
261
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Nepal 2017

The Hillary Step, whose shape was altered in the 2015 earthquake to become 
more of a staircase, a fact only officially acknowledged in 2018.

Nepal seems ever more divided into two mountain seasons, spring for 
mountaineering expeditions and autumn for trekking although a little 

of  each genre does filter through both. After the tragedy of  the earthquake 
in 2015, all mountaineering activities came to a halt, and by the autumn not 
only was the country still reeling from aftershocks but India had imposed 
a blockade of  Nepal and commodities were in short supply, again hamper-
ing tourism. However, 2016 proved to be a successful season and 2017 was  
eagerly awaited with high expectations by all in the Nepal mountain tour-
ism sector. It did not disappoint.

Everest hogged the headlines as far as the rest of  the world beyond climb-
ing was concerned. The 2017 season illustrated how people are highly 
motiv ated to get information into the public arena as quickly as possible, 
even via communication systems taken on the route. Commercial expedi-
tions are able to blow their own trumpets with expedition updates appear-
ing in almost real time. The majority of  information is, I believe, posted in 
good faith. Unfortunately the information is not always reliable or properly 
checked and some stories are hastily withdrawn or corrected.
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One of  the hot topics for 2017 was the Hillary Step. In 2016 there were no 
official reports of  the status of  this famous feature despite speculation it had 
been damaged in the earthquake. Before the 2017 season it was not men-
tioned in expedition briefings given by the tourism ministry and it appeared 
that there was a veil of  silence pulled across the whole situation. It was not 
until the end of  the 2018 season that it was acknowledged that the Hillary 
Step had fallen and is now a snow ramp: narrow, but not steep or technical.

Right of Passage
In recent years, fairly or unfairly, the ‘Himalayan mountaineering world’ 
has been split into two groups: those that sign up to commercial expe-
ditions; and those that climb independently organising their own trips. 
There are obviously huge skill differentials within and between both sectors.  
However, by 2017 it was evident that a third group is developing, one 
that can be dubbed the ‘following others’ group. These people are not on  
‘commercial’ expeditions but are in fact independent climbers or groups. 
Thirty years ago all the expedition members would pull together to get a 
route fixed. Some ‘independent’ expeditions rely on Sherpa route-fixers to 
get to the summit and make a safer and easier passage for others to follow. 
I have heard several of  these ‘independent’ climbers who failed on their 
objective use the excuse that the Sherpas ‘weren’t strong enough to get the 
ropes in,’ suggesting these ‘mountaineers’ didn’t have the required skills or 
energy to make their own passage to the summit.

2017 Expeditions
There was significant activity on many of  the 8,000ers across Nepal but 
all expeditions reported exceptionally high winds from late April onwards. 
Louis Rousseau, Adam Bielecki, Rick Allen and Felix Berg had plans for 
a new route on the northern side of  Cho Oyu but these came to an abrupt 
end when they were prevented from entering Tibet because of  Pakistani 
visas in their passports. The team switched to Annapurna but all agreed 
their adventure started badly with rushed planning, missed flights and  
finally lost baggage by the airline. Despite a good ‘adventure’ they failed to  
summit. Another Cho Oyu Expedition led by Di Gilbert also failed due  
to conditions on the route.

Kangchenjunga also witnessed expeditions hit by high winds. Simone 
Moro and Tamara Lunger tried a new route following the ‘Skyline Ridge’, 
5.5km and much of  it above 8,300m, but their expedition came to a pre-
mature end. Matt Du Puy, Chris Burke, Chris Warner, Lakpa Sherpa and 
Tshering Sherpa were forced to abandon their climb because, according to 
the Timaru Herald ‘the route to the summit had not been fully set and this 
was not known until the team were a few hundred metres from the summit, 
making it unsafe to continue.’ The Nepali female climbers Maya Sherpa, 
Dawa Yangzum Sherpa and Pasang Lhamu Sherpa Akita also failed on 
their Kangchenjunga attempt due to rope-fixing issues.

