
EDITORIAL # 36

• Inspirational figures have always typified our society. Ueli Steck was one such character. As 
a mountaineer, he had constantly aimed at illustrating the mere athletic connotation linked 
with outstanding ascents and descents; he may not have pleased everyone, and yet he pro-
ved that with this method – employed by “fast” mountaineers such as Tomo Česen, Slavko 
Svetičič and Krzysztof  Wielicki, belonging to previous generations, to name but a few – many 
walls could be tackled climbing fast and, interestingly enough, more safely.

When talking about fast and timed ascents, the word “performance” comes to the fore. Here, 
performance means to quantify a certain activity. We all do this, everyday, perhaps unknowin-
gly: we measure distance, speed and the timings of  what lies around us, constantly keeping 
an eye on the watch. 

If, however, we consider these measurements to improve ourselves when going to the 
mountains, our motivations may appear less genuine than those of  people venturing out for 
the sake of  it alone. 

Measures and sizes do determine our lives and the mere altitude of  mountains does not have 
an absolute value: there are only fourteen Eight thousand-metre peaks because somebody de-
cided to use one metre as a reference height: it is thus an artificial list. Some pitches may not 
necessarily finish where nature put a ledge, but where the length of  the rope ends. 
Night and day set the rhythm in life, everything else has been made up. 

Stopwatches and degrees gauge our fitness, our efforts and motivations. They are the reason 
why we commit ourselves, we wake up early, we train and improve following our passions. 

Making efforts is not an obligation. There exist far more profitable and easier activities than 
mountaineering; when choosing this path, deep down we follow our aspirations and desires. 
The same applies to how we choose to accomplish mountaineering. 

Luca Schiera
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Cerro 
Murallon 
El Valor del Miedo

■ We’ve been here for nearly three weeks, trapped insi-
de this small sheet metal box, waiting for the weather 
to grant us our chance. I’ve called Patagonia home for 
the past seven years, and I’ve grown almost fond of  long 
waits, truly part and parcel of  life down here: it’s a ge-
nuine test of  nerves, though giving up is not an option. 
These mountains can be “temperamental” at the best of  
times, and yet their enchanting beauty lets you forget how 
demanding long waits were.  
I’m certainly not patient by nature, but I learnt my lesson 
in Patagonia. Here, at the Pascale Hut, life is not too bad, 
after all: with a roof  over our heads, a dry place to rest, 
food to eat and several boulders to keep us fit and busy 
during the day, what more could one want? Thinking 
about the time spent inside the snow hole together with 
Berna (Matteo Bernasconi) under Torre Egger – one time 
up to ten days in a row – I almost feel like smiling: how 
long have I devoted to these mountains? How much more 
will I spend here? Climbing in Patagonia is an adventure 
transcending the mere going up and down a mountain: 
it’s a life experience through and through. 
Our aim, this year, is to climb Cerro Murallon (2787 m). 
We are only 100 km as the crow flies from Cerro Torre 

Facing page: David Bacci tackling the last pitches on “El Valor del Miedo”  (© Matteo 

Della Bordella).
Below: crossing the Upsala glacier towards Cerro Murallon (© Matteo Della Bordella).

and Fitz Roy, and yet it’s a world apart here, like stepping 
back in time: apart from us three, no soul is in sight, and 
we feel completely cut off  from the rest of  civilisation. 
The only point of  support is the Estancia Cristina – rea-
ching it takes about three hours by boat from El Calafate 
– a four-hour walk from the Pascale Hut. The wall we set 
our eyes on is a one-day walk away. Up to now, we have 
seen it only once, its top being covered in clouds most 
of  the times. We felt it is far and isolated, like an uncon-
querable medieval fortress perched high up on the Hielo 
Continental, immense glaciers to each side, separating 
it from the rest of  the world, and a constant swirling of  
clouds and wind granting it an unassailable aspect.
I am lucky enough to be sharing this trip with two good 
friends: David Bacci, my partner in crime of  many ad-
ventures in the Alps, Yosemite, Pakistan and Patagonia, 
where we climbed the East Face of  Fitz Roy last year, 

Words Matteo Della Bordella
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and Matteo Bernasconi, aka “Berna”, a true friend with 
whom I shared many unforgettable experiences and po-
werful moments on Torre Egger, whom I have the chance 
to meet again during an expedition.
We all belong to the Ragni di Lecco Group, and the long 
time spent waiting gives us the opportunity to discuss the 
mythical line climbed by Casimiro Ferrari, Paolo Vitali 
and Carlo Aldè on Cerro Murallon in 1984. We know the 
recounts by Paolo and Carlo almost by heart, and we feel 
familiar with this expedition. Back then, Paolo Vitali was 
19 years old, Carlo Aldè was 18 and Casimiro Ferrari, 
then 45 years old, was already suffering from cancer. I 
found myself  often wondering how much determination, 
resistance, strength of  character and courage were put in 
by these three alpinists during that ascent, which lasted 
six days in total and took place after having waited for 
two and a half  months. What drives a man to endure and 
suffer for such a long time, without even being sure that 
he can climb the mountain?
We all agree that the line chosen by Casimiro, Paolo and 
Carlo, opened in 1984, is undoubtedly the most striking, 
logical and elegant to have been traced on this mountain, 

and it would be terrific just to be able to put our hands 
on it. Nonetheless, we are also drawn by the immense, 
untouched East face: 1000 metres of  rock and ice, at-
tempted by the Ragni in 1984 and then again by Bruno 
Sourzac and Laurence Monnoyeur in 1999, epitomising 
adventure on an unknown terrain. 

We wish to undertake one of  these two routes to reach the 
top of  Cerro Murallon, though we cannot really come to 
a decision given the constant bad weather and the fact 
that we cannot even see the face. We only know that it’ll 
be a tough call and we will give it everything we have. 

A spell of  good weather finally seems to appear on the 
horizon of  this Patagonia summer, the worst I’ve expe-
rienced, weather-wise. We leave the Pascale Hut on 1st 
February to get closer to Cerro Murallon, though we are 

Below: David and Berna on the Upsala glacier. (© Matteo Della Bordella).
Right: The crack of dawn on the only perfect weather day, Cerro Don Bosco in the 
background (© Matteo Della Bordella).
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forced to stop about three miles from the wall because 
of  very strong winds. We try and set up our tent in what 
looks like a secure place, but the wind lifts David and me 
from the ground and flings us against the rocks, breaking 
a pole of  our tent and making a few holes here and there. 
We somehow fix it and shelter inside it. 
Bad weather carries on for the whole of  2nd February 
and we are forced to stay inside our tent. We wake up 
on 3rd February to find a surreal setting, with no wind 
in sight. It is however very cloudy and rain is fast appro-
aching. It stops raining in the afternoon and we decide to 
get closer to the wall, hoping for the weather to grant us a 
chance to choose a line to tackle the following day.
Alas we cannot even see the wall and choose our gear 
following our instincts and logic. After having carefully 
assessed all variables, we decide to give a new line on the 

untouched East face a go: after many weeks of  bad we-
ather, it should offer good enough conditions for mixed 
and ice climbing, while on the Spigolo dei Ragni the cracks 
seem to be full of  ice. 

4th Feburary is the big day, pleasant weather allowing us 
to savour these majestic mountains in all their glory, so 
much so that we quickly forget the long days spent wai-
ting. After having quickly scrutinised a possible line, we 
rope up at 7.30 am and get going. We know time is tight: 
if  we want to reach the top of  these 1000 metres we have 
to be quick and climb flawlessly.
We follow a nice icy and shaded gully, initially slanting 
and then straighter, for the first six pitches, offering a se-
ries of  exciting pitches on vertical ice, the run out being 
slightly overhanging. David leads with great confidence 
and we reach the snowy shoulder at noon, bathed by a 
scorching sun. We then see the ice melting and rocks fal-
ling from the wall: we do not know whether to carry on 
or wait for the shade to set in. After a brief  discussion, I 
suggest I lead the following pitches on rotten rock and 
sunburnt ice, along a line whose difficulty cannot be un-
derestimated, but looks at least safe and sheltered. There 
follow four long pitches of  mixed climbing, which last a 
couple of  hours, putting my concentration to the test whi-
le leading on such an awkward terrain; when the wall gets 
shady and I glimpse some solid, vertical ice, I decide to 
let Berna lead, given his wider experience on this type of  
environment.
Berna is on full throttle along the further 300 metres and 
we reach the final headwall at 8 pm: this is made up by 
200 really steep metres, i.e. the crux of  the entire ascent.
After a 60-metre traverse to the right we carve a small 
ledge on the ice to set up our bivy.

We wake up at dawn on 5th February and notice that the 
weather is changing, big clouds hovering on the horizon.
David leads the first pitch of  the final section at 7 am. 
Two demanding, vertical and overhanging pitches on 
thin ice and rock in total, and dry tooling comes to our 
aid. The wall gives a little in for the next two pitches, le-
ading us to think the worst is over, but we are then faced 
with a final wall which looks daunting, despite being only 

Left: The edge climbed by Ferrari, Aldè, Vitali in 1984, Cerro Don Bosco in the 
background  (© Matteo Della Bordella).
Top right: Matteo waking up after a bivy on the wall (© Matteo Bernasconi).

40 metre tall. The weather turns nasty before our eyes:  
there come the first gushes of  wind and snow.
David, now leading the rope-party, takes the rein and 
tackles the final, imposing wall head on. Excitement ri-
ses: it’s a difficult, tough climb, but we need to be hasty 
to avoid the looming bad weather. David is efficient and 
bold in his moves, he reaches the wall and sets up a belay, 
with Berna and myself  top roping as fast as we can. 
We reach the top ridge at 1 pm, walking as far as the 
summit, about 300 metres ahead of  us. We hardly have 
time to celebrate, for we need to take a difficult decision: 
should we rappel from the same side we came on with 
only two ropes, 4 pitons, a series of  friends and nuts and 
a raising wind, or should we attempt a descent on the 
unknown west face of  the mountain?
 
We had read on Rolando Garibotti’s website that descen-
ding the west face was a little more than a hike, so we 
opt for this. We start our descent, thinking that being lo-
wer equals being safer, though we are soon surrounded 
by such thick fog that we find ourselves navigating amid 
a maze of  crevasses. We know that, back in 1984, Casi-
miro, Carlo and Paolo too reached the zenith with bad 
weather and attempted this same descent, along the west 
face; they could not find it and, after a day spent wande-
ring on the summit plateau on top of  Murallon under a 

dreadful storm and anther bivy, they decided to rappel 
along the ascent route. This is a cause for real concern, 
also considering the fact that we do not exactly know 
where we’re going. 

We are ready to tackle a worst-case scenario, and lo and 
behold, we can see the Cono Glacier below us, thanks to 
a fleeting clear-up.  Alas, a 100-metre high serac and a 
long rocky buttress lie between us and the glacier. Berna 
is an optimist and cries out “Guys, three rappels and we’ll 
be on the glacier”, and so we decide to give it a go and try 
and reach it. We set off  rappelling on an abalakov set up 
directly on the serac, reaching the rock after two rappels 
on ice. We set up a further anchor and, about two hours 
after having started the rappels, we set foot on the Cono 
Glacier. What Berna thought were three abseil pitches, 
actually turned out to be ten or eleven; when we look 
back at our rappel place, we immediately think that we 
would have never come down that way, had we seen it 
from below. Still, it does not matter. What matters, inste-
ad, is to go down and carry on, for we cannot make a sigh 
or relief  yet.  We are wet and cold, this glacier feels like 
a maze of  crevasses, and tiredness and haste should not 
lead us into making mistakes. 
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We then attempt to go down by trial and error, while it’s 
10 pm by the time we reach the lower part of  the Cono 
glacier. We’ve come down amid the storm for the past ten 
hours, we are cold and hungry, soaking wet, exhausted 
and would love to stop, but our only option is to carry on 
walking if  we want to keep some body heat. 
Then, as if  it were a dream, two giant boulders materia-
lise on the glacier, their faces are even sheltered from the 
wind, being perfectly overhanging!
That is the nicest present we could have ever wished for: 
to us, this is a five-star hotel. We can warm up, spend the 
night and restore some of  our energies. 
It’s the 6th February and we have breakfast with one of  
the last remaining bars, we wear our drenched boots and 
start the long march back to our tent, which we’ll reach 
only 13 hours later. 

What more can I say? This has been an incredible ascent, 
what I would call an authentic adventure. For the first 
time, I had set off  in a pure alpine style, with the bare 
essential gear, on such a big and engaging wall, in a truly 
wild, weather-beaten part of  the world. I felt far from the 
rest of  the world for the entire expedition, like a wanderer 
towards the unknown. 

The name of  the route, “El Valor del miedo”, stems from 
the namesake book, written by the Argentine Aviation 
Captain, Luis Mario Olezza, who was the first to land 
on the Upsala Glacier in the 60s, as a preparation for a 
landing on Antarctica. He was also one of  the first to de-
scribe the staggering walls of  Cerro Murallon. ■

Top: The north face glimpsed through the clouds  (©Matteo Della Bordella).
Centre: Path and description of the route “El Valor del Miedo”.
Left: The red line outlines our descent on the south face of Cerro Murallon

Below: The East face of Cerro Murallon bathed in the morning light  (©Matteo Della 

Bordella). 
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 Tien Shan  

Words

Marcello Sanguineti

Pictures 

Giovanni Pagnoncelli 
Marcello Sanguineti

Explorations in the 
Ala Archa Massif 

■ Expedition to Tien Shan (2016) in the Ala Archa Mas-
sif, Ala Too chain, Tien Shan Kirghizo. 
With the patronage and contribution of  the Club Alpino 
Accademico Italiano (CAAI), the Chiavari Municipality 
and the Sport Association Gymnica 2000. Three new 
lines were opened following a strict trad style (no use 
of  bolts whatsoever), two of  which on unnamed peaks. 

4th August 2016:  Giovanni and I are flying towards 
Bishkek, the capital of  Kirghizstan, yet again. Our aim 
had been the mountains of  Pamir Kirghizo last year, to 
the southeast edge of  the country, while our focus is the 
West Tien Shan this time, south of  the capital. After 
having sorted last-minute arrangements and the porters 
in Bishkek, we walk towards the Ala Archa massif. The 
following day, the trek towards base camp (BC), set at 
3400 m., begins. Once we reach it, we realise that a gra-
nite realm awaits discovery: the existing lines are but 
a tiny fraction of  the potentials of  the massif ! Russian 
mountaineers, together with a few Slavic rope-parties, 
pretty much the only ones opening lines round here, set 
their eyes on mixed lines instead.

Facing page: Climbing ’’Crêuza de Mä’’, Baichechekey Glacier.
Below: other outstanding cracks on excellent rock on’’Crêuza de Mä’’, Baichechekey 
Glacier.

