Tomo Cesen’'s 1990 solo of the south face of Lhotse was called the
greatest Himalayan feat ever. The ascent was called into question

then, but the doubts were mostly dismissed. Lately, they're back.
Greg Child investigates Europe’s big controversy.

[ was nervous as I dialed the international code for Slovenia, in the former Yugoslavia, and punched in the number for

Tomo Cesen’s house in Kranj. After all, not only was I abourt to speak to the world’s greatest alpinist, but 1 was, in

essence, going to ask him if he had lied about the climb in 1990 that had made him famous — the first ascent, solo, of

the 12,000-foot south face of Lhotse — because that was what the European press was saying in 1993.

Lhotse rises south of Everest in Nepal, and at 27,892 feet is the fourth-highest peak on earch. First to its summit was
a Swiss team, who neatly dispatched the western slope above the Khumbu Icefall in 1956. Nothing was easy about the
south face, though. Its avalanche-raked barricade of crumbling black cliffs and ice chutes had beat back 13 expeditions

since 1973. A hundred alpinists had pitted themselves against it, including many of Europe’s finest, like Pierre Beghin,

Christophe Profit, Marc Batard Kryzystof Wlehclﬂ, and Remhold Messner 'The wall ’ onsumed

too, among them Poland’s ]erzy Kukuczka, the only man besxdes Messner to chmb all the SOOO‘m e
fell from near the summit when a rope snapped on a 1989 attempt ; ; k ;
By 1990 Lhotse’s south face had earned the t1de of “Last Great Probl m of the Himalaya
evil-looking geology was destined to enter history as the dragonslayer of alpmxsm Then, SI—year ol
claimed a solo first ascent of the wall in a 62- hour round tripiin sprmg of that year. -
The speed, endurance, skill, and damned good luck needed to execute the g;l‘imb was phenémenal‘; Messner ¢

climbing event of the decade,” and indeed it was light years ahead of any alpine achievement in recent

The immense Nuptse/Lhotse wall, with Everest rising behind ori the left and Lhotse% main summit on the right (see page 79 for route diagram). Photo: M}Chael Kennedy




against Cesen, even the best alpinists sud-
denly looked like primitives. Mentally
and physically, he had to be a superman.

Lhotse brought Cesen fame, though
almost immediately his lack of witnesses,
his sketchy story, and questions about his
photographic proof raised doubts. In
1991 he was accused of fabricating the
ascent, and European magazines became a
battleground for angry letters between
Cesen and his detractors. Notable alpinists
such as Beghin sided with Cesen, though,
and stilled the doubts. They believed him
because they wanted to believe that Cesen
had taken alpinism into the future, and
that a climber’s word can be trusted.
Climbing has always worked on the honor
system. When climbers failed, they admit-
ted failure; when they succeeded, they got
kudos, regardless of proof, which was
often not available.

But the doubts that erupted in the past
year — based upon the revelation that
photographs Cesen used to prove his
ascent do not belong to him — have been
impossible to ignore. In the wake of this
discovery, Cesen has lost many believers.
Even Messner, who awarded Cesen the
$10,000 Snow Lion Prize in 1989 for his
climb of Jannu and dedicated a chapter to
Cesen in his autobiography, has recanted his support, saying
petulantly, “If Cesen cannot prove his Lhotse climb, he will
not be in my books about Himalayan climbing, and T will
remove the chapter about him from Free Spirit.”

Nevertheless, Cesen insists he climbed Lhotse.

As the clicks and whirs of satellite telephone language gave
way to a ringing sound in Slovenia, I considered hanging up. 1
admired Cesen’s achievements, and had always believed that he
climbed Lhotse. Now I wasn't so sure. If his ascent was a hoax,
then it was a con as cynical as if NASAs moon missions had
been staged with smoke and mirrors. But what if he was gen-
uine? That was possible, too. Sifting out truth from rumor
would not be easy.

Cesen picked up the phone. I introduced myself and asked
if we could speak about “the situation.” He paused, then said,
“Sure, OK.” I was surprised. I expected him to hang up or
shout a stream of Slovenian insults at me for being another
bloodsucking reporter hounding him.

asked i
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THE ROAD TO LHOTSE

Cesen certainly had the credentials to
solo Lhotse. His rise to prominence began
in Europe during the winter of 1986 with
the Alpine Trilogy, a continuous link-up of
the north faces of the Eiger, Grandes
Jorasses, and Matterhorn, which he soloed
in four days, acing Christophe Profit by
one day to the coveted enchainment. Profit,
who was filmed for television, linked the
peaks by helicopter; Cesen, with more
humble means, connected them by car and
ski lifc. Harder than the Trilogy, though,
was Cesen’s 1987 solo of No Siesta, a seri-
ous ice route on the Grandes Jorasses.

His Himalayan exploits began in 1985,
on the first ascent of Yalung Kang (27,903
feet), a subsidiary peak of Kangchenjunga.
Cesen was a member of a large Slovenian
team which tackled the mountain in tra-
ditional expedition style, fixing ropes and
establishing four camps with Sherpa sup-
port. After reaching the summit (Cesen
used oxygen to do so), his partner, Borut
‘Bergant, literally gave up and dropped off
the mountain while descending. Cesen
survived a freezing bivouac by pacing back
and forth on a ledge. The experience rav-
aged him — he lost 35 pounds — but it
taught him the art of survival at altitude.

