Ger McDonnell posthumously awarded the Targa d’Argento Pinzolo Gold Medal
For publication on Sat July 31st 2010

Gerard ‘Ger’ McDonnell from Kilcornan in Limerick was the first Irish person to reach the summit of K2 (6,811 Meters) on August 2nd 2008 at the age of 37. Tragically he died on the descent when caught in an avalanche; having delayed to assist others. On the second anniversary of his death it has been announced that he is also the first Irish person to be awarded the international Targa d’Argento Pinzolo Gold Medal

This award was founded in 1972 by Angiolino Binelli, then chief of the Pinzolo Alpine Rescue Squad in Italy. It occurred to him, after a difficult rescue, that there was no specific award for members of the mountain community who had distinguished themselves in rescue operations. The Targa d’Argento essentially honours those who risk their life for others in the mountains. 

Its inspiration is derived from the simplicity and straightforward nature of mountain people and from their principles of true human solidarity. It celebrates those who leave home, work and family, to go where someone needs help, without expecting any reward beyond human fellowship. An awarding council annually chooses a winner from among those nominated. Past recipients of the award have been Pope John Paul II (2004) and the Dalai Lama (2001).
The Albo D’Oro, a gold medal, is additionally dedicated to the memory of those who have died; the medal is presented to the family of the deceased person at a ceremony which takes place in Pinzolo, on the last Saturday of September every year.
Ger is the first Irish mountaineer to be nominated for the award. He was not a formal member of any rescue team; however Mountain Rescue Ireland nominated him because on numerous occasions his concern and actions for fellow climbers proved him to be a “mountain rescuer” and an outstanding humanitarian. 
On K2 in July 2008 before his summit bid, Ger approached the rival climbing teams seeking cooperation and mutual assistance; so that all concerned could be successful. He was acting as the ‘peace broker’ in a competitive environment, so that nothing would detract from what they had all strived so valiantly to achieve. At Camp 3 in late July, a Serbian climber, Hoselito Bite was calling for help, seeking refuge and shelter having lost his tent in a sudden storm. Ger and Sherpa Pemba assisted him.

On August 2nd after being on the summit and bivouacking overnight above 8,000 Meters (the “death zone”), Ger found the descent rope anchor to be dislodged or broken. This caused two Koreans and a Sherpa climber to be suspended upside down on ropes below. Ger spent over 3 hours with an Italian, Marco Confortola, trying to assist. Eventually, Marco was forced to descend as he could do no more; he described the climbers to be like ‘puppets on a string’. 
Marco witnessed Ger climbing back up to release the tension on the ropes. Unbelievably, after over another 3 hours, Ger the only remaining climber, managed to free the trapped climbers. They were met by two Sherpas who came up to assist their descent. An ice tower or serac gave way above and tragically swept Ger to his death. A second subsequent avalanche hit and claimed the lives of the other five climbers.

Prior to this, his concern for an inexperienced porter and the fact he had given a cook, who was unwell, an insulated sleeping bag to make his evacuation more comfortable, led to Ger being christened “Jesus” by his fellow climbers.

Previously in 1999 on Denali, Alaska’s highest peak (6,194 Meters), Ger along with Mike Mays rescued two exhausted Korean women climbers. They additionally assisted three South Africans, one with snow blindness, to safety in ‘whiteout’ conditions. Ger and Mike were awarded the 1999 Denali Pro Pin. Also on Denali in 2001 Ger, with others, assisted the local rescue team in bringing down a female climber from above 5,000 Meters. 

Ger, on his second attempt, successfully summited on Everest (8,848 Meters) in 2003. He spent three nights above 8000m and rescued team leader Pat Falvey, who was suffering from altitude sickness, from the South summit. In 2006 on Broad peak (8,051 Meters) Ger begged other mountaineers to climb with him and rescue a pair of climbers who had gone up against advice and were stranded helplessly and in need of assistance. Mark Sheen testified that not one person would go up with Ger as they were too tired; an experience which “tore at the fundamental principles which Ger held dearly”.  

These incidents demonstrate how on numerous occasions Ger put aside his own interests to ensure the safety of others. He concern about his fellow mountaineers and the often overlooked welfare of the locals, the mountaineers depended upon, earned him the “Best of Explorers Web 2008 Award” on the K2 climb website.

It is for these repeated acts of solidarity, to all he came in contact with in the mountains, that Mountain Rescue Ireland nominated Ger for the Targa d’Argento. It is for the same reasons that the awarding council deemed him worthy of the honour.
Prior to making the ultimate sacrifice for his fellow man, Ger’s last dispatch on his website ended “let luck and good fortune prevail, fingers crossed. Sin e anois a chairde, ta an t-am ag teacht." 

Gerry Christie, PRO, Mountain Rescue Ireland, 087 2975066
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