Baichechekey Peak (4515 m). 
Crêuza de Mä 

On Tuesday 9th August we set off  towards one of  the 
walls we thoroughly scrutinised with binoculars from 
base camp: the west face of  Baichechekey Peak (4515 
m). We believe its rock is good, indeed it’s a superior 
quality granite, akin to the best you can find in the Mont 
Blanc massif. We let our reins free when choosing the 
line, starting with a dihedral crack at the beginning, 
followed by a section linking it to a splitting crack, as 
far as a giant precarious boulder. We pass underneath 
it and reach the second part of  the wall. We avoid an 
unwelcoming chimney and make up three pitches loo-
king for a way out through a series of  not so pronounced 
dihedrals. After about ten pitches, we join the Swaba 
line on the edge (one of  the only three existing ones on 
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the O of  Baichechekey), sharing our line with its last 
three pitches. Were we in the Alps, this wall would have 
twenty or more traced lines… no comment! This is the 
genesis of  “Crêuza de Mä” (550 m, 6a+), at the end 
of  which a long ascending traverse veering to the right 
brings us on the normal route, from which we complete 
our ascent in the dark. That was the only day of  con-
tinuous good weather, from dawn to night, during our 
expedition. We then understand why a local guy, met 
during our descent, tells us: “I have never seen such a 
day in sixteen years!” From that day onwards, rain fea-
tures every afternoon. This means planning our ascents 
is pretty much impossible, and we are obliged to climb 
under the rain, hail or snow.  

Chiavari Peak (4145 m) 
Roulette Kirghiza 
 
After putting a new line in the bag, right after our ar-
rival, we decide a rest day is in order, after which we 

start the exploration of  the walls on the Uchitel Gla-
cier basin. Thanks to a potent telephoto lens, we can 
gather several good shots. During this exploration we 
notice an unknown line going to the summit, along the 
ridge between Ratzek Peak (3980 m) and Korona Peak 
(4840 m): we call it “Chiavari Peak” (4145 m). Its natu-
ral line is a barely sketched diagonal, cutting the wall 
from left to right: it’s an open invitation for us. We deem 
we can climb a crack first, then a dihedral leading to the 
base of  a long diagonal line, after an easier pitch. Right 
there, the wall rears and gets tougher. The last third is 
made up by a giant dihedral with a mostly overhanging 
underlying chimney-crack. Ironically, the last part is a 
wild card: the exit looks barred from a sort of  cave! We 
inspect the wall left, right and centre with the telephoto 
lens. Alas it’s a lost battle: we see smooth slabs to the 
right and left, surely enticing for demanding openers 
of  modern bolted routes, but trad climbing is our cre-

do and bolts are not contemplated… Before throwing 
in the towel, we go to a moraine to observe the wall. 
Thanks to this light offering a different perspective and 
the new viewpoint, we detect a thin ledge starting right 
before the cave, running up to the right and represen-
ting an alternative end to the route, in case overcoming 
the obstacle turns too tasking! We are left with one 
doubt: will the crux pitches be feasible if  climbed trad 
style, in the overhanging dihedral?  We decide to give it 
a go, at least as far as the second third of  the wall, and 
then assess the situation. I set off  on a not too difficult, 
though demanding, splitting crack, then Giovanni takes 
the lead in a challenging, aesthetic dihedral, where the 
rock is fairly unstable at times and yet tackled head on 
by him. A stretch featuring several steps leads us to the 
beginning of  the big “banana” crack. We would like to 
carry on, but the weather worsens and need to set up 
our belays in a hurry. We store our gear on the fossil part 
of  the Uchitel Glacier and go back to base camp under 
falling snow. 
The weather is appalling the following day, it’s raining 
at BC and snowing higher up. We decide to rest, though 

doubts torment us: will the line we set our eyes on be 
feasible without using any bolts, which we haven’t even 
brought along?
The following day we wake up in the middle of  the 
night and climb up again to where we left our gear. To 
save time, we go to the base of  the second part of  the 
wall, opening an easier and faster variation, avoiding the 
crack and the initial dihedral with three new ascending 
pitches form left to right. We reach the last belay, set up 
two days before, and contemplate the remaining pitches. 
I am psyched to get going, though I reach the top com-
pletely drained: the pitches are violent and difficult to 
protect, setting up pitons is nerve-wracking.  
Although aesthetically superb, these pitches feature un-
stable rock requiring considerable concentration and, 
as if  that weren’t enough, I have to climb the last very 
difficult pitch and a half  under snow and hail. Luckily, 
all our efforts paid off  in the end: I manage to bypass 
the bergschrund slightly veering to the right, then craft 
a good pitch along a barely outlined dihedral, without 
using the ledge, which would have made the line a less 
direct one. We set up our belays for the descent along 
this line, under constant snow.  The name chosen for 
this line aptly describes our efforts: “Roulette Kirghiza” 
(330 m, 6c/A1). 

Tower Gymnica 2000 (4020 m)
www.lookoutofthetent.com 

The dreadful weather conditions carry on, with rain 
and hail at base camp and snow higher up. We then 
decide to study the conditions of  the walls between 
Uchitel Peak (4527 m) and Baichechekey Peak (4515 m) 
with the telephoto lens. Pagno suddenly shouts “Eure-
ka!” The images show a climbing line on the first tower 
(about 4020 m) of  the Uchitel Pillar, starting on a gra-
nite candle, similar to the Mont Blanc satellite peaks, 
carrying on onto the ridge. We detect a superb sequence 
of  cracks on its first part: at the beginning it’s surely 
a finger crack, then a hand crack, then hand-fist, later 
becoming a “V” crack in two marvellous off  width ones. 
“Such an aesthetic, virgin line does not come by every 
day!” rejoices Giovanni. Who can blame him? I can’t 
take my eyes off  those pictures and look forward to put-
ting my hands on those cracks – well, jamming my fin-
gers, hands, fists, arms, legs, you name it!!

Top: the descent on ’’Crêuza de Mä’’, Baichechekey Glacier
Top right: : ’’Roulette Kirghiza’’ on Chavari Peak.
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We then have to reorganise our gear deposit. Our stra-
tegy will play a vital role in our success: it’s only the 
two of  us, thus any gear displacement is truly tasking. 
Being organised is of  the utmost importance. We spend 
a day wandering up and down glaciers and moraines to 
create two deposits in the best spots. We set up another 
one (D2) on the Uchitel Glacier once again, this time 
at the foot of  the west pillars of  the Semionova Tien-
Shanskogo Peak (4895 m). During the opening of  the 
route on the Chiavari Peak we had detected an intere-
sting line precisely on those pillars. We find a safe place 
for two half  ropes and fifteen pitons, a series of  nuts, 
quickdraws and crampons. The other deposit (D3) is set 
under the Uchitel Pillar and is conceived to get us going 
on the structure we have just seen. We leave two fur-
ther half  ropes, two series of  friends, nuts, quickdraws 
and another fifteen pitons. Our harnesses, 60 m of  6 
mm Kevlar, ice axes, climbing shoes, other pitons and 
quickdraws are at BC. We now have to wait for the right 
moment to start climbing on the O Pillars of  Semionova 

Tien-Shanskogo or the Uchitel Pillar. 
We decide to give priority to the latter and set off  the 
following day. Unfortunately, the weather changes quic-
kly: we are encircled by fog within half  an hour and 
then it starts snowing. The outcome is that we put the 
material we took from D3 at the base of  the wall (depo-
sit D4) and go back to base camp – the weather in Ala 
Archa is a real nuisance!

Surprise, surprise, on Wednesday 17 the weather is 
appalling, a thick blanket of  snow covering BC, thou-
gh we know how to kill time. We had realised that the 
majestic crack line we had detected contained an off-
width, around the third pitch, which required us to use 
a Camalot #6 and even bigger pieces, such as a Big Bro 
or Gipsy. Unfortunately, our gear stops at a Camalot#5 
and we lack anything bigger than that…  Ligurian and 
Ossolan artistry mean we resort to applying to “ancient 
remedies”: we spend a few hours crafting wooden wed-
ges which we’ll bring along as a sort of  “psychological 
protection” in said off-width pitch. 
The following day, we go back to the base of  the tower 

and reach D4, we take our gear and get ready to go. It’s 
biting cold: we face west and the temperature dropped 
sensibly in the last couple of  days. Notwithstanding, we 
are ready to roll. Pagno gets going and opens a stunning 
crack pitch, initially a finger crack, then a hand crack, 
though it’s so cold that he nearly suffers from frostbi-
te. Climbing with this temperature, on wet rock, feels 
somewhat masochistic, though we have no choice: the 
countdown for our return to Italy has begun…  It’s my 
turn now and I tackle an exciting pitch, initially a hand 
crack, then fist-forearm, where Camalot#4 and #5 pro-
ve very useful. We are finally at the base of  the big wild 
card: the two off-width and “V” cracks. I choose the 
right one and, after having used my fist and arm for 
the first part, I reach the crux: it’s a rather overhanging 
part, with unrelentingly slopey edges, solved with chi-
cken wing and foot-knee jams.  How I wish I had the 
“Big Bro” I left home with me! Instead, I have to make 

Left: Early morning and a “frosty’ start on ’’www.lookoutofthetent.com’’, the route 
on Tower Gymnica 2000.
Below: : interesting, cracked dihedral on the route’’www.lookoutofthetent.com’’.

Below: on the vertical rock of ’’www.lookoutofthetent.com’’ at Tower Gymnica 2000.



18    Stile Alpino 19    Stile Alpino

do with the psychological protections offered by the 
wooden wedges, around which I strangle many slings, 
before furiously hammering them among the edges of  
this “granite monster” which is about to swallow me.  I 
am exhausted at the end of  this, but I make it. I have 
given everything and, despite the cold, I rest on a snowy 
ledge for a few minutes, perhaps to put out the adrena-
line I feel inside. I am on top of  a structure we named 
“Uchitel Chandelle” in view of  its shape, verticality and 
the exceptional cracked granite. In the meantime, the 
weather got worse: it’ll snow soon. We decide to abseil, 
setting up the rappels and leaving fixed ropes on the th-
ree opened pitches, so that we can jumar up next time: 
in addition to two half  ropes, we fix 60 metres of  Kevlar. 
Heavy snow obliges us to change our plans the following 
days, abandoning the project on the west pillar of  Se-
mionova Tien-Shanskogo. We climb up to the deposit 
D2 and move our gear to D4, under the Uchitel Pillar. 
We do this also because the route we started is turning 
out to be more complex than we thought and we need 
another series of  friends, micro-friends and nuts.
The weather is unstable in the morning, turning rainy 

and snowy later on, so we spend time analysing the walls 
at the beginning of  the Ak-Say Glacier. Sun surprisin-
gly makes an appearance in the afternoon, drying the 
walls, at least part of  them. We may be able to finish the 
line on the Uchitel Pillar the following day: we cannot 
believe this!
We reach the base of  the chandelle at the break of  dawn. 
We jumar along the fixed ropes and through the Kevlar 
sling at the base, which we will collect later on. A short 
pitch leads us to a notch, from which we set up a belay 
to reach the ridge, located twenty metres lower. The day 
carries on intensely and we open other pitches, as far 
as the first tower of  the Uchitel Pillar, still unnamed, 
which we call “Tower Gymnica 2000”. The outcome 
is a sort of  portfolio of  granite climbing: ranging from 
a hand crack worthy of  the best Orco Valley jams to a 
overhanging fist-arm splitting crack as far as a chimney 
with a wedged block and an exit into a hole, the icing on 
the cake being a small finger crack. Needless to say, we 

climb the last two, luckily easy pitches under the snow. 
Unbridled satisfaction takes over, though time is tight: 
it’s snowing heavier and heavier. We have understood 
that the only thing you can do in Ala Archa to have an 
idea of  the weather is to look out of  your tent, hence we 
name this route “www.lookoutofthetent.com“ (360m, 
6c/A0). We set up six abseils to reach the couloir betwe-
en the Uchitel Pillar and the Baichechekey Peak, throu-
gh which we get back to the Uchitel Glacier. To top it 
all off, a rope gets stuck, quite clearly on a 60-metre 
rappel into the void. Pugno offers to climb up again, but 
I suggest we play rock, paper, scissor and lose misera-
bly. “Why on earth won't I learn to shut up?” I wonder 
when I climb up, cursing under the snow…

Epilogue

Bad weather continues on Monday 22, copious snow 
covering BC in the evening. The following day, we re-
alise that the amount of  snow fallen on the walls and 

the frosty temperature would not allow us to complete 
another project in the remaining three days – conside-
ring the amount of  time needed to clean the walls. We 
are caught by snow again the following morning, so we 
have no choice: we move our return to Bishek back two 
days, going down with two porters. We leave the rest of  
the material at BC, and we send three other porters to 
fetch it the following day.
Every cloud has a silver lining, though: we dedicate two 
days to a fabulous voyage in the vast north-east Steppe, 
amid nomad yurts and astonishing rides…
We take our flight back to Italy on 28th August. The 
mountains of  Kirgizstan have been generous with us, 
this year as well! ■

Below: a storm is approaching on Tower Gymnica 2000.
Facing page, bottom: a map of the mountainous region in the Ala Archa region.
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Period: 4-28 August 2016

Mountains: West Tien Shan. Chain: Ala Too.    Massif: 
Ala Archa.

Cartography: Map 1:50.000 Kyrgyzstan – A Climber’s 
Map and Guide, American Alpine Club. A very sketchy map 
from the Kyrgyz Alpine Club. 

Rock: Granite. On some walls, chiefly east-facing ones, the 
quality is superb (akin to Mont Blanc satellites). On other 
ones, typically those east-facing, they are shaky at times. 

Activity:
•  Visual exploration of  the rocky walls along the Uchitel 
Glacier and the Ak-Say Glacier.
• Opening of  the route “Crêuza de Mä“ on the West face of  
Baichechekey Peak  (4515 m): 550m, 6a+..
• Opening of  the route “Roulette Kirghiza”, up to now the 
only existing route on the east face of  the summit that we 
named “Chiavari Peak” (4145 m): 330m, 6c/A1. 
• Opening of  the route “www.lookoutofthetent.com” on the 

first tower (4020 m) of  the Uchitel Pillar, that we named “To-
wer Gymnica 2000”: 360 m, 6c/A0. 

Style of  opening: Strictly trad: only fast protection (friends 
and nuts) as well as pitons. No bolt was put in place, neither 
drilled nor placed by hand. 

Gear: A vast gamut of  pitons of  various types; three series 
of  friends up to Camalot #3; two friends #4, a friend #5; 
one series ad a half  of  micro-friend; wooden wedges (“cor-
responding” to a #6 and Big Bro; one series of  micro-nuts; 
one series of  off-set nuts; one series of  offset micro-nut; two 
pairs of  half  ropes; 60 m of  a 6mm Kevlar sling; 4 jumars. 

