Into Thin Air

by Jon Krakauer

| stood atop Mount Everest, gasping for air at the topnmogtdf earth’s atmosphere.
Standing on the top of the world, | cleared the ice fronorygen mask, put my shoulder
against the wind, and stared at the vast view of &afthw. | understood on some dim
level that it was a spectacular sight. I'd been dmeguaddbout this moment for many
months. But now that | was finally here, standing engbmmit of Mount Everest, | just

didn’t have the energy to care.

It was the afternoon of May 10, 1996. | hadn't slept in 57shotihe only food I'd
been able to force down over the last three days was a beslipfand a handful of
peanut M&M's. Weeks of violent coughing had left me with separated ribs, making
it painful to breathe. Twenty-nine thousand twenty-efgat up in the atmosphere, there
was so little oxygen reaching my brain that my mecdglacity was that of a child. | was

incapable of feeling much of anything except cold and tired.

I'd arrived on the summit a few minutes after AnéBolikreev, a Russian guide with
an American expedition, and just ahead of Andy Harrisiidegwith the New Zealand-
based mountain climbing team that | was a part of. pea four quick photos of Harris
and Boukreev and then turned and started down. My watdiiLr@@ P.M. All told, I'd

spent less than five minutes on the roof of the world.



After a few steps, | paused to take another photo, thiookaeng down the Southeast
Ridge, the route we had climbed. Then | saw somethingititid that moment had
escaped my attention. To the south, where the sky hadoeefewtly clear just an hour
earlier, a blanket of clouds now hid the peaks of the othalley mountains surrounding

Mount Everest.

Days later—after six bodies had been found, and afterawsded amputated the
right hand of my teammate Beck Weathers—people would askifvithg, weather had
begun to get worse, had climbers on the upper mountain ewtise signs of coming
disaster? Why did experienced Himalayan guides keep mopingrd, leading a group
of amateurs, each of whom had paid as much as $65,000 to beafgrup Everest,

into an apparent death trap?

| couldn’t think about these things now. | needed talgen fast.

It was after 2:30 PM when | made it down to the South SunfBy now, mist was
wrapping across the top of Mount Everest’s sister peak, 27¢a@Qotse, and fog was
lapping at the lower part of Everest's summit pyramid.lddger did the weather look so
good. | grabbed a fresh oxygen cylinder and hurried downhetolbud. Moments after
| dropped below the South Summit, it began to snow lightiytladisibility went to
hell.

Four hundred feet above, where the summit was stilh@dg bright sunlight under a

blue sky, my “compadres” were wasting time, celebratueg @arrival at the top of the



planet with photos and high-fives, all the while usipgouecious ticks of the clock.
None of them imagined that a horrible ordeal was drawiag ndone of them suspected

that by the end of that long day, every minute would matte

How had these minimally qualified climbers gotten themeselnto this mess? As a

matter of fact, how had I?

Secretly, | had dreamed of climbing Everest from childhaad, as the years went by,
it began to seem that this impossible dream might coree 8y the early 1980s,
Everest's easiest route—the Southeast Ridge, had bebedlmore than a hundred
times. Then, in 1985, the gates were flung wide open WidnBass, a wealthy 55-
year-old Texan with limited climbing experience, was takethe top of Everest by an
extraordinary young climber named David Breashearslinviog Everest, Bass became
the first person to ascend all of the so-called Seven 8sparfeat that earned him
worldwide renown and spurred a swarm of other amateur clantbehink about Everest.
Bass showed that Everest was within the realm of passioit regular guys.

“Assuming you're reasonably fit and have a good incontenk the biggest obstacle is
probably taking time off from your job and leaving your farfdy two months,” Bass

said.

For a great many climbers, the record shows, steaiggaway from the daily grind

has not been an insurmountable obstacle; nor has the laig olitash. Over the past



half-decade, the traffic on Everest, has grown at tomiséing rate. And to meet
demand, the number of commercial enterprises offering gadeents of these
mountains has multiplied. In the spring of 1996, 30 sepaxatdéions were on the

slopes of Everest, at least eight of them organized asym@king companies.

The increase in commercial expeditions was a touchg.is$raditionalists were
offended that the world's highest summit was being soldhcamateurs who, if denied
the services of guides, would have difficulty makingithe top of Mount Shasta. The
critics were the real climbers -- opposed to amateur ctisrdned the businesses that

dragged these amateurs to the top of a peak they couldreagéron their own.

Such critics also point out that, thanks to the commiezaieon of Everest, the peak
has now even been dragged into the swamp of AmericanHawing paid great sums of
money to be escorted up Everest, some climbers have theh&ir guides after they

failed to reach the summit.

"Occasionally you'll get a client who thinks he's bduwgguaranteed ticket to the
summit,” complains Peter Athans, a highly respectediegwiho’s made eleven trips to
Everest and reached the top four times. "Some people ddaltstend that an Everest
expedition can't be run like a commuter train. We cametrgntee that a customer will get

to the summit. These lawsuits are unfair.”

For the most part, Athans is right. But not everyrEselawsuit is unfair. Inept or
disreputable companies have on more than one occasion ¢adetivier to climbers

crucial support - oxygen, for instance - as promised. ddresexpeditions, guides have



gone to the summit without any of their clients, leadimgbitter clients to conclude that
they were brought along simply to pick up the tab for ambitgyogessional climbers
who otherwise could not afford an Everest expedition. Sorastiinis simple theft. In
1995, the leader of one commercial expedition ran away withdethousands of dollars

of his clients' money before the trip even got off the gdou

To a certain degree, climbers shopping for an Everestgxpeget what they pay for.
This year, Rob Hall's company, Adventure Consultantsigeth$65,000 a head, not
including airfare or personal equipment, to take people uBdhbéheast Ridge route.
Although no commercial guide service charged more, Hddinky 35-year-old with a
biting wit, had no difficulty booking clients, thanks to pisenomenal success rate: He'd

put 39 climbers on the summit between 1990 and 1995.

Hall was so good at what he did that he caught thetiattesf Outsider Magazine.
That publication wanted to do a feature on how the new cocrahexpeditions bring
unskilled amateur climbers up the heights of Mount E¥erése magazine decided to
send a writer up with Hall's team to report on the phenamerfo my surprise, | was
asked to write the piece. When the call came to joifisHadpedition, | said, “Yes,”
without even hesitating to catch my breath. Boyhood drekenisard, | discovered, and

| immediately set out to scale Mount Everest with RolidHaxpedition.

And there | was. On April 10, 1996, after ten days of hikimgugh the steep, walled
canyons and flowery forests of northern Nepal, | walkemu Biverest Base Camp. My
altimeter read 17,600 feet.



Situated at the entrance to a magnificent naturphéheater formed by Everest and
its two sister peaks, Lhotse and Nuptse, was a smatfcignts sheltering 240 climbers
and Sherpas from 14 expeditions, all of it sprawled acrosscaibbéime Khumbu Glacier.
The slopes above camp were draped with hanging glacemns which immense
avalanches fell, thundering down at all hours of theadhaynight. To the east, pinched
between the Nuptse wall and the West Shoulder of EvénesiKhumbu Icefall spilled to

within a quarter-mile of the tents in a chaos of pale Ide-blocks.

In stark contrast to the harsh qualities of the enviesmiratood our campsite and all its
creature comforts, including a nineteen person stafi na&ss tent, a huge canvas
structure, was wired with a stereo system and solar-galraectric lights. A
communications tent housed a satellite phone and faxie Tees a hot shower. A cook
boy came to each client's tent in the mornings to ag\weaming mugs of tea in our

sleeping bags. Fresh bread and vegetables arrived evedai/s on the backs of yaks.

In many ways, Rob HallAdventure Consultants site served as a sort of town hall for
Base Camp, largely because nobody on the mountain was espexted than Hall, who
was on Everest for his eighth time. Whenever thexge avproblem—a labor dispute with
the Sherpas, a medical emergency, a critical decibiout&limbing strategy—people
came to him for advice. And Hall, always generous, affénie accumulated wisdom
freely to the very rivals who were competing with hon ¢lients, most notably Scott

Fischer.

Fischer'dMountain Madness camp, distinguished by a hu§erbucks Coffee banner

that hung from a chunk of granite, was a mere fivautasi walk down the glacier.



Fischer and Hall were competitors, but they were alsads, and there was a good deal
of socializing between the two teams. His mess tenbh'was well equipped as ours, but
Fischer was always quick to offer a cup of fresh-breweaedt any climber or trekker

who poked a head inside the door.

The forty year old Fischer was a big friendly man waithlond ponytail and manic
energy. He'd grown up in New Jersey and had falleovm With climbing after taking a
mountaineering course as a fourteen year old. In Higezars, during which he became
known for a wild-man style, he'd survived a number of cinglaccidents, including
twice smashing into the ground from a height of more seuenty feet. Fischer's wild-
man approach to his own life was reflected in his freetgmpproach to guiding Everest.
In striking contrast to Hall - who insisted that hignots climb as a group at all times
under the close watch of his guides - Fischer encoutageadients to be independent, to

move at their own pace, to go wherever they wanted, wketlegey wanted.