Cesen made a 19-hour solo of the regular route on 26,400-
foot Broad Peak in 1986, followed by an impressive solo 4
attempt on K2, where he climbed 8500 feet in 17 hours. In
1987 he tried Lhotse Shar, next to Lhotse’s south face, with a
big team. After this he always soloed his big routes. “If ’'m
aware that everything depends on me and only on me, [ can
concentrate 100 percent,” he said in a 1991 interview for the
book Beyond Risk. “And if 1 have 100 percent concentration, I
can pull out of myself all the power and strength I have.”

Winter 1989 saw him solo more desperates in Europe —
the Red Pillar of the Brouillard on Mont Blanc, and Modern
Times, a 2500-foot free route on the Marmolada in the
Dolomites. In the spring he went to Jannu’s north face, an oft-
tried flank of that 25,294-foot Nepalese tusk. This solo
involved hard ice and verglassed 5.11 rock up an 8000-foot
wall. The skill and self-reliance it called for was staggering, as
was Cesen’s speed: he bagged the route in a 23-hour push, just
a week after he reached basecamp.
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, Laudatory articles in the climb-
ing press, an autobiography, and a
.commemorative stamp issued in
. Slovenia followed in the walke of
- Tomo Cesen’s solo ascent of the
. south face of Lhotse, the “last
great problem” of the Himalaya; in
spring 1990. But doubts about the
ascent soon surfaced, and by 1993
_ the controversey had all but
- eclipsed earlier praise of Cesen
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Ceﬁen said, in the 1991 American Alpine Journal, thart these
experiences taught him “the limits of risk and impossibility are

very different for different people.” He decided that he was
ready for Lhotse.

CESEN'S LHOTSE ACCOUNT

The following is the story according to Cesen’s published
accounts. He decided to climb the south face of Lhotse by a
variation of the route tried in 1981 by a force of 22 Yugoslavs,
led by Ales Kunaver and including Viki Groselj. Before Cesen
left for Lhotse four years ago he had sat in Groselj’s house,
looking at his slides, plotting a route. ’

The 1981 attempt had reached 26,740 feet. In 1985 the
Frenchmen Michel Fauquet and Vincent Fine got to 24,300
feet, alpine style, which convinced Cesen that he could solo
the route. He had studied it from Lhotse Shar in 1987, and
knew that survival would depend on speed, and avoiding the
daytime hours when snowstorms engulf the face and avalanch-
es thunder down. Indeed, in 1980 Nicolas Jaeger, a French-
man, had disappeared on Lhotse Shar when an eight-day
storm hit him after he had soloed to 26,500 feet.

Cesen reached basecamp on April 15, then sprang up on
Lhotse Shar four times, going as high as 23,600 feet, in order
to acclimatize. On April 22 he set off into the frozen night. He
carried a 40-pound pack containing a sleeping bag, bivouac
sack, seven ice screws, 10 pitons, 300 feet of 6mm rope, extra
gloves, socks, and goggles, camera, walkie-talkie, food, and

three liters of coffee. He took no stove.

He climbed for 15 hours on 60-degree snowfields left of the
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1981 route, then bivouacked at 24,600 feet as dawn lit the
wall and rocks starced richocheting down. Early the next after-
noon he continued up a couloir flanked by canyon-like walls,
then bivouacked again at 26,900 feet. Above loomed the huge
loose cliff that had halted the 1981 team. On April 24 he start—’
ed again at 5 a.m. in good weather. In the 1991 American

Alpine Journal, he described this section: “A snowy ramp led to
a vertical step, mostly rock but covered here and there by snow

~and dubious ice. This would have been fine at 5000 meters

but at 8000 meters it needed superthuman strength. It took a
g%od tl;rfefe };ours to gain some 60 meters, some with artificial
aid ... I fixed a part of my rope a i
ration for the deicent.” 7 tope at the top of the step in prepa-
.Next came “a snowy step then a long traverse.” Deep snow,
wind, and storm hampered him. Finally the clouds parted,
revealing the South Col and Everest, with Cho Oyu farther
west. To the south was a sea of clouds. He described the last
section Ey writing, “I had to dip a bit into a saddle and then
up to the very top. It was 2: .
ngkie—talkiel”y p 2:20 p.m. I called camp on the
Below were Dr. Jankl Kokalj, a support member, and Tomaz
Ravnihar, who was making a film about Cesen. Clouds pre-
vented them from seeing Cesen, but Ravnihar recalls his
broadcast. “There’s nowhere else to go! It seems that I've
reached the summit!” Cesen had blitzed the wall in 46 hours.
He had previously decided to descend his route rather than
escape down the easier, yet, for him, unknown west face and
the notorious Khumbu Icefall, and had left his gear at the sec-
.ond bivouac. He reversed the crux rapidly, and gives no details
in any of his published accounts of the climbing from the
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summit to 25,600 feet. Amid worsening
avalanche conditions, he located the piton
anchors left from 1981, and rappelled
into the night. His third bivouac was at
23,950 feet. Again he radioed camp, to
check the weather. The forecast was for
clearing skies, though Lhotse was
engulfed in clouds and trembling from
avalanches. “They say I'm cool headed
but in that third bivouac my nerves nearly
cracked,” Cesen wrote in the American
Alpine Journal of his terror of being swept
away. At midnight, stars appeared and he
continued down, reaching the bottom at
8 a.m. on April 25.

“I know that Lhotse has captured patt
of my soul, the part that yearns for uncer-
tainty and true adventure,” his article
concluded. “It is a road where decisions
have to be made and carried out constant-
ly, a road similar to life, but where every-
thing is happening on the very edge of
life, an edge so sharp thar it is often diffi-
cult to sense whether you are on the right
side. For better or worse, from mountain
tops you can see so much further, and the
true limit is infinity. A man throws a rock
—— his desire — into the unknown, into
the mist, and then he follows it.”

