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INTRODUCTION: THE
UNFORGETTABLE STORY OF
SURVIVAL IN THE ANDES

Few survival narratives have gripped the
world  as  powerfully  as  the  account
documented  in  Alive  By  Piers  Paul
Read. First published in 1974, this non-
fiction  masterpiece  chronicles  the
harrowing ordeal of the 1972 Uruguayan
rugby  team plane  crash  in  the  Andes
Mountains.  What  makes  this  book  so
enduring  is  not  merely  the  physical
struggle  for  survival,  but  the profound
moral and emotional dilemmas faced by
the survivors. Piers Paul Read, a British
n o v e l i s t  a n d  h i s t o r i a n ,  w a s
commissioned to write an authoritative
account  based  on  interviews  with  the
survivors and their families. The result is
a deeply researched,  vividly  told  story
that  has  sold  millions  of  copies  and
inspired  a  major  motion  picture.  For
readers interested in human endurance,
ethical  decision-making  under  extreme
pressure, or simply a gripping true story,
Alive By Piers Paul Read remains the
definitive  work  on  this  extraordinary
event.

BACKGROUND: THE URUGUAYAN
AIR FORCE FLIGHT 571

On  October  13,  1972,  a  Fairchild
FH-227D  carrying  45  passengers  and
crew  members  crashed  into  a  remote
mountain  ridge  in  the  Andes.  The  flight
was  chartered  to  transport  the  Old

Christians  Club  rugby  team  from
Montevideo, Uruguay, to Santiago, Chile.
Due  to  navigational  errors  and  poor
weather conditions,  the plane struck a
peak at an altitude of over 13,000 feet.
The  fuselage  broke  apart,  shearing  off
the wings  and tail,  and the remaining
section  slid  down  a  glacier  before
coming to rest in a snow-covered valley.
Of the 45 people on board, 12 died in the
crash or shortly afterward. Over the next
72  days,  the  survivors  faced  freezing
temperatures,  avalanches,  starvation,
and the agonizing decision to resort to
cannibalism  to  stay  alive.  Alive  By
Piers  Paul  Read  met icu lous ly
reconstructs  these  events,  offering  a
day-by-day account that is both factual
and deeply human.

THE AUTHOR: WHY PIERS PAUL
READ?

Piers Paul Read was not a typical writer
for a survival story. Born into a literary
family,  Read  had  already  established
himself as a novelist of note with works
l ike  Monk  Dawson .  H is  Cathol ic
background  and  interest  in  moral
complexity made him an ideal choice to
exp lo re  the  e th i ca l  ques t i ons
surrounding the survivors' choices. The
famil ies  of  the  vict ims  wanted  a
chronicler  who  could  handle  the
sensitive  subject  matter  with  respect
and accuracy. Read conducted extensive
interviews with the survivors, visited the
crash  site,  and  cross-checked  every
detail.  The  result  is  a  narrative  that
balances  journalistic  rigor  with  literary
grace. Alive By Piers Paul Read is not
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sensationalist;  it  treats  the  survivors'
ordeal with the gravity it deserves while
never losing sight of the human spirit's
capacity for resilience.

KEY THEMES IN ALIVE BY PIERS
PAUL READ

The Physical
Struggle for
Survival
The first and most obvious theme is the
sheer physical challenge of staying alive
in one of the harshest environments on
Earth. The survivors, mostly young men
in  their  late  teens and early  twenties,
had  no  mountaineering  experience,
inadequate  clothing,  and  only  a  few
chocolate  bars  and  bottles  of  wine  to
sustain them. They faced temperatures
that dropped to -30°C at night, altitude
sickness,  and  the  constant  threat  of
avalanches.  Read  does  not  shy  away
from describing the slow deterioration of
their bodies: frostbite, gangrene, broken
bones, and severe malnutrition. Yet he
also  highlights  their  ingenuity—using
luggage to insulate the fuselage, melting
snow  for  water,  and  fashioning  crude
tools.  Alive  By  Piers  Paul  Read
becomes  a  testament  to  the  human
body's ability to endure the unendurable.

