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THE UNTHINKABLE
ORDEAL: AN
INTRODUCTION TO
A TRUE STORY OF
SURVIVAL

On October 13, 1972, a
Uruguayan  Air  Force
Fairchi ld  FH-227D
carrying a rugby team,
the i r  f r iends,  and
f a m i l y  m e m b e r s
c r a s h e d  i n t o  t h e
remote,  snow-covered
Andes Mountains. What
followed was one of the
most  harrowing  and
inspir ing  surv iva l

s tor ies  in  modern
history. This event was
immortalized  in  the
definitive  account,
Alive  The  Story  Of
The Andes Survivors
By Piers Paul  Read.
For decades, this book
has  served  as  the
primary  source  for
understanding not just
the  physical  struggle,
bu t  t he  p ro found
psychological  and
moral challenges faced
by those trapped in the
frozen wilderness. It is
a narrative that forces
readers to confront the
very  definition  of
humanity,  pushing the
boundaries  of  what  it
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means to endure when
all hope seems lost.
Piers  Paul  Read  was
commissioned  by  the
survivors  themselves
to tell their story, and
the  resulting  work  is
far more than a simple
disaster narrative. It is
a philosophical  inquiry
into  the  extremes  of
human  willpower,  the
bonds  of  community,
and  the  shock ing
decisions made in the
name of survival. When
readers  search  for
Alive  The  Story  Of
The Andes Survivors
By Piers Paul  Read,
they  are  typ ica l ly
looking  for  a  deep,
honest, and unflinching
look at what happened.
The book delivers this
w i th  j ou rna l i s t i c
precision and narrative
grace,  making  i t  a
cornerstone of survival
literature.

THE CRASH: FROM
ROUTINE FLIGHT
TO CATASTROPHE

The Old
Christians
Rugby
Club
The  story  begins  in
Montevideo,  Uruguay,
with the Old Christians
Rugby Club. The team
was scheduled to play
a  match  in  Santiago,
Chi le.  The  charter
flight,  operated  by  the
Uruguayan  Air  Force,
was  meant  to  be  a
short, routine trip over
the Andes. The aircraft
carried  45  passengers
and  crew  members,
including  the  young
a t h l e t e s ,  t h e i r
r e l a t i v e s ,  a n d
s u p p o r t e r s .  T h e
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atmosphere  was  light
and  celebratory,  filled
with the optimism of a
weekend away.

A
Navigator
's Error
As  detailed  in  Alive
The  Story  Of  The
Andes  Survivors  By
Piers Paul Read,  the
flight  encountered
severe turbulence and
poor  visibil ity.  The
pilot,  believing  they
h a d  c l e a r e d  t h e
mountains,  began  his
d e s c e n t  t o w a r d
Santiago.  However,  a
critical  navigational
error had placed them
significantly  off course.
They were not over the
green valleys of Chile;
they were directly over
the jagged, unforgiving
peaks  of  the  Andes.

The  aircraft  clipped  a
ridge,  shearing  off  a
w i n g ,  a n d  t h e n
another.  The  fuselage
p lummeted  in to  a
remote  valley,  sliding
down  a  g lac ie r  a t
tremendous  speed
before  coming  to  a
violent  stop  in  the
snow.
The  acc ident  was
instantaneous  and
catast roph ic ,  yet
m i racu lous l y ,  33
people  survived  the
initial  impact.  This
number  would  soon
dwindle  as  the  days
turned into weeks, and
the  weeks  in to  an
impossible  72  days  in
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
i n h o s p i t a b l e
environments on Earth.

THE STRUGGLE
FOR LIFE: KEY
THEMES IN THE
NARRATIVE

R e a d ' s  b o o k



4

4 Alive The Story Of The Andes Survivors
By Piers Paul Read

2024-02-07

m e t i c u l o u s l y
d o c u m e n t s  t h e
su rv i vo r s '  ba t t l e
against  the  elements.
The core of Alive The
Story Of The Andes
Survivors  By  Piers
Paul Read lies not just
i n  t h e  f r e e z i n g
temperatures  or  the
lack of  shelter,  but  in
the  s low,  gr inding
realization that  rescue
was  not  coming.  The
search for the missing
plane  was  called  off
after  eight  days.  The
s u r v i v o r s  w e r e
declared  dead.  They
were  utterly  alone.

