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῏Obituary ῐKei Taniguchi, Alpine Clim ber and Artist of Lifeõs Journey 

Masami Onda     

 

 

Kei TanigucKhi   ©Hisatake Taniguchi  

 

Alpine climber Kei Taniguchi, the first woman ever to win the Piolet s dõOr (Golden Ice Axe) in 2009 

for climbing Samurai Direct route on Kamet (7,756m / WI5+, M5+, 1800m southeast face) in India, 

made several first ascents in the Himalayas and Alaska, slipped 700m from the summit of Mt. Kuro 

(1,984m) of the Daisetsuzan rang e in Hokkaido, Japan when untying her rope after completing the 

route, and found dead on the 22nd of December 2015, at the age of 43.  

 

  

Samurai Direct Route on Kamet (7,756m) in India, 2008  ©Tamotsu Nakamura  

 

At 155cm, she was relatively small but had strong mind which is the most important ability for an 

alpine climber.  Her interest in mountain climbing began at the time she was in elementary school 

when her father took her to the local mountains.  Also by re ading books especially influenced by 
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Naomi Uemura, a Japanese arctic explorer active in 1970s. She was world -class alpine climber but 

preferred to define herself as a òtraveleró or òexploreró than a òclimberó. Since she climbed with 

curiosity in exploring the beauty of nature and local culture, it is not hard for us to imagine that she 

did not like to be categorized just as a òclimber.ó  

 

She attended Meiji University, the same university Uemura graduated from, and joined the Cycling 

Club but her interest i n climbing mountains was already in her mind. òI always felt the urge to climb 

when I saw mountains while riding.ó After graduating she joined a local mountaineering club and 

started her climbing career. In 2001, climbed Denali (6,194m) via the west b uttre ss and found herself 

to be strong at high altitudes. During the same time also joined several adventure races and her 

name became to be known as one of the top female athletes in the field. òAdventure races are what 

taught me team dynamics.ó Not only the race, she was strong in the mountains but said she never 

train herself.  It was a mystery among friends, but one winter day, received a message saying she 

went for òwalkó and soloed 3 routes just because the òweather was beautiful.ó. Usually normal 

climbers  climb these routes with rope, one per day. òI donõt like competing.ó she said. òI find climbing 

interesting because it forces me to deal with strengths and weaknesses inside myself and not 

because I must or for the sake of competition.ó  

 

Year 2001, when she first climbed Denali, was a big change year of her life. She quit her permanent 

job after 2 years of working and became a freelance company facilitator and mountain tour guide 

altering her lifestyle to where to spend most of the time in the mountains. This set the stage for the 

next stride of her career. Around this period, another important change was occurring in the 

Japanese alpine climbing community. A group of next generation of young alpine climbers, including 

Yusuke Sato and Yokoyama òJumboó Katsutaka (who would later be known world -wide as the 

òGirigiri Boysó) started to become active. Kei was well accepted and loved among the group and they 

shared experiences and technique with each other which accelerates to deepen her alpine climbing 

skills wh ich is difficult to master just from òtextbooks.ó 

 

A few years later, Kei embarked on a number of expeditions with long time climbing partner Kazuya 

Hiraide. In 2004, the north west side of Spantik (7,028m), and the north face of Laila Peak (6,096m) 

in Pak istan. In 2005 second ascent of the east ridge of Mustagh Ata (7,546m) in China, and the new 

route on the north face of Shivling (6,543m) in India.  And in 2008 the new route on the southeast 

face of the remote peak of Kamet (7,756m) in India, for which th ey won the 2009 Piolet dõOr. They 

continued with attempts in 2009 unclimbed east face up until 100m under from the summit of 

Gaurishankar (7,134m) in China, and in 2011 first traverse from south to west side of Naimonaõnyi 

(7,694m) in China.  In 2013, they  summited Diran (7,266m) from west ridge and tried Shispare 

(7,611m) unclimbed south west face up to 5,800m, in Pakistan.  
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She loved Alaska and visited several times. In 2008 climbed 4 hard routes around Ruth glacier 

including second ascent via the Worrior õs Way (VM5R A0, 21 pitches) on Mt.Grosvenor with Hiroki 

Suzuki. And in 2011 traversed Kahiltna Peak via unstable knife -edge ridge with Yasuhiro Hanatani, 

trying to retrace all the way up to Denali to commemorate her friends who were lost in 2008 while 

att empting an enchainment of the Kahiltna Peak and the Cassin Ridge.  

 

From 2013, she partnered with Junji  Wada. Their first expedition was to Alaska in 2014, 38 days at 

Ruth glacier without meeting anybody all through the expedition. They climbed new routes named 

Wasabi Concerto (AI4 M5+ R) and Wasabi Sonatine (WI4 M4) on the northeast buttress of Peak 

11,300, Wasabi Prelude (V 60 degrees) on the south face and Wasabi Nocturne (WI4 AI5 M5) on the 

east face of Mt. Dan Beard.  They call the climbs as òWasabi quartetteó and were nominated for the 

Piolet s dõOr Asia 2014. Then in the autumn of 2015 they attempted the unclimbed peak Pandra 

(6,850m) in Nepal which were unable to summit on and were planning to try again the following post 

monsoon in 2016.  

