Camp, we decide to set off in the early afternoon and 
hope for a break in the weather. The mules make light work of the heavy 
loads and after just a few hours we arrive at our base for the next few weeks. 
What should be a lush oasis of green resembles an Arctic wilderness!

Too wet and too tired to set up individual tents, we pile into the mess 
tent and bed down for the night, buzzing with excitement. Daybreak brings 
blue skies, deep snow and a view up the valley towards our unclimbed 
peak, totally awesome!

After a brisk scoff and brew we pack extra gear to set up an advance 
camp. With a skip in our stride, we begin trail-breaking and load carrying 
and by midday are at a good site for camp 1 at 4300m. It hasn’t been plain 
sailing – there was a bad gully, with a massive risk of stonefall, where two 
lateral moraines met. We named it the ‘gully of doom’ and fixed lines there 
to speed our passage. I leave the team to set up the tents and return to base, 
while I continue up to the snout of the glacier to recce and put a track into 
camp 2. The going is tough, hot and sweaty, breaking through the crust 
into the boulders beneath, snow up to my waist. I am rewarded with an 
excellent site for camp 2 and a clear view of the peak we would climb and 
name Tharang Fang (5490m). Slip-sliding and tumbling back down past 
camp 1, I arrive back at base camp late in the evening, damp and tired, but 
full of excitement while Navim, our chef, feeds me endless quantities of 
sweet tea and chapattis.

What an amazing existence. For the next five days life mainly consists of 
eating, sleeping and ferrying loads, establishing camps 1, 2 and 3 (5450m) 
on the glacier below the unclimbed Tharang 1 (6066m). Some of the 
crevasses en route are a little fragile and worrying in the afternoon heat, 
whilst the west face looks like it could shed its load of snow at any moment. 
Camp 3, Summit Camp, is in a remarkable location, but its surrounding 
slopes pose a threat from deep, fresh snow and most corridors are barred 
by hanging seracs.

On 24 September 2012, Robin, Simon, Steve, Richie, Jacob, Luke and 
myself, move up from camp 2 to camp 3 and prepare for summit day. The 
plan is for myself to attempt the west ridge of Tharang 1, with the two 
stronger and technically able climbers, Steve and Richie, whilst the others 
wait and rest for an attempt the following day. Our night at camp 3 is 
uncomfortable and sleepless. Robin becomes very ill and all night I worry 
for his wellbeing during the long, cold night. At 2am Simon, the expedition 
doctor, and I agree that Robin must be evacuated to the nearest hospital. 

At 3am, Richie, Steve 
and I head off into the 
unknown. Not much is 
said. We climb towards 
the west col, casting 
thoughtful eyes on what 
seems a formidable peak. 
The night is still, the sky 
a canvas of stars, our 
feelings confused: excite-
ment, fear, fascination. 
The desire for adven-
ture drives us upwards, 
across the gaping jaws 
of the bergschrund and 
the next five pitches of 
ice climbing. At last, the 
sky glows a tint of red 
and the rising sun burns away all anguish and doubt. After four hours of 
front-pointing and pitching, we reach the col and pause for a moment, the 
first stop in a long while, to take in the beauty of our views to the south, 
very cool!

The west ridge bristles with rocks and needles, but soon broadens out. A 
tiring and vulnerable ridge of deep snow sweeps up ahead of us– but will 
it actually hold us all onto the mountain, or slide off into the abyss of the 
South Face below us? We climb slowly and gingerly, the effects of altitude 
making our progress slow and lethargic. Suddenly our senses are sharp-
ened by the terrifying sound of a ‘whoof’ beneath our feet. In a dizziness of 
confusion, it seems we are still attached to the ridge – a warning perhaps. 
The will to push on overwhelms us but after only a few more minutes, 

The slog to high camp, 
Tharang beyond. (Richie 
Mockler)