The Moral
Dilemma of
Cannibalism
No aspect of the story has sparked more
controversy than the survivors' decision

to  eat  the  bodies  of  their  deceased
companions.  Read  handles  this  topic
with  sensitivity  and  psychological
insight.  The  survivors  realized  that
without food, they would all die. The only
source  of  protein  available  was  the
frozen  flesh  of  those  who  had  perished.
Early in the book, Read describes a pact
among the survivors: if anyone died, the
others could use their bodies for food.
This  was  not  a  decision  made  lightly.
Many survivors  were  devout  Catholics,
and cannibalism is strictly forbidden by
the Church. They consulted a makeshift
priest among them and came to believe
t h a t  t h e i r  a c t  w a s  a  s y m b o l i c
communion—an  extreme  form  of
sacrifice  for  the  greater  good.  Read
presents  their  reasoning  without
judgment ,  a l lowing  readers  to
unders tand  the  depth  o f  the i r
desperation. Alive By Piers Paul Read
forces us to ask: What would we have
done?

Leadership and
Community
Another central theme is the emergence
of leaders within the group. Two primary
figures  stand  out:  Nando  Parrado  and
Roberto Canessa. Parrado, who lost his
mother and sister in the crash, became
the  driving  force  behind  the  final
expedition  to  find  help.  Canessa,  a
medical  student,  used  his  rudimentary
knowledge to tend to the wounded and
amputate gangrenous limbs with a razor
blade.  Read  paints  a  portrait  of  a
col laborat ive  community  where
decisions were made collectively,  even
though  tensions  ran  high.  The  group
organized itself into shifts for sentry duty
and  resource  allocation.  This  social
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dynamic—how  strangers  become  a
tightly knit survival unit—is explored in
depth. Alive By Piers Paul Read shows
that  in  extreme  circumstances,
cooperation  is  as  vital  as  individual
courage.

Faith and Doubt
Religion  plays  a  significant  role  in  the
narrative.  Many  survivors  prayed  the
Rosary daily, and a few claimed to have
seen visions.  Read,  a Catholic  himself,
does not dismiss these experiences but
also includes moments of doubt. Some
survivors  questioned  God's  existence
after the crash, wondering why a loving
deity  would  allow  such  suffering.  Yet
faith also provided the strength to keep
go ing .  The  book  suggests  that
belief—whether in God, in each other, or
in the possibility of rescue—was a crucial
psychological tool. Alive By Piers Paul
Read  does  not  preach;  instead,  it
presents  faith  as  one  element  in  a
complex human response to tragedy.

STRUCTURE AND NARRATIVE
STYLE

Read organizes the book chronologically,
beginning  with  the  flight  and  the  crash,
then  moving  through  the  days  and
weeks on the mountain. He intersperses
flashbacks  to  the  survivors'  lives  before
the crash, giving readers a sense of who
these  young men were—their  families,
ambitions,  and  relationships.  This
technique  makes  the  tragedy  more
poignant; we understand what they have
lost.  The  prose  is  straightforward  and
unadorned,  which  heightens  the
emotional impact. There are no literary
flourishes  to  distract  from  the  stark
reality. Alive By Piers Paul Read reads
like  a  documentary  in  text  form,  with

dialogue  often  reconstructed  from
survivors'  memories.  The  author's
attention  to  detail—the  sound  of  the
fuselage scraping across the snow, the
smell  of  decay,  the  texture  of  frozen
meat—immerses  the  reader  in  the
experience.

RECEPTION AND LEGACY

Upon publication, Alive By Piers Paul
Read  became  an  internat iona l
bes tse l l e r .  C r i t i c s  p ra i sed  i t s
thoroughness  and  restraint.  The  book
has  never  been  out  of  pr int  and
continues  to  be  used  in  schools  and
universities to teach ethics, psychology,
and history. In 1993, it was adapted into
a  film  directed  by  Frank  Marshall,
starring Ethan Hawke and Josh Hamilton.
The movie brought the story to a new
generation, though some survivors felt it
sensationalized  certain  aspects.  Read's
book,  however,  remains  the  definitive
account because it includes details the
movie  omitted—such  as  the  internal
debates about cannibalism and the grief
survivors  felt  after  rescue.  For  anyone
seeking to understand the full scope of
the Andes tragedy, Alive By Piers Paul
Read is indispensable.