On Annapurna an Italian couple became the first couple to successfully 
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summit all 14 8,000ers. Romano Benet and Nives Meroi climbed without 
using the bottled oxygen. Meroi became the second woman to climb all 
the 8,000ers without supplementary oxygen after Gerlinde Kaltenbrunner  
succeeded in 2011. At least six Spanish climbers, including Alberto Zerain 
and Jonatan García were forced to abandon due to large avalanches and 
heavily crevassed areas on the Dutch route.

At least 255 foreign climbers from 35 countries had permits for Manaslu, 
the highest number of  permits ever issued for the mountain in a season. 
There were 46 Chinese, 39 Russians, 18 Spanish and 13 German climbers  
among other nationalities. The Basque climber Juan Ramon Madariaga 
Abaitua was on Manaslu leading a six-member team but the weather put 
an end to their efforts. A Hungarian extreme skier and mountaineer Peter 
Wetzl tried to summit and ski Manaslu. He was not using supplementary  
oxygen but again conditions defeated the expedition with a lot of  fresh  
snow and dangerous seracs.

Over on Makalu, Phil Crampton’s expedition was short of  the actual 
summit by about 10 or 15 vertical metres. All the Sherpas and the 25 climb-
ers present that summit day deemed the corniced ridge a little too fragile to 
continue those last few metres.

Dhaulagiri was busy in 2017, including an ascent from British climber Adele 
Pennington, but the Spaniard Carlos Soria Fontán missed out, his eighth failure 
on the peak. Now aged 79, he still has this peak and Shishapangma to complete 
his 14 8,000ers. (Ian Wall)
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Dhaulagiri also saw a lot of  activity with over 60 people on expedi-
tions during the season. The Indian Air Force successfully summited the 
mountain but tragically the guide Ang Nima Sherpa went missing from 
base camp. Guy Cotter and Dean Staples got their team to the summit on  
22 May 2017. Adele Pennington also made a safe summit round-trip.  
Peter Hamor had a successful season on Dhaulagiri. Spanish climber  
Carlos Soria Fontán, then aged 78, tried twice in September to summit  
including once by ‘going up the wrong couloir’. By the time they discov-
ered their mistake it was too late with conditions worsening. They didn’t get 
another chance as conditions continued to degrade thus ending his eighth 
attempt over nine years to summit.

The Nepal government issued 371 permits for Everest, of  which 70 
were permits carried over from 2014 and 2015. With at least one Sherpa or  
other high-altitude worker for every foreigner that meant approximately 
742 heading for the summit. Some of  these ascents would not have been 
recorded if  they were completed by Nepali staff. The final count during 
the last week of  May of  365 summits added to the 300 that had summited 
over the previous three weeks on both sides, making for a >600 summit  
season. The Icefall was prepared well in advance to lessen pressure but in 
fact fears of  overcrowding weren’t realised and the mountain was reasonably 
harmonious. Many teams acclimatised on nearby trekking peaks, especially 
Lobuche, to reduce the pressure and stress of  multiple passages through 
the Icefall. However, high winds from late April caused delay in setting the 
route on the upper slopes. Route setting was stalled due to fatigue and the 
need to spend additional time checking for rope damage due to high winds. 
At this point a Gurkha expedition along with their Sherpa guides completed 
the task in good harmony with the rope-fixing team.

The Everest season saw an extreme effort put into the recovery of  dead 
climbers from the mountain. Vladimir Štrba, a Slovak climber, was retrieved 
alive from above the Balcony, with one newspaper reporting he died before 
reaching the South Col, while Gautam Ghosh was retrieved from the South 
Col. The family of  Indian climber Ravi Kumar had insisted that his body 
was retrieved and taken back to India. This involved a complicated high- 
altitude recovery as his body was near the Balcony at about around 8,412m. 
It is estimated the recovery cost over $60,000 but there was little consider-
ation given for the safety of  the eight to 12 Sherpas who had to spend a few 
days at extreme altitude to execute this task. Others who perished chasing 
their dreams were 54-year-old Australian Francesco Enrico Marchetti and 
the 50-year-old American physician Roland Yearwood. It was reported that 
four bodies were found in a tent near the South Col. According to tourism 
official Durga Dutta Dhakal no group of  four had been reported missing. 
The facts surrounding these bodies are unclear.