Mark Thomas belays Steve Birch. (Richie Mockler)
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another heart stopping movement 
of the snowpack alerts us to the 
acute danger we are in – the ridge 
is about to avalanche. I recommend 
the boys stay put while I quickly 
run out all the rope and head for the 
crest of the ridge in the hope that if 
the south face avalanches I could at 
least counterbalance the others by 
jumping down the north face. After 
what seems an eternity, I reach the 
haven of a rocky spur and with relief 
bang in a monster cam! At that 
point it becomes clear how close 
we’d been to disaster, as I glance 
beneath my feet to see not only a 
fracture line across the south side 
of the ridge, but a one metre high 
crown wall on the north side, with 
the whole of the north face snow 
pack strewn across the route we’d 
taken in at 3 o’clock this morning.

We tackle the upper rock band, 
the climbing tricky and the way 
not obvious, but at least we are off 
that gnarly snow ridge. After many 

hours of mixed climbing, suddenly there is no more up! We all embrace on 
the tiny precipice, blown away with exhaustion and emotion.

All too soon I’m faced with the daunting task of descending the same, 
snowy ridge. The day is getting hot and we move slowly from fatigue. I 
keep the boys on the cam belay for as long as the rope allows and the ridge 
lets us off. I whisper a little 
‘thank you’ to the moun-
tain as we scramble down 
to the col. It’s getting really 
hot now and avalanches 
are popping out all around 
us. Long abseils from 
Abalakovs lead down the 
north side of the col to the 
bergschrund. 

Our approach track has 
been obliterated by the 
avalanche and we make 
our way over the debris 
as quickly as our physical 
state will allow. Summit 
camp is in sight and soon 
we are smothered by 
welcoming man-hugs from Jacob and Luke. We slump onto our packs and 
glance up at our mountain. It had held our fate in its hands, allowed us 
to learn its secrets and touch its soul, blessed us with a summit and a safe 
passage, and provided memories to cherish for a lifetime.

Tharang I (left) and the unclimbed Tharang II. (Richie Mockler)

An avalanche wipes out the team’s ascent 
tracks. (Richie Mockler)

On the loaded summit ridge which only just stayed put. 
(Richie Mockler)

A panorama of unclimbed peaks unfolds. (Richie Mockler)
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Across Tibet With a Broken Neck
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Summary: First ascent of Tharang I (6066m AD+) Mark Thomas, Steve 
Birch and Richie Mockler, 25 September 2012. The ‘British Route’ takes 
the west ridge from the west col. 

On 28 September, Mark, Claire, Paul and Simon also made the FA of 
‘Tharang Fang’ or ‘Vishal Dant’ (5490m) via the east ridge from camp 1. 

First ascent of Jasminka (5401m), a peak to the NE of Tharang Fang, by 
Mark Thomas (solo) via SW ridge, 2 October. Thomas left base camp at 5 
am and topped out at 12 noon. He describes the route as a beautiful climb 
on granite, PD+, III for the most part with a long pitch of AD, IV on the 
‘very airy’ summit block, 1700m of ascent.
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The view from the summit of Tharang I. (Richie Mockler)

Summit team: Steve Birch, 
Richie Mockler, Mark Thomas. 
(Richie Mockler)

Climbing is all about gambling. It’s not about sure things. It’s about 
challenging the impossible. – Chris Bonington

The road spiralled down through the scrunched up geological Swiss roll. 
The enormity of the landscape, barren and beautiful at the same time, 

was difficult to encompass and to accept. Colours, shades and textures 
folded into a canvas beyond comprehension. Small villages clung to the 
sides of mountains where in honesty only yetis and trolls should reside. 
Somewhere at the bottom of the valley, if you believed there was a bottom, 
were small fields of millet and a flock of sheep, guarded by a lonely shep-
herd armed with a sling. 

A forbidden alternative road towards the border, pointed out by our 
leader, faded into the cloud. It seemed like a hell of a road, but today 
excitement had faded.

Rob Creagh by Yamdruk Lake. (Piotr Szawarski)