Below: the route up Chiavari Peak, with the outline of “Roulette Kirghiza”.
Facing page, top: the route up Baichechekey Peak, with the outline of “Creuza 
de Ma”
Facing page, bottom: The imposing golden granite walls of Baichechekey Peak.
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Warriors from 
the east 

Slavko Svetičič
Tomaž Humar 
Tomo Česen

Words  Bernadette McDonald

«To tell you the truth. modern mountaineering is 
English, but also Central European… In the end, 
however, Slovenian mountaineers took alpinism 
one step further. »
Reinhold Messner 

Tomo Česen

■ Nejc Zaplotnik had provided inspiration and compa-
nionship for young climbers from Kranj in the last years 
of  his life. Climbers like Andrej Štremfelj and, later, Tomo 
Česen. Born in 1959, Tomo began climbing in 1972, the 
same year that Aleš Kunaver and his team forged new 
ground on the South Face of  Makalu. His first adventu-
res were on the rock crags near his home in Kranj, but it 
wasn’t long before he was in the Alps, testing himself  on 
snow and ice. Tall and slender, dark and handsome, he 
looked more like a model than a climber. After four years 
of  dating, Tomo married Neda, his high-school sweethe-
art, at the tender age of  20. Two years later their first son, 
Aleš, was born.
A natural athlete, Tomo progressed quickly under the 
guidance of  Nejc. The two went to the French Alps and 
romped up the Bonatti Pillar of  the Petit Dru, the North 

Face of  Les Droites and others. Nejc possessed the ex-
perience, the skills and the intelligence required to keep 
up with his talented and curious student. Tomo recalled 
that he also had great self-confidence – too much at ti-
mes. “I think he believed that nothing could happen to 
him,” Tomo laughed. “He was often saying ‘Don’t worry, 
everything will be okay.’”
Tomo earned his keep as a steeplejack, working high on 
exposed rigging, towers and ladders. In his free time, he 
rock climbed, often solo. And in the winter, when the rig-
ging jobs dried up, he perfected his winter skills on the 
brooding north walls of  the Julian Alps and the classic 
lines around Chamonix.
Tomo gained his first experience at altitude in 1983 when 
he climbed the North Face of  Peak Communism in the 
Russian Pamirs. At 7495 metres, it convinced him – and 
the Alpine Association’s expeditions commission – that 
he was ready for the Himalayan giants. Two years la-
ter, in 1985, he was invited to join an expedition led by 

Facing page: in 1979, an expedition of mountaineers from Yugoslavia conquered 
the West arête of Everest. The photo shows two mountaineers hit by strong winds 
on the west shoulder, above Lho La (© Tone Škarja Collection).
Below: Tomo Česen photographed by Tone Škarja at Yalung Kang base camp, the 
first Himalayan expedition of Tomo  (© Tone Škarja).
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Tone Škarja to 8505-metre Yalung Kang, a subpeak of  
Kangchenjunga, which straddles the border between 
India (Sikkim) and Nepal. Of  the several turning points 
in Tomo’s career, Yalung Kang was possibly the most 
important. With Tomo away for three months to climb, 
Neda went to her parents’ with three-year-old Aleš. Pre-
gnant at the time with a sec ond child, she was stoic, ne-
ver showing fear or worry about her husband.
The 15-person team approached the North Face in tradi-
tional expedition style, using Sherpa support, supplemen-
tal oxygen and fixed ropes, and establishing four camps in 
preparation for a summit bid. Tomo was teamed up with 
Borut Bergant, an experienced highaltitude climber who 
had been on Everest and Lhotse, as well as other Hima-
layan expeditions. Tomo learned a lot from Borut, simple 
little routines with his equipment and in camp that at sea 
level would seem unimportant but that, at altitude and in 
storms, could mean the difference between life and death.
Tomo became ill at Camp IV, vomiting everything in his 
stomach. The next morning was no better. He felt weak 
and shaky.
“Borut, I need to go down,” he gasped, careening out of  
the tent.
“You will be fine,” Borut reassured him. “Once you start 
climbing, your dizziness will disappear. Give it a chance.”
Tomo indulged in some bottled oxygen and agreed to try. 
Borut was right. The higher they went, the better Tomo 
felt. It was as if  the thinning air energized him with its 
purity. Fourteen hours later they reached the top.
By 5:00 pm it was clear that most of  the descent would 
take place in the dark. As the night wore on, Tomo grew 
stronger while Borut withered. “He became exhausted,” 
Tomo explained. “His psychological preparation was not 
good . . . He was concentrating only on getting to the top, 
and when he got to the top, he relaxed.”  Tomo’s analysis 
has a ring of  truth and characterizes many high-altitude 
ascents where all the energy and drive are focused on the 
summit, leaving little in the tank for the return trip.
At around 8400 metres they arrived at a 20-metre pitch 
of  steep ice and technical rock. Tomo rigged the rope for 
rappelling and Borut went down first. After a short time 
he called up. “Okay. You can come.”
Tomo doubted that Borut had reached the bottom of  the 
pitch, but he rappelled down anyway to find him stan-
ding on a ledge, ten metres above the bottom of  the steep 
step. Still hanging on his rappel ropes, Tomo began to 
place another piton from which he could set up a second 
rappel. While Tomo was pounding in the piton, Borut 

fell. Not a sound. Simply gone. “I think he died, and then 
fell,” Tomo later said. “Because when you fall and you 
are still alive you do something to stop yourself. He didn’t 
do anything.”
Now Tomo was alone on the little ledge. It was his first 
highaltitude bivouac. Completely unplanned. He didn’t 
know what to do. He spent the night moving his extremi-
ties and trying to stay awake. He locked his core against 
the cold and prayed for the dawn. “I was there and I had 
to survive,” he explained. “It’s that simple or that compli-
cated.”  He later admitted it was the closest he came in his 
entire career to crossing the edge between life and death.
Meanwhile, base camp was watching. They saw Borut 
and Tomo reach the summit and, later, only one clim-
ber descend. At first it was unclear. Franček Knez, who 
was part of  the team, walked away to be alone in the 
nearby meadow. Instinctively, he knew that a tragedy was 
being played out on the mountain. He had watched as the 

events unfolded, one ruinous incident after another. He 
later wrote about his feelings at that time. “I can feel the 
strength in this place. It blows through me, and in a mo-
ment it blows away all the dreams of  my heart. An empti-
ness opens up, heavy and deep. Emptiness and sadness.” 
How do you process a day like that? Success on the 
mountain. Tragedy on the mountain. Which emotion 
prevails? Pleasure? Pride? Grief ? Anger? A chill settled 
over the camp, and as they waited, the destructive worms 
of  reproach and blame and guilt burrowed into every 
climber’s psyche.
Two days later and safely back at base camp, Tomo 
crumbled. He could barely walk. He couldn’t sleep. He 
couldn’t even stand. When the expedition doctor injected 

him with a sleeping potion, Tomo slept for 20 hours. He 
woke, ate a little, and slept for 15 more. He had stretched 
his physical and mental limits on Yalung Kang.

***

One year later, Tomo had his next big chance, this time 
in the Karakoram. There are four eight-thousand-metre 
peaks in the Karakoram region of  Pakistan: 8611-metre 
K2, 8051-metre Broad Peak, 8080-metre Gasherbrum I, 
and 8034-metre Gasherbrum II. Although remote, their 
close proximity makes them attractive targets for climbers 
wanting to climb more than one mountain in a season.
Acclimatizing on one of  these giants and then relocating 
to a nearby base camp and tagging another is now a fairly 
common practice. But it wasn’t in 1986 when Viki Grošelj 
arrived, leading a 14-member team to climb Broad Peak 

Top: Jannu in all its imposing glory. On the central wall, Česen carried out one of 
his greatest solo ascent, opening a new line along the north face. (© Alpine Studio 

Collection ).
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and Gasherbrum II and do a reconnaissance of  K2. The-
re were some newcomers on the team. Andrej Štremfelj’s 
wife, Marija, a talented and energetic alpinist with dozens 
of  impressive ascents in the Julian and French Alps, was 
here to test herself  at altitude. Her slight stature concea-
led a formidable strength and steely determination.
This was Silvo Karo’s first exposure to the Karakoram, 
as well. Powerfully built, his arms thick as logs, Silvo loo-
ked as if  he could devour eight-thousand-metre peaks for 
breakfast. Born in 1960 near Domžale, he was a farm boy 
who hated farm work. He started climbing in 1977, first 
introduced to the sport by his priest. Luckily for Silvo, 
as had been the case for other climbers, his army stint 
was in Bovič, a mountain town in the Soča Valley. His 18 
months of  mandatory duty were spent running, climbing 
and training. No more pigs or cows.
The hard work paid off, and within a few years Silvo had 
amassed a remarkable number of  difficult rock routes in 
Yosemite, Colorado, the Dolomites, the Alps and Patago-
nia. And now he was itching for Broad Peak. The other 

young member of  the team was Tomo, whose renowned 
speed in the mountains meant that he now often climbed 
alone.
Viki was confident that Broad Peak, with its 1.5-kilometre-
long summit, would be a straightforward first objective for 
this extremely strong team. On July 28, Viki and Bogdan 
Biščak left their camp at 5:00 am, plowing through the 
deep, powdery snow until they reached an exposed ridge 
above the 7800-metre col. Only after 20 gruelling hours 
did they reach the summit, becoming the first Slovenians 
to do so. In the next days, ten more climbers reached 
Broad Peak’s summit, including Tomo, Silvo and both 
Štremfeljs. This was Andrej’s second Karakoram eight-
thousander and, for Marija, a new record for Slovenia as 

she became the first woman to reach that height. Tomo 
soloed the route in 19 hours.
One of  the visitors to their Broad Peak base camp was 
Polish climbing superstar Wanda Rutkiewicz. She had 
just become the first woman to climb K2, and although 
she was physically and emotionally destroyed, having lost 
two of  her three companions on the climb, she was deter-
mined to add Broad Peak to her resumé. Tomo recalled 
that she created quite a stir as she negotiated for the use 
of  their tents and ropes. “Some of  our climbers were pre-
pared to climb with her and even carry her backpack,” he 
marvelled. In the end, she abandoned her plan.
Next up for the Slovenians was the ice-clad, pyramid-
shaped Gasherbrum II. On August 2 Bogdan Biščak, 
Pavle Kozjek, Andrej Štremfelj and Viki headed for 
Gasherbrum II base camp, a two-day walk away. They 
reached it in one day and, being well acclimatized, began 
climbing at 6:00 am the next morning, carrying the bare 
minimum of  food and equipment. Five hours later they 
were at the base of  the Southwest Arête at 5900 metres. 
They erected two tents and enjoyed a nice long rest while 
waiting for the unstable slopes above them to freeze. They 
began climbing again that evening at 9:00 and continued 
through the night. It wasn’t until they reached 7400 

Below left: A photo from the 1981 Yugoslavian expedition showing the verticality 
of the Lhotse south face (© Stipe Božić).
Below right: the 1981 ascent route which first succeeded in overcoming the south 
face of Lhotse, despite not reaching the top. Franček Knez and Vanja Matijevec 
were part of the triumphant rope party. (© Kunaver Family Collection).

Top: the unmistakable south face of Lhotse  (©Alpine Studio Collection).
Left: now a famous photo, Tomo Česen at the base of the south face of Lhotse, 1990  
(© Kunaver Family Collection).
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metres that the sun’s rays first touched them. There, they 
met a group of  Pakistani climbers on their way down, 
having summited after 32 days on the mountain. The 
Pakistanis were a little stunned at the audaciousness of  
Viki and his crew, shooting for the summit the day after 
arriving at base camp.
As the sun continued its arcing ascent, the day became 
pleasantly warm. Then somewhat hot. Finally, almost 
unbearable. “The last few hundred metres were horrible. 
The sun was shining through white mists and I could ne-
ver have believed that such heat could be possible at 8000 
metres,” Pavle Kozjek complained.128 Bogdan and An-
drej powered ahead and summited first, followed a few 
hours later by Pavle and Viki. With such a fast ascent, and 
the balmy, almost tropical sun, it would have been nice 
to tarry on top and enjoy the view. But a storm had bro-
ken out on K2 and was fast approaching the Gasherbrum 
group. Before they even stepped off  the summit, the first 
snowflakes appeared in the air. Now the race was in the 
other direction – down.
They squeaked out an impressively fast alpine-style ascent 
of  Gasherbrum II just in time. The storm lasted for days, 
wreaking havoc in the area.
While the boys were running up Gasherbrum II, Tomo 
Česen wandered over to K2 and soloed up to 7900 metres 
on the Southeast Spur. Officially on a “reconnaissance” 
of  the mountain, Tomo later admitted that he was sorely 
tempted to go to the top. He explained, “We had permis-
sion to ‘look at something.’ And ‘looking at something’
is not so specific.” Asking for forgiveness from the Pakista-
ni authorities would have been much easier than waiting 
for permission, so Tomo kept going up. After 17 hours 
he reached the Abruzzi Spur, looked up at a bruised and 
threatening sky and saw that a fierce storm was moving 
in. He fled the mountain.
Others on K2 weren’t so lucky. In a horrifying series of  
events, 13 climbers from the United States, England, 
Poland, Italy, France, Pakistan and Austria perished on 
the mountain during that climbing season. In several ca-
ses, they had spent much too long at altitude. On this 
mountain, on this day, Tomo’s speed kept him safe.
One year later, in 1987, Tomo was back in Nepal, invi-
ted to 8383- metre Lhotse Shar (one of  Lhotse’s three 
summits) with a team of  stars – 13 of  them. They were 
unsuccessful, but for Tomo the expedition was another 
important learning experience. After several weeks on the 
wall, he and Andrej Štremfelj climbed from base camp 
to 7500 metres and back again in a single 12-hour push. 

“This was a sign for me that you can climb in a different 
style,” he said. “Of  course, you have to be fit,” he added, 
stating the obvious.
Tomo rationalized that by spending less time on the wall, 
he could significantly reduce his risk. He was now certain 
that, once acclimatized, he was much better at climbing 
continuously without sleep than moving his way up the 
mountain slowly, sleeping in camps along the way. This 
would be his style in the future.