On the north side the Chinese Mountaineering Association group tasked 
with rope-fixing withdrew their services at 8,300m due to conditions. An 
Indian expedition then stepped up to the mark and completed the task. The 
following day several Indian teenagers successfully reached the summit,  
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as did Lhakpa Sherpa who made the 
summit for the eighth time and the 
first from the north, a female record.

The young Spaniard Kilian Jornet  
established what is known as a FKT 
(fastest known time) to the sum-
mit of  Everest from base camp at 
5,100m in 26 hours, without sup-
plementary oxygen, fixed ropes or 
any form of  human support. Illness 
slowed him and prevented him from 
setting a record for the round-trip. 
Within a week, on 27 May, he tried 
again, this time leaving ABC and 
making the summit in 17 hours, just shy of  Christian Stangl’s record. The 
round-trip from ABC was completed in a stunning 29h 30m.

Mollie Hughes became the youngest Briton to summit from both sides 
and Andy Holzer became the second blind person to reach the summit. 
Kami Rita Sherpa summited for the 21st time in 2017, tying him with Apa 
and Phurba Tashi for most summits. (He would go on to break the record 
in 2018.) The main headline from this 2017 season was the tragic death of  
Ueli Steck the world famous alpinist and speed climber.

Steck was in the Western Cwm on Everest acclimatising for his expedi-
tion to climb the west ridge, descend the south-east ridge before completing 
the traverse across to climb Lhotse from which he would descend back to 
base camp. All this would be completed in his usual style, fast, solo and 
without protection. On the morning of  30 April 2017 he set off  for what 
was thought to be an acclimatisation climb on Nuptse. A young Nepali 
mountaineer Vinayak Jay Malla had seen a climber at around 7,100m on 
Nuptse early that morning but a little later heard the sound of  what he  
described as ‘something falling’. With a colleague he went to investigate 
and discovered Ueli Steck’s body at around 6,300m. It was reported that 
near to Steck’s body was a large rock covered in blood. One of  his crampons 
was missing and Steck appeared to have been climbing without a harness. 
Steck was estimated to have fallen 800m. His cremation took place during  
a three-hour ceremony at Tengboche monastery. Reinhold Messner suggest-
ed that Steck may have had his eye on the ‘Everest Horseshoe’, ascending 
the west ridge, descending the south-east ridge, traverse across to Lhotse 
summit before continuing along the ridge to Nuptse, an objective held in  
the minds of  many a world-class mountaineer. The challenge is still there 
to be completed.

There was a pair of  ice axes in Steck’s tent along with a light rope and 
various other pieces of  climbing equipment. Steck was well known for 
climbing ‘axe-less’, using adapted trekking poles instead if  he thought  
he could manage the difficulties in that style. A journalist asked Vinayak 
Malla what piece of  essential equipment he would  have taken to which 

Ueli Steck, who died in a fall from 
Nuptse in the spring of 2017.
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Malla dryly responded: ‘a climbing partner.’ There is no definitive conclu-
sion as to what caused Steck to fall. Vinayak was quoted as saying: ‘Perhaps 
we should think of  Steck as a bharal (blue sheep), who although the master 
of  their own terrain could fall for any number of  unexpected reasons.’

In the last few days of  2017, the 36-year-old Spanish mountaineer  
Alex Txikon returned to Nepal with Pakistan’s Muhammad Ali Sadpara  
to attempt Everest in winter without supplementary oxygen. This was Txi-
kon’s seventh winter expedition without supplementary oxygen. By 20 Jan-
uary it was reported that as part of  the acclimatisation cycle the team had 
climbed Pumori (7161m), a first winter ascent of  that mountain. However 
their attempt on the main objective failed due to extreme conditions. Sadly, 
his liaison officer Padam Jung Rai died as a result of  altitude sickness near 
Lobuche on the walk in.

One hundred permits were issued for Lhotse in 2017. Well known South 
Korean climber Sung-Taek Hong, the 51-year-old National Geographic  
explorer, said he made a final summit attempt on 20 November but failed 
due to strong winds.