Both Hall and Fischer were under considerable presssrelithbing season. The
previous year, Hall had for the first time failed to geybody to the top of Everest.
Another dry spell would be very bad for business. Meanwdmsleher, who had climbed
the peak without oxygen, but had never guided the moumtam still trying to get
established in the Everest business. He needed taages ¢b the summit, especially a
high-profile one like Sandy Hill Pittman, the New YorkyCltig-shot writer who was
filing daily diaries on amtNBC World Wide Web site. Her reports to NBC would serve as
a kind of report card to the world of Fischer’s performanagiding amateur climbers.
She would also have an opportunity to file reports about tieeareHall. Both men

would be in the media spotlight, so both men were burdenecbettessity of success



in this most uncertain of professions.

The lower slopes of Everest were crowded that year, butviere no less raw for
that. The harshness of it all was overwhelming. peshe many trappings of
civilization at Base Camp, there was no forgetting Watvere more than three miles
above sea level. It seemed like there was no air toigdspn that bluest of mountain
skies. Walking to the mess tent at mealtime left rheaxzing to catch my breath. If | sat
up too quickly, my head reeled and dizziness set in. | dpedla dry, hacking cough
that would steadily worsen over the next six weeks. @udisscrapes refused to heal. |
was rarely hungry, a sign that my oxygen-deprived stbrhad shut down and my body
had begun to eat away at itself. My arms and legs gligdhegan to wither to
toothpicks, and by expedition's end | would weigh 25 pounds lessvien | left
Seattle.

Some of my teammates did even worse than | did in thaith At least half of them
suffered from various stomach problems that kept them ramitige latrine. My new
friend, Doug Hansen, was plagued by an unending headachme$t of his first week at

Base Camp. It felt, as he put it, "like somebody's draveail between my eyes."

This was Hansen's second time on Everest with Hallik&Jthe majority of climbers, he
was not rich. He'd paid for the expedition by working atattf&earea post office by
night and on construction jobs by day. The year before pleed forced to turn around
330 vertical feet below the summit because of deep snow anat¢hhour. "The summit
looked soooo00 close," Hansen recalled with a painful laugkli¢i& me, there hasn't

been a day since that | haven't thought about it." &étahad been talked into returning



this year by Hall, who felt sorry that Hansen had be@amredehe summit and who had

significantly discounted Hansen's fee to get him to gie@other try.

As a newcomer to altitude—I'd never been above 17,000 feet—ibav@iout how
I'd perform higher on the mountain, especially in theaited “Death Zone” above
25,000 feet. | had done some fairly extreme climbs overdhesyin Alaska, Canada,
and the Alps. I'd spent considerably more time on techrac&land ice than most of the
other clients and many of the guides. But technigabahg expertise counted little on
Everest’s relatively easy slopes; experience at egtiatiiude counted for a lot. And I'd
spent less time at high altitude - none, to be predis&nmost other climbers here. By
any reasonable assessment, | was unqualified to atteenpighest mountain in the

world.

This didn't seem to worry Hall. After seven Everesteglitions he'd fine-tuned a
remarkably effective method of acclimatization. In te&trsix weeks, we would make
three trips above Base Camp, climbing about 2,000 feet heglobrtime. After that, he
insisted, our bodies would be sufficiently adapted to theiddtito permit safe passage to
the 29,000 foot summit. "It's worked 39 times so far, pal," &sdured me with a grin.

Nothing to worry about, mate.”

That was the kind of reassuring remark an amateuniyself depends on from a
professional guide. But peace of mind comes from more kiagdin kit comes from the
kind of experience and expertise a man like Hall can providel while many old-
school mountaineers look with suspicion on the kind of busimessated by men like

Rob Hall and Scott Fischer, no one denies that these maeupremely qualified to do



the jobs they do.

There is a certain irony in these complaints issuedldgchoolers. Most of the
recent debate about Everest has focused on the safety mecoal expeditions like the
ones led by Hall and Fischer. But the least experieneast, qualified climbers on the
mountain this past season were not commercially guidextsjirather, they were
members of traditionally structured, noncommercial expediti@me such group was a
collection of amateurs from Taiwan. This expedition didkmatw what the hell it was

doing. One example should make it clear.

While descending the lower Icefall on April 13, | overtogkadr of slower climbers
outfitted with bad clothing and gear. Almost immediatiélgecame apparent that they
weren't very familiar with the standard tools and teqies of glacier travel. The climber
in back repeatedly snagged his crampons and stumbled ng\aitithem to cross a
gaping crevasse bridged by two rickety ladders lashed emditd was shocked to see
them go across together, almost breaking the laddersheithcombined weight! It was a
needlessly dangerous act. An awkward attempt at coneersavealed that they were

members of that Taiwanese expedition.

The bad reputation of the Taiwanese had preceded themresEvén the spring of
1995, the team had traveled to Alaska to climb Mount McKiakegp shakedown for their
attempt on Everest in 1996. Nine climbers reached the suwhMcKinley, but seven of
them were caught by a storm on the descent, became disdrieand spent a night in the
open at 19,400 feet, initiating a costly, hazardous resctieldyational Park Service.

They were not qualified to climb Everest.

10



The leader of the expedition, Ming Ho Gau -- nicknamedKalld' -- had to be
assisted down the upper mountain. "As they were brirgmmglown, Makalu was
yelling, 'Victory! Victory! We made summit!' to everyeme passed, as if the disaster
hadn't even happened." He was a fool. When these stgat’the McKinley disaster

showed up on Everest in 1996, Makalu Gau was again thderlea

In truth, their presence was a matter of grave cortoejust about everyone on the
mountain. The fear was that the Taiwanese would saiffexccident that would force
other expeditions to come to their aid, risking furthersligad possibly costing climbers

a shot at the summit.

But the Taiwanese were by no means the only groupvidmtunqualified.

The South Africans were even less qualified to clingbhighest peaks in the world,
but no one seemed to care. This expedition was well funsigoinsored by a major
newspaper - and the source of great national pride foctlatry of rolling hills and
small mountains. They were led by a smooth-talking formktary officer named lan
Woodall. Woodall was looking to make a name for himself aader, and it didn’t
matter to him that he was leading a group largely uifeaehfor the climb. Later we
would learn that Woodall had lied about his climbing record.diHever climbed
anywhere near 25,000 feet, as he claimed. In fact,d@tldimbed much of anything.
Woodall had also lied about expedition finances and even lied atbouwas named on

the official climbing permit.
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Despite the lack of experienced climbers in his expediMoudall refused to
coordinate his group’s plans with the other groups on the taournNone of the four
climbers on the South African team had more than mirimghalmountain experience. At

least two of them didn't even know how to put their crampons on

These two inexperienced expeditions - the Taiwanesesspetially the South
Africans - were frequent topics of discussion around theeditable in our mess tent.
"With so many incompetent people on the mountain," Hall fiedvone evening in late
April, "l think it's pretty unlikely that we'll get tbugh this climb without something bad
happening."”

Despite this prediction, our team couldn’t help but be ergma at our own progress
as we continued our adaptive training for high altitudalzhg. We had already
successfully completed two acclimatizing climbs. Forthind and final acclimatization
trip, we spent four nights at 21,300-foot Camp Two and a nig?%,800-foot Camp
Three. We did so without incident. Then on May 1, our e/ehm descended to
oxygen-rich Base Camp to regain our strength before vae i final summit push.
Much to my surprise, Hall's acclimatization plan seetodak working. After three

weeks, | felt like | was finally adapting to the altitude

From the beginning, Hall had planned that May 10 would beswumit day. There
was good reason for selecting this date. The great momszaiher pattern of Asia
brings enormous rains to the Indian subcontinent by laiagsprhese drenching rains
become great snowstorms in the high reaches of the d&diaml The trick for climbers is

to climb Everest as late in the year as possible to taécrelatively warm Spring
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weather before that warmth brings in the monsoon raisaramer. This annual flow of
the monsoon made it likely that the most favorable weaithdse year would fall on or
near May 10. If this year was like past years, favadays between the departure of
the wind and the arrival of the monsoon storms, we would dsepted with a brief

window of clear, calm weather during which a summitaksvould be possible.

Unfortunately, these annual weather patterns weseaet, and every expedition had
its sights set on the same window of opportunity. Hopingaadadangerous gridlock on
the summit ridge, Hall held a powwow in the mess tettt l@aders of the expeditions in
Base Camp. On May 8 or 9, the much publicized IMAX expaditvould climb to the
top, hoping to film the mountain in splendid 70 millimeterhitgfinition. Headed by
David Breashears, the film crew hoped to wrap up an alcaospleted motion picture

about Everest with footage from the top.

Our team, it was decided, would share a summit date pfiavith Fischer's group.
lan Woodall would not cooperate with our plans. Woodall decldadhe South
Africans would go to the top whenever they pleased - probaltlyeotenth - and anyone

who didn't like it could "bugger off."

Hall, ordinarily extremely slow to anger, flew intoage over Woodall's refusal to
cooperate. "l don't want to be anywhere near the upper nmowitan those fools are up
there," he shouted. But there was nothing he or anyldseyeuld do to alter the plans

of uncooperative competitors.

However troubling these problems were, the great eveant &verest summit was

13



drawing near, and we could hardly contain our excitentahiezhrills to come.