 

Kei leading around 6,950m of Gaurishankar (7,134m) in China, 2009    Photo By Kazuya Hiraide  

 

Not only personal, she paticipated òofficialó expeditions. For the 8000m òcleaningó expeditions led by 

Ken Noguchi, she joined as a manager in 2002 and 2003. In 2006 summited Manaslu (8,163m) and in 

2007 summited Everest (8,858m) with the team. She loved working with Ken and  Sherpa in the 

expedition but later mentioned òI would choose to attempt silent peaks.ó  She also led young female 

climbersõ expedition offered by Japanese Alpine Club to the yet unclimbed Mansail Peak (6,235m) in 

Nepal in 2014 and led the in experienced young group to the summit.  

 

She enjoyed life at home in Japan between expeditions. After living in Tokyo for about 20 years, she 

moved to a small cabin near the Yatsugatake mountain range in 2014. Since she was a fan of art and 

loved to visit museums mainly locates in Tokyo, she had been hesitant to move but soon after said òI 

should have moved away from Tokyo earlier to live near the mountains.ó. She loved living simply in 

the woods among the beauty and blessings of nature.  

 

For about 15 years she afforded her living and expeditions by working as freelance company 
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facilitator and trekking guide. She had several offers by sponsors but refused to be sponsored easily 

and only selected gears which she found reliable. òI love working as a facilitator.ó she said and shared 

her experiences gained in extreme fields. òI would like to be the best facilitator to navigate people to 

recognize their personal potential and team dynamics.ó  

 

She put extensive effort into finding potential and team dynamics for herself and ot hers. òI carefully 

choose who to rope with and once we roped together I find the best way as a team to climb.ó.  In 

2009, at the Piolet s dõOr meeting in Chamonix, she roped with Peter Habeler, who was a hero of hers 

from his legendary achievements. Mr. Hab eler thankfully shared his story. òIt was a really tough 

route I got stuck and Kei leaded us. As it always is with great Individuals like Kei, she took it very 

lightly, not making any comments about getting stuck.ó.  She wrote in her diary it was a great 

experience roping with him and was impressed by his strong spirit to look for future adventure.  

Since she had experience studying in the US for a year after high school, she had good 

communication skills, not only speaking English but expressing her though ts verbally.  The next 

year she was invited again by the Piolet s dõOr in 2010, as a judge.  

 

Like her climbing style, she often mentioned she prefer not to leave any pitons nor titles behind, even 

in her life.  She was like an artist expressing her passion for the beauty by drawing a line both on 

the mountains also on her path.   

 

On the 13 th  of March, 2016, 3 months after her accident, Keiôs memorial was held in Aoyama, Tokyo.  

Her family and around 500 people from various fields gathered and mourn over the great loss of our 

friend, world class alpine climber and an artist of lifeõs journey. 

 

Kei Taniguchi: Alpine climber, facilitator, mountain tour guide.  Born July 14 th , 1972.  The first 

woman to win the Piolet s dõOr in 2009 for climbing the new route on Kamet (7,756m) in India in 2008.  

Winner of Piolet s dõOr Asia in 2014 for climbing òWasabi quartetteó in Alaska. Died in an accident at 

Mt. Kuro of Hokkaido, Japan on December 22, 2015 at age 43. òBeing with The Mountainó Alpinist 

Magazine Issue 52, 2015.  http:/ /www.alpinist.com/doc/web15y/wfeature -being-with -the-mountain  

 

 Kei heading unclimbed south face of Naimonaõnyi (7,694m) in China, 2011  Photo By Kazuya Hiraide  

http://www.alpinist.com/doc/web15y/wfeature-being-with-the-mountain
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International Team China -North America 2016     

Ice Climbing in Shuangqiao valley, Mt. Siguning Range, Sichuan      

                                               Liu yong , Sichuan University  

 

International ice climbing team attend ed the Chines e &  North Am erican ice climbing exchanging 

program  conducted in Mt. Siguniang range of Qionglai  Mountain s, Sichuan, China. The following is 

a report of Liu yong.  

 

In early February,  2016, a small group of Canadian and American ice climbers which was led by 

Steven Swenson, a former Pr esident of American Alpine Club arrived  to the Shuangqiao valley,  a 

most reputed  ice climbing field  in China.  

The five foreign climbers joined the team for a 10 days climbing trip with the Chinese ice climbers , 

which was organized by the Chinese Mountain Club (CMC)  and two ice climbers from Hong  Kong 

joined  as well.  

 

This  was an ice climbing exchanging program between Northern American climbers and Chinese 

climbers. In October 2015,  Daliu (Liu yong),  a Chairman of Chinese Mountain Club was invited to 

attend the Ba nff mountain film festival in Canada  and he met Steven Swe nson in Ba nff, and they 

met up in Chamonix in 2012 at the Piolet dõOr as Daliu acted as a jury and Steven won the prize for 

the first ascent of Saser Kangri  ll  (7518m). The two old friends made a decision that they would start 

a climbing exchanging program between the Chinese and North American climbers.  