Controversy is never far away when it comes to Everest. South African 
filmmaker Ryan Sean Davy tried to climb the peak without paying the 
$11,000 permit fee, without going through appropriate channels and avoid-
ing several other compulsory conditions. His excuse was he had no money, 
but on his own admission he had no real mountaineering experience either 
and added that he was motivated to help those climbers who got into dif-
ficulty and were not assisted by others. Tourism officials found him hiding 
near base camp in a cave. They may have saved his life. His passport was 
confiscated and he was ordered back to Kathmandu where he was fined, 
deported and banned from any form of  mountaineering activity in Nepal 
for 10 years.

A second climber, 49-year-old Polish economist Janusz Adam Adam-
ski, completed a traverse of  Everest via the North Col in Tibet and then 
descend ed the South Col route into Nepal. This is said to be the 15th such 
traverse and the first to be completed by a Pole. Although he had a permit 
for the North Col route he did not have entry permission from Tibet into 
Nepal via Everest and he also failed to obtain a Nepali permit for Everest. 
Janusz said believed there are no borders in the mountains. He said he was 
well aware of  immigration and climbing rules in Nepal and Tibet. ‘As there 
is no provision for the issuing of  traverse permits in either country, I had  
to traverse illegally for fulfilment of  my lifetime dream,’ Adamski claimed. 
He was also fined, deported and banned from mountaineering in Nepal for 
the next 10 years. His actions also resulted in China closing the ‘big’ moun-
tains on its side of  the border for the autumn 2017 season. In a statement 
China claimed: ‘His actions have caused the industry related internal rules 
and regulations to be adjusted and improved.’ The statement did not mention 
anything about the placing of  the Tibetan flag as well as photos of  the Tibetan 
spiritual leader the Dalai Lama on top of  Everest’s summit, images of  which 
were widely circulated on social media during the spring climbing season.
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Two very risky rescues were also 
carried out on Everest, although one 
was actually a recovery. In the first 
instance a 21-year-old and inexpe-
rienced Sherpa guide Dawa Sange 
Sherpa was leading his Pakistani  
client Col Abdul Jabbar Bhatti to-
wards the summit of  Everest when 
the weather started to deteriorate. 
The guide suggested they turn round, 
the client insisted they continue. 
Despite being told to descend with-
out his client over the radio, Dawa 
Sange Sherpa stuck with his duty. 
(Abdul Jabbar Bhatti disputed Dawa 
Sange’s version of  events, claiming 
the Sherpa had not brought enough 
oxygen. He told the BBC: ‘The por-
ter asked me to stand down when we 
were still not very high up the moun-
tain. I asked him why he wasted my 
time and money if  he couldn’t scale 
the mountain. When we reached 
closer to the summit, we ran out of  
oxygen and the weather was also  
becoming unfavourable. That’s when 
I told him we should go back down, but he insisted we should climb to the 
top.’) The result was that after reaching the summit at 3pm, both collapsed 
in the snow on descent at around 8,500m. Ang Tshering Lama on his way 
to the summit came across the pair in the snow and realised they were still 
alive. Along with his two colleagues they roped the young guide and his 
client up and dragged them back down to a lower altitude where others 
were also able to assist before Ang was able to turn round to again ascend 
their route to the summit which they finally achieved a few days later. Dawa 
Sange was flown to Colorado for treatment on severely frostbitten hands. 
Abdul Jabbar Bhatti, the fourth Pakistani to reach the summit, arrived home 
after a week in hospital but to a muted reception.

The second instance concerned the death of  Indian climber Ravi Ku-
mar. Kumar was reported missing at about 8,400m, above the Balcony on 
Everest’s South Col route, his body was eventually located after a 36-hour 
search. Kumar had reached the summit with his guide. The Indian climber 
then collapsed during the descent at 8pm due to low energy and oxygen 
levels. The client had forced his guide to push for the summit even though it 
was late in the day and getting benighted was a high probability, according 
to the expedition organiser. The guide left his client, Kumar, on the Balcony 
making him comfortable and leaving oxygen. The guide then descended to 