As May 10 approached, we began our ascent from Base Camdy.Harris, a junior
guide on the expedition, was especially happy. "It fedatgo be on our way to the
summit, yeah?" Harris said as we pulled into Camp TWewe midday sun was reflecting
off the walls of those three great sister peaks - Nupts#se, and Everest - and the
entire ice-coated valley seemed to have been changedl imige solar oven. The warmth
encouraged us. We were finally ascending the mouftaneal, heading straight toward

the top.

As a junior guide on the expedition, and the only one whevdmbeen to Everest
(indeed, he'd never been above 23,000 feet), Harris took his tnaharklall. Built like
an NFL quarterback and strikingly good-natured, he waslysasdigned to the slower
clients at the back of the pack. For much of the expedhi®mad been laid low with
stomach ailments; but he was finally getting hisrgjtie back, and he was eager to prove

himself to his more experienced co-workers.

Harris was always an optimist. After a particularlychelimb one day, he said to me, "I
think we're actually gonna knock this big bastard off," €hgas a huge smile on his face

as he stood pointing up at the summit.

Harris had a joyous outlook on life - a product of his good fertude worked as a
much-in-demand helicopter-skiing guide in the winter.riijuthe summer, he guided
climbers in New Zealand's Southern Alps. With sucteesding to modest fame, he had

just launched a promising helicopter hiking business hichvhe would deposit amateur
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outdoorsmen deep within the New Zealand mountain forestkipiuthem out of

trouble and into a comfortable hotel when they had worn thiees down by a
wilderness they were not trained to deal with. He lohedoutdoors, but his greatest joy
was leading folks up mountains. "Yeah," he'd marvelé¢d,Kind of amazing, really. My

life seems to be working out pretty well."

Still, Everest is no place for naive optimism. Hatfall, and | spent the day watching
the climbers go by, and the things we saw reminded U africertainties of Everest.
Late in the day, a solo climber, passed Camp Two on higlesay the mountain, looking
completely worked and worn. Three days earlier, under sleas, he'd made it to just
below the South Summit and was no more than an hour f@tephwhen he decided to
turn around. He had been climbing without supplementalexytpe hour had been
late—2 P.M., to be exact—and he'd believed that if he'd kepg goe'd have been too
tired to descend safely. And so he retreated from thedimatb to the top.

"To turn around that close to the summit!" Hall salthksng his head in amazement.

“That showed incredibly good judgment on his part. I'm ingeds'

“Why?” | asked.

“Sticking to your predetermined turn-around time—thdtés most important rule on

the mountain.

Over the previous month, Rob Hall had lectured us teglyeon this point. Our turn-

around time, he said, would probably be 1 P.M., and no matteclose we were to the

15



top, we were to stick to it.

"With enough determination, any bloody idiot can get igpliii," Hall said. "The trick

Is to get back down alive."

This thinking was a perfect expression of Rob’s attitudall was in general an
easygoing guy, but his nice-guy personality masked angetdesire to succeed—which
to him was defined in the fairly simple terms of get@sgmany clients as possible safely
to the summit. He also paid careful attention to theildetae health of the Sherpas, the
efficiency of the solar-powered electrical system, traness of his clients' crampons.
He loved being a guide, and it pained him that some cedebcdimbers didn't give his

profession the respect he felt it deserved.

It was with this Rob Hall - the best possible leadeat #e were on our way. The
great Scott Fischer and his expedition would be near we @aimbed. David Breshear’s
skilled IMAX climbing team would be waiting to film us tite top. Surrounded by this
kind of skill, life looked good.

On May 8, our team and Fischer's left Camp Two and dtalitabing the Lhotse Face, a
vast slope of steel-hard ice rising from the head of test&/n Cwm. Hall's Camp Three,
two-thirds of the way up this wall, was set on a naresgé that had been chopped into
the face of the ice cliff by our Sherpas. It was a &wedar -- but a dangerous -- camp.
A hundred feet below, no less exposed, were the tents ofainib& other teams,

including Fischer's, the South Africans, and the Taasa.
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It was here that we had our first encounter with deatthe mountain. At 7:30 A.M.
on May 9, as we were pulling on our boots to ascend to Campda-86ryear-old
steelworker from the Taiwanese team crawled out of histderelieve himself, wearing
only the smooth-soled liners of his mountaineering bootsfebat—a rather serious
mistake. As he walked along the slope, he lost his footindpe slick ice and went

hurtling down the Lhotse Face, coming to rest, head-first crevasse.

Over the preceding six weeks, there had been sevemlsaccidents, but this one
was fatal. The death caused a momentary depressiorhevaotntain. But 33 climbers
at the South Col would be leaving camp for the summitf@washort hours, and the
gloom was quickly shoved aside by nervous anticipation ofttalenge to come. Most
of us were simply wrapped too tightly in the grip of sunfeer to think about the death

of someone in our midst.

Climbing with oxygen for the first time, we reached ®outh Col, our launching pad
for the summit assault, at one o'clock that afternoofiatArea of ice and wind swept
boulders, the Col sits at 26,000 feet above sea level, bethveepper slopes of Lhotse,
the world's fourth-highest mountain, and Everest. Abowt football fields long by two
across, the Col is bounded on the east by the Kangshuagada@O00-foot cliff, and on
the west by the 4,000-foot Lhotse Face. It is one of the siploh®st terrible places |

have ever experienced.

| was the first Western climber to arrive. Wherot there, four Sherpas were
struggling to set up our tents in a 50 mph wind. | helpedthtput up my shelter,

anchoring it to some discarded oxygen canisters wedged hehedargest rocks | could
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lit. Then | dove inside to wait for my teammates.

It was nearly 5 P.M. when the last of our group madegocarne final stragglers in
Fischer's group came in even later, which didn't spediavéhe summit bid, scheduled
to begin at 1AM - in six short hours. Everyone retre&dtieir nylon dome tents the
moment they reached the Col and did their best to nap, é@utabhine-gun rattle of the
wind-driven flapping tents and the anxiety over what t@asome made sleep out of the

guestion for most of us.

Surrounding me on that wind-swept plateau were some dozen people, huddled in
tents pitched side by side. Yet an odd sense of isolatiandwar the camp. Up here, in
this godforsaken place, | felt disconnected from everyonendnme—emotionally,
spiritually, physically. We were a team in name oltysadly come to realize. Although
we would leave camp in a few hours as a group, we woukhdsxs individuals, linked
to one another by neither rope nor any deep sense of loflth client was in it for
himself or herself, pretty much. And | was no differémeally hoped Doug Hansen
would get to the top, for instance; yet if he were to amound, | knew | would not help
him down -- | would do everything in my power to keep pushingpdhe top for my
own glory. In another time and place, this idea of husadishness would have been

depressing, but | was too busy with the weather to thinktatou

At 7 P.M. the wind stopped. The temperature was 15 bedooy kut the still air made
conditions excellent for the climb. Now we would go to te af the world. Rob Hall
had timed our summit attempt perfectly. The tensionstrasg as we sipped tea,

delivered to us in our tents by Sherpas, and readied our §eadody said much. All of
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us had suffered greatly to get to this moment. | haehddtle and slept not at all since
leaving Camp Two two days earlier. Damage to my ribs readha cough feel like a stiff
kick and brought tears to my eyes. But if | wanted a obat the summit, | had no

choice but to ignore my problems as much as possible and climb.

Finally, at 11:35 PM, we were away from the tentstrdpped on my oxygen mask
and ascended into the darkness. There were fifteenimHael's team: guides Hall,
Harris, and Mike Groom, an Australian with impressivenelayan experience; Sherpas
Ang Dorje, Lhakpa Chhiri, Nawang Norbu, and Kami; andntieHansen, Namba, Beck
Weathers, Stuart Hutchinson (a Canadian doctor), Jolke Tas Australian doctor), Lou
Kasischke (a lawyer from Michigan), Frank Fischbeck (alipher from Hong Kong),

and me.

Scott Fischer's group—qguides Fischer, Boukreev, and Nedlehan; five Sherpas;
and clients Charlotte Fox, Tim Madsen, Klev Schoeniagd$ Hill, Lene Gammelgaard,
and Martin Adams—Ieft the South Col at midnight.

And then there was the Taiwanese team. Shortly Eiieher set out, Makalu Gau
started up with three Sherpas, ignoring his promisenthdaiwanese would make a
summit attempt on May 10. Thankfully, the South Africhad failed to make it to Camp

Four and were nowhere in sight.

The night had a cold beauty that intensified as wenaleck More stars than | had
ever seen filled the frozen sky. Far to the southeastmous thunderheads drifted over

Nepal, illuminating the heavens with bursts of oraaige blue lightning. A huge moon
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rose over the shoulder of 27,000 foot peaks, washing the slopdtbeneloots in
ghostly light, eliminating the need for a headlampedithe way throughout the night
with Ang Dorje—our “sirdar,” or head Sherpa—and at 5:30, jagha sun was edging
over the horizon, | reached the crest of the SouthedgeRiThree of the world's five
highest peaks stood out in jagged relief against the piestel. My altimeter read
27,500 feet.