Hypother
mia and
Injury
Immediately  following
the crash, the survivors
w e r e  e x p o s e d  t o
ex t reme  a l t i t ude

sickness,  brutal  cold,
a n d  t h e  i n t e n s e
ultraviolet glare of the
sun  reflecting  off  the
snow.  Many  suffered
from severe  fractures.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
moving accounts in the
book is that of Roberto
Canessa  and  Gustavo
Zerbino,  two  medical
students  who,  using
improvised  tools  and
r u d i m e n t a r y
knowledge,  performed
surger ies  and  set
bones with little  more
than  seat  covers  and
broken  luggage  racks.
The medical element of
t h e  s t o r y  i s  a
testament  to  human
i n g e n u i t y  u n d e r
duress.

The
Avalanch
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Just  when  it  seemed
things  could  not  get
worse ,  a  mass ive
avalanche  buried  the
fuselage shelter in the
middle  of  the  night.
Eight  more  people
were  k i l led  in  th is
secondary  disaster.
The  survivors  who
remained  were  forced
to  dig  themselves  out
with their  bare hands,
only to find themselves
trapped inside a frozen
tomb  with  even  less
air,  less  space,  and
fewer  supplies.  Read
c a p t u r e s  t h e
claustrophobic terror of
th i s  moment  w i th
chil l ing  detail .

The
Impossibl

e
Decision
Perhaps  the  most
f a m o u s  a n d
controversial aspect of
Alive  The  Story  Of
The Andes Survivors
By Piers Paul Read is
the survivors'  decision
t o  r e s o r t  t o
cannibalism.  With  the
few  provisions  on  the
plane  long  exhausted,
the group faced a stark
choice: either perish of
starvation  or  use  the
bodies of the deceased
to sustain themselves.
Read  handles  th is
s u b j e c t  w i t h
e x t r a o r d i n a r y
s e n s i t i v i t y  a n d
objectivity. He does not
sensationalize the act;
i n s t e a d ,  h e
contextualizes it within
the framework of their
Catholic  faith,  their
social  bonds,  and  the
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desperate  logic  of
survival.  The  decision
was not made lightly. It
was  debated,  prayed
over,  and  ultimately
ag reed  upon  as  a
necessary  means  to
find  a  way  home.  The
survivors later referred
to  the  bod ies  as  a
"sacrament"  or  the
"Eucharist,"  a  spiritual
framing  that  helped
them  reconcile  their
act ions  wi th  the i r
morality.

THE LONG MARCH:
THE EXPEDITION
FOR RESCUE

Nando
Parrado
and
Roberto

Canessa
The  most  dramatic
section  of  the  book
details  the  final
desperate  gamble.
Knowing  that  they
cou ld  not  wa i t  for
rescue  any  longer,
three  men—Nando
Par rado ,  Rober to
Canessa,  and  Antonio
Vizintín—decided  to
climb  the  mountain
that surrounded them.
The  surv ivors  had
assumed they were in
the western valleys of
Chile,  but  they  were
a c t u a l l y  d e e p  i n
Argentina. To find help,
they had to climb up to
the peak of a 15,000-
foot mountain and then
walk west.
Read  describes  this
ten-day  journey  with
stark  real ism.  The
c l i m b e r s  h a d  n o
mountaineering  gear,
no proper clothing, and
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no  food.  They  wore
layers of wool from the
dead, made a sleeping
bag  from  insulation
materials,  and  carried
slabs of human meat to
eat  along  the  way.
E v e r y  s t e p  w a s  a
negotiation with death.
Parrado  and  Canessa,
driven by a mix of grief
and  f u ry ,  pushed
beyond physical limits.
When  they  finally
stumbled into a valley
and  saw  a  Chi lean
arriero (a cattle herder)
on the other side of a
river, the story reached
its  emotional  peak.
Parrado shouted across
the  water,  " I  come
f rom  a  p lane  tha t
c r a s h e d  i n  t h e
m o u n t a i n s .  I  a m
Uruguayan.  We  have
b e e n  l o s t  f o r  t e n
weeks."

The
Rescue
The  arriero  threw  a
rock with a note tied to
it across the river. The
note read, "There is a
man who says he came
f rom  a  p lane  tha t
c r a s h e d  i n  t h e
m o u n t a i n s .  H e  i s
starving and cold." This
was the first signal that
the world received. The
subsequent  helicopter
rescue  was  a  feat  of
aviation skill,  as pilots
had  to  navigate  deep
valleys and thin air to
lift  the  remaining  14
survivors  off  the
glacier.  The  physical
a n d  e m o t i o n a l
reunification  of  the
survivors  with  their
families is handled with
moving  restraint  by
Read.
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PIERS PAUL READ:
THE AUTHOR AND