 
Slavko Svetičič

The 1990s were cruel to Slovenian alpinists: Nejc, Šrauf  
and Vanja all died. And by the time of  Vanja’s death in 
1996, the carnage was far from over. Born in 1958, Slavko 
Svetičič was a serious-looking man with a mop of  brown 
hair and a narrow face anchored by a meandering nose 
and softened by a gentle smile. He moved with a kind 
of  negligent grace, like a dancer. There was something 
about him that was dismissive of  both himself  and the 
world around him. His introverted manner belied his 
hard-ass performances in the mountains, particularly as 
a solo climber. He was also famous for his ability to par-
ty hard until the earlymorning hours and then proceed 
directly to a route. His list of  ascents is mind-boggling: 
more than 1200 climbs, of  which 460 were first ascents.
Slavko pushed to the top edge of  his technical limit, even 
when solo ing. His winter repeat of  the Direttissima route 
on the Eiger, along with many other solo ascents in the 
Alps, the Andes, the Julian Alps and New Zealand, and 
most notably, his solo attempts of  the South and West fa-
ces of  Annapurna, earned him tremendous respect from 
his peers.
Despite the war in Slovenia and other parts of  Yugoslavia, 
Slavko set off  for Annapurna in 1991. Darko Berljak was 
supposed to lead this expedition of  two climbers, but the 
spread of  armed conflict throughout Croatia prevented 
him from participating, so Slavko went alone. He solo 
climbed a new route on the 2600-metre West Face of  
Annapurna in late October, reaching a point less than 

three hundred metres away from moderate terrain to the 
summit. Hurricane winds and freezing fingers forced him 
to traverse to the North Face, where he descended via 
the normal route, reaching base camp on November 3. 
His staff, who thought he had died on the mountain, had 
already packed up and left. Slavko walked out alone.
Two years later, he was back with Franček and Marija 
Knez, hoping to complete the route that French super-
stars Pierre Béghin and Jean-Christophe Lafaille had tri-
ed on the South Face. When Franček became ill, Slavko 
decided to try it alone. He began climbing on October 
3, but after bivouacking at 6800 metres, he descended 
because of  avalanche danger. On October 8 he set out 
again but was swept down one hundred metres by an ava-
lanche. The route wasn’t climbed until 2013, when Swiss 
alpinist Ueli Steck soloed it in 28 hours, setting a new 
standard in high-altitude climbing and finishing the job 
that Slavko had attempted 20 years earlier.
In 1995 Slavko set his sights on a solo ascent of  the West 
Face of  Gasherbrum IV. The fourth highest of  the six-
mountain Gasherbrum group, it is also the most difficult. 
Slavko was one of  the few alpinists in the world capable 
of  climbing it. The mountain’s first ascent in 1958 by Ita-
lians Walter Bonatti and Carlo Mauri set the mountai-
neering community on fire. As did the first ascent of  the 
West Face: Austrian Robert Schauer and Polish alpinist 

Voytek Kurtyka climbed the Shining Wall in 1985, stun-
ning the alpine world. After six days of  demanding clim-
bing, they became stranded near the summit in a three-
day snowstorm. They were out of  food, out of  gas and 
out of  time when the storm finally broke and they topped 
out on the ridge and began their descent. Although they 
didn’t tag the summit, their ascent remains iconic in the 
history of  Himalayan climbing.
But the West Face of  Gasherbrum IV is an enormous 
piece of  terrain, and Slavko was convinced there was at 
least one more interesting line up it. He had his eye on 
the left section of  the wall and arrived in May with three 
other climbers, although he intended to solo climb. They 
set up base camp near a Korean team also intent on the 
face. Slavko acclimatized for two weeks before beginning 
his ascent on June 14.
Nejc had understood the lure of  a solo climb and descri-
bed the anticipation, the nervousness and the fear at the 
base of  the Triglav wall:
 
This is probably going to be my hardest solo climbing test so 
far, and the longer the evening the more my carefree happiness 
disappears. I sit quietly in the corner, a pipe in my mouth, liste-
ning as a group of  Bulgarians sing and play the guitar. An odd 
melancholy comes over me . . . I am waiting, expecting something 
great and beautiful that will lift me, but at the same time this 

Right: the enormous south face of Annapurna, the dream of two outstanding 
Slovenian mountaineers: Slavko Svetičič and Tomaž Humar (© Ochoa de Olza 

Family Collection). The line to the left, marked in red, outlines the route that Slavko 
attempted solo in 1993, the same line where the two French top mountaineers 
Pierre Béghin and Jean-Christophe Lafaille came back, and the same undertaken by 
Ueli Steck solo in 2013. To the right, instead, the top part of the route opened by 
Humar in 2007, solo. 
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animal fear for survival awakens in me . . . To me, climbing is 
not just sport. To me, climbing is life . . . Solo climbing is the 
highest form of  alpinism. Moving on the edge between life and 
death shows you what it means to be truly alive.

Slavko made good progress up the wall, maintaining re-
gular radio contact with base. The Koreans watched him 
with their spotting scope. He bivouacked at 6300 metres 
on June 16, and the next day, at 7100 metres, he radioed 
in to report that the most difficult climbing was behind 
him. He only had to find a way onto the steep snowfield
that led to the summit ridge.
Just as it had for Robert Schauer and Voytek Kurtyka 
ten years before, however, the weather changed. A nasty 
storm blew in and obliterated the face. Yet even thou-
gh he could no longer be seen, Slavko maintained radio 
contact. Then something went quietly wrong. On June 
20 base radioed Slavko with a strongly worded request to 
come down. There was no reply. For the next three days 
there was no sign of  Slavko, and the storm continued to 
rage. The Koreans tried on June 23 to reach him by ra-
dio, but silence reigned on the face.
On June 25 a helicopter sponsored by the Korean 
Broadcasting Station flew into base, hoping to search the 

face for Slavko. Heavy winds forced it back. It returned 
the following day but could fly only as high as six thousand 
metres, sweeping back and forth across the face, looking 
for some sign of  life. They saw nothing. After ten days 
of  waiting for a miracle, the two teams held a memorial 
service for Slavko at base camp.
For two years there was no news about Slavko, about his 
location, about what might have happened. His death re-
mained a mystery.
In 1998, however, another Korean team arrived at the 
West Face. On their way down from the summit, they 
found Slavko’s body at 7100 metres, resting below a cou-
loir. Yu Hak-jae recalled that Slavko was lying down, fa-
cing the mountain, next to his backpack and a 30-metre, 
seven-millimetre rope. His harness was not attached to 
the fixed line, but Yu speculated that Slavko might have 
been preparing to descend, because the rope was secured 
to the wall and appeared ready to be used. His clothing 
and body were intact. No signs of  a violent fall. It was as 
if  he had lain down to rest and never woken up.
The carnage continued when two more Slovenian 
climbers, Bojan Počkar and Žiga Petrič, were killed on 
Kabru, a mountain in eastern Nepal. Several of  the best 
Slovenian alpinists were gone within a year.

Tomaž Humar

After Tomaž Humar’s fall into his unfinished basement 
in 2000, his career as an alpinist appeared over. Confined 
to his wheelchair (which he baptized his “red Ferrari”) 
and the livingroom couch, Tomaž had plenty of  time to 
reflect. He returned to his favourite, dog-eared volume 
of  Pot countless times, and although it didn’t solve his 
problems, Nejc’s writing brought him comfort.
But it wasn’t all about lying around and reading Pot, as 
Tomaž wasn’t quite ready to give up his passion. He tra-
velled to Germany for complicated surgery on his leg and 
heel, and he endured months of  physiotherapy. He gra-
duated from his wheelchair to a bike. Then to lurching 
along with crutches. And finally he began climbing again, 
dancing up the razor-sharp limestone cliffs, then stum-
bling his way back down the trail. Like Nejc, he functio-
ned better on vertical ground than on horizontal surfaces.
From Pot: “All I do is put on a helmet, attach a few slings 
and pitons to my harness and I’m already completely 

relaxed by the first contact with the wall. I feel like I’m 
dancing a gentle waltz, just me and the girl, without onlo-
okers, far away from the crowd on an overcrowded dance 
floor. There is music but I don’t know where it’s coming 
from.”
Tomaž’s heart wasn’t on rock walls, however; it was in 
the high mount ains. In 2002 he joined a Russian team 
on Shishapangma, where his steel-reinforced and slightly 
shorter leg seemed to work just fine. In quick succession, 
he climbed a new route on the South Face of  Argentina’s 
Aconcagua, highest mountain in South America, tried to 
solo a new route on Jannu’s East Face and climbed a par-
tial new route on the Northeast Face of  Cholatse, both 
in Nepal. Friends noticed a shift in style. Dhaulagiri had 
been a public climb from start to finish.
His post-accident climbs seemed more private. As he 
pointed out, “I decide when to have media. I’m the 
switcher guy.”

Tomaž had a big project in mind and, at least initially, 
planned to turn the switch to the off  position. But life so-
metimes gets in the way of  plans. His marriage fell apart. 
Then his sponsor pulled out. So Tomaž defaulted to a 
proven formula: partner with the media. With newspaper 
and television sponsors, he would be able to pay the bills
and continue with his dream of  a new route, solo, on the 
Rupal Face of  Nanga Parbat, a 4500-metre wall of  rock 

Lleft: The Shining Wall, the west face of Gasherbrum IV, the mountain where 
Svetičič perished in June 1995 (© F.Magni).
top: Slavko Svetičič (© Slavko Svetičič Collection, Sidarta Publisher). 
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and ice on Pakistan’s secondhighest mountain. 
He arrived at the mountain in July 2005 and acclimati-
zed in wet, stormy weather on the Messner route. As the 
storms intensified, he waited at base, worried and impa-
tient. His daily media reports contained nothing of  inte-
rest, just more bad weather. His anxiety intensified with 
the knowledge that a permit had been issued to another 
team for the same face that summer; Marko Prezelj’s fre 
quent climbing partners, Steve House and Vince Ander-
son, would be arriving any day now.
Finally, a three-day window of  “less bad” weather was 
forecast. But the mountain was draped in snow. Tons and 
tons of  unstable snow. It would take several days of  sun 
to slough off. However, Tomaž didn’t have the time or 
patience to wait any longer, so he started up.
He made good progress for two days but was stopped at 
around 6350 metres on a steep, icy cone blanketed in a 
thick slab of  unconsolidated snow. Then the weather clo-
sed in. He dug into a slot on a slight arête and hunkered 
down to wait out the storm. Day after day of  snow and 
rain and continuous avalanches followed. He couldn’t 

move up. He couldn’t move sideways. And he certainly 
couldn’t move down. After four days in his ice coffin, out 
of  food and fuel, he was forced to do the unthinkable – 
call for a rescue.
Any serious alpinist will admit that calling for a rescue 
is difficult, even shameful. Many have done it and owe 
their lives to their rescuers. But it’s a last resort. Asking for 
a rescue at over six thousand metres on the Rupal Face 
of  Nanga Parbat, with the entire world monitoring his 
website, was beyond difficult. Climbers around the world 
scoffed at Tomaž and this “circus” that he was ringlea-
ding, apparently for the benefit of  the mass media.
The rescue was epic. Coordinated from Slovenia by 
Tomaž’s old friend Viki Grošelj, the six-day effort invol-
ved rescue specialists from Switzerland and Pakistan and 
the presidents of  both Slovenia and Pakistan. After a cou-
ple of  false starts and increasing pressure from President 
Musharraf  to get the job done, two Pakistani helicopter 
pilots, Rashid Ullah Baig and Khalid Amir Rana, ma-
naged to execute the highest high-angle technical rescue 
ever attempted.
They performed the impossible and were hailed as he-
roes for their daring achievement. Tomaž, on the other 
hand, was vilified by climbing journalists and his peers. 
He had broken the alpine code of  honour. Dying would 
have been the honourable thing to do. Slovenian citizens 

reacted differently, having followed his plight every day 
on the evening news. When he was plucked from the Ru-
pal Face, they rejoiced. Many Slovenians urged him to 
run for president.
A few weeks after the rescue, Steve House and Vince An-
derson climbed a new route on the Rupal Face in impec-
cable style. When Steve came to Slovenia shortly after 
the climb, he was hounded by reporters and eventually 
agreed to do an interview. Tomaž retreated, shunning the 
media and ignoring the naysayers. He was a wounded 
animal. His humiliation was complete. Once again, he 
leaned on Pot:

People grew more and more afraid of  me. They were upset and 
confused when near me because they didn’t know how to pige-
onhole me, which niche to place me in, under which heading or 
sub heading to describe me. I no longer belonged anywhere, and I 
was becoming more and more alone. Some people began to follow 
me; others began to avoid me. But those who stood by me, content 
to see the reflection of  their souls in my eyes, were very few . . . 
I want nothing so much as to pack up my pack, hoist it onto my 
shoulder and return home – to the place where I feel warm and 
pleasant. Nevertheless, I refuse to do so, if  only to remain true to 
myself  and my journey.

Although Tomaž tried to remain true to his journey, it 
turned out to be tragically short. His life returned to a 
semblance of  normalcy, but under the surface he was de-
eply troubled. His marriage was over.
He was like a blazing comet that had simply burned out. 
He had lost the respect of  his peers and had lost faith in 
them. He became increasingly suspicious. “These peo-
ple are trying to eat my soul,” he said. His distrust of  
climbers, his doctors and finally even his closest friends 
approached paranoia. Stipe recounted with sadness that, 
in those last years, Tomaž was very alone. “I think maybe 
I was his last friend,” he said. As Nejc wrote in Pot:

I no longer trusted climbing partners, nor did I trust myself. 
Nothing went well for me any longer. I lost that fierce passion 
in my heart to climb. The rocks seemed distant and forbidding. 
I forced myself. I climbed a few good routes but with difficulty 
and without grace or enthusiasm . . . Today I realize what it 
was. Fear. Fear of  death. Fear of  blood . . . An odd melancholy 
overwhelmed me . . . my life was running through my hands like 
sand flowing through an hourglass. All the
precious time, all the vital force flowing down through the nar-
row neck, down to be lost in the sand . . . I had been desperately 

Left: Tomaž Humar and Šrauf enjoying the spa waters on their way back from 
Ganesh V, 1994 (© Tomaž Humar collection). 
Top: lthe south face of Dhaulagiri, showing the Messner route (to the left, 
attempted), the Polish route, the Humar route and the Šrauf route.  (© Tomaž 

Humar Collection).
Top right: a self portrait by Humar during the ascent on the south face of Dhaulagiri 
(© Tomaž Humar Collection).
Below right: Janez Jeglič and Tomaž Humar before the Nuptse ascent (© Marjan Kovač).
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in love and was exhausted with the fear of  never being able to 
live with the woman I loved. I hid behind humour that grew 
increasingly more sar castic.
I was burning in a strange fire, not in the warmth- and light-
giving flame, but in the destructive flames of  arson. I tried to 
extinguish it with alcohol, but it was like a dousing in petrol. 
The mountains no longer glowed. They didn’t give me power 
and energy. They became dark, like the storm that was brewing 
wildly within me.

Tomaž continued to climb, but with the media switch po-
sitioned firmly to off. In late October 2007, he soloed a 
South Face route on Annapurna I East, reaching its sum-
mit. There were other climbs and summits, unreported 
and unheralded. He was preparing for something big, so-
mething that would assure his place in history. Part of  his 
preparation was the South Face of  7227-metre Langtang 
Lirung in northern Nepal in early November 2009.
Somewhere on the face, however, something went wrong. 
He made a couple of  satellite calls, first to his girlfriend to 
say goodbye, then to his Nepalese cook at base camp. “I 

am near the end,” he said. A rescue effort was launched 
by Swiss rescue ace Bruno Jelk, but his broken and lifeless 
body wasn’t found until five days after the first call.
This complex, driven and conflicted man had lashed out 
when, years earlier, he was asked if  he was courting de-
ath. “You know how I love my children,” he had yelled. 
“I want to be a grandfather.”
Everyone had wanted that to be true, particularly his fa-
mily. But like others before him – Nejc, Šrauf, Janez and 
Slavko – Tomaž had walked too close to the edge. And 
finally, he crossed it.

Climbers were exposed to extreme danger on the South 
Face of  Lhotse in 1981. As well as speed, Tomo believed 
that his extreme focus was best achieved alone. “I know 
that if  your concentration is very high you can take more 
out of  your body . . . And I’m sure that nearly everyone 
can do much more than they think they can do.” He re-
ferenced Messner on Nanga Parbat and Ueli Steck on 
Annapurna as examples of  what the human body could 
do. “But you have to be forced,” he explained. “And then 

you will realize that you can do much more.” Preparation 
and training were key to Tomo’s performances. Althou-
gh he insisted that a few of  his contemporaries climbed 
better than he did, he was privileged in the prime of  his 
career to have full support from his sports club. He was a 
professional climber. He trained every day, all day. And in 
the end, few could match him.
Both Tomo Česen and Slavko Svetičič were primarily so-
loists. There are parallels between them, but their appro-
ach was fundamentally different. Tomo used a rational, 
systematically planned, and sportsmanlike approach to his 
climbs, while Slavko was much more impulsive. His inspi-
ration often motivated him to solo climb above his normal 
abilities, whereas Tomo soloed well below his top grade.