“THE HOMECOMING

Jannu had put Cesen on the map, letting him quit his job as a
steeplejack to become a professional climber, but Lhotse madf
him. It earned him a Slovenian national medal. Messner nomi-
nated him for another Snow Lion Prize. Several Ttalian gear
companies hired him as a technical advisor. His climbing club
gave him a job. Cesen also wrote a newspaper sports col'umn,
appeared on sports shows, made a climbing docurpentary in the
United States, and authored a glossy book about his career. B

Journalists flocked to Cesen, too. When David Roberts visit-
ed his home in the foothills of the Julian Alps in 1990 to write
an article, “Sweetheart of the Himalaya,” for Quiside, he ff)und
Cesen exuding “confidence and serenity,” and described him as
“movie-star handsome: six feet tall, lean but muscular.” Writ-
ing for the British press, the climber/writer Sf‘ephen Ven:.zblef
found Cesen “reserved, dour and intense,” yet “quite genuine.
Nic O’Connell, author of Beyond Risk, a book of interviews of
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climbers, was impressed by Cesen’s gen-
erosity and his “Mr. Mum” devotion to
his children, wife, and parents, as well as
his rock climbing talent. (O’Connell
watched him nearly flash a 5.13c sport
route.) Echoing the feeling of many who
know Cesen, O’Connell also remarked,
“He’s the kind of person you'd never
imagine could lie.”

THE DOUBTS BEGIN

Gossip that Cesen’s ascents could be
fakes started in the alpine huts and bars of
Chamonix soon after his return from
Lhotse. Some people couldn’t accept that
Cesen could climb so fast, so hard, so high,
and so alone, and get so famous without
proof. Who had seen him do the Alpine
Trilogy, or his other solos in the Alps, they
asked? Where was the photographic proof?

On Jannu his camera had frozen, and
no one from basecamp saw him on top.
(Kokalj, who accompanied Cesen to bas.e—
camp on Jannu and Lhotse; was unavail-
able for comment.) On K2 he had soloed
the south face to the Abruzzi Ridge, then
descended that route on a day when many
climbers were going up and down, yet
none saw Cesen. As for Lhotse, aside from
some unremarkable photographs showing hard-to-pinpoint
V}CWS of the wall, and a summit photo showing Everest and tl.le
icy basin of the Western Cwm, all published in July 1990 in
the French magazine Vertical, his only proof was his word.

The wheels of doubt turned further. In lealy’s AlpiRando, an
interviewer, Mario Colonel, asked Cesen about Lhotse: “Your
friends, did they see you reach the summit?” Caught off guard,
Cesen bridled, saying, “You ask as if you considered there was
some doubt in the matter.” Within the skepticism ran more
than a thread of envy. Cesen’s big routes were mqstly climb.s
coveted by Frenchmen. The French take their alpinism seri-
ously. Perhaps Cesen’s habit of snatching prizes fron’1 gndér
French eyes was getting to be too much. “They cllont like it
when they're not the best ... unfortunately,” Cesen jabbed.

He remained aloof from the speculators. “I know what I
have done. I have always climbed for myself. It doesn’t matter
to me if you believe me, ot if you dont,” he said defiantly in a
1991 interview in Vertical.
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After their ascent of another line on
the south face of Lhotse in fall 1990,
the Russian team expressed doubt
about Cesen’s solo earlier that year,
citing, among other things, the 1000-
foot corniced ridge that lies between
the top of Cesen’s route and the sum-
mit. Cesen says he climbed below the
ridge crest on the south face in order
to avoid the wind. Shown at the left is
the view of Lhotse froim the south-
west (the dashed line indicates
Cesen’s route; the dotted line shows
the Russian route), with the true sum-
) mit and intervening ridge hidden:
: Above, a telephoto taken from Makalu
) basecamp almost due east, with the
Upper part of both routes marked.

THE RUSSIAN ASCENT OF LHOTSE

Doubts increased in November, 1990, after a Russian team
climbed the south face via a direct line, right of Cesen’s route,
to the summit. Harder and steeper than Cesen’s line, it was
done in heavy style: it took 25 men, two months of climbing,
seven camps linked by thousands of feet of rope, and the use
of oxygen after 23,000 feet to place Sergei Bershov and a
severely frostbitten Vladimir Karatajev on top. After a press
conference in Kathmandu, European magazines carried the
news that the Russians had dropped a bombshell on Cesen by
claiming the first ascent of the wall.

An incredulous Pierre Beghin, France’s most respected
Himalayan alpinist, who was there to try the wall that winter,
reportedly exclaimed to Bershov at the press conference, “But
what about Cesen?”

“He didn't get to the summit,” came the reply.

“But what about his photo of the Western Cwm?”

“You can’t see the Western Cwm from the summit of Lhotse.”

The photo Beghin referred to had appeared in Vertical, in
the article “The Ascent of Tomo.” Its caption read, “On the
summit Tomo had just enough time to photograph the West-
ern Cwm of Everest to authenticate his ascent.” Surely the fact
that Cesen possessed this picture proved he had surmounted
the south wall? For only from the top of Lhotse can one look
north and see Everest. The Russians also noted that berween
the point where Cesen’s route hit the summit crest and the
actual summit was a- 1000-foot corniced ridge, an obstacle
they doubted Cesen had climbed, and something barely men-
tioned in Cesen’s published accounts.
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Bershov was cagey about accusing Cesen of lying, saying at

the press conference, “I don’t say he did not reach the top, but
if he did he is a superman.” (Bershov repeated this comment
to me during a phone interview, aided by an interpreter, in
1993.) In addition to Lhotse, Bershov has climbed a new route
on Everest and has traversed Kangchenjunga, the world’s third
highest peak. He remains adamant about what he saw from
Lhotse’s summit: Everest’s southern faces and tents on the
South Col. He didn't see the icy basin of the Western Cwm,
which from Lhotse’s summit, he says, is blocked by the curva-
ture of Lhotse’s west face.