Dawa Sange Sherpa, who was 
rescued and eventually evacuated  
to Colorado to treat severe frostbite 
injuries he suffered after a forced 
bivouac at 8,500m on Everest while 
guiding a Pakistani client.
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Camp IV to send back a rescue team as he himself  was also suffering from 
frostbite and snow blindness and could do little more to assist his client. It is 
generally accepted that the retrieval of  an injured or dead mountaineer from 
extreme altitude is difficult and hazardous. Nevertheless, under instruction 
from the Indian external affairs minister Sushma Swaraj, the Nepali tourism 
ministry insisted on what would become the most complex retrieval ever 
carried out on Everest. The ministry insisted that the Indian government 
was providing all necessary support for the operation, apart, of  course, from 
the all-important resource of  people, adding that the bereaved family want-
ed the body back home ‘at any cost’. Due to the risks involved in spending 
so much time at high altitude, many expeditions choose not to bring down 
the bodies of  their members who die high on Everest. Ironically, one of  the 
main arguments put forward for banning less able people on Everest is the 
fact that they are more likely to jeopardise the life of  the Nepali support 
climbers. That argument apparently did not hold water in this case.

All Indian mountaineers, if  in government service, receive enhanced 
employment benefits if  they climb Everest, pushing people to lie, recorded 
recently, and also to take extraordinary risks to secure promotion. Obvi-
ously not every Indian mountaineer is driven by such motives; the majority 
enjoy ‘the games climbers play.’ But for a few there are large rewards also.  
It should also be noted that the 2017 season witnessed the highest number 
of  thefts of  oxygen bottles, full as well as empty, from locked tents on both 
the north and south sides of  Everest. That pattern was repeated in 2018.

The first ascent of  Burke Khang (6942m) in Khumbu was completed  
in Autumn 2017 when Noel Hanna of  Northern Ireland, Naga Dorje  

The upper portion of the first ascent route of Burke Khang (6942m).
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The south-east face of Larkya Lha (6425m), with the Georgian line and bivouacs 
marked, climbed big-wall style and comfortably the most technically difficult 
new route done in Nepal in 2017.

Sherpa of  Nepal, Pemba Tshering Sherpa and Samden Bhote reached the 
summit on 5 October. The team was led by Bill Burke of  the US and in 
appreciation of  Burke’s contributions to promoting mountain tourism in 
Nepal, the mountain was named after him by the government of  Nepal in 
2014. Burke Khang is a technical peak situated between Everest and Cho 
Oyu, on the border of  Nepal and Tibet.

A German mountaineer successfully scaled the unclimbed Nagpai Gosum 
II (7296m) on 3 October. Setting out from Lukla the two-man team, Jost 
Kobusch and Raphael Schardt, established base camp on 14 August but 
the weather proved too unsettled to reach this technical summit on the first 
attempt. Kobusch then made a solo attempt setting off  from camp two to 
reach the top.

Archil Badriashvili, Bakar Gelashvili, Giorgi Tepnadze from Georgia 
reached the top of  Larkya Lha Main Peak (6425m) on 27 September via  
the south-east face, which involved 700m of  big-wall climbing and four  
bivouacs. Paulo Grobel from France led a 12-man expedition to Dolpa 
and successfully climbed Danphe Sail (6103m). A team of  Nepali guides  
succeeded in making the first winter ascent of  Langdung (6357m) in  
December. The team consisted of  Dawa Yangzum Sherpa, Dawa Gyalje 
Sherpa and Pasang Kidar Sherpa. Since then 27-year-old Dawa Yangzum, 
from the Rolwaling valley, has created history by becoming Nepal’s first 
female international mountain guide.

On 19 October, Jürgen Schütz, André Günzel and Manuel Möller, toge-
ther with Dawa Gyalje Sherpa and Pasang Gomba Sherpa, succeeded on 
the first ascent of  the west ridge of  Chulu West (6419m) The mountain is 
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located in Manang. Chulu West, first climbed in 1952 by a Japanese expedi-
tion, is a popular ‘trekking’ peak without major technical difficulties only if  
climbed by the normal north-east ridge route.

An Austrian climber, Markus Schett, died while attempting a winter 
ascent of  Lobuche East (6119m) in December 2017. Markus along with 
his guide reached high camp on 19 December but then leaving his guide 
in camp Markus set out alone for the summit. Despite an air and ground 
search the body was not discovered until 29 December.