Although Tomaž was also a soloing specialist, he belie-
ved he could communicate with the mountains on which 
he climbed, creating a kind of  make-believe partnership. 
This belief  surely helped him on the South Face of  Dhau-
lagiri, on his descent of  Nuptse and on his solo climb of  
Bobaye in 1996. But it couldn’t have brought him much 
comfort on the south wall of  Langtang Lirung. On that 
day, he was fundamentally, and finally, alone.
As Swiss superstar (and solo climber) Ueli Steck said, “If  
you do not stop this kind of  solo climbing . . . it will kill 
you. No question.” 193 In the case of  Slavko Svetičič, as 
with Tomaž, Ueli couldn’t have been more correct. Of  
Slavko’s 1200 climbs, many were solo: hard routes in the 
French Alps, even harder routes in the Julian Alps, aid ro-
utes, free routes, winter routes. He soloed routes in South 
America and in New Zealand, then went back to the Do-
lomites for his hardest solos yet. Slavko climbed fast. But 
on Gasherbrum IV, even his speed couldn’t save him.
The premature death of  an alpinist is never easy to accept, 
despite logic dictating that it shouldn’t be surprising, that 
it should even be predictable. With climbers whose lives 

Left: lthe marvellous west face of Nuptse. Humar lost his rope partner Janez 
Jeglič after this, one of the strongest Slovenian mountaineers at the time. 
(© Konstantin Viktorov/ Wikimedia Commons). 
Top left: Tomaž Humar in a fugue state after the rescue on the Rupal face on Nanga 
Parbat (© Tomaž Humar collection).
Top right: Tomaž Humar on the top of Annapurna in 1995 (© Tone Škarja collection).
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are so meteoric, so intense, so dangerously lived, it is hard 
to reconcile their capacity for risk with their reflections on 
aging. As Rebecca West wrote in her 1941 book about her 
Yugoslavian travels, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, “Only 
part of  us is sane: only part of  us loves pleasure and the 
longer day of  happiness, wants to live to our nineties and 
die in peace, in a house that we built, that shall shelter 
those who come after us. The other half  of  us is nearly 
mad. It prefers the disagreeable to the agreeable, loves 
pain and its darker night despair, and wants to die in a 
catastrophe that will set back life to its beginnings and 
leave nothing of  our house save its blackened foundation.” 
Death on a mountain – alone – is a horrible thing. Uni-
maginable loneliness and despair. But the death of  a 
partner can be even worse. Stipe had remained loyal to 
Tomaž right to the end. Perhaps because of  his own ex-
posure to tragedy in the mountains: Ang Phu in 1979 on 
Everest, again on Everest in 1989, and most profoundly 
for Stipe, in 1993 on K2. While still in Camp IV, after ha-
ving summited the mountain, Stipe noticed that his suf-
fering tent mate, Boštjan Kekec, looked strangely old and 
was foaming at the lips. “I thought, oh, my God, maybe 
altitude sickness,” Stipe said. He tried to rouse Boštjan 
and help him descend, but he didn’t respond, drifting in 
and out of  consciousness. All through the night, Stipe 
and two others tried to revive Boštjan and prepare him 
for descent the next day.
In the morning they pulled him out of  the tent, wrapped 
him in a sleeping bag and attached him to the rope. They 
dragged him three hundred metres but couldn’t manage 
one metre more. Stipe called base camp, asking for advi-
ce. Base camp responded that Stipe would know what to 
do. “But I didn’t know what to do,” Stipe insisted. “I had 
to decide – will we stay with him and die with him, or 
will we leave him and he will die and we will live?” Then 
began the most difficult internal debate of  Stipe’s life. He 
gave himself  until 1:00 that afternoon to make a decision.
At 1:00 pm they began to descend. Boštjan was still mo-
tionless on the slope. “But when I turned back it seemed 
to me that he was moving a bit. I was in a terrible state,” 
Stipe said. They turned around and tried again to move 
Boštjan, struggling for an hour with little progress.
Then they looked closely at Boštjan; he was dead. “With 
that, he saved our lives,” Stipe stated in a flat, emotionless 
voice, his eyes dark with the memory.
Boštjan became K2’s 29th victim and another in the long 
list of  Slovenian climbers who remain in the mountains 
forever. Climbers who lost sight of  the fact that climbing 

is essentially an earthbound activity. Climbers who flew 
too high. As French alpinist Lionel Terray once wrote: 
“Living in the courts of  the sky I forgot I was of  the 
earth.”. ■
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Above: The rocky top of the Slovenian Julian Alps sift through the clouds. This is 
where top Slovenian mountaineers of all time learnt the ropes. (©Alpine Studio 

Collection).

CERRO MARIPOSA
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Produce, consume, drop dead 
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■ I was hanging out in Chamonix with Paul McSorley, 
whom I had met the night before at a BBQ, and we wan-
ted to have a coffee before climbing.  We started talking 
about trips, climbing and explorations in general. He was 
the expert guy, the one who had travelled far and wide, 
and I listened to him in awe, realising that I still hadn’t 
seen nearly enough to rival him.  
He then told me about an isolated valley in Patagonia 
which does not start from the “usual” El Chaltén, offe-
ring only a handful of  opened lines and many walls still 
in need of  a first ascent. It was called Rio Turbio and he 
had been there with two Canadians - Marc Andre Le-
clerc and Will Stanhope
He set the tone of  an outright full adventure. About 80 
km long, the valley was remote, full of  granite and getting 
in and out was a matter of  luck, more than anything else. 
I was enthralled by this mysterious place and asked for 
more details. He gave me a link to his video and a handful 
of  pictures. He told me that Mariposa was the nicest wall 
and was still unclimbed. I didn’t have much information 
about it, and yet I was hooked. That place was almost 
engraved into my head for the entire time I spent in Cha-
monix; I could not think about anything else. 
By the time I went back to Val di Mello, I talked to Lu-

chino (Luca Schiera) about it. We were both enthusiastic 
about it and our eagerness increased. We really did want 
to go. We started looking for more information, though 
to no avail. It looked as if  nobody had gone to that valley. 
We only knew that Cerro Mariposa existed: an imposing, 
thousand-metre high, partially overhanging blade.
I managed to get hold of  a postcard from that valley, whi-
le Luchino found a contact number for Sebastiàn De La 
Cruz, a Bariloche-based mountaineer who was familiar 
with that area. We received very vague, too scanty infor-
mation to make head or tail of  it. They talked about a 
“grade two” river to be descended on a dinghy for about 
fifty km to then go back to civilisation on Lake Puelo. The 
last time I used a dinghy I was ten years old: together with 
Gaetano, the son of  the lifeguard, we went round Cala-
bria beaches looking for naturists.   
We packed our bags, including two dinghies and two life 
vests, whose functioning was highly dubious.  We reached 
Bariloche on 15 February, we were at Seba’s, but the we-

Previous page: At the base of Cerro Mariposa.
Below: Reaching Puelo Lake with all our gear, after a month under complete 
autonomy.

ather was bad, not giving any sign of  improvement. We 
waited for ten days before being able to leave the city. 
Patagonia is entirely different from any other place I’ve 
climbed in. Climbing is not the priority, the physical act is 
not so relevant in itself, but waiting, well, that does make 
a difference. You train when you are at home, get ready to 
climb well and climb a lot, and you focus on the wall you 
had seen in pictures, you have ambitious plans, and after 
a fortnight you are still at the bottom of  the valley, with 
sixty km to go to reach the hut and ten to reach the wall. 
You do not need to train for this, pull-ups and running 
are almost pointless. What really matters is your will to 
explore and see a new place. 

On 23 February the gauchos finally bothered to come 
and fetch us beyond the river. A few metres were enough 
to understand that this animal doesn’t suit me: I fall in 
the water immediately. My phone and i-pad are intact, 
but not my tobacco with rolling paper! How will I survive 
without my tobacco for such a long time? Damn these 
horses.

We leave from the estancia two days later, during which 
we dry ourselves and find some more rolling paper. We 
do not see any walls, just a few glaciers in the distance. 
We spend the day among fords and sub tropical forests. 
In the evening the animals stop and won’t go any further. 
We fill the bags and set off; no rock for the whole day, but 
at dusk there they are: exceptional, marvellous vertical 
granite walls. 
We are finally there, but the weather is still playing games 
with us. Only a handful of  good weather spells, intertwi-
ned by rainy days. 
The sun grants us only one attempt on a wall and an easy 
line on La Blanca: both are nice, but it’s not Mariposa. 
The most impressive and majestic line stays well further 
away. We go to its base three times without even bringing 
our climbing shoes; the seracs on top always make it very 
wet. Time goes by and whenever we check the forecast 
it’s not good news. 
Something changes when we’re nearly out of  time, howe-
ver: we call Sara and she says “four days of  bad weather 

Right, top to bottom: On the shores of the Mariposa lagoon, before setting off for the 
wall; the last fords at dawn, before going down along the river; Luca Schiera and 
Paolo Marazzi during the unroped ascent of La Blanca. 
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and then it turns good, this time it’s a longer spell.”
We decide to bring as much gear as possible to the river – 
from which we’ll set off  with a boat – also leaving a rope 
and a hammer. We find some gear at base camp, perhaps 
left behind by old rope parties. The shaft of  the hammer 
appears to be made of  fiberglass, while the rope is a half  
one, apparently in good order, though with a considera-
ble tear in the middle. It’s not too bad, at least that’s what 
we thought back then, and still do now that we are back 
in Italy, since nothing ever tore open. 
For the first time, motivation kicks in, and even if  snow 
has fallen copiously, we are eager to climb. 
We leave base camp with enough gear to stay on the wall 
for three days, but once we reach the lake we have to go 
back: it started to rain. We set off  again the following day, 
knowing that it’ll all be wet, but we’ll sort out something, 
one way or the other.  We sleep at the base of  Mariposa. 
All is silent, then some rockfall, then it’s silent again. A 
more considerable rockfall awakes us during the night; 
luckily it was on the other side.

***

It’s still dark when we have breakfast. We set off  at 
daybreak and we never speak. Three or four hours go by 
and then we hear some rockfall, breaking the silence. We 
run towards a sheltered area. Time for a break with a ci-
garette and some chocolate. Everything seems to be back 
to normal, but then we hear a bigger rockfall from the 
couloir next to us, its echo a deafening noise resounding 
along the entire valley. “We have to climb up that section 
for at least fifty metres, maybe a hundred. Rock has just 
fallen from there, so there won’t be any for a little while”; 
that’s what I think and I may be fully wrong, probably 
just nonsense, but it’s good for the psyche, for the spirits. 
In truth, I was scared to death, and tried not to show it, 
though to no avail. Luchino told me he saw the expres-
sion on my face change abruptly. 
In such places, concentration plays a leading role; you 
need to focus so hard that you’ll forget everything else. 
Perhaps I deem this important because it takes my mind 

Top left: : Luca Schiera climbing before the Mariposa headwall.
Top right: Paolo Marazzi jumaring on Mariposa at the crack of dawn.
Top Facing page: A bivy on top of Mariposa.
Bottom facing page: The Cerro Mariposa wall seen from a nearby peak.
Following page: Luca Schiera setting off for the route.
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off  fear, which is too hard to bear at times. 

We reach the top at 1 am. We squeeze into a hole betwe-
en snow and rock and go down along the route the fol-
lowing day, reaching base camp. 
One last part of  the trip awaits us, perhaps it’s the most 
adventurous and certainly the one we fear the most: the 
river. Neither Luchino, nor myself  have ever gone down 
a river with a canoe and such a heavy load. We try to wa-
terproof  as much as possible, including ourselves: clearly 
all to no avail. 
Six hours later we reach the lake and civilisation. People 
stare at us: perhaps because we haven’t washed ourselves 
in twenty-five days and we’ve arrived from a remote area 
with the dinghies full of  gear. For all the people who are 
there, mostly tourists, a trip to the lake is all that matters, 
and it has to last a few hours, because a routine life ac-
cepts no mistakes.  Wake up, go to work, eat, sleep, do 
something different if  it’s a holiday, go to the supermarket 
or spend time in the fresh air.  Do not overdo it, though, 
you should not get too tired or too dirty, for tomorrow it’s 
back to normal life. And so here, on Mariposa, “Produ-
ce, consume, drop dead” was born, out of  a song whose 

refrain says these words, perhaps also because of  those 
people we cannot really identify ourselves with: wake up, 
go to work, eat and sleep.  ■

Patagonia 2017
Rio Turbio - Cerro Mariposa 
Produce, consume, drop dead (6c A2 900m)
Luca Schiera, Paolo Marazzi
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Interview by Luca Schiera with Federico Magni
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I got to know Sebastiàn in the winter of 2016/17, travelling 
towards Rio Turbio in Patagonia.  Bariloche should have been 
but a passing stage, but it became our house for two weeks. 
Once we established a connection with him, we showed up at 
his place, fully grubby and full of gear, and he welcomed us to 
stay with him and his three kids, without even knowing us. 
I had known him only by name before this trip; he was consi-
dered a legend and I deemed him completely mad. I was aware 
of some of his ascents, but sharing information on them did 
not interest him.
In truth, he is really kind; he speaks four languages and he 
is really learned.  The striking thing about him is that he can 
do pretty much everything, including saddling horses with a 
touch of artistry. 

He is considered the best Argentinian mountaineer and, loo-
king at a list of his ascents, it is impressive to see how young 
he was when he completed some of them (Fitz Roy at 15, K2 
at 25 and many more).
In his home, together with about ten chainsaws that he uses 
for his work, you’ll find vintage cars, physics books and enti-
re shelves of slides, as well as several mountaineering anti-
quities, collected around the world. 
He played a pivotal role in the success of our trip, and I made 
sure I did not miss the opportunity to interview him.

1) Let’s start from the beginning: are you Swiss or Ar-
gentinian?
My mother is Swiss and my dad is an Argentinian architect. 
I was born in Switzerland in 1969, but then we moved to 
Patagonia and that’s where I spent my childhood. We did 
go back to Switzerland a couple of  times, but Bariloche is 
where I spent most of  my time. 
As for my identity, well, I couldn’t tell you: I am both Swiss 
and Argentinian, though I do feel Argentinian, to all intents 
and purposes. Still, what is identity, after all? (laughs)

Do you prefer Patagonia? 
I like everything, though I was lucky enough to travel far 
and wide. This land is, nonetheless, unique. 

Is freedom more of a reality here? 
Freedom is a personal, psychological matter, it all depends 
on your point of  view.  

You started climbing with your elder brother Nico 
here.
Yes, I did. Back then, we were right between two genera-
tions of  mountaineers. The older one had done its time, 
while the following one still had to come by. We started on 
our own when I was twelve, our gear was scanty and we had 
to make do with what was at hand. We had some contacts 
with the gringos who came here to climb in Frey, such as 
Peter Lüthi, Daniel Anker and others. 