As for the traverse, I was surprised when Cesen told me that
he negotiated the ridge by climbing below its crest, on the south
face, to escape the savage wind. T had photographed this ridge in
1988, through a telephoto lens, from Makalu basecamp, and
saw a steep and fluted snow wall, overhung by house-sized cor-
nices. Everything I've learned has told me to avoid climbing
beneath cornices or on slopes on the lee side of the prevailing
winds; such areas are prone to windslab avalanches and are often
covered in deep snow. But that is where Cesen says he climbed,
rather than taking the hardpacked snow on top of the ridge.

THE ACCUSER

In September, 1990, when Cesen was nominated for mem-
bership to the exclusive French climbing club the Groupe de
Haute Montagne, several members blocked his entry over the
matter of proof. The most vociferous doubter was Ivano Ghi-
rardini, a leading alpine soloist in the 1970s and early 1980s
who achieved the first Alpine Trilogy (spread over a winter),
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and whose solos included the south face
of Aconcagua and the first ascent of
Mitre Peak in the Karakoram. He tried
K2 and Makalu alone, then quit
Himalayan climbing, disillusioned by
Asian bureaucracies.

Prompted by the Russians’ remarks,
Ghirardini wrote a scathing polemic that
appeared in Vertical in January 1991.
“Alpinism in Perdition” berated Europe’s
glitzy mountaineering scene with its tele-
vised and helicopter-supported ascents,
sponsored climbers, and media-created
heros. Ghirardini argued that new routes
were no longer done for a love of climb-
ing, but were motivated by commercial
pressures. So distrustful was Ghirardini of
the integrity of modern climbers that he
proposed the creation of an international
verifying organization for alpinism, which
would be “independent of sponsors, spe-
cialized magazines, and other commercial
interests.” The main thrust of the dia-
tribe, though, was the accusation that
Cesen had lied about Lhotse and other
solos for material gain.

“I always take the trouble,” Ghirardini
wrote, “to carry two simple cameras and
several films with me on all my important
solo climbs around the world. Then I can
produce pictures for anyone who asks. I don'’t believe Cesen is
the poor, innocent Yugoslav climber he is made out to be. He
is, above all, a professional alpinist, sponsored and sustained by
manufacturers and newspapers. And as such, he is obliged to
be irreproachable in the matter of his proof.”

“Without precise photos, closeups that show him on the
slope between 8000 meters and the summit,” Ghirardini con-
cluded, “T don’t believe in his climb.”

In February 1991, Cesen defended himself against Ghirar-
dini’s attack in a letter in Vertical “Mr. Ghirardini, you have
gone too far,” Cesen began. He scoffed at Ghirardini’s verify-
ing commission, and created 2 hilarious image of Ghirardini
as president, following Cesen by helicopter into the moun-
tains to spy on him. On a more serious note, he rebuked the
Russians’ doubts by saying they had no comprehension of
modern alpinism, and that their old-style ascent represented
“a step backward in Himalayan climbing.” He implied that
their criticisms were based on envy, since it took 25 Russians
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conscience of climbin

‘If we, as alpi allow
suspicion-to intrude among.
ourselves, then we lose part
of our soul.~Alpinism will
pass into the hands of the
codifiers, the verifiers, and

all the other standardizers.”

to climb a wall that he had soloed.
Cesen also suggested that they might
have been unable to see into the Western
Cwm because, in autumn, a snow mush-
room might cling to the summit that
would block the view; in spring, Cesen
said, this mushroom didn’t exist. He also
asked that since the Russians reportedly
reached the summit at night, how could
they have scen anything?
Bershov’s book about Lhotse, Lez the
Avalanche Go Around You, seems to
answer this question by showing a photo
of Everest glowing with twilight. The cap-
tion states the shot was taken 150 feet
below the top. Imprinted on the photo is
the time signature 4:16 p.m. The Western
Cwm is not visible.
About his own ascent, Cesen was
emphatic. “Before climbing the south face
of Lhotse,” he wrote in the letter, “I knew
that if T succeeded there would be some-
one who would contest the ascent, judged
to be almost impossible. That is why I
spent a lot of energy taking photos on the
route and on the summit.” He also
claimed, “There are traces of my route
because I left all my pitons.”
Those words, printed in many maga-
zines, would later return to haunt him.

DEFENDERS OF THE FAITH

Beghin, with Christophe Profit, failed on Lhotse in winter
1990. Rather than trashing Cesen, though, they defended him.
“I know the south wall of Lhotse,” said Profit. “I've tried it three
times, And I am convinced Cesen climbed it — to the summit.”

They had other climbs in common with Cesen; Profit was
his rival for the Alpine Trilogy, and Beghin had tried Jannu’s
north face, but was beaten back by cold and great difficulty.
Beghin was familiar with big Himalayan solos, too, having
climbed Kangchenjunga alone.