WHY THIS BOOK RESONATES
TODAY

More than 50 years after the crash, the
story continues to fascinate. In an age of
comfort  and  convenience,  the  Andes
ordeal  reminds  us  of  the  fragility  of
human  l i fe  and  the  depths  of  our
resilience.  The ethical  issues raised by
the survivors' choice to eat human flesh
remain  as  uncomfortable  and thought-
provoking as ever. The book also serves
as a case study in  crisis  management
and group psychology. Modern readers,
especially those interested in survivalism
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or  minimalism,  find  inspiration  in  how
the  survivors  made  do  with  so  little.
Alive By Piers Paul Read  transcends
its time and place, becoming a universal
meditation on what it means to fight for
life against impossible odds.

Practical Lessons
from the Andes
Beyond  the  narrative,  survival  experts
have  analyzed  the  strategies  used  by
the group. These include:

Conservation of energy: The
survivors rested during the coldest
hours and avoided unnecessary
movement.
Resource management: They
rationed food and water strictly,
even when desperate.
Morale maintenance: Humor,
storytelling, and religious rituals
helped keep spirits up.
Adaptability: They improvised
shelters from seats and luggage,
and used a radio to attempt
communication.

These  principles  are  still  taught  in
wilderness survival courses today. Alive
By Piers  Paul  Read  is  more  than  a
historical  document;  it  is  a  practical
manual for enduring the unthinkable.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES

No  book  of  this  nature  is  without  its
detractors.  Some  critics  have  argued
that  Read's  Catholic  perspective
downplays  the  survivors'  psychological
suffering.  Others  have  questioned  the
accuracy  of  certain  dialogues,  noting
that  memories  can  be  unreliable  after
trauma. A few survivors later expressed

discomfort  with  the  publicity  the  book
g e n e r a t e d .  Y e t  R e a d  h i m s e l f
acknowledges  these  limitations  in  the
preface and afterword. He notes that the
survivors'  stories  sometimes  conflicted
and  that  he  had  to  make  editorial
choices. Despite these issues, Alive By
Piers  Paul  Read  remains  the  most
comprehensive and respectful  account.
It does not seek to exploit tragedy but to
honor those who lived and died.

COMPARISONS TO OTHER
SURVIVAL NARRATIVES

Readers who enjoy Alive By Piers Paul
Read often compare it to other survival
classics such as Jon Krakauer's Into Thin
Air  (about  the  1996  Mount  Everest
disaster)  or  Laura  Hi l lenbrand's
Unbroken (about World War II pilot Louis
Zamperini). However, the Andes story is
unique  because  of  the  cannibalism
element and because the survivors were
strangers to high-altitude environments.
Unlike mountaineers who voluntarily risk
their  lives,  the  rugby  players  were
victims  of  circumstance.  This  makes
their  struggle  more  relatable  to  the
average  reader.  Alive  By  Piers  Paul
Read stands apart as a story of ordinary
people  forced  into  extraordinary
decisions.

CONCLUSION: WHY ALIVE BY
PIERS PAUL READ ENDURES

In the annals of survival literature, few
books achieve the combination of factual
accuracy,  narrative  drive,  and  ethical
depth  found  in  Alive  By  Piers  Paul
Read.  It is a story that challenges our
assumptions  about  human  nature,
forcing us to confront our own limits. The
survivors' journey from despair to rescue
i s  a  tes tament  to  the  power  o f
hope—and the will to live. Whether you
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approach  it  as  a  historical  text,  a
psychological study, or simply a gripping
read,  this  book  offers  something
profound.  Alive  By  Piers  Paul  Read
remains  an  essential  work,  not  only

because it  tells  us  what  happened on
that frozen mountainside, but because it
asks what we would do if we were there.
The  answer  is  never  easy,  but  the
question is worth asking.