Were you already familiar with climbing?
Yes, I was. Aged eleven, I was already climbing plants, rocks 
and was top roping Dulfer style. At twelve, I attended an ice-

climbing course with the Andean Club. My mentors were 
my brother, Chulengo and others. Then I started climbing, 
I got to know many people and it all started from there…

Did your parents climb?
No, they didn’t, though mountains are all around here, so I 
started in Frey around 1981. After the ice climbing course I 
attended another course with the Buenos Aires Club. Back 
then, the instructors were Brenner and the openers of  the 
“Argentinian Route” on Fitz Roy. That was cool. I learnt the 
ropes in Frey and got to know more and more climbers, as 
you do all over the world.  

How was the climbing scene in those days in Argenti-
na? Only the old generation was there, though they had all 
stopped climbing. They were the first Argentinian guides 
and they taught us a great deal. The Brenner group was 
the one closest to us. I have to say, however, that there were 
some difficulties at the beginning.

Were you able to obtain good enough gear? 
We did come across a few pieces of  gear from Europe and 

the US, though it was pricey and not easy to locate. We 
bought it from foreign climbers. There was a boots facto-
ry close to Bariloche. The first climbing shoes appeared in 
1982; before then, we used to climb with good rubber soc-
cer shoes, and we cut the heel from them.

Was Bariloche the centre of mountaineering? 
Yes, it was at the beginning, but then other groups started to 
emerge in other Argentinian cities. 

And then?
I had an idea aged 13: if  I had gone to work at the Frey hut, 
I would have climbed a lot. In truth, I was so snowed under 
with work that I barely had time to climb. On the other 
hand, I did ski a lot and I did climb a lot, too, in 1984, still 

Previous page: the imposing Fitz Roy faces, Patagonia (© S.stok Collection).
Left: Sebastiàn, 14 years old, on his first climbs in Frey  (© S.de la Cruz Collection).
Below: Sebastiàn on the top of K2, at 25, stopped at 8616m for half an hour to play 
the transverse flute  (© S.de la Cruz Collection).
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in Frey. That year I wanted to go and climb to the south, in 
El Chaltén, but my dad thought I was still too young and 
did not let me go. 
“If  you train hard, your fights will be easy”, that’s what the 
old guard used to say.  I then decided to train seriously and 
try the following year. I spent the whole winter training in 
Frey and went to El Chaltén with my brother, Chulengo 
Lamaniere, Gabriel Ruiz and Daniel Feinstein in 1985.  We 
climbed Fitz Roy, I was fifteen. I was a hijo de puta. (laughs)
When we went there the weather was good, so we climbed 
immediately and spent two days of  bad weather at the Bre-
cha del los Italianos, then we climbed the wall. We bivied 
shortly before the summit and went down the following day. 
We still had two month’s worth of  food and supplies, so we 
stopped at the Rio Blanco base camp. We then climbed the 
Aguja Guillamet in a day, along an easy route. The weather 
was often not so good. We then went back in the winter, in 
July of  the same year: it was 1986.

Why did you choose Fitz Roy?
Because it’s an amazing mountain. Together with Eduardo 
Brenner and Gabriel Ruiz, we got organised to climb the 
Supercanaleta.
We wanted to see how winter is in Chaltén; winter in Frey 
is like summer in Chaltén.

How was it? You were aged between 16 and 19. We-
ren’t you scared?
Age does not matter when you climb. If  you are mature 
enough, it does not matter how old you are.
Age is not related to one’s capabilities of  going to the 
mountains, skill is what matters, and not talent because 
that, too, needs to be trained. 
During the summer holidays we went up to Rio Blanco.  
We climbed up to the pinnacle on a good weather day 
along the “California route”, then a storm set in. The fol-
lowing day we reached the summit and bivied again at the 
col, still under a storm. It was really cold and the wind was 
strong.  The video camera fell from my rucksack during the 

descent, but we still have photos of  the summit. 
We did not share the news of  our ascent; Buscaini and 
Metzelin knew about it, but they did not believe us. Some-
body even notified the American Alpine Journal, but we did 
not care about it.
Everything is easy when the sun is shining, but if  bad we-
ather kicks in it’s a tough call, the setting becomes a more 
tasking one. Even if  we had plastic boots and a good gear, 
we all suffered from frostbite and Gabriel’s  fingers were 
severed because of  this, but we climbed back together on 
Aconcagua the following year. 

How was your first experience at altitude?
It was very interesting: I vomited and I had a bad headache. 
Obtaining the permits is a great ordeal and so I said no 
more Aconcagua.  We also went to Peru on the Cordillera 
Blanca in 1989 and it was superb. 

When did Cerro Torre happen?  
The first time in 1987, together with a Spanish guy I met at 
base camp; we wanted to go up the Maestri route.
We climbed fast until we were four pitches from the sum-
mit, then we abseiled and bad weather kicked in, lasting th-
ree weeks. When we went back, we climbed it in a day. He 

Right: Trying out new protections in Frey (© S.de la Cruz Collection).
Below: Sebastiàn on top of Cerro Torre with a pirate’s flag, during the shooting for 
the “Stone Shout” film (© S.de la Cruz Collection).

Below: Sebastiàn on a glacier of the Peruvian mountains (© S.de la Cruz Collection).
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also had some contacts with a Spanish tv channel to make a 
film, so they hired me. I bought a plane ticket for Yosemite 
with the money I earned. 

Who were your mentors?
I did like the Slovenians  (Jeglic, Karo, Knez). They taught 
me a lot, especially that what matters in mountaineering is 
sharing moments with the others, not how difficult a rou-
te is. In 1998, when they were going up the south face of  
Cerro Torre and I went to see them.  I organised work treks 
together with a friend from the German Alpine Club who 
needed help with horses. In between a group and another, 
a spell of  good weather appeared. 
I had seen a mixed line on Cerro Adela and I went to see it. 
Since there had been some rockfall, I set off  during the day 
and started climbing at dusk. I climbed during the night, 
with a head torch, but at some point it seemed far too com-
plex to be climbed with no visibility, so I stopped under the 
final cornice, making a bivy sitting on my backpack, in a 
hole I had dug with the ice axe. On broad daylight, I could 
see well: there was a double overhanging cornice which I 
climbed without a rope with piolet traction. The following 
day, bad weather kicked in and I went down on the other 
side, along the south face. 

A few years later, Peter Podgornic arrived in Bariloche; he 
wanted to have some information on the route, then he so-
loed another one, in winter: he was a tough guy!

Did you climb anything else in 1988?
Yes, we tried Aguja Standhardt together with Pedro Luth. 
Jim Bridwell was there to try that route and was really angry 
when he saw us going past him: he thought that mountain 
belonged to him. When we walked past him at base camp, 
he shouted that we should have given up, and in the mean-
time he tried to go up another face. 
We went up one day with very few gear, then the wea-
ther worsened and we had to go down. It was difficult… 
Bridwell sent it the following time. We then had to work and 
did not try it again. 
(This is now the Exocet route, W15+, La Crux and Luthi had 
in total 5 screws that could be used for belays, too)
After that, I went to Yosemite on my own, for a month and 
a half. I was eighteen and looked for companions at Camp 

4. I climbed four or five routes on El Capitan, Half  Dome 
and I did go up several classic lines.  I then travelled across 
Europe for nine months.  I was in Germany at first and 
worked at a building site; I was in Chamonix after that, I 
climbed the Petit Dru and tried the Freney Pillar, then I was 
in Verdon, the north of  the Eiger, the crags in Spain and 
ended my tour in Marocco. When the money run out I star-
ted working in Saint Moritz. I saved some money and went 
back to Argentina, I then went to Peru with my brother and 
then Fulvio Mariani hired me for a film on Cerro Torre.  
Fulvio wanted to create a film on the history of  Cerro Tor-
re together with Herzog, upon an idea by Messner, ad he 
needed climbers who knew those mountains well. Glowacz, 
Kammerlander, my brother and others were there. The ac-
tors were really expensive and the producers changed the 
storyboard, so Fulvio left after many discussions.  
We went back the same year to finish the helicopter shoo-
ting, we put some fixed ropes on the Maestri route and the 
Ragni route to start filming. We had dug a snow hole on 
the Elmo, one at the Col de la Paciencia and one on top, in 
addition to setting a platform with a tripod. 
The outcome was not the film Fulvio had thought about, 
with the history of  Torre, though the pictures are really 
good. 

What about the pulley?
We had brought the compressor on top during the shoo-
ting, with the idea of  taking it away with a helicopter. After 
a meeting with the film crew, together with Giarolli and 
Salvaterra, to decide whether to leave the compressor there 
or bring it to the Messner Museum, we decided that the 
compressor was not a piece of  rubbish, but was part of  the 
history of  Torre and, as such, should have stayed there. We 
also took all the fixed ropes away, together with Bonapace 
and Ponholzer. 
One night, together with my brother, we came off  the sum-
mit to go and get the pulley used by Maestri to bring the 
compressor on the wall, we then abseiled to the bottom 
and walked to El Chaltén, carrying the 25-kg pulley on our 
backs, reaching it at 7 am. 

When did you climb the route on the Torres del Paine?
In 1991, together with two Basque climbers and an 
American one. We aid climbed the Central Tower along 
a new route, under constant bad weather; we climbed 
two pitches every day, before going down along the fixed 
ropes. The wind would tear the ropes every day, it was 
scary. (The route was called “La Ballena de los vientos.” The 
whale was the robust American friend who, seen from below, swayed 

Below: Sebastiàn on the north face of K2  (© S.de la Cruz Collection).
Right: Sebastiàn on the headwall of the “Maestri Route” on Cerro Torre  (© S.de la 

Cruz Collection).
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climbing up the fixed ropes, moved by the wind.) 
I started organising treks in Rio Turbio around that time. 
In the winter of  1991, in Frey, I learnt to jump with the skis 
thanks to Pedro Lüthi; in two days we set up a 45-metre 
jump and, after a week of  training, he managed to jump 
off  80 metres. 
After having jumped for the whole time, that very same 
year we organised the tour of  the Bariloche lake with skis, 
along more than two hundred km.
A crossing with skis is like climbing a big wall, in terms of  
logistics, though you move horizontally. Thanks to his ex-
perience we then made a tour on the Hielo Continental in 
1993, with the Spanish tv. We spent two months on ice, cros-
sing the entire Hielo from north to south, as far as the Paine 
Towers. We then rafted as far as the sea and ended the tour in 
Puerto Natales. We created a film out of  this tour. 

And then it was the K2? 
The Spanish tv was looking for a project in the Himalayas, 
but had run out of  money. They had obtained (and paid 
for!) the permit for the north face, the Chinese one, so they 
asked us if  we wanted to use it. We would have had to pay 
only for the flight and food. We then created a documenta-
ry on this ascent.(He was 25 year old!).

Was it difficult?
It was not such a technical ascent, but the terrain was mo-
stly mixed. You need to acclimatise properly. The strength 
increases as well as the acclimatisation, the skill lies in letting 
the highest level of  fitness coincide with the time you have 
to climb. We reached the top exactly forty years and one 
day after the first ascent.  The Spanish tv – 94/95 – wanted 
to go to the South Pole. We spent another two months on 
ice, but this time I was the cameraman. It was my last job 
for this Spanish broadcasting station.  
 
Why was it the last one?
Because from then on, their projects became more and 
more dangerous. You have to set some limits for your life 
and understand if  your motivation stems from within 
yourself  or from someone else’s idea, or from money. I did 
like the South Pole, but not the North Pole, so I did refuse 
their offer. My Basque friend in the end carried out seventy 
expeditions.  

What happened after these trips?
I fell in love with the mother of  my children, we started a 
family and I changed my life. It was the second half  of  the 
nineties.  The mountains were still part of  me and they have 
been an exceptional experience. Life with a family, however, 
is different. 

What about your motivation?
I am always motivated, but your life project changes. I don’t 
mean to say I have lost my drive, you simply aim at something 
else. I still climb, and motivation is applied in many fields.
I built a house in Bariloche with the money earned during 
the expeditions and with the tours with horses. Then, in 
2003, I organised the first Argentinian Guiding Course, to-
gether with my brother and the Italian Guide’s Association.

Isn’t it odd for you to suddenly change your life after all 
these mountains?
The unknown and doing new things in climbing is what dri-
ves me: if  I know how the story ends I don’t feel that excited. 
I did not enjoy going to the same places any longer. Uncer-
tainly is thrilling… will you or won’t you be able to climb 
there…
I went to Rio Turbio for the first time in 1987: I spent the 
school holidays climbing there, though the weather was bad 
most of  the times. The same happened in 1983.I then began 
to wonder about what really motivates me in life, and the 
answer was that we started restoring the Turbio hut in 2014. 
Motivation plays a leading role towards happiness, and being 
happy makes us healthy. If  you are driven by something you 
like, you are happy. The good things about the Turbio project 
are the unknown and the mystery; this is an interesting project 
for us, just like climbing is, and you cannot make mistakes be-
cause you are completely isolated down there. We strive for 
uncertainties, and this puts us in the right frame of  mind.
If  it’s not the mountains, then it’s something else. Life is 
constantly evolving.

Below: during the first winter ascent of Fitz Roy  (© S.de la Cruz Collection).

Top left: on the icy chimneys of the Aguja Standhardt, the route is now called 
"Exocet”  (© S.de la Cruz Collection).
Top right: finishing off the “Supercanaleta” during the winter ascent  (© S.de la Cruz 

Collection).
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TOR DES GÉANTS
ON THE FOOTSTEPS OF THE GIANTS
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1) Amateur runners or those who don’t run at all may 
think that ultra runners enjoy making efforts. Whe-
re do you think this comes from? What is your rela-
tionship with effort? What is the point in enduring 
such extended endeavours? 

I believe fatigue varies conversely according to the pleasure 
felt practicing a certain sport. I don’t think ultra runners 
are “heroes” who can endure efforts more than others; I 
simply think that such efforts are felt to a lesser extent be-
cause passion, determination and the will to finish certain 
projects or reach specific goals prevail.  
 

2) Elevation gains, km, timings, gates, hour barriers… 
To what extent do numbers count when you run? 

When I run a race or focus on a project I worked hard 
on, I do give my best and all the parameters you mention 
play a relevant role during the event and training. I try and 
be meticulous and organise my training according to the 
race I am preparing, analysing the altimetry, so that I will 
be able to run for a specific amount of  time and elevation 
gains.

interviews by Stile Alpino

Lisa Borzani
Oliviero Bosatelli

Two big victories 
Two titles need to be defended  

Lisa Borzani

3) Some people may say that athletes neglect their 
bodies, focusing on their minds and willpower, as if 
winning were just related to them. What’s your view 
on this?

If  somebody says that the Tor is just a matter of  putting 
your mind and willpower to it, I tell him to come and try 
for himself !
I do not believe the success of  a trail runner lies in his or 
her mind and willpower alone. You need the right balan-
ce between training, resistance, muscle solidity, ability to 

endure efforts and, certainly, willpower, determination 
and heart.  Willpower and mind alone do not bring you 
anywhere, in my opinion… you need to train hard as well, 
at least that’s the way it works for me. 

4) Nutrition during a race and whilst training: to what 
extent does it influence the end result, especially on 
your body?  