Beghin (killed in 1992 on Annapurna I) spoke for the con-
science of climbing.-In the French magazine Montagne, he
decried Ghirardini’s attack. “I always believed that one of the
golden rules of alpinism was respect for the word of other
people. Everyone presumed innocent until proven guilty — as
in law. Will we in future have to produce proof of our
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When another Slovenian climber, Viki Groselj, saw the photos for
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achievements? If we, as alpinists, allow suspicion to intrude
among ourselves, then we lose part of our soul. Alpinism will
pass into the hands of the codifiers, the verifiers, and all the
other standardizers ... You say Tomo Cesen never got to the
summit of Lhotse? Well, I would like to know who saw Her-
mann Buhl on top of Nanga Parbat, or Reinhold Messner on
Everest after his solo climb of the north face? ... It is my abso-
lute conviction that on the dawn of 25 April 1990, he
returned to the foot of Lhotse having accomplished one of the
most beautiful exploits of contemporary alpinism.”

The controversy was fed by European climbing magazines and
mainstream newspapers, like the French daily LEquipe, which
covered the dispute. Ultimately, it became an embarrassment to
French alpinism, even though Cesen was being defended by
French climbers as well as being atracked by them. Quipped the
noted Swiss climber Jean Troillet, 2 Cesen supporter at the time,
“Ah, the French ... so good they are at slinging shit!”

The affair fizzled out in mid-1992. Cesen was voted into the
Groupe de Haute Montagne, Vertical’s editor Jean-Michel
Asselin declared in an editorial, “Cesen is no liar,” and Ghirar-

dini skulked back to the sidelines.
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MESSNER'S DOUBTS

In summer 1992, Cesen gave a lecture in Vienna to an audi-
ence of 1000 admirers. He narrated slides, showed the film
Ravnihar had made of him on Lhotse, and fielded questions.
The host and interpreter was Reinhold Messner, who had
nominated him for another Snow Lion Award. Although
Messner was arguably Cesen’s greatest fan, this was their first
meeting. It went badly for Cesen.

Messner detected strange inconsistencies in Ceser’s tale of
Lhotse. He showed photos of perfect weather, yet spoke of
storms. Ravnihar’s film (described later by Stephen Venables,
who saw it at Cesen’s lecture in Buxton, England, as “a farce,
like a propaganda film”) showed no actual climbing on Lhotse.
Few of the photos showed landmarks on the face, or Cesen
climbing. Messner suspected that some photos came from
Cesen’s 1987 attempt on Lhotse Shar.

Messner was baffled when Cesen said he had left no pitons
on the wall above 27,000 feet, either for ascending or descend-
ing. “I could not imagine descending this cliff without belays,”

(continued on page 144)
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Through all our trials
- ft]he torrential rains,
: - = stifling humidity, and
vegetation with armor-piercing th
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Messner said later. In eatlier statements,
Cesen had said he had left his pitons
behind as anchors. When the audience
asked Cesen how he acclimatized so
quickly (he summited nine days after
reaching basecamp, while most alpinists
need a month to adapt to 8000 meters),
Cesen said he had earlier been in Tibet.
Messner later learned that Cesen has
never visited Tibet.

But a film clip of Cesen returning to
camp after the climb troubled Messner
the most. “I've never seen a climber so
fresh after an 8000-meter peak,” Mess-
ner told me in autumn 1993. “You can
see in the eyes and face when someone
has done something difficult at high
altitude. Here I saw a fresh young man
coming down a hill.”

After the lecture Messner suggested to
Cesen that he could escape all the
doubts about his ascent by climbing a
major route with partners, “to show the
world you can do it.” Cesen replied,
“Nobody [else] can do these things, 1
must do them alone.”

“From all his answers I had the feel-
ing there was something wrong,” Mess-
ner says now. He decided not to award
Cesen the Snow Lion prize.

THE LHOTSE PHOTOS

With 10 of the world’s 8000-meter
peaks under his belt, Viki Groselj may
soon become the third man to climb
the 14 highest peaks. In February,
1993, he was preparing an exhibit of
climbing literature for his climbing
club when he came across the three-
year-old issue of Vertical featuring
Cesen’s Lhotse article. Groselj hadn’t
seen the issue before. Slovenians, he
said, usually look to German and
English magazines for information.

Groselj was surprised to see the Lhotse
photographs because when Cesen
returned to Slovenia in 1990 he publicly
announced that he had none. “My word
is my only proof,” he said, and, being a
national hero, he was believed. Accord-
ingly, no meaningful photographs from
Lhotse ever appeared in Slovenia — not
even in Cesen’s autobiography, Solo.
This book shows only staged shots of
Cesen climbing the glacier near base-

continued from page 81

camp, and telephoto shots of him low
on the wall, on easy terrain, possibly on
Lhotse Shar. Since the wall is sunlit in
these photos, and he embarked on his
climbs late in the day when the wall is
shadowed, it seems to me unlikely that
these are from his Lhotse climb.

Groselj, who regarded Cesen as “the
genius child of mountaineering,” knew
that Cesen had told journalists at the
time of Ghirardini’s attack that he had
taken photos, but, trusting Cesen,
Groselj had never probed this apparent
contradiction. He experienced a feeling
of deja vu about the photos in Vertical,
though. At home, he sorted through his
slides and made an astonishing discov-
ery: two slides attributed to Cesen were
his. “I nearly fell down,” Groselj told me.

One photo showed a fog-shrouded
cliff at 27,000 feet, snapped by Groselj
on the 1981 south face attempt. The
other was the shot of the Western Cwm.
Vertical had accidentally printed both
images in reverse. “I took this picture,”
says Groselj, “500 feet below the sum-
mit, on April 30, 1989, when I climbed
the west face [of Lhotse].”

How did Cesen get the slides? Two
days after Cesen returned from Nepal
in 1990, he borrowed them from
Groselj’s wife, Cveta, while Groselj was
climbing in Russia. Cesen wanted
them to show his Italian sponsors
where his route went, he said. At no
time did he suggest he would portray
the slides as his own.