Rob Hall had instructed us to climb no higher untilwhimle group gathered at this
level spot known as the Balcony, so | sat down on my packito ®@ald and restless, |
sat in the snow as the crowd passed. When Hall and ¥veditmally arrived at the back
of the herd, I'd been sitting for more than 90 minutes.ndy, Fischer's group and the
Taiwanese team had caught and passed us. | was a&ogitywaasting so much time and
at falling behind everybody else. But | understood Haksons: he wanted everyone
together where he could watch out for our safety. | kelpt @nd played the part of the
obedient client.

To my mind, the rewards of climbing come from its emphasiself-reliance, on
making critical decisions and dealing with the consequeraepersonal responsibility.
When you become a client, | discovered, you give up dll thar safety's sake, the guide

always calls the shots. So | waited.

One of the first people | passed when | started movinip &ges Scott Fischer's sirdar,
Lobsang Jangbu, kneeling in the snow over a pile of vadath Lobsang and Boukreev
had asked for and been granted permission by Fischer to cithiutvsupplemental
oxygen, a highly questionable decision that significaaffigcted the performance of both

men, but especially Lobsang. His feeble state, morebadrhbeen compounded by his
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insistence on "short-roping" the celebrity amateur, S&htignan, on summit day.

“Short roping” is a technique designed to help inexpergwtimbers reach altitudes
higher than they could achieve by their own effortsstrAng and experienced climber -
usually an assistant expedition guide or a well seasdmegh&- binds himself to a weak
client and literally pulls the rookie up the mountain ahart rope. It's an amazing feat
of strength, but the process serves to highlight th&wkabing of the client as well as

the artificiality of these commercial Everest “conqaést

The big question was why Lobsang would do it. He wastedgifigh-altitude climber
who'd summited Everest twice before without oxygen. Spmpdilong black ponytail
and a gold tooth, he was flashy, self-assured, and verglagp® the clients, not to
mention crucial to their summit hopes. As Fischer&gleherpa, he was expected to be
at the front of the group this morning, putting in theteouBut just before daybreak, |
looked down to see Lobsang hitched to Hill by her three-footysadpe. The Sherpa,
huffing and puffing loudly, was hauling the rich New Kaelebrity up the steep slope

like a horse pulling a plow.

This New York celebrity, Sandy Hill, was on a widely paoizled quest to ascend
Everest. She'd failed to make it to the top on two previgpeditions; this time she was
determined to succeed. Her daily web reports to the worldweks were eagerly
watched, and not only by the viewing public. This climbldonake her a television star.
And she could in turn make Scott Fischer a mountain-atighbiar. Fischer was more
than aware thater success on Everest was tied up withsuccess in the community of

commercial Everest climbing. But she could make hinofasonly if she got to the top.
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Did Scotttell Lobsang to carry her up the mountain?

We will never know.

Fischerdid know that Lobsang was short-roping Hill, yet he did nothingtop it.
Some people have thus concluded that Fischer ordered Lobsdémg:télill had been
moving slowly when she started out on summit day, andh&iseould have worried that,

if Hill failed to reach the summit, he would be deniecadrertising success.

But two other clients on Fischer's team speculatelLtbladang was short-roping her
because she'd promishkisn a hefty cash bonus if she reached the top. (A few émolis
dollars would mean a lot to a Sherpa -- it might meannametorcycle or a chance to
send a child to school in that poor of country.) Sandy Hdldenied this charge, insisting
that she was hauled up against her wishes. Whichaggsstion: why didn't she
unfasten the rope, which would have required nothing nhare ieaching up and

unclipping a single carabiner?

"l have no idea why Lobsang was short-roping Sandy," ceesethe guide, Neil
Beidleman. "He lost sight of what he was supposed to be dpitigere, of what the
priorities were." It didn't seem like a particularlyisas mistake at the time. A little
thing. But it was one of many little things - buildisigwly, building unnoticed, but

building steadily toward disaster.

As | watched these little horrors unfold, a deadlgifegion with this terrible mountain
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grew within me.

As we trudged on, | became ever more interested irathedf air at this altitude. A
human plucked from sea level and dropped on the summit of¥Ewveoeld lose
consciousness within minutes and quickly die. A welliaatized climber can function
at that altitude with supplemental oxygen, but not vegl not for long. The body
becomes far more likely to suffer swelling of the bragarh attack, hypothermia, or
frostbite. The stories we often hear about climbers wberasEverest without oxygen
are misleading. There are, perhaps two dozen perfecliynatized athletes capable of
crawling to the top without gas. What they do comes froar@aability, and even for
them it's a dangerous feat. Oxygen provisions are gakfem ordinary and even

superior climbers.

We did have oxygen provisions, but they were limited. Each Ineeraf our team was
carrying two orange, seven-pound oxygen bottles. A thirdebetiuld be waiting for
each of us at the South Summit on our descent, stastredoy Sherpas. At a
conservative flow rate of two quarts of oxygen per minegeh bottle would last
between five and six hours. By 4 or 5 P.M., about 18 hotes sthrting to climb,

everyone's gas would be gone.

Hall understood this danger well. Andhe knew that ottlangjers threatened to add to

this one.

The problem of ropes, for instance. The fact that nobodgtamited this season

prior to our attempt concerned him, because it meant ¢thited ropes had been
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installed on the upper Southeast Ridge, the most exposeaf gaetclimb. To solve this
problem, Hall and Fischer had agreed before leaving Bas® @t on summit day the
two sirdars—Ang Dorje from Hall's team and Lobsang fromHé@ss—would leave
Camp Four 90 minutes ahead of everybody else and put ixdlderéipe lines before any
clients reached the upper mountain. "Rob made it veay blew important it was to do

this," recalls Beidleman. "He wanted to avoid a bottlersg@ll costs."

For some reason, however, the Sherpas hadn't set odt@hesaon the night of May
9. When Ang Dorje and | reached the Balcony, we wetganin front of the rest of the
group, and we could have easily moved on and installed ths.rdhe Hall had
explicitly forbidden me to go ahead, and Lobsang was stild&w, short-roping

Pittman. There was nobody to go and work with Ang Dorje.

This Ang Dorje was a quiet, moody young man who regardedabgss a lazy show-
off. Ang had been working extremely hard, well beyond #ikeof duty, for six long
weeks. Now, it seemed he was tired of doing more thashhi®. As if to say, “If
Lobsang isn't going to fix ropes, neither am I, Ang Baeat down with me to wait, an

angry look on his face.

Sure enough, not long after everybody caught up witmdsve& continued climbing, a
bottleneck occurred when our group encountered a seriembfgik steps at 28,000
feet. Clients huddled at the base of this obstacle falyreahour while Beidleman,

standing in for the absent Lobsang, laboriously ran theaope

Here, the impatience and technical inexperience afR@dlamba nearly caused a
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disaster. A businesswoman who liked to joke that her hushdradl the cooking and
cleaning, Namba had become famous back in Japan for herfauEserest; it had

turned her into a minor celebrity. She was usuallpa,dentative climber, but today,

with the summit squarely in her sights, she seemedyzed as never before. She'd been
pushing hard all morning, jostling her way toward thetfadrihe line. Now, as

Beidleman clung precariously to the rock 100 feet above, theeager Namba clamped
her ascender onto the dangling rope before the guide hadraddtis end of it. Just as
she was about to put her full body weight on the rope—whichdi\wayve pulled

Beidleman off—guide Mike Groom intervened and gently scolded he

The line continued to grow longer, and so did the delayl1B30 A.M., three of Hall's
clients—Hutchinson, Taske, and Kasischke—had become worriedl tAkdagging
pace. Stuck behind the sluggish Taiwanese team, Hatehnow says, "It seemed
increasingly unlikely that we would have any chancsuohmiting before the 1 P.M. turn-

around time dictated by Rob Hall."

And then these men did something remarkable. Aftered discussion, they turned
their back on the summit and headed down the mountainhethdsistant Sherpas.
Earlier, Fischbeck, one of Hall's strongest clients,disd turned around. Why? The
decision must have been supremely difficult for at Isaste of these men, especially
Fischbeck, for whom this was a fourth attempt on Everéiséy'd each spent as much as
$70,000 to be up here and had endured weeks of misery. All et eltiving
businessmen, unaccustomed to losing and even less tagjuiind yet, faced with a
tough decision, they made the cool and reasoned decisiahwiaast too late to reach the

top and safely descend. They were among the few who madkedtision. Unlike some
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less experienced climbers on that terrible day, they ddedeto safety, disappointed but

alive.

The others trudged upward. There was a second, even, Wwotdeneck at the South
Summit, which | reached at about 11 A.M. The Hillatg@®was just a stone's throw
away, and slightly beyond that was the summit itselimb with awe and exhaustion, |
took some photos and sat down with Harris, Beidleman, and Baulkreeit for the

Sherpas to fix ropes along the spectacular summit ridge.

A stiff breeze raked Everest’s ridge crest, blowing anplef snow into Tibet, but
overhead the sky was a brilliant blue. Lounging in theeat 28,700 feet inside my thick
down suit, gazing across the Himalayas in an oxygemestastupor, | completely lost
track of time. Nobody paid much attention to the fact taSherpas, Ang Dorje and
Nawang Norbu, were sharing a thermos of tea beside useanaed to be in no hurry to
go higher.

Around noon, Beidleman finally asked, "Hey, Ang, are gomg to fix the ropes, or

what?"

Ang Dorje's reply was a quick, unequivocal "No.