I believe that stressing the importance of  hydration and nu-

Right: Sunset after the first racing day, 2016  (© VdA Trailers/ Jeantet Stefano).
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trition is really important, provided it does not take centre 
stage. I personally try and feed myself  in the most natural 
and “normal” possible way, both in a race, while training 
and in everyday life. I am not such a good cook, so I focus 
on easy combinations. I avoid fats, fried food, alcohol and 
complex recipes, so on the whole I do eat quite normally. 
It is essential to find your own way with nutrition during a 
race. I try and avoid gels and bars during long races, opting 
for cakes, biscuits, chocolate, dried fruits and nuts… and 
then the soups at the various welcome points during the 
Tor des Géants are a must!

5) Winning a race like the Tor is considered something 
that happens only once in a lifetime. You will take part 
in the race again: are you aiming at a second victory? 

I never started a race trying to win it, but paying honour to 
it doing my best. The only thing I want to do at the 2017 
Tor is to fully dedicate myself  to it, with my heart, my mind 

and my legs, like I did in the last years. 
6) Was the Tor something to solve, to manage, to let 
go of or simply to be lived?

Each time I run it, I let the Tor explode within me, allowing 
it take reins and trying to go along with it, knowing that the 
Tor is born and lives within me for about a hundred hours. 

7) What do you think about when you run this race? 
Do you sing, listen to music, laugh, or cry? What do 
you do?

During a race such as this one, your mind will let you di-
scover its hidden places and you’ll find energies you did 
not even know existed, or feel on your knees with no sen-
se of  defence. I do not think during the Tor, that is I let 
my thoughts run free, knowing that, if  I reach the finish 
line, everything will be cleaner and neater, thanks to the 

experience undertaken which will allow me to perceive 
problems and thoughts in a different, more “specific” way. 

Top: Lisa Borzani going up the cols on the first racing day (© VdA Trailers/ Jeantet 

Stefano), and (right) coming out of the rest stop in Cogne (© VdA Trailers/Roberto 

Roux).

Top: Lisa Borzani reaching Courmayeur on day 4  (© VdA Trailers/ Jeantet Stefano).
Right: Lisa signing the poster at the end of the race, as is tradition (© VdA Trailers/ 

Jeantet Stefano).
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8) What is worse in a race and in life? To suffer or to 
be afraid? 

If  one could choose, it would be better to avoid both suf-
fering and being scared. Perhaps I dread being scared the 
most – though I may be wrong – because it gives me panic 
and I feel immobilised. As for suffering, you can instead try 
and come out of  it, especially the physical one. If  fear kicks 
in, instead, you do not even know what to do to come out 
of  it because fear overwhelms your mind. 

9) What do you think about when you are about to 

start the race?  

I think about my partner, with whom I share many adven-
tures, who loves me and hopes I can joyfully cross the finish 
line with satisfaction

10) You reach a moment when nothing is positive, 
everything hurts, you have hallucinations, pains, 
nausea… how do you abide to all of this? How do you 
escape the negative thoughts generating in such situa-
tions? 

At such times I try and strongly believe that “everything 
goes” and, in the words of  my first trainers, “crisis come and 

1) Amateur runners or those who don’t run at all may 
think that ultra runners look very keen to make ef-
forts. Where do you think this comes from? What is 
your relationship with effort? What is the point in en-
during such extended endeavours? 

I have a good relationship with it, considering started 
doing hard labour at a young age. I am not intimidated by 
the efforts endured as an ultra runner, in fact I enjoy being 
able to discover new paths. 
 

2) Elevation gains, km, timings, gates, hour barriers… 
To what extent do numbers count when you run? 

The only difference lies in the fact that a race is going to 
be shorter or longer according to its distance and kilome-
tres and I prefer shorter ones. I cannot really tell you what 
influence gates and timings have on me as I always arrive 
early.

Oliviero Bosatelli

go, you just need to be patient.” If  you overcome critical mo-
ments when you feel like giving up, then you’re nearly there. 
From that moment on, your mind will be your ally. 
11) Is an obsession positive or negative? Do you think 
ultra runners are obsessed with running or something 
in general, or simply love running?  

Obsessions and passion may sound similar, but have 
nothing in common. Obsessions can kill you, you withdraw 
within yourself  and become slave to it. Ultra runners have 
a big passion which keeps them alive, gives them new lym-
ph, can even save them from a negative moment in life, 
making them aware of  the fact that they can transform 
efforts into energy and inner force. 

Right: Oliviero Bosatelli at the Malatrà Col  (© VdA Trailers/ Jeantet Stefano).
Following page, top: Oliviero running the race with the “Giants” of the Aosta Valley 
in the background (© VdA Trailers/ Jeantet Stefano).
Following page, centre: Oliviero reaching Courmayeur (© VdA Trailers/ Jeantet Stefano).
Following page, below: Oliviero accepts his award  (© VdA Trailers/ Neyroz Giorgio).

12) In a word, what do you like about ultra running? 

The irrefutable futility of  running on your own for hours 
on end, day and night which, at least for the time of  the 
race, embodies the bare essentials of  living to the full.   
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3) Some people may say that athletes neglect their 
bodies, focusing on their minds and willpower, as if 
winning were just related to them. What’s your view 
on this?

We actually neglect our bodies to a certain extent, conside-
ring the efforts one has to endure, but nobody obliges us to 
do these things. It’s up to us and our minds, considering we 
are always on the lookout of  exciting sensations, otherwise 
one couldn’t justify such undertakings.  

4) Nutrition during a race and whilst training: to what 
extent does it influence the end result, especially on 
your body?  

I try and eat conventionally: at my age I do not want to fo-
rego the pleasures in life. During a race I simply try and eat 
so as to maximise the physical effort according to the length 
of  the race. 

5) Winning a race like the Tor is considered something 
that happens only once in a lifetime. You will take part 
in the race again: are you aiming at a second victory? 

Well, actually no one ever managed to win two of  them. I 
will be taking part hoping to reach the finish line and that’s 
that (pretty much like I did in 2016), without suffering too 

much. 
6) Was the Tor something to solve, to manage, to let 
go of or simply to be lived?  

It’s something to be lived with myself  for three days. 

7) What do you think about when you run this race? 
Do you sing, listen to music, laugh, or cry? What do 
you do? 

Spending three days and three nights with yourself  means 
engaging with anything. I did not listen to the radio be-
cause I had none. I cannot recall whether I cried, though 
probably not. In the end you think about past memories 
again and again. 

8) What is worse in a race and in life? To suffer or to 
be afraid? 

Being afraid is certainly worse. Fear can create obstacles in 
our lives and to our dreams. 

9) What do you think about when you are about to 
start the race?  

What am I doing here?!!
10) You reach a moment when nothing is positive, 
everything hurts, you have hallucinations, pains, nau-
sea… how do you abide to all of this? How do you esca-
pe negative thoughts generating in such situations? 

The 2016 Tor was a positive experience; I clearly had some 
negative moments, but nothing too serious, certainly not 
enough to interfere with my concentration. 

11) Is an obsession positive or negative? Do you think 
ultra runners are obsessed with running or something 
in general, or simply love running?  

If  we are talking about an obsession, that is no good becau-
se it may harm both your body and your mind. It’s much 
less stressful to consider races with an adventurous spirit, 
regardless of  whether you obtain good results or not. 

12) In a word, what do you like about ultra running? 

The adventure!

Right: Oliviero Bosatelli on the second racing day  (© VdA Trailers/ Jeantet Stefano).
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NIVES AND ROMANO

A HIGH ALTITUDE STORY

■ The news reaches us on 11th May: Nives Meroi and Ro-
mano Benet have reached the top of  Annapurna! It’s their 
fourteenth 8,000m peak and theirs is the first couple to 
have successfully summited all the fourteen 8,000m thou-
sand-metre peaks together. An endeavour accomplished 
without oxygen and without any porter, nor other type of  
assistance, only a minimal support offered by sponsors. 
I doubt Nives and Romano were interested in breaking a 
record and boasting about it; they rather aimed at fulfil-
ling a personal aspiration.  They like altitude and, lo and 
behold, we’ll see them setting off  for some 7,000m peak, 
perhaps some unclimbed one. 
Mountaineering equals genuine passion in the eyes of  
Nives and Romano, accomplished while climbing in the 
most respectful manner. They carry tents, supplies and 
gear themselves, they dig their ledges for overnight bivis 
and clean after themselves the following morning. They do 
not leave any trace whatsoever! If  anything goes wrong, 
they go back. They do not have to reach the top. Theirs 
is a freedom complying with their mountaineering credo. 
They will go back and try the ascent again; it has happe-
ned before and they did reach the top in the end, as was the 

case for Annapurna.  
Sometimes, however, going back is a tough call. Nives and 
Romano were going up Kangchenjunga in 2009, that is 
the third highest mountain in the world. Had they reached 
the top, they would have completed their twelfth 8,000m 
peak. Nives would have been one step ahead in being the 
first woman to reach all fourteen 8,000m peaks. She was 
not too interested in that record, but the press was putting 
emphasis on this, and after all, having one more reason ad-
ded further enthusiasm to this adventure.   That year, four 
mountaineers had already reached eleven 8,000m peaks: 
Oh Eun Sun from Korea, Edurne Pasaban from Spain, 
Gerlinde Kaltenbrunner from Austria and Nives Meroi 
from Italy.  The first to reach all fourteen peaks would have 
written a new page in mountaineering history. The friends 
and admirers of  Nives supported her and she waved aside, 
for competition does not apply to her idea of  mountainee-
ring. In the end, however, she felt dragged into it. After all, 

Left: A detail of the Annapurna top  (© Jorge Nagore).
Below: Nives on the moraines of the glacier at the base of the mountain  
(© N.Meroi/Grivel Collection)

words Mirella Tenderini
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competing is not shameful. Nives never had a main spon-
sor like other mountaineers involved in expeditions outside 
Europe: together with Romano, they earned the money 
to take part in their annual expeditions thanks to presen-
tations and conferences and, quite clearly, the more you 
hear a name, they more you’ll want to invite him or her to 
an event… Competition doesn’t suit Nives and she didn’t 
even want to think about it, though that new challenge was 
perhaps boosting her, unconsciously.   

She certainly did not think about that on Kangchenjun-
ga. They had made good progress on 17 May: they had 
already gone past seven thousand metres. Strong winds 
had obliged them to stay inside their tent the previous day. 
Then the wind started dying down, but Romano was not 
well. He felt terrible, in fact, and decided to give up. In 
other occasions they would not have wasted too much time 
and would have simply gone down together, but Roma-
no was having some qualms about it this time. He did not 
want Nives to forego the chance of  becoming the first wo-
man to climb all fourteen eight thousand peaks. 
«We will go up another hundred metres together, as far as 
the last bivy at 7500 metres, » he said, «I will wait for you 
there, while you attempt to reach the top tomorrow.»
Nives, however, wanted nothing to do with it. 
«No, no! Let’ s go down together, now. I will not leave you 
here waiting.»
Thank God, they did not waste any time. Romano was not 
simply sick, but that was the beginning of  a very serious ill-
ness. They managed to go down rather quickly and could 
go back to Italy, where Romano was saved by two bone 
marrow transplants. It took him three years to be fit again 
to climb a mountain. That was a tasking experience, one 
that made them stronger and more focused, so much so 
that they went back to Kangchenjunga in 2012. 
Alas they did not reach the top because of  a peculiar mi-
sunderstanding: at the very last moment they realised they 
were not going up the main summit, but the central one. 
They were so disappointed that they did not even bother 
reaching it, despite being higher than 8000 metres and 
worthy of  being climbed, in addition to being so close… 
They were disheartened and abandoned that project. 
Their determination brought them back there two years 
later, this time finally reaching the top, the real summit. 
They climbed Makalu two years later, their thirteenth 
8,000m peak. Nives’ rivals had reached their fourteenth 
8,000m peak, in the meantime – Edurne Pasaban was the 

first one, Gerlinde Kaltenbrunner came second, though 
she was the first one to complete all peaks with no oxygen. 
Oh Eun sun came third, though she was disqualified be-
cause of  some irregularities.  This freed Nives from a sense 
of  guilt, one she had somehow carried “because she had 
been part of  the show” in this female run for the highest 
mountains!

Enough of  this sense of  guilt! She certainly would not have 
foregone her fourteenth eight thousand-metre peak with 
Romano to escape the latest record, the one of  a couple 
together on all fourteen peaks. In the end, people would 
not have spoken about her alone, but about both of  them, 
since they had both shared the efforts and the joys of  going 
up those fourteen summits not so much running after a 
record, but to follow their dreams and their passions.  

Annapurna was the last 8,000m peak left. This was the 

first such peak ever climbed – back in 1950 – by a French 
team. Maurice Herzog and Louis Lachenal were the first 
to reach the top, the other members followed, including 
Gaston Rébuffat and Lionel Terray
Annapurna is considered one of  the most difficult and 
dangerous eight-thousand-metre peak; after a very unu-
sual winter, the conditions were pretty bad. Nives and Ro-
mano thought about following the German route, but a 
landslide had created a giant chasm on the glacier where 
the route ran; they then opted for the old French route. 
They met two Spanish mountaineers at base camp, Alber-
to Zerain and Jonatan García, with whom they climbed as 
far as the top, setting up five bivis along the route and then 
dismantling them. They swapped leads on the last day and 
reached the top – 8091 m – at nine am (local time) on 11th 
May 2017.
The descent proved very hard and extremely dangerous, 
but Nives and Romano fulfilled their lifelong dream and 
are now part of  the Himalayan Hall of  Fame.■

Top: Nives jumaring along the fixed ropes (© N.Meroi/Grivel Collection).
Right: Romano Benet in front of Kangchenjunga  (© N.Meroi/Grivel Collection).

Nives Meroi was born in Bonate di Sotto, Bergamo. Ro-
mano Benet was born in Tarvisio, Udine. They met in Tar-
visio and got married in 1989. They live in Fusine, on the 
Julian Alps. Companions in life and on the mountain, they 
have a very active mountaineering career, alongside their 
Himalayan expeditions, which took place in this order: 

1998 • Nanga Parbat
1999 • Shisha Pangma and Cho Oyu
2003 • Gasherbrum 1, Gasherbrum 2 

and Broad Peak
2004 • Lhotse
2006 • Dhaulagiri e K2
2007 • Everest
2008 • Manaslu
2014 • Kangchenjunga
2016 • Makalu
2017 • Annapurna
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How do we manage risks in the 
mountains, which have intensified 
due to climate change? How do we 
combine pleasure and safety? Along 
these lines, Alexia Massacand, Chef-
fe de course of the Swiss Alpine Club, 
decided to plan and create an app 
and a website making use of crowd 
sourcing, that is information sha-
ring among users. Many activities 
requiring meticulous attention in 
the identification of a spring use a 
new avant-garde, geoSDI technology, 
allowing you to manage complex, real 
time geospatial data. The UN employ 
the same technology when offering 
support to developing countries 
and to our Defence in peace-keeping 
operations and the safeguard of our 
men. 