“Since I trusted him as a good aquain-
tance of our family, I let him choose
whatever he required. He returned them
a few days later,” says Cveta.

Now Groselj’s faith in Cesen was
shattered. Groselj also suspected that a
third photo, of a cornice described by
Cesen as being at 24,600 feet, did not
belong to Cesen. “It isn’t my photo, but

T'am sure that Tomo got it from one of

the other 1981 expedition members,”
Groselj told me.

Indeed, in 1981 Groselj had taken a
nearly identical shot on the south face.
He found it inconceivable that this
lump of snow had not changed shape in
nine years. He also noted that Cesen
had described his route as being 150
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feet left of the 1981 attempt, meaning
that he could not have photographed
the cornice from the position implied in
the image. “This means that Tomo
doesn’t have any photo that is his, above
23,000 feet,” says Groselj.

WHISTLE BLOWER

Groselj confronted Cesen and
demanded an explanation. Cesen
admitted he had borrowed the photos,
but maintained that he had never
claimed them as his own. Cesen blamed
Vertical’ editors for wrongly attributing
his name to the pictures. Why did he
submit the photos to Vertical, without
Groselj’s permission, in the first place?
And, if it was a mistake, why didn’t he
alert anyone when they appeared in
Vertical? He had excuses — the same he
would soon tell others — but they did
not convince Groselj.

Groselj told his climbing club of his
discovery, but his compatriots urged
him to keep quiet. Cesen was the unof-
ficial climbing ambassador of Slovenia,
and embarrassing him would shame all
Slovenian climbers.

told an interviewer in Vertical then; “It
poses no problem, it is at the disposal
of all who wish to examine it ...”
Among the few to see Cesen’s photos
was Stephen Venables, who visited him
in Kranj in 1990, after Lhotse. Venables
recalls that Cesen showed him about 20
slides taken on the Lhotse trip. None
were action shots. Venables says that
Cesen was “very vague” about the final
day of climbing, but when he produced
the photo looking into the Western
Cwm, Venables assumed “he must have
topped out from the wall.” Throughout
1991 Venables defended Cesen against
his detractors in Britain’s High maga-
zine. He had no idea that Cesen had
announced in Slovenia that he had no
photos from Lhotse, or that the summit
photo would become so controversial.

ENTER VERTICAL
Dominique Vulliamy, a production
assistant at Vertical, recalls Cesen as
being distraught when he visited her
home in Grenoble last summer. He had

driven from Slovenia in the hope of
clearing up the mess by

Still, despite the criti-  Today, climbing is more persuading Vulliamy

cism of his club,

that the fault lay with

Groselj went public commercial. Reputations her. The problem was,

with the story in April,
1993, prior to his

must be sustained to

he said, a “misunder-
standing due to the lan-

departure to climb K2. impress sponsors. For a  guage barrier,” and he

Cesen had to

offered Vulliamy a com-

respond. In newspa- handful of climbers, plex scenario. In 1989,

pers, on TV, and in a
letter to the Moun-

after Jannu, he had pro-

there is money and glory posed to her an article

taineering Union of to be had. It may not be about Slovenian climb-

Slovenia, he denied any

i'ng. One climber he

foul play regarding his- much money, and the suggested writing about

ascent or the use of

was Viki Groselj. Cesen

Groselj’s photos. He glory is ﬂeeﬁng, but it never wrote the article,

told the Slovenian pub-
lic, “I have no pho-

mit. I have said clearly

can mean the difference
 tographs from the sum- between climbing for a after Lhotse, and asked

but he said that Vul-
liamy had phoned him

him to come to France

from the beginning that living, or dlgglﬂg a ditch.  with photos from his

I don’t possess any.”

He had indeed told Slovenia this in
1990, but some people remembered his
defence against Ghirardini and the Rus-
sians in 1991. In Vertical, the Indian
Mountaineer, ltaly's Revista de la Mon-
tagne, in Slovenian newspapers, and in
Beyond Risk, he referred to a summit
photo (now known to be Groselj’s) that
he said proved his ascent. “Many peo-
ple have seen this photograph,” Cesen
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ascent, as well as photos
for the story about Slovenian alpinists,
in which she remained interested. That
was why he submitted Groselj’s slides,
he said. He blamed Vulliamy for acci-
dentally mixing them with his own.
Vulliamy regards thar account as a
smokescreen. “The photos were never
presented as being Groselj’s. His name
was not on them. And we never dis-
cussed, at that time, any other articles.
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How could it happen that the only pho-
tos he gave us by Groselj were from
high on Lhotse?”

Verticals editor, Jean Michel Asselin,
also found Cesen’s explanation hard to
swallow. In January 1991 — six months
after the controversial photos were pub-
lished, and at the height of Ghirardini’s
attacks — Asselin says he had quizzed
Cesen about an inconéistency in his
Lhotse article: Cesen had reported fog on
the summit, begging the question of how
he could have photographed the Western
Cwm. Cesen, Asselin says, explained that
fog shrouded only the south side, and
not Everest, “so I could take that photo.”
In Asselin’s opinion, this could have been
an -opportunity to inform Vertical of the
mistaken use of Groselj’s photo. '

Another thing troubled Asselin. In
1990, when he noticed that the summit
shot was a duplicate, Asselin had asked
Cesen for the original. Cesen, Asselin
says, said it was stolen at a lecture in
Milan. Yet after the revelation by
Groselj, Cesen told Vertical that the lost
photo was not the Groselj photo, but
another one, which Cesen took just
below the summit.