Perhaps it was because neither Lobsang nor any of Fssobleer Sherpas was there to
share the work, but Ang refused to take the responsibifitgdif. Shocked into doing
the job ourselves, Beidleman, Boukreev, Harris, and |aeltkall the remaining rope,
and Beidleman and Boukreev started stringing it alongitb& dangerous sections of the

summit ridge. We did it, but by then more than an hodrthekled away, and it was
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getting late.

The process of setting up the ropes was agonizingly gtewyay things proceed in a
dream. Lack of oxygen turned the work into a hellish drydgBottled oxygen does not
make the top of Everest feel like sea level. Ascendwog@the South Summit with my
regulator delivering two quarts of oxygen per minute,d teastop and draw three or four
heaving lungfulls of air after each painful step. $hstems we were using delivered a
mix of compressed oxygen and ordinary air that made 29,00 dike 26,000 feet -

not that much of an improvement.

Climbing along the edge of the summit ridge, suckingimfasmy ragged lungs, |
enjoyed a strange, unwarranted sense of calm. The eytthd the rubber mask was
incredibly bright and clear, but it seemed not quite @salf a movie were being
projected in slow motion across the front of my goggle®lt drugged, disengaged, cut
off from the external world. | had to remind myself oved aver that there was 7,000
feet of cliff on either side, that everything wastake here, and that | would pay for a

single wrong step with my life.

Plodding slowly up the last few steps to the summitditha sensation of being
underwater, of moving at quarter-speed. And then | fourskthgtop a slender wedge
of ice decorated with a discarded oxygen cylinder and a edtsuminum survey pole,
with nowhere higher to climb. A string of flags snappgublisly in the wind. To the
north, down a side of the mountain | had never seen, tivenlalry Tibetan plateau
stretched to the horizon. This tiny platform -- the siza living room -- was the summit

of Mount Everest.
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Reaching the top of Everest is supposed to trigger a stingeense elation. Against
long odds, after all, | had just attained a goal I'd wasieck childhood. But the summit
was really only the halfway point. Any impulse | midiatve felt toward self-
congratulation was immediately extinguished by knowleddgheofong, dangerous
descent that lay ahead. As | turned to go down, | exmeaka moment of alarm: a
glance at my watch showed that it was after 1 pm; mylaéor showed that my oxygen

was almost gone.

| started down the ridge as fast as | could move...
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but soon hit the traffic jam at the Hillary Step, whiwas when my gas ran out. When
Hall came by, | masked my rising panic and thanked hirgdtiing me to the top of
Everest. "Yeah, it's turned out to be a pretty good expeditiereplied. "I only wish we
could have gotten more clients to the top." Hall was lgleisappointed that five of his
eight clients had turned back earlier in the day, wdlilsix of Fischer's clients were still

plugging toward the summit.

Soon after Hall passed, the Hillary Step finally cldasehuman traffic. Dizzy, fearing
that | would black out, | made my way tenuously down thedfiknes. Then, 50 feet

above the South Summit, the rope ended, and | hesitatedddlmgr without gas.

Over at the South Summit | could see Harris sortingutyh a pile of oxygen bottles.

"Yo, Andy! | yelled. "Could you bring me a fresh bottle?"

“There's no oxygen here!" the guide shouted back. "Tihetsles are all empty! |
nearly lost my cool. | had no idea what to do. Just tHalt's other guide, Mike
Groom, came past on his way down from the summit. He lmbded Everest in 1993
without supplemental oxygen and wasn't overly concerned gbmg without. He gave

me his bottle, and we quickly scrambled down to the South 8umm
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When we got there, an examination of the oxygen supedy r@vealed right away that
there were six full bottles. Harris, however, refusetelieve it. He kept insisting that
they were all empty, and nothing Groom or | said could caevinm otherwise. Right
then it should have been obvious that Harris was actatpinally and had slipped well
beyond routine oxygen starvation, but | was so dull mindectiiygt it sSimply didn't
register. Harris, after all, was the all-powerflikkaowing guide, there to look after me
and the other clients; the thought never entered myoojywpled mind that he might in

fact be dulled by oxygen starvation - that he might utgered help from me.

As Harris continued to insist that there were nolfattles, Groom looked at me
quizzically. | looked back and shrugged. Turning to Harssid, "No big deal, Andy."
Then | grabbed a new oxygen canister, screwed it ont@gufator, and headed down
the mountain. Given what unfolded over the next thoagd) my failure to see that
Harris was in serious trouble was a mistake that'sylicehaunt me for the rest of my

life.

At 3 P.M., within minutes of leaving the South Sumrdescended into clouds ahead
of the others. Snow started to fall. In the diminishigigt, it became hard to tell where
the mountain ended and where the sky began. It woulddsrevery easy to blunder
off the edge of the ridge and never be heard from agdie.|olver | went, the worse the

weather became.

When | reached the Balcony again, about 4 P.M., | enecechBeck Weathers
standing alone, shivering violently. Years earlieeaifiers had undergone eye surgery to

correct his vision. A side effect, which he discoveredtearest and consequently hid

31



from Hall, was that in the low air pressure at highiuagle, his eyesight failed. Nearly
blind when he'd left Camp Four in the middle of the nighthmpeful that his vision
would improve at daybreak, he stuck close to the person indfdmin and kept

climbing.

Upon reaching the Southeast Ridge shortly after syMisathers had confessed to
Hall that he was having trouble seeing, at which pdait declared, "Sorry, pal, you're

going down. I'll send one of the Sherpas with you."

Weathers countered that his vision was likely to impam/eoon as the sun crept
higher in the sky. Hall said he'd give Weathers 30 tesito find out—atfter that, he'd
have to wait there at 27,500 feet for Hall and the redteoftoup to come back down.

Hall didn't want Weathers descending alone.

“I'm dead serious about this," Hall admonished his cliBiatomise me that you'll sit

right here until | return.”

"l crossed my heart and hoped to die," Weathers recalls"aod promised | wouldn't
go anywhere." Shortly after noon, the cautious businessmo had turned around
before reaching the top -- Hutchinson, Taske, and Kasiselgassed by with their
Sherpa escorts. They offered to help Weathers down, lmhidse not to accompany
them. "The weather was still good," he explains, "as@w no reason to break my

promise to Rob."

By the time | encountered Weathers, however, conditiars turning ugly. "Come
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down with me," | begged. "Il get you down, no problem." wes nearly convinced,
until I made the mistake of mentioning that Groom wasisnvay down, too. In a day

of many mistakes, this would turn out to be a crucial one.

“Thanks anyway," Weathers said. "I'll just wait fdike. He's got a rope; he'll be able
to short-rope me." Secretly relieved that | wouldn‘t heoveake the chance of helping a
fllow human being, | hurried toward the South Col, 1,500 lesw.

These lower slopes proved to be the most difficult part afidiseent. Six inches of
powder snow blanketed outcroppings of loose rock. Climbing downdeemanded
unending concentration, an all but impossible feat in nngeat mental state. By 5:30,
however, | was finally within 200 vertical feet of CampuF, and only one obstacle stood
between me and safety: a steep bulge of rock-hard icédlmave to descend without a
rope. But the weather had deteriorated into a full-dd&eard. Snow pellets born on
70-mph winds stung my face; any exposed skin was instaotlgn. The tents, no more
than 200 horizontal yards away, were barely visible throlghwvhiteout. There was
zero margin for error. Worried about making a critical Bem| sat down to marshal my

energy.

Suddenly, Harris appeared out of the gloom and sat besidéattigs point there was
no mistaking that he was in appalling shape. His cheeks coated with an armor of
frost, one eye was frozen shut, and his speech wasdlue was frantic to reach the
tents. After briefly discussing the best way to negwtiae ice, Harris started scooting
down on his butt, facing forward. "Andy," | yelled aftemh"it's crazy to try it like

that!" He yelled something back, but the words were eduaif by the screaming wind.
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A second later he lost his balance and was rocketing dawindlon his back. | lost sight

in the haze.

Then | saw. Two hundred feet below, | could make out slammotionless form. |
was sure he'd broken at least a leg, maybe his neckth&uhe stood up, waved that he
was OK, and started stumbling toward camp, which wash@&noment in plain sight,

150 yards beyond.

| could see three or four people shining lights outsideethis. | watched Harris walk
across the flats to the edge of camp, a distance he dawdess than ten minutes.
When the clouds closed in a moment later, cutting off/ieny, he was within 30 yards of
the tents. | didn't see him again after that, bua$ wertain that he'd reached the security
of camp, where Sherpas would be waiting with blankets antdaotSitting out in the
storm, with the ice bulge still standing between methadents, | felt the pain of envy.
| was angry that my guide hadn't waited for me. liedron alone, down the treacherous

ice slope.

Twenty minutes later | was in camp. | fell into teyt with my crampons still on,
zipped the door tight, and sprawled across the frost-covered flea@s drained, more
exhausted than I'd ever been in my life. But | wds.sAndy was safe. The others

would be coming into camp soon. We'd done it. We'd climbed Méxarest.

It would be many hours before | learned that everyonertdti not made it back to
camp—that one teammate was already dead and that 23 othand@omen were

caught in a desperate struggle for their lives atopransig, raging Everest.