HIS APPROACH

One might wonder why
a  British  novelist  and
historian was chosen to
write Alive The Story
O f  T h e  A n d e s
Survivors  By  Piers
P a u l  R e a d .  T h e
survivors  wanted  a
w r i t e r  w h o  c o u l d
handle  the  complexity
of  their  story  without
judgment.  Read  spent
e x t e n s i v e  t i m e
interviewing  each  of
the  survivors,  their
f ami l i e s ,  and  the
rescuers.  He  did  not
interview the dead, of
c o u r s e ,  b u t  h e
m a n a g e d  t o
reconst ruc t  the i r
personalities  through
the memories  of  their
friends.
Read's  narrative  style
is  restrained,  almost
clinical at times, which
gives  the  story  an

incredible  power.  He
al lows  the  facts  to
speak  for  themselves.
He  does  not  hide  the
dark moments, but he
also  emphasizes  the
m o m e n t s  o f
compassion,  humor,
and spiritual depth that
o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e
wreckage.  The  book
avoids  the  t rap  of
becoming a  gruesome
horror story; instead, it
remains a human story
about  loyalty  and  the
p r i c e  o f  l i f e .  T h e
success  of  Alive  The
Story Of The Andes
Survivors  By  Piers
Paul  Read  lies  in  its
balance:  it  is  deeply
respectful  while  being
completely honest.

THEMES THAT
RESONATE
DECADES LATER

Why  does  this  story
continue  to  captivate
readers?  The  book  is
not  just  a  historical
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document; it is a mirror
held up to the human
condition.

The Hierarchy
of Survival: The
group created a
strict social
order, assigning
roles based on
skill (the medical
students) and
physical
strength. This
structure was
crucial for
maintaining
order and
morale.
Faith and
Doubt: Many
survivors
experienced a
profound shift in
their religious
beliefs. Some
became devout,
while others
questioned the
existence of a
benevolent God.
Read explores
this spiritual

journey without
being preachy.
The Meaning of
Sacrifice: The
story is full of
small acts of
heroism. Nando
Parrado’s sister,
Susana, died of
her injuries
despite his
desperate efforts
to save her.
Others gave their
rations to the
weak. The
concept of
selflessness is
tested and
proven.
Coping with
Trauma: The
aftermath of the
rescue is a
significant part of
the book. The
survivors
returned to a
media frenzy and
a skeptical
public. How do
you explain a
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choice like
cannibalism to
the world? How
do you
reintegrate into
normal life? Read
addresses the
long-term
psychological
impact with care.

LEGACY OF THE
BOOK AND THE
EVENT

Since its publication in
1974, Alive The Story
O f  T h e  A n d e s
Survivors  By  Piers
Paul  Read  has  sold
mi l l ions  of  copies
worldwide  and  has
been  translated  into
numerous languages. It
has been adapted into
a major motion picture
a n d  s e v e r a l
d o c u m e n t a r i e s .
However,  the  book
remains  the  definitive
source.  The  survivors
went on to live varied
lives—some  became

f a m o u s  d o c t o r s ,
s p e a k e r s ,  a n d
businessmen.  They
have  formed  a  bond
t h a t  i s  a r g u a b l y
stronger than blood, a
brotherhood  forged  in
the  most  ext reme
conditions imaginable.
The  book  has  a lso
served as a case study
i n  p s y c h o l o g y ,
survivalism, and ethics.
It  is  used  in  military
training academies and
business  leadership
courses  to  illustrate
how  g roups  make
d e c i s i o n s  u n d e r
pressure.  The  core
lesson  of  Alive  The
Story Of The Andes
Survivors  By  Piers
Paul  Read  i s  that
human  beings  are
capable of surviving far
more  than  they  think
they  can,  provided
they  have  hope  and
they work together.



Alive The Story Of The Andes Survivors By Piers
Paul Read 11

11

CONCLUSION:
WHAT WE LEARN
FROM THE ANDES

SURVIVORS

Reading  Alive  The
Story Of The Andes
Survivors  By  Piers
P a u l  R e a d  i s  a
profound  experience
that  leaves  a  lasting
impression. It is a book
about  the  worst  of
circumstances but also
the best of humanity. It
challenges  us  to  ask
ourselves  what  we
would  do.  But  more
importantly,  it  shows
us that the will to live
is not just a biological
instinct;  it  is  a  social
and spiritual force. The
surv ivo rs  d id  no t

survive  because  they
were  the  strongest  or
the  luckiest .  They
survived because they
refused  to  let  their
friends die for nothing.
They survived because
they turned their faces
toward  the  sun  and
took  one  more  step.
Piers  Paul  Read  has
given the world a gift:
a true story that is as
b e a u t i f u l  a s  i t  i s
terrible,  a  reminder
that  life,  even  in  its
most  broken  form,  is
worth  fighting  for.  For
anyone  seek ing  a
powerful,  thought-
provoking read, "Alive"
remains  an  essential,
unforgettable  work  of
nonfiction.


