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DEATHS DURING MOUNTAINEERING AT EXTREME ALTITUDE 

In 1986 a storm on K2 (8613m, 28,250ft), the world's second highest mountain led to events which claimed 
the lives of 13 climbers including two British mountaineers, Alan Rouse and Julie Tullis. Following the 
tragedy it was suggested that many such deaths might be avoided if supplementary oxygen were used. In an 
attempt to identify the factors involved in fatal accidents at extreme altitude (over 7000m, 22960ft) we 
studied fatalities on British expeditions to peaks above 7000m. 

Methods and results 

Reports relating to British expeditions to peaks over 7000m were collected from Mountain Magazine from 
1968 until December 1987. We noted the details of fatal accidents and personnel. We admit that there were 
sometimes difficulties in compiling full records of expedition members and that not all the accidents occured 
at extreme altitudes. Deaths of sherpas and porters are not included. We do however feel that ALL British 
expeditions to peaks over 7000m have been included here. 

There were 83 such expeditions, comprising 535 mountaineers visiting the Greater Himalaya. 23 fatalities 
occurred on 10 of the 51 peaks visited. The overall mortality rate was thus 4.3% of mountaineers - or there 
was at least one fatality every fifth expedition. 

The most frequented mountain was Everest, (8848m, 29,021ft); there were 121 individuals on 11 expeditions 
with 7 deaths (overall mortality rate 5.8%). On K2 (28 individuals on 5 expeditions) there were three deaths 
(overall mortality rate 10.7%). 

We attempted to identify the principal cause of death in each case from the data available and from personal 
knowledge.  

Cause of death Number Percent 

Falls, rockfalls, avalanches 16 69.6 

Cerebral / pulmonary oedema 4 17.4 

Uncertain 3 13 

Total 23 100 

Comment 
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