34



Here’s what happened up top. Neal Beidleman waited asuthenit from 1:25 until
3:10 as Fischer's clients appeared over the last risdayomee. The lateness of the hour
worried him. After Gammelgaard, the last of themyadiwith Lobsang, "l decided it
was time to get the hell out of there," Beidleman sagen though Scott hadn't shown
yet." Twenty minutes down the ridge, Beidleman - wiin@nelgaard, Pittman, Madsen,
and Fox in tow - passed Fischer, still on his way up.dih'dreally say anything to him,"
Beidleman recalls. "He just sort of raised his hand.lodked like he was having a hard
time, but he was Scott, so | wasn't particularly worriefigured he'd tag the summit and

catch up to us pretty quick to help bring the clients dofdut he never showed up."

When Beidleman's group got down to the South Summit, &httollapsed. Fox, the
most experienced client on the peak, gave her an injeaftiampowerful steroid,
dexamethasone, which temporarily negates the symptontgueasickness.

Beidleman grabbed Pittman by her harness and startedrydgggi down behind him.

"Once | got her sliding," he explains, "I'd let go ahd along down in front of her.
Every 150 feet I'd stop, wrap my hands around the fixed ropehraice myself to arrest
her slide with a body block. The first time Sandy cameeliag into me, the points of
her crampons sliced into my down suit. Feathers wengfigverywhere." Fortunately,
after about 20 minutes the injection revived Pittman,sdr@dwas able to resume the

descent under her own power.

As darkness fell and the storm intensified, Beidlemahfiaa of Fischer's clients

overtook Groom, who was bringing down Weathers, on a shortaoddlamba. "Beck

35



was so hopelessly blind," Groom reports, "that every teemnée'd take a step into thin

air and I'd have to catch him with the rope. It was blaogtye-racking."”

Five hundred feet above the South Col, where the steds gdive way to a gentler
slope of snow, Namba's oxygen ran out and the Japanese watmown, refusing to
move. "When | tried to take her oxygen mask off so sheldmelathe more easily," says
Groom, "she'd insist on putting it right back on. No amao@ipersuasion could convince

her that she was out of oxygen, that the mask wasligcuffocating her."

Beidleman, realizing that Groom had his hands full Witathers, started dragging
Namba down toward Camp Four. They reached the broad, rofjramse of the South
Col around 8 P.M., but by then it was pitch black, and thershad grown into a
hurricane. The wind chill was in excess of 70 belowly@wee or four headlamps were
working, and everyone's oxygen was long gone. Visibilag wown to a few feet. No
one had a clue how to find the tents. Two Sherpas canw# the darkness, but they

were lost as well.

For the next two hours, Beidleman, Groom, the two Shegpaksseven clients
staggered blindly around in the storm, growing ever monausted and hypothermic,
hoping to blunder across the camp. "It was total chaogs'Baidleman. "People are
wandering all over the place; I'm yelling at everydngng to get them to follow a single
leader. Finally, probably around ten o'clock, | walked overliftie rise, and it felt like |

was standing on the edge of the earth. | could sensgeavioid just beyond."

The group had unwittingly strayed to the easternmost efdidpe Col, the opposite
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side from Camp Four, right at the lip of the 7,000-foot Kangghace. "I knew that if
we kept wandering in the storm, pretty soon we were goihgse somebody over that
cliff,” says Beidleman. "l was exhausted from draggfaguko. Charlotte and Sandy
were barely able to stand. So | screamed at everyoneldtehup right there and wait

for a break in the storm."

The climbers hunkered in a pathetic cluster on a wingspegch of ice. "By then the
cold had about finished me off," says Fox. "My eyes wezeh. The cold was so

painful, | just curled up in a ball and hoped death would ogumekly."

Three hundred and fifty yards to the west, while thas @oing on, | was shivering
uncontrollably in my tent, even though | was zipped intosfagping bag and wearing my
down suit and every other stitch of clothing | had. Thie gvas threatening to blow the
tent apart. Unaware of the tragedy unfolding outside angbledaty out of bottled
oxygen, | drifted in and out of sleep, delirious from exhanstlehydration, and the

effects of oxygen depletion.

At some point, Stuart Hutchinson shook me and asked if Idrgubutside with him
to bang on pots and shine lights, in the hope of guidindgastyglimbers in, but | was too
weak and incoherent to respond. Hutchinson, who had got baakimat 2 P.M. and
was less debilitated than those of us who'd gone to the isuimen tried to wake up
clients and Sherpas in the other tents. Everybody wasotdptoo exhausted. So

Hutchinson went out into the storm alone.

Stuart Hutchinson was a client, not a guide; but vihermoment came, he did what
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had to be done. He went out six times that night to looth@®missing climbers, but the
blizzard was so fierce that he never dared to venture thanea few yards from the
tents. "The winds were ballistically strong," sayddhison. "The blowing snow felt like

a sandblaster.”

Just before midnight, out among the climbers shiverintperCol, Beidleman noticed
a few stars overhead. The wind was still whipping ugriads ground blizzard, but far
above, the sky began to clear, revealing the huge sitlesugf Everest and Lhotse. From
these reference points, Klev Schoening, a client @hEiss, thought he'd figured out
where the group was in relation to the tents. Afteln@uting match with Beidleman,

Schoening convinced the guide that he knew the way.

Beidleman tried to coax everyone to their feet and geh timoving in the direction
indicated by Schoening, but Fox, Namba, Pittman, and Wsatrexe too feeble to move
more than a few steps. So Beidleman assembled those whable to walk, and
together with Groom, they stumbled off into the storm tohgdt; they left behind the
four incapacitated clients - and Tim Madsen. Madsenijliimyto abandon Fox, his

girlfriend, volunteered to look after everybody until a resparty arrived.

The tents lay about 350 yards down the slope to the westn B&idleman, Groom,
and the clients got there, they were met by Boukre@idI&nan told the Russian where
to find the five clients who'd been left out in the elategand then all four climbers

collapsed in their tents.

Boukreev had returned to Camp Four at 4:30 P.M., before trst afdhe storm,
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having rushed down from the summit without waiting faerts—extremely questionable
behavior for a guide. A number of Everest veterans bpgeulated that if Boukreev had
been present to help Beidleman and Groom bring their cliwts, the group might not
have got lost on the Col in the first place. One ottl@nts from that group has nothing
but contempt for Boukreev, insisting that when it matter®st, the guide had "cut and

run.

Boukreev argues that he hurried down ahead of everybodioeseood reason: "It
is much better for me to be at South Col, ready to cargxygen if clients run out."
This is a difficult rationale to understand. In facbuRreev's impatience on the descent
more plausibly resulted from the fact that he wasn'igusottled oxygen and was
relatively lightly dressed and therefore had to get dowckfuiWithout gas, he was
much more susceptible to the dreadful cold. If this wdsead the case, Fischer was as
much to blame as Boukreev, because he gave the Russisagien to climb without

gas in the first place.

Whatever blame may be directed at Boukreev's hasty debeeredeemed himself
that night after Beidleman staggered in. Plungipgagedly into the face of the
hurricane, he single-handedly brought back Fox, PittmahMadsen. But Namba and
Weathers, he reported, were dead. When Beidleman veashed that Namba hadn't

made it, he broke down in his tent and wept for 45 minutes.

Stuart Hutchinson shook me awake at 6:00 A.M. on May 1hdyA not in his tent,"
he told me somberly, "and he doesn't seem to be in any oftteetents, either. | don't

think he ever made it in."
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"Andy's missing?" | asked. "No way. | saw him walkie edge of camp with my
own eyes." Shocked, horrified, | pulled on my boots and rushet éaok for Harris.
The wind was still fierce, knocking me down several tines it was a bright, clear
dawn, and visibility was perfect. | searched the em&stern half of the Col for more
than an hour, peering behind boulders and poking under shreddgédandoned tents,
but found no trace of Harris. A surge of adrenaline skelamebrain. Tears welled in my
eyes, instantly freezing my eyelids shut. How couldyAbe gone? Andy was a guide

and a leader. Andy was a strongman. It couldn't be so.

| went to the place where Andy Harris had slid down¢kebulge and methodically
retraced the route he'd taken toward camp, which followedadbalmost flat ice gully.
At the point where | last saw him when the clouds cdawen, a sharp left turn would

have taken Harris 40 or 50 feet up a rocky rise to the tents.

| saw, however, that if he hadn't turned left butaadthad continued straight down the
gully - which would have been easy to do in a whiteowgnefzone wasn't exhausted and
stupid with altitude sickness - he would have quickly camité westernmost edge of
the Col and a 4,000 foot drop to the floor of the Western Cwamdtg there, afraid to
move any closer to the edge, | noticed a single setrdafdeampon tracks leading past

me toward the abyss. Those tracks, | feared, were Hdarris

| returned to my tent just in time to overhear a radibletween Base Camp and
Hall—who, | learned to my horror, was up on the summit rage calling for help.

Beidleman then told me that Weathers and Namba were ddatat Fischer was
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missing somewhere on the peak above. An aura of morbiditynheal descended over

the mountain, casting the morning in a nightmaristé hu

Failure heaped on failure: our radio batteries died, guttsnoff from the rest of the
mountain. Alarmed that they had lost contact with lisibers at Camp Two called the
South African team, which had arrived on the South Goptlevious day. When lan

Woodall was asked if he would loan his radio to us, he refused.