MountaiNow is based upon a simple, 
intuitive principle: any user will au-

tomatically activate a GPS on his or 
her phone. Walking along a certain 
path, he or she will be able to inte-
grate it with observation, comments 
and potential photos, which are then 
all stored on the phone. 
All the gathered data is then tran-
sferred onto the main server at the 
end of the outing, who then stores 
it and makes it available to others. A 
dynamic chart entailing all the most 
recent conditions is then created, in-
cluding an evaluation of the general 
conditions (good-average-bad), stati-
stics relating to danger situation (for 
instance 9 users out of 10 reporting 
evidence of an avalanche or rock 
fall in a specific sector) as well as 
photos or alerts relating to specific 
dangers. It is easy to gather informa-
tion with MountainNow, thanks to 
user-friendly icons and a very fast 
interface, which works even if there 
is no signal. What’s more, this App 
has been created using software re-
quiring low energy.

MountaiNow aims at satisfying one 
of the most important needs relating 
to mountain lovers: knowing the 
most recent changes in snow and ice, 
as well as rock and path conditions at 

once. This new-generation, dynamic 
map is active 24/7, year-round and 
works everywhere in the Alps: both 
the App and the website are free. 
This hands-on instrument supplies 
new data and represents a crucial ad-
dition to existing mountain websites: 
you can download it from the Apple 
Store and the Playstore, as well as 
visiting www.mountainow.net.
It works in four languages (Italian, 
French, German and English) and 
allows mountain lovers to make the 
preparation of an outing an easier, 
more efficient task, directly working 
with Alpine Clubs and instruments 
already in place. It is no coinciden-
ce that the guides and experts of the 
Italian Alpine Club, the Swiss Alpine 
Club, the Chamonix-based French 
Alpine Club and the Alpine Club, the 
park rangers of the Gran Paradiso 
National Park for Italy all tested this 
programme for two months before 
making it accessible to the public for 
free. 

MountaiNow 
A pioneering technology promoting enhanced security in the mountains 

words Ezio Bussoletti

“WINNER FOODS” 
facing climbs in the Alps 

words Donatella Polvara

Eating healthily and consciously is at the heart of good health and allows maintaining the same level of performance obtai-
ned thanks to a tight training, aimed at facing considerable elevation gains. When planning considerable ascents in the 
Alps, it is advisable to think about nutrition, as well, following the “low weight – high calorie” rule.  Having easily digestible 
and fast absorbing food at hand is ideal to secure a fast recovery.  Hiking in the mountains requires significant energy, 
the average calories consumed uphill are 500 Kcal/hour, though this figure may change according to the build of person 
and the activity undertaken. If climbing or ski touring at altitude, this figure increases rapidly, with the added rapid loss 
of liquids, according to the climate and personal needs. It would be thus useful to check if there are refreshment stops or 
fountains along the way.   

A Breakfast for a king

Breakfast should include 30% of the daily calorie intake 
and should be consumed at least one or two hours before 
setting off, especially if the elevation gain to be faced is 
considerable or you undertake alpine skiing at altitude. 
Opt for high-calorie, easyly digested food which won’t sit 
on your stomach and will ensure you receive the neces-
sary calories to keep a sustained rhythm.
Choose fructose- or honey-sugared coffee or tea, biscu-
its, bread, jam, multi-vitamin fruit juice, oat or spelt 
cereals. 

Useful food to carry with you when facing face 
elevation gains 

Fit and trained individuals are usually able to adapt and 
do not need specific diets, perhaps only a few tips: eat at 
regular intervals, never feel fully hungry, because this 
means you’ll spend more time recovering and your per-
formance will suffer.  When the terrain is challenging, 
you should never eat fatty foods which will sit on your 
stomach, but choose complex carbohydrates as long-
term fuel if you are hiking. 
We have a vast array of foods at our disposal, thanks to 
modern technology, such as bars or carbogels, but also 
isotonic solutions which guarantee a swift recovery if 
consumed at regular intervals and in small quantities. 
Food resulting from corn starch are the latest trend, 
such as maltodextrine and isomaltulose, which sport pe-
ople adore, given the energy they deliver. 
Red fruits, dried apricots, figs, nuts, almonds, quinoa, 

oat and are honey are found in bars and are your best 
bet if you are enduring strenuous effort. 
It is advisable not to eat bars only, but also to keep dri-
ed fruit and nuts as well as chocolate and apple gels at 
hand when facing difficult sections of a hike or climb. 
Make a habit of carrying a flask with hot tea, sweetened 
with fructose and sugar or honey and ginger. 
Keep bars, honey and carbogel in your pocket in the 
colder months, otherwise they will freeze. 
Follow your taste and you’ll be guaranteed a good recove-
ry, regardless of whether it’s a sandwich or a bar.
Stop at a hut, especially in winter, to have a hot meal, 
but make sure you do not eat too heavily, particularly if 
you have a good stretch to go, either on foot or with skis. 
Drink regularly: a 4% loss of your liquids is all it takes 
to cause trouble. Water should be mineral-rich to ensure 
full recovery. 
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If you want a supplement, choose isotonic drinks with 
an osmolarity <0,3 osml/l, with a carbohydrate content 
equal to 4 gr for 100 ml, fructose and maltodextrin 
being easily absorbed; unlike other sugary drinks, these 
do not cause bowel liquids. 
If you drink melted snow, add some minerals or eat sal-
ty food such as mature cheese or dried meat. Buccal 
tablets are also useful, as you do not need water and can 
have them quickly. They give you an on-the-go boost even 
when you are fast approaching the top of a mountain. 

The evening: recovery food 

After a day hiking or skiing at altitude, you will reinte-
grate the energies and minerals lost with a good supper. 
Opt for mineral-rich soups with pasta or rice, or pulses 
and meat, delivering proteins. Combine pulses such as 
chickpeas, beans and peas with pasta or rice.  Lean che-
ese and eggs can be consumed with a glass of red wine, 
full of flavonoids, which are strong antioxidants with a 
positive effect on our body. 

These are general rules offering a valid support for he-
althy individuals.  
If you want specific support to face engaging treks or 
high-level performance, you should aim at tailored sche-
mes, based on anthropometric features, delivering tar-
geted advice.

Doctor Donatella Polvara
Biologist  - Analyst - Nutritionist  
A mountain enthusiast who loves travelling  
donatellafisher@libero.it

outdoor Products 2017
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• DYNAFIT. ALPINE PRO

With the new Alpine Pro model, DYNAFIT 
introduces a “responsive, dynamic shoe, 
following a smooth movement from heel 
to toe.”
The Alpine Pro Shoe weighs less than 
300 gr, offering runners reduced weight, 
comfort, adaptability and protection on 
medium to long distances.
The construction of the “Alpine Rolling” 
sole, i.e. an EVA, dual-density sole, increa-
ses the running dynamics and allows uni-
form rolling from heel to toe. 
Designers crafted rubber tension to en-
hance the shoe performance on any ter-
rain: this is a rubber diagonal tensioner on 
the heel, which improves fit precision. The 
shoe envelops your foot better, maintai-
ning stability and support. 

RRP: Euro 155,00
Further information: www.dynafit.it

T E S T E D



• JULBO AERO

Conceived for runners enjoying enduring efforts, Julbo 
Aero do not accept compromises regarding comfort, 
nor performance. This is a versatile model suited for all 
speed sports, featuring a monoscreen, photochromic 
lens guaranteeing a broad field of vision, regardless 
of glow.  Their suspended construction offers high 
ventilation, easing the passing of air between the lens 
and the frame. Thanks to the Air Link concept and the 
shock-absorbing insert at the far ends of the glasses, 
Julbo Aero delivers heightened lightness and hold. 
Available with Zebra light and Zebra light red lenses, 
ideal for the Speed line, being photochromic and anti-
fog, offering exceptional vision under any light. 

RRP: Euro 175,00

• JULBO BREEZE

Ideal for smaller faces, these light glasses are designed 
for active sports enthusiasts and outdoor lovers. Venti-
lated, suspended lenses free the field of vision and al-
low a perfect control of any pitfalls in the ground, even 
if you move fast. Their temples are adjustable, adap-
table and tight-fitting; the new 3D Fit Nose allows the 
glasses to be kept in place all the time. Zebra light fire 
photochromic and anti-fog lenses are conceived for 
the Speed range and to offer exceptional vision under 
any light. 

RRP: Euro 155,00

T E S T E D

Further information: www.julbo.com
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• CAMP Dyon Express KS

MOUNTAINEERING, CLIMBING
• Benchmark quickdraw with 2 Dyon Keywire carabiners  
• 25 mm polyester tapered  dogbone (size 11 and 18 cm) 
  with integrated Karstop Evo carabiner retainer
• Weight 82 g (11 cm) and 88 g (18 cm)

Multi purpose quickdraw, combining top-level lightness and fun-
ctionality thanks to the two Dyon Keywire carabiners. Dyon features 
the innovative proprietary Keywire wire gate and a SphereLock nose, 
it is extremely useful both for the leader who clips in the rope and 
those cleaning it afterwards. Its functionality is enhanced by the 25 
mm tapered dogbone, keeping the quickdraw in place and guaran-
teeing exceptional grip when you work on a route. The lower biner 
in held in place by the Karstop Evo, a new generation TPU carabiner 
retainer which is integrated in the dogbone and therefore extremely 
efficient, functional and unmovable.

RRP: Euro 19,60 (11 cm) and  Euro 20,20 (18 cm)
Further information: www.camp.it

• GRIVEL Stealth Helmet

MOUNTAINEERING, CLIMBING, ICE-CLIMBING

• Size  54 - 62
• Weight 190 g
• Headlamp clip.
• Colours: yellow, titanium.  

Hyper-light and hyper-ventilated.
The polycarbonate shell is co-moulded on a 
layer of expanded injected foam that absorbs 
the impact, with an unbelievable weight of 
190 grams! The design provides the best air-
flow ever made.
One size (54-62) that can be regulated to fit 
once the helmet is on. The adjustment system 
tucks into the helmet for compact storage in 
your pack or haul bag.

RRP: Euro 89,90 
Further information: www.grivel.com

• MONTANE Minimus Stretch Jacket 

MOUNTAINEERING, CLIMBING, TREKKING, 
SKITOURING LIGHT, BREATHABLE, PACKABLE  
a 4-season jacket  
• PERTEX® Shield+ 
• 2.5 layers
• Weight  257g 
•25,000mm water columns

RRP: Euro 219
Further information: www.montane.co.uk

This is the enhanced version of the best seller Minimus Ja-
cket.  A four-season jacket combining breathability, light-
ness, packability and exceptionally waterproof. Not only 
does the 20 Denier fabric of the new Minimus Stretch Ja-
cket possess these qualities, but it has been improved by the 
stretch fabric, allowing for dynamic movement and making 
it usable for longer periods during intense activities.
Colours man: electric blue, shadow, kiwi
Colours woman: zanskar blue, french berry, 
stratur grey

T E S T E D

T E S T E D



• WILDCLIMB Grip Laces

MOUNTAINEERING, CLIMBING 

Stemming from our best shoes, the New Grip fully 
combines grip, comfort and the perfect heel hooking. 

As it that weren’t enough, Wildclimb added a new, ul-
tra fast and precise closure. What are you waiting for? 

Also available in the Grip V version with Velcro closure. 

RRP: Euro 109,00
Further information: www. wildclimb.it
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• CLIMBING TECHNOLOGY
 Orion helmet  

MOUNTAINEERING, CLIMBING 

Ultra light, comfortable and performing, con-
ceived for climbing, alpinism and ice climbing
Featuring a wraparound, protective design, 
it is also extremely comfortable and stable. 
With a number of large openings to the rear 
and sides, specifically placed and shaped for 
excellent ventilation and optimal protection 
in case of impact. Constructed with In-Mould 
technology: EPS liner, PC shell. Equipped with 
an inner comfortable, breathable padding; the 
adjustment roll can be kept inside the helmet, 
so that carrying and stowing it is easier. Featu-
ring four headlamp clips, it is available in two 
adjustable sizes: 57-62 cm for medium to large 
heads and 50-56 cm for smaller heads.
Weight 230 g.
Available in 4 colours.

RRP: Euro 79,90
Further information: www.climbingtechno-
logy.com

• GARMIN FĒNIX 5

Smart sport watches Garmin fēnix 5S, fēnix 5, and fēnix 5X re-
present an evolution of the esteemed fenix 3 Series. Available 
in three sizes, all featuring a coloured, high resolution Chroma™ 
display, stainless steel back with integrated EXO™ antenna, GPS 
and GLONASS satellite positioning, ABC sensors

• fēnix 5 - 47 mm diameter case and a 1,2” display
• fēnix 5S (small) - 42 mm - diameter case and 1.1” display
• fēnix 5X - 51 mm diameter and display with 1.2” Sapphire 
lens 

So as to meet the specific demands of trail runners, fēnix 5 fe-
aturing AutoClimb offers information such as the automatic 
show, offering main data while running on the flat and then 
uphill, adding more pertinent data during the descent, such as 
the midpoint time, vertical speed and the amount of ascent un-
dertaken. For ultra trailers, enhanced battery life if in UltraTrac™ 
mode.

The brand new Training Effect 2.0, Training Status and Training 
Load features will inform athletes on the quality of their trai-
nings, warning them if their training load is too high and risk 
overtraining.
Fēnix 5 models entail new widgets, with which you can track 
progress and the results of your performance, in addition to the 
Recovery Advisor, Stress Score, Performance Condition and the 
measuring of the anaerobic threshold features. 

What’s more, fēnix 5X is the first model in the series to boast 
preloaded TopoActive Europe and Cycle Map Europe carto-
graphy. Among these, Road Trip Run allows runners to obtain 
advice on loop circuits where they can train, after having inser-
ted the distance they wish to run.
Interchangeable QuickFit straps. 

Fēnix 5S starting from Euro 599.99
Fēnix 5 starting from Euro 599.99
Fēnix 5X Sapphire starting from Euro 749.99
Further information: www.garmin.com

• TEX:ENERGY. TEXFLEX 

3000 mAh
Delivers 5v at 2 amps
Lightweight at 107gms

The Flexible Battery can be used wrapped, flat or folded
When folded, the Flexible Battery uses magnets to stay closed which doe-
sn’t affect performance.
680 mm in length means weight of battery is not a strain on the de-
vice, can be stored anywhere on the body or cockpit/control deck of 
vehicle,making it easy to charge all/any of your devices when needed.
The 680 mm flexible flat cable allows you to store the battery in your 
jacket pocket / rucksack so it doesn't increase the weight of your device.
The self sensing auto on/off feature will make sure the device battery
is protected and your flexible battery doesn’t keep discharging,
leading to optimised power management.
www.texenergy.co.uk

T E S T E D
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Summer 
2016 October 

2016

Mountain paperbacks  a new series on mountain-themed best sellers 

ALPI CARNICHE E GIULIE

“Exceptional mountaineering on Italian 
Mountains” a series encompassing the 
inheritance of the historical Guide to 
Italian Mountains. Alpi Carniche Alpi 
Giulie is the opening volume!

2017

OLTRE CONFINE The success of the series dedicated to extraordinary international mountaine-
ering and its people continues.

Winter
2017

Summer
2017

The series “Exceptional mountai-
neering on Italian Mountains”” 
carries on ... 

STILE ALPINO
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