THE DOSSIER

Summer 1993 got worse for Cesen.
In June, Messner announced that he no
longer believed him, that he was retract-
ing Cesen’s Snow Lion award, and that
he planned to “erase his name” from his
books. Then, in July, a dossier of evi-
dence against Cesen, stamped with the
seal of a legal interpreter appointed by
Slovenia’s Secretariat for Justice and
General Administration, began circulat-
ing throughout Europe. Its author was
Viki Groselj.

The dossier compares Cesen’s con-
flicting comments between 1990 and
1993. Citing print and TV sources,
Groselj shows that in 1991 Cesen said
he “spent much energy taking pho-
tographs on the face and on the sum-
mit.” In 1993, however — after the
outbreak of the controversy over the
photographs — Cesen denied ever tak-
ing summit photos. In an interview
with the Slovenian sports magazine
Ekipa, Cesen was asked, “You did have a
camera with you, why didn’t you take
photographs?” He replied, “I could go
on explaining for an hour why not ...

3 »

but I simply didn’.

“He is getting mixed up into new lies,”
said Cveta Groselj, who with her hus-
band, is considering making an official
submission of the dossier to the UTAA.

Cesen’s plight inspired; Ghirardini to
pen a blistering I-told-you-so attack
on Cesen published in September in
Vertical. In it he charged that Cesen also
lied about the Alpine Trilogy and K2.
Ghirardini claimed that the weather was
bad on the dates when Cesen said he
soloed the Eiger and Matterhorn, and
he did not believe Cesen could make
such rapid solos at night under such
conditions, He also said that Cesen had
altered his story about the times and cir-
cumstances of the routes. As for K2,
Ghirardini regarded it as “totally unlike-
ly” that Cesen could have eluded the
many climbers ascending and descend-
ing the Abruzzi Ridge.

Ghirardini accused Cesen and his
sponsors of profiting from fraud. Cesen
should be “placed in the hands of the
Slovenian police,” Ghirardini said, and
any photos he has from Lhotse should
be “examined by a criminal laborato-
ry,” to check the frame numbers
against the sequence of events. He fur-
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ther charged that Cesen is accountable
for the lives of less experienced
climbers who try to emulate his alleged
feats and get into trouble.

While Ghirardini’s questions about
the Alpine Trilogy deserve answers,
Cesen did provide an alibi for K2.
Tomaz Jamnick, co-leader of Cesen’s K2
expedition, confirmed to me that he
saw Cesen nearing the Abruzzi Ridge on

- K2 at 10 am. on August 4, and spoke

with him by radio.

CESEN'S LAST STAND

With his support lagging and the
press turning against him even in Slove-
nia, Cesen raised his last defence in his
claim of climbing Lhotse by citing an
entry in the 1993 American Alpine
Journal. A month after Cesen’s ascent,
two Americans, Wally Berg and Scott
Fischer, climbed Lhotse’s west face.
Afterward, Berg was interviewed by
Elizabeth Hawley, a Reuters news corre-
spondent, in Kathmandu. The meeting
led Berg to write a “personal note” to
the American Alpine Journal editor, H.
Adams Carter, which Carter published.

The note says that after the interview

DOUG GEETING AVIATION
Thanks for making us #1 agaln in 1993.

with Hawley, “We were sure he [Cesen]
had been there based on his description
of the summit area, which Liz related to
us a few days after she had interviewed
him. Among other things, he decribed
seeing an old orange oxygen bottle on a
small platform just below the summit,
which is a small snow cone.” He also
noted that the final snow cone was so
precarious that he and Fischer belayed
each other up it. Cesen told Hawley he
had decided against standing on top of
it, which Berg thought was a smart
move for someone without a rope.

Cesen says Berg’s observations prove
his ascent. Vertical magazine called
them “good news for Cesen.” Messner
dismisses the interview. “There have
been 50 ascents of Lhotse. Cesen could
have asked someone what was on top.
Why didn't he take a photo of the oxy-
gen bottle?”

Unfortunately for Cesen, neither Fis-
cher, Berg, nor Hawley kept notes of
those conversations about the summit,
and today their memories are hazy. Fisch-
er no longer recalls seeing an oxygen bot-
tle at all. Bershov, who followed Cesen’s
final 150 feet to the summit six months

Photo: James Balog
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later, says he saw no oxygen bottle.

Berg stands by his original statement,
though, saying that he walked out of
the conversation with Liz Hawley “feel-
ing I had confirmed Cesen’s ascent.”
And Carter, who visited Cesen in Kranj
in 1990 after Lhotse and saw his pho-
tos, says that despite the controversey
since then, he still has great faith in
Cesen’s integrity. “I have known him
from well before the time he became
famous,” says Carter. “He made a bad
mistake using Groselj’s photos, by 1
think he completed the Lhotse climb.”

CESEN SPEAKS

When [ spoke with Cesen in October
his tone was calm, although he had
endured weeks of bad press. He spoke
convincingly, though his version of
events suggests that many people I
interviewed are involved in a conspiracy
to discredit him.

When I asked him to explain how
Groselj’s photos had ended up in Verti-
cal with his name on them, he repeated
his story of being requested by
Dominique Vulliamy to bring some
slides of Groselj’s to illustrate an article
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separate from Cesen’s Lhotse piece.
Cesen claims he told Cveta Groselj pre-
cisely the same thing at the time. He
took the slides “to help Groselj” get
published in Vertical. He also says the
slides were marked with Groselj’s name.
Whatever happened next was due to
mistakes by Vertical, which, Cesen says,
the staff refuses to admit.

Asked why it took three years before
he admitted that Vertical had erronously
included Groselj’s pictures with his arti-
cle, he said, “This was my mistake.” He
said that at the time he was worried by
Ghirardini’s accusations and thought it
would look bad if he raised the matter
then. Did he take photos from the top
of Lhotse? “No,” he said, then addéd,
“not directly from the top.”