It was only later that | learned the whole story of iappened. After reaching the
summit around 3:30 P.M. on May 10, Scott Fischer had headedwitiwhobsang, who
had waited for Fischer on the summit while Beidlemanthaul clients descended. They
got no farther than the South Summit before Fischer biegaawve difficulty standing and
showed symptoms of severe hypothermia and cerebral ederoardiag to Lobsang,

Fischer began "acting like crazy man.” * Scott is sgyd me, 'l want to jump down to
Camp Two." He is saying many times." Pleading witthh ot to jump, Lobsang started
short-roping Fischer, who outweighed him by some 70 pounds, desdautheast
Ridge. Afew hours after dark, they got into some diffiouiked terrain 1,200 feet above

the South Col, and Lobsang was unable to drag Fischeaghgtt

Lobsang anchored Fischer to a snow-covered ledge and wasngepdeave him
there when three tired Sherpas showed up. They wegghtg to bring down Makalu
Gau, the leader of the inexperienced Taiwanese teawald as debilitated as Fischer.
The Sherpas sat the Taiwanese leader beside the Amieacker, tied the two

semiconscious men together, and around 10 P.M. descenddukeimight to get help.
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Meanwhile, Hall and Hansen were still on the frighyfexposed summit ridge,
engaged in a grim struggle of their own. The 46-yed-ansen, whom Hall had turned
back just below this spot exactly a year earlier, had detarmined to bag the summit
this time around. "l want to get this thing done andobuy life," he'd told me a couple

of days earlier. "l don't want to have to come back here."

Indeed, Hansen had reached the top this time, thougmticfter 3 P.M., well after
Hall's pre-determined turn-around time. Given Hall'sseovative nature, many people
wonder why he didn't turn Hansen around when it became abthatihe was running
late. It's not far-fetched to speculate that becaudiehtth talked Hansen into coming
back to Everest this year, it would have been especwity for him to deny Hansen the
summit a second time - especially when all of Fiscloéieéats were still marching

blithely toward the top.

“It's very difficult to turn someone around high on theuntain,” cautions Guy Cotter,
a New Zealand guide who summited Everest with Hall i?1®8® was guiding the peak
for him in 1995 when Hansen made his first attempt. tlient sees that the summit is

close and they're dead-set on getting there, they'rg gmiaugh in your face and keep

going up."

In any case, for whatever reason, Hall had not turreetséh around. Instead, after
reaching the summit at 2:10 P.M., Hall apparently wétednore than an hour for
Hansen to arrive and then headed down with him. Soonthé#gibegan their descent,
just below the top, Hansen apparently ran out of oxygenallapsed. "Pretty much the

same thing happened to Doug in '95," says Ed Viestursiami¢an who guided the
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peak for Hall that year. "He was fine during the agdaut as soon as he started down

he lost it mentally and physically. He turned into @ mwmbie, like he'd used everything
up.”

At 4:31 P.M., Hall radioed Base Camp to say that he anddtanere above the
Hillary Step and urgently needed oxygen. Two full botthese waiting for them at the
South Summit; if Hall had known this he could have re¢kthe gas fairly quickly and
then climbed back up to give Hansen a fresh tank. Butdiar the throes of his
oxygen-starved dementia, overheard the 4:31 radio call déxdeending the Southeast
Ridge and broke in to tell Hall—incorrectly, just as he'd t6foom and me—that all the
bottles at the South Summit were empty. So Hall stayddiansen and tried to bring
the helpless client down without oxygen, but could getrorfarther than the top of the
Hillary Step.

Cotter, a very close friend of both Hall and Harris, happdn be a few miles from
Everest Base Camp at the time, guiding an expeditiorearby Mount Pumori.
Overhearing the radio conversations between Hall and Bas®, he called Hall at 5:36
and again at 5:57, urging his mate to leave Hansen anel @own alone. "I know |
sound like the bastard for telling Rob to abandon his clieatfesses Cotter, "but by
then it was obvious that leaving Doug was his only chbi¢all, however, wouldn't

consider going down without Hansen.

There was no further word from Hall until the middlela# night. At 2:46 A.M. on
May 11, Cotter woke up to hear a long, broken transmission, lgyotsaintended: Hall

was wearing a remote microphone clipped to the shoulderdfttap backpack, which
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was occasionally keyed on by mistake. In this instaraes €otter, "l suspect Rob
didn't even know he was transmitting. | could hear somgeltiag—it might have been
Rob, but | couldn't be sure because the wind was so loud ettkground. He was

saying something like 'Keep moving! Keep going! presumttboug, urging him on."

If that was indeed the case, it meant that in the Raairs of the morning Hall and
Hansen were still struggling from the Hillary Step svd/the South Summit, taking more
than 12 hours to traverse a stretch of ridge typicallyreavby descending climbers in

half an hour.

Hall's next call to Base Camp was at 4:43 A.M. Hedllfimreached the South Summit
but was unable to descend farther, and in a series sfitiggions over the next two
hours he sounded confused and irrational. "Andy was witlasheight," Hall insisted,
when in fact Harris had reached the South Col at suriBet he doesn't seem to be with

me now. He was very weak." What Hall was thinking nodazbyws.

Mackenzie asked him how Hansen was doing. "Doug," Egalied, "is gone." That

was all he said, and it was the last mention he eademnf Hansen.

On May 23, when Breashears and Viesturs, of the IM#efrt, reached the summit,
they found no sign of Hansen's body but they did find anxqaaated about 50 feet
below the Hillary Step, along a highly exposed sectiondgeriwhere the fixed ropes
came to an end. Itis quite possible that Hall managgdttblansen down the ropes to
this point, only to have him lose his footing and fall 7,0@ @own the sheer Southwest

Face, leaving his ice ax jammed into the ridge créstrevhe slipped.
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Although Hall somehow survived the night, his the radills to Base Camp early on
May 11 disclosed that something was wrong with his ldgd,he was no longer able to
walk and was shaking uncontrollably. This was very dtigrnews to the people down
below, but it was amazing that Hall was even aliverafpending a night without shelter

or oxygen at 28,700 feet in hurricane-force wind and minus-1§@edeavindchill.

At 5 A.M., Base Camp patched through a call on thelsatidlephone to Jan Arnold,
Hall's wife, seven months pregnant with their firsdctin New Zealand. Arnold, a
respected physician, had summited Everest with Hall in 2883ntertained no illusions
about the gravity of her husband's predicament. "My healty sank when | heard his
voice," she recalls. "He was slurring his words masketle sounded like he was just
floating away. I'd been up there; | knew what it couldikeein bad weather. Rob and |
had talked about the impossibility of being rescued from thersturidge. As he himself

had put it, "You might as well be on the moon.

By that time, Hall had located two full oxygen bottlesq after struggling for four
hours trying to get the ice out of his oxygen mask, ar&®d A.M. he finally started
breathing the life-sustaining gas. Several timearimunced that he was preparing to
descend, only to change his mind and remain at the Saatmi® The day had started
out sunny and clear, but the wind remained fierce, ardtbymorning the upper
mountain was wrapped with thick clouds. Climbers at Camp réported that the wind

over the summit sounded like a squadron of 747s, even from 8,Q0ixfew.

About 9:30 A.M., Ang Dorje and Lhakpa Chhiri ascended fromCRour in a brave
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attempt to bring Hall down. At the same time, four ofBleerpas went to rescue Fischer
and Gau. When they reached Fischer, the Sherpasarngee him oxygen and hot tea,
but he was unresponsive. Though he was breathing—baredyeyés were fixed and
his teeth were clenched. Believing he was as goodaak theey left him tied to the ledge
and started descending with Gau, who after receivingridaoxygen, and with

considerable assistance, was able to move to the South Col.

Higher on the peak, Ang Dorje and Lhakpa Chhiri climbed t0(Bfeet, but the

murderous wind forced them to turn around there, still 700belew Hall.

Throughout that day, Hall's friends begged him to makeffart to descend from the
South Summit under his own power. At 3:20 P.M., after ol sransmission from
Cotter, Hall began to sound annoyed. "Look," he said, Hibught | could manage the
knots on the fixed ropes with me frostbitten hands, | wowe lg@ne down six hours
ago, pal. Just send a couple of the boys up with a bigdseshsomething hot—then I'll

be fine."

At 6:20 P.M., Hall was patched through a second time toldnn Christchurch. "Hi,
my sweetheart," he said in a slow, painfully distorte@eoil hope you're tucked up in a

nice warm bed. How are you doing?"

"I can't tell you how much I'm thinking about you!" Aitd replied. "You sound so

much better than | expected.... Are you warm, my d&tling

"In the context of the altitude, the setting, I'ms@@ably comfortable," Hall answered,
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doing his best not to alarm her.

"How are your feet?"

"I haven't taken me boots off to check, but I think | mayeha bit of frostbite."

“I'm looking forward to making you completely better when gome home," said
Arnold. "l just know you're going to be rescued. Don't feat you're alone. I'm sending

all my positive energy your way!"

Before signing off, Hall told his wife, "I love you. €&p well, my sweetheart. Please

don't worry too much."