 

Three Chinese strong ice climbers include Daliu, Zhaozhongjun and Bater , and nine members from 

CMC (Chinese Mountain Club) joined this program held  in their home climbing playground , the 

beautiful Tibetan mountain range.  

As soon as they arrived at Shuangqiao valley in  the late afternoon,  18th  of February , Daliu and 

Steven Swenson roped up and climbed a 67 meters ice fall called òfive colour iceó, Canadian climber 

Steven Earl Van Sickle and Am erican climber Alexis Manfred Berg climbed a 45 meters WI4+ ice 

wall  (Swiss knife). Both of the two team s finished their climbing before sunset.  

 

As a part of the exchanging program, the northern American climbers  gave three days ice climbing 

course to the members of CMC which finally led those young climbers  to successfully climb some long 

multi -pitch es steep ice falls.  Most of the young Chinese climbers never climbed outside of China 

before, and it was probably f irst time for them to climb with North Ame r ican ice climbers . I t took 

little longer time than usual for them to exchang e their climbing skill and their thought of different 

ice based on their different language and culture background.  But it must be a wond erful experience.  

The rest of the 10 days trip, the American and Canadian climbers climbed some attactive  vertical ice 

falls with Daliu, Zhaozhongjun and Bater . They climbed many of the famous ice falls in Shuangqiao 
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valley  that include a famous route òthe dragonõs breatheWI6ó,and the Northern Americans even 

explored some of the big ice fall in Changping valley which is next to Shuanqiao valley  in the east . 

 

Shuangqiao valley is located in Mt. Siguniang range of Qionglai M ountain s, which shares the 

easternmost rim of the  Tibetan high plateau. It is famous as Chinese Alps because of stunning and 

overwhelming view. There are three valleys in this area and the high est peak is 6250 meters Mt. 

Siguniang,  and there are over 150 high peaks around this mount ain range which mostly have steep 

face and sharp ridge.  The climbing history in Mt. Siguniang began in early 1980õs. The Japanese 

alpinists became the first climbing pioneers and they made many first ascents on these snow covered 

top. The Doshisha Universi ty in Kyoto made the remarkable first ascent of Mr. Siguniang 6250m in 

1986. 

In late 1980õs, some American alpinists started to explore some new routes and new peaks around Mt. 

Siguniang main peak.  Charlie Fowler made some fantastic solo climbs  in some ver y steep peaks.  

 

The first generation of Chinese alpinists to climb here were mostly from Chengdu,  Sichuan.  They 

found this playground in early 1990õs and they soon made some amazing  and notable  first ascent . 

Daliu and his colleagues showed the leading power in this climbing golden age.  

Back to 1990õs, Daliu and his friends found many  ice falls in Shuangqiao valley when they tried some 

winter climbs . Some of the ice falls stand on a vertical rocky face and falls down few hundreds meters 

towards the ground. They climbed some of th ese ice routes  with their handmade old shit ty 

equipment. In late 1990õs, famous American ice climber Crag Lubben c ame to Shuangqiao valley 

with some Chinese ice climbers from Beijing, He climbed the ice and introduce d this ice climbing 

paradise to the western climbing community.  In the past 20 years, more and more climbers visited 

the Shuangqiao valley and explored more ice falls.  

Nowadays young climbers regard here as a ideal ice playground and many  of them gain the ice 

climbing  practice and  experience for the first time  on blue and white ice.  

 

The average altitude in Shuangqiao valley is over 4000 meters  .It is much higher than the ice where 

the Northern American climbers usually climb in  their hom e ground. It took  a few days for these 

strong climbers to acclimatize  to the h eight.  

A few days later, the international team climbed a hard ice fall  óthe wings WI4+ó in a cold snowy day.  

All members  including young students  finished the climbing . This resulted in a  big success for the 

new members of CMC.  

òThis was an amazing trip for us,  we had a great time with the Chinese climbers in Shuangqiao 

valley and I am already trying plan a way to come back.ó said by Steven Van stickle, Canadian 

climber, mountain  guide.  

 

As a part of the further exchanging program in 2016 winter, CMC will organize a  climbing trip to 
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Canadian mountain range.  The Chinese climbers will hopefully climb some of the huge ice with the 

local climbers as a n international team . 

     

International Team  Photo Mimi          On top of anchor of òfive color ice fall ó Photo Daliu  

  

         

         

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caoch team, from left , Daliu  (China), Steven van Sickle  (Canada), 

Steven Swenson (America),  Alexis Manfred Berg  (Canada), Erik Holsten   

(America)  Rafal Aleksander  (Canada) Photo  Mim i   
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Five color ice fall  

   

Alexis M . Berg is on òXuebergkouó W15 Photo Zhao Zhongjun                     Daliu ice climbing  
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Photo Gallery ðYi Mi nority in Guizhou , west China  2016 

Wuri Wusa  

 


