
Everest Winter Ascent and Tragedy. Yasuo Kato, 33, was lost on Everest 
after becoming the first climber to reach the summit in a winter, solo attempt. 
His partner, Toshiaki Kobayashi, 34, who was following with bivouac supplies 
and met Kato just below the South Summit, also failed to return. This was 
Kato’s third ascent of Everest. Kobayashi had been on expeditions to Dhaula­
giri, K2 and Everest. The 7-man Japanese expedition accomplished its ascent 
in a very rapid 25 days. After establishing Base Camp on December 2, Kato 
reached the base of the South Col on December 22. In winter the main enemy 
is the frigid high-altitude jet stream which drops down to blast the mountain 
with force enough to send loose rocks sailing. Kato counted on the belief that 
the jet stream rises clear of the mountain every few weeks for two or three days. 
His plan was to launch an alpine-style attempt in that brief, calm period, with 
Kobayashi following in support. His first attempt on December 23 took him to 
8100 meters before he was turned back by 50 to 60 kph wind and – 40°C 
temperature. Kato could hardly keep upright, and the batteries of his radio 
froze within 15 minutes. Kato’s next chance came on the 27th. Using oxygen, 
Kato and Kobayashi left Camp IV at five A.M. At ten A.M. climber Yoshi- 
masa Sasaki caught Kato’s transmission reporting they had reached 8400 
meters and discovered the body of a climber (Frau Schmatz?). At 7:30 P.M. 
Kato reported the following: He had reached the South Summit at 1:50 P.M. 
and the summit at 3:55 P .M ., at which time it was almost dark. On his descent 
he had met Kobayashi, who carried 27 kilos (60 pounds) of bivouac supplies 
to the agreed upon campsite just below the south summit. By then it was 
already pitch dark and very cold. Kobayashi was slightly frostbitten. Sasaki 
asked if Sherpas should be sent up to the South Col in preparation for a possible 
rescue. “No, that won’t be necessary,” Kato replied. “Both of us are well, and 
we’ve got a good bivouac. I ’ll call you tomorrow at seven A .M .” Kato’s voice 
sounded confident and in good spirits. In each of his other two Everest ascents 
he had bivouacked above 8000 meters without equipment. Now being fully 
prepared, he expected no difficulties. That night a terrific storm and cold wave 
blew in. The Indian Mountaineering Foundation forecast winds of 150 to 200 
kph (!) at Everest altitude, and a temperature of –  43°C. The resulting cold



wave caused the deaths of over 200 people in northern India. The jet stream 
dipped down enough to strip Camp II at 6600 meters off the mountain. The next 
day, in spite of terrific wind, Sherpa Noan Yonden was able to climb to the 
South Col in hope of helping the stranded climbers to descend. He saw no sign 
of them, nor any the following day. On December 30 the search was aban­
doned. Dr. Yasuo Sasa, the President of the Japanese Alpine Club, flew to 
Kathmandu with Kato’s sister to attend the funeral of the two lost climbers. The 
Japanese speculate that because there was too little snow on the southeast ridge 
to dig a snow cave, the climbers were probably forced to seek shelter in the 
tent carried up by Kobayashi. The extreme force of the jet stream wind, they 
believe, had blown the tent and occupants down the mountain. Other Japanese 
Everesters expressed the opinion that no one would be able to climb the 
southeast ridge in the wind storms typical of the post-Christmas season. (This 
information was sent by the Japanese Alpine Club.)

T h o m a s  H o l z e l