These would be the last words anyone would hear him #termpts to make radio
contact with Hall later that night and the next daytwmanswered. Twelve days later,
when Breashears and Viesturs climbed over the South Bomitheir way to the top,
they found Hall lying on his right side in a shallow-e&low, his upper body buried

beneath a drift of snow.

Early on the morning of May 11, when | returned to Camyr Rfter searching in vain
for Andy Harris, Hutchison again rose to the occasioandihg in for the guide, Groom,
who was unconscious in his tent, Stuart Hutchinson aedra team of four Sherpas to
locate the bodies of our teammates, Weathers and NamleaShEnpa search party,
headed by Lhakpa Chhiri, departed ahead of Hutchison, whooneadhausted and

befuddled from his hours of effort that he forgot to put his bootand left camp in his
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light, smooth-soled liners. Only when Lhakpa Chhiri palrdet the blunder did
Hutchison return for his boots. Following Boukreev's dicej the Sherpas had no

trouble locating the two bodies at the edge of the Kangshaog,.

The first body turned out to be Namba, but Hutchison cod&lhwho it was until he
knelt in the howling wind and chipped a three-inch-thigleteof ice from her face. To
his shock, he discovered that she was still breathirmgh Ber gloves were gone, and her
bare hands appeared to be frozen solid. Her eyes were dildtedskin on her face was
the color of porcelain. "It was terrible," Hutchinsonaks: "l was overwhelmed. She

was very near death. | didn't know what to do."

He turned his attention to Weathers, who lay 20 feey.awmss face was also caked
with a thick armor of frost. Balls of ice the size cfjges were matted to his hair and
eyelids. After clearing the frozen shell from Weash&ce, Hutchinson discovered that
he, too, was still alive: "Beck was mumbling somethirtgink, but | couldn't tell what
he was trying to say. His right glove was missind be had terrible frostbite. He was

as close to death as a person can be and still be breathing.

Badly shaken, Hutchinson went over to the Sherpas and abkk&pa Chhiri's advice.
Lhakpa Chhiri, an Everest veteran respected by Sherpgad/@sterners alike for his
mountain savvy, urged Hutchison to leave Weathers anibBavhere they lay. Even if
they survived long enough to be dragged back to Camp Founvthdg certainly die
before they could be carried down to Base Camp, and atteraptgsgue would
needlessly jeopardize the lives of the other climbers@iCti, most of whom were

going to have enough trouble getting themselves dowrysafel
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Hutchison decided that Chhiri was right. There wag onk choice, however
difficult: Let nature take its inevitable course witlesthers and Namba, and save the
group's resources for those who could actually be helpadaslt classic act of drastic
moral choice. When Hutchison returned to camp at 8:30 And.told the rest of us of

his decision, nobody doubted that it was the correct thing to do.

Later that day a rescue team headed by two of Evemestisexperienced guides, Pete
Athans and Todd Burleson, who were on the mountain withdien clients, arrived at
Camp Four. Burleson was standing outside the tents al38uPA1. when he noticed
someone lurching slowly toward camp. The person's barehaga, naked to the wind
and horribly frostbitten, was outstretched in a weird, inozaute. Whoever it was
reminded Athans of a mummy in a low-budget horror filmatfhummy turned out to be

none other than Beck Weathers, somehow risen from the dead.

He lurched into camp.

A couple of hours earlier, a light must have gone dhercore of Weathers's brain,
and he regained consciousness. "Initially I thoughas w a dream," he recalls. "Then |
saw how badly frozen my right hand was, and that helped brv@around to reality.
Finally | woke up enough to recognize that | was in ded@psid the cavalry wasn't

coming so | better do something about it myself."

Although Weathers was blind in his right eye and abkedus his left eye within a

radius of only three or four feet, he started walking theoteeth of the wind, deducing
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correctly that camp lay in that direction. If he'd begang, he would have stumbled
immediately down the Kangshung Face, the edge of whachanfew yards in the
opposite direction. Ninety minutes later he encountereahésunnaturally smooth,

bluish-looking rocks" - which turned out to be the tents ohgé&our.

The next morning, May 12, Athans, Burleson, and climbera the IMAX team
short-roped Weathers down to Camp Two. On the morning oflldaw a hazardous
helicopter rescue, Beck Weathers and Makalu Gau weozate from the top of the
icefall on a helicopter piloted by the Nepalese army. Atmtater, a team of Dallas
surgeons would amputate Weathers's dead right hand jost thed wrist and use skin

grafts to reconstruct his left hand.

After helping to load Weathers and Gau into the resbhapper, | sat in the snow for a
long while, staring at my boots, trying to get some drgwever tenuous, on what had
happened over the preceding 72 hours. Then, nervous ad aezded down into the
Icefall for one last trip through the maze of decayings® | reached the base of

Everest, wondering why it all had gone so wrong.

I'd always known, in the abstract, that climbing mounstavas a dangerous pursuit.
But until | climbed in the Himalayas that spring, lelvar actually seen death at close
range. And there was so much of it: Including threenbers of an Indo-Tibetan team
who died on the north side just below the summit in theeddiay 10 storm and an
Austrian killed some days later, 11 men and women lostlthes on Everest in May

1996, a tie with 1982 for the worst single-season death tihikipeak’s history.
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Of the six people on my team who reached the summitaf@unow dead—people
with whom I'd laughed and vomited and held long, intimateemations. My actions—
or failure to act—played a direct role in the death of Andyrid. And while Yasuko
Namba lay dying on the South Col, | was a mere 350 yardg &we inside a tent,
doing absolutely nothing. The stain this has left orpsyche is not the sort of thing that

washes off after a month or two of grief and guilt-riddelfrieproach.

With so many barely qualified climbers rushing to Evetiesse days, a lot of people
believe that a tragedy of this size was overdue. But noinaalyined that an expedition
led by Hall would be at the center of it. Hall ran tightest, safest operation on the
mountain. So what happened? How can it be explained, ryotootfle loved ones left
behind, but to the public?

Pride surely had something to do with it. Hall had becsongood at running climbers
of varying abilities up and down Everest that he may l@omme a little cocky. He'd
bragged on more than one occasion that he could get alnyosteamonably fit person to
the summit, and his record seemed to support this. He'dlamonstrated a remarkable

ability to manage adversity.

In 1995, for instance, Hall and his guides not only had to wagpeHansen's problems
high on the peak, but they also had to deal with the compddisgpse of another client,

the celebrated French alpinist Chantal Mauduit, whomelsng her seventh stab at
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Everest without oxygen. Mauduit passed out stone cold at 2&&0and had to be
dragged and carried all the way from the South Sumniitet&outh Col "like a sack of
potatoes," as Guy Cotter put it. But he made it. Aferygbody came out of that summit

attempt alive, Hall may well have thought there vitdle he couldn't handle.

Before this year, however, Hall had had uncommonly goddviuih the weather, and
one wonders whether it might have affected his judgmi&etason after season," says
David Breashears, who has climbed Everest three tlfiRe$, had brilliant weather on
summit day. He'd never been caught by a storm higheomtluntain." In fact, the gale
of May 10, though violent, was nothing extraordinary; is\eafairly typical Everest
storm. If it had hit two hours later, it's likely thadbody would have died. On the other
hand, if it had arrived even one hour earlier, the stauid easily have killed 18 or 20

climbers—me among them.

Indeed, the clock had as much to do with the tragedy asdgather, and ignoring the
clock can't be passed off as an act of God. Delays akétklihes could easily have
been avoided. Carefully planned turn-around times weoregn That may have been
influenced to some degree by the rivalry between FisoiéiHall. Fischer had a
charismatic personality, and that charisma had beeiabtiyi marketed. Fischer was
trying very hard to eat into Hall's business, and Had\kit. In a certain sense, they may
have been playing a game chicken up there, each guidenglaiead with one eye on

the clock, waiting to see who was going to blink first amd around.

Shocked by the death toll, people have been quick to suggestpalnd procedures

intended to ensure that the catastrophes of this seasdrb@eoapeated. But guiding
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Everest is a very loosely regulated business, admiedstey a Third World bureaucracy
that is spectacularly ill-equipped to assess qualificatdgsliides or clients, in a nation

that has a vested interest in issuing as many clgni@nmits as the market will support.

If the truth be told, a little education is probably the itloat can be hoped for.
Everest would without question be safer if clients turigerstood the risks they face -
the thinness of the margin by which human life ismaaned above 25,000 feet. People
with Everest dreams need to keep in mind that when tginggrong up in the Death
Zone - and sooner or later they always do - the strongeksyin the world may be
powerless to save their clients' lives. Indeed, as\tbhats of 1996 demonstrated, the

strongest guides in the world are sometimes powerlesseaesan their own lives.

Climbing mountains will never be a safe, predictable-bound enterprise. Itis an
activity that idealizes risk-taking; its most celebrdigdres have always been those who
stuck their necks out the farthest and managed to ggtwithait. Climbers, as a
species, are simply not distinguished by an excess of comemse. And that holds
especially true for Everest climbers: When presented avithance to reach the planet's
highest summit, people are surprisingly quick to abandon pceddtogether.
"Eventually,"” warns Tom Hornbein, 33 years after hieasof the West Ridge, "what

happened on Everest this season is certain to happen again.
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