Other Information
The old system of  the Nepal Mountaineering Association having an A and 
B list of  peaks has now been abolished. All trekking peaks now come under 
one category and are subject to the appropriate fee as per the mountain’s 
height as a royalty. Trekking, national park and conservation area permits 
remain unchanged. TIMS (Tourist Information Monitoring System) is  
required for all trekking areas but if  trekking in restricted areas then TIMS 
is not required providing a restricted area permit has been purchased. There 
are two categories of  TIMS: one for foreign independent trekkers (FITS) 
and for those trekkers who trek through a Nepali agency. If  the trekker  
is also going to climb a trekking peak then a TIMS card is not required pro-
viding a peak permit has been purchased.

Since October 2017 foreign trekkers have been charged 2000NR or $18 
by the Khumbu Pasang Lhamu Rural Municipality to enter Khumbu and 

The line of the first ascent of Nagpai Gosum II (7296m) climbed solo by Jost 
Kobusch.
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collected NR 44m in tourist entry fees between October and December.  
Despite local entrepreneurs’ strong opposition to the entry fee, the policy 
has continued. The Trekkers’ Information Management System (TIMS) 
card issued by the tourism ministry does not substitute for the entrance fee 
but both in Khumbu and Langtang the TIMS counters remain unstaffed 
and closed. The local municpality has said that funds collected will be used 
for tourism promotion of  the region and to improve the trail between Lukla 
and Everest Base Camp along with increasing tourist infrastructure in the 
region. It must be noted that all Nepali mountain workers, including trek-
king staff  are now subjected to insurance laws. The TIMS card provides 
automatic insurance cover and without a TIMS card the trekking staff  may 
not be covered so alternative arrangements must be made.

The above represents the ‘legal’ permit requirements and costs as stip-
ulated by the government, as of  1 February 2018, but other charges may or 
may not be levied on top of  these by agents in Nepal. Nepal is now spending 
billions on trying to survey Everest to confirm the actually height, just to 
make sure it is still the tallest mountain on Earth.

Nepal 2018
Sadly the beginning of  2018 started with news of  the death of  Miss Eliza-
beth Hawley. A full obituary appears elsewhere in this year’s Alpine Journal, 
but suffice to say Liz was a well-respected and loved member of  the moun-
taineering community and that was particularly the case in her adopted 

The west ridge of Chulu West (6419m), near Manang.
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home of  Nepal. Not only was she a great friend but she was also a constant 
source of  information for the Journal, slipping bits of  news to Dick Isher-
wood and then to me when I took over from Dick. The Himalayan Data-
base will continue with its recording of  Himalayan ascents but now under 
the guidance of  Billi Bierling and team.

In February the government finally clarified the situation regarding  
summit certificates for Nepali climbing staff. Over 500 high-altitude climb-
ing guides who made it to the summit of  different mountains in recent years 
can now receive their summit certificates according to officials at the tour-
ism ministry.

News that the government was banning disabled climbers from Everest 
was met with outrage in some quarters. One of  the victims of  this decision 
was Hari Bahadur Budha Magar, a former British Gorkha war veteran who 
lost both his legs while serving with British forces in Afghanistan in 2010. 
Hari Bahadur had hoped to attempt the summit in 2018 and become the 
first double amputee ‘above the knee’ to climb Everest. Although Nepal’s 
supreme court overturned the decision, it came too late for the 2018 season, 
so the ex-Gurkha will try again in 2019.

There was also a breakthrough in the vexed question of  insurance fraud. 
The tourism ministry announced an investigation into corruption among 
trekking, expedition and helicopter companies that has cost insurance com-
panies millions of  dollars. In 2017, an operations manager representing  
insurance companies was sent to Kathmandu to assess levels of  care  
provided at hospitals and to ascertain why the 2017 spring climbing season  
had been the most expensive on record for medical claims, particularly 
for helicopter rescues and evacuations. After further investigation, it was 
found that 30% of  helicopter evacuations billed to the insurance compa-
nies concerned were completely unnecessary and in six cases completely 
fictitious. Since then, Traveller Assist has launched an operations centre in 
Kath mandu and its head has met with justice ministry officials to share  
information and establish a line of  communications between the govern-
ment and trusted providers to tackle the corruption, stop unnecessary heli-
copter lifts from happening and improve the situation in Nepal. As yet there 
have been no official comments regarding future insurance provision from 
the industry as a whole.