As for Messner’s contention that Cesen
had told him in Vienna that he'd accli-
matized in Tibet, Cesen replied, “T never
said this. I have never been to Tibet.”
Cesen attributed his spectacular speed on
Lhotse and his ability to acclimatize to
8000 meters in nine days to rigorous
training, which he says most alpinists
don’t do. His acclimatization technique
is, in fact, supported by other ascents.
Viki Groselj himself reached the 26,398-
foot summit of Shishapangma in Tibet
just 12 days after reaching basecamp.

Cesen was enigmatic about the origin
of the 1993 controversy, blaming it on
“the fact that I don’t have a good rela-
tionship with the expeditions commis-
sion in Slovenia.” He said the trouble
began when he appeared on a TV
sports show and criticized Groselj’s plan
to climb all the 8000-meter peaks, say-
ing it was not at the forefront of alpin-
ism. Cesen suggested that Groselj and
Tone Skarja, who are big wheels in the
expeditions commission, have a mafia-
like monopoly on the funding of Slove-
nian expeditions, and that Groselj was
trying to silence Cesen by publicly
accusing him of stealing his slides and
faking his ascent.

As for the burden of proof, Cesen
said, “I'm satisfied with this,” citing
Berg’s letter in the Amercan Alpine
Journal. Otherwise, he said, “the fucure
will show I climbed Lhotse.”

ASSUMPTIVE REALITIES

Tomo Cesen is not the first climber
to be accused — rightly or wrongly —
of lying. The more I explored this affair,

the more it reminded me of the contro-
versy surrounding Cesare Maestri, the
Italian who claimed the first ascent of
Cerro Torre in 1959, Climbers have
long contested this climb, and subse-
quent expeditions to the route — none
of which have succeeded — have found
no traces of Maestri’s ascent.

Nevertheless, Maestri still insists that
he and Toni Egger battled their way up
and down a futuristic route on the
north face of that wind-lashed Patagoni-
an tower. Like Cesen, Maestri lacks wit-
nesses and photos, as Egger disappeared
in an avalanche during the descent, tak-
ing the camera with him. Maestri can-
not prove he climbed Cerro Torre, nor
can anyone categorically prove he didn’.
Maybe, for Maestri, the ascent has
entered the realm of assumptive reality
— he has said he climbed Cerro Torre
for so long that he believes it, regardless
of what the truth is.

Closer to home, I remembered the
case of a friend who became caught in a
web of deception. He and another
climber got high on a Himalayan peak,
yet did not make the summit. Afterward
they decided it would enhance their
careers to say they had succeeded.

This tormented my friend’s con-
science, but once the lie was uttered
publicly, there was no turning back.
When they published photos, they
added a shot of them standing glorious-
ly on the summit of a peak not in the
Himalaya, but in the Alps. People
sensed something was amiss, and asked
questions. Finally my friend admitted to
his wife — he had lied even to her —
that the claim was a fiction. Although
there was a flap at the time, few people
remember the incident now.

But what about Tomo Cesen? Does it
matter if he was a fraud? If he had
claimed any' climb other than Lhotse’s
south face it probably wouldn’t, but
great climbers have died vying for it.
Messner dubbed the wall “a climb for
the year 2000,” and Vertical termed the
awaited ascent “an orgiastic highpoint
in the history of alpinism.”

Tomaz Ravnihar, the filmmaker at
Lhotse basecamp, who has been accused
of being part of a pro-Cesen conspiracy
to fake the ascent, explained away the
scandal by saying, “Tomo’s success was
too enormous, and this is the reason
why mountaineering has suddenly
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become a matter of business and the
reason Cesen needs evidence.” Whether
one believes Cesen or not, the statement
holds true.

Climbing has changed since Maestri
and my friend told their stories. Back
then, only honor was at stake. Today,
climbing is more commercial. Reputa-
tions must be sustained to impress
sponsors. For a handful of climbers,
there is money and glory to be had. It
may not be much money, and the glory
is fleeting, but it can mean the differ-
ence between climbing for a living, or

digging a ditch.

AFTER THE STORM

By the time the Cesen affair played
itself out a couple of months ago, the
players were tired from a long feud.
Fokus magazine in Slovenia had called
Cesen’s climb “a swindle.” The BBC
had reported it as a potential hoax.
Cesen remained adamant that he had
made his climbs. “I really don’t care
anymore,” he sighed to me on the
phone. “If people don’t believe me,
that’s their problem.”

Groselj was frustrated that the Slove-
nian Mountaineering Union, blaming
Vertical for an editorial error, had exon-
erated Cesen of intentional wrongdoing,
“I feel I am in a lonely place,” Groselj
said, wondering if the criticism he
endured for trying to topple Cesen,
Slovenid’s icon of alpinism, was worth it.

Maybe Cesen summitted on Lhotse,
and fearing that his lack of proof would
undermine his claim, he tried to pass
other people’s photos as his own. Or
maybe he only got high on the wall, and
made the claim anyway. Or maybe he
sat behind a rock beneath Lhotse and
tricked his friends at basecamp with a
false radio message. Or maybe an elabo-
rate conspiracy is afoot.

There really is no way of knowing,
short of climbing that awesome wall
and searching for the pitons Cesen told
me he left above 27,000 feet. And I’ll be
damned if 'm going to do that.

Wall rat, free climber, and Himalayan

~ veteran, Greg Child has written for

Climbing since 1982. His most recent
book, Mixed Emotions, was published
in fall 1993 by The Mountaineers Books.
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