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Prologue


KATHMANDU, NEPAL—MARCH 28, 2006






Most of the world came to know David Sharp because of how desperately late he was. I got acquainted with him because he was on time.


“Sam’s Bar at seven.” During the last days of March 2006, the words were a mantra among the group of climbers I would join on Mount Everest through the next two months. The small terrace bar in the Thamel section of Kathmandu was a warm refuge, both from our visions of the frozen mountain a hundred miles away and from the crazed, carnivalesque streets below. Most of us, wrapped up in our preparations for the climb, didn’t get to Sam’s until seven thirty or eight. But on the days that he joined us, David was there right on time, as was my wife, Carolyn, and on one occasion, me.


As we waited for the rest of our dinner crew, David said that once he knocked Everest off his list, he was probably going to give up mountaineering.


“I’m thirty-four years old. I want to go home, meet someone, settle down, and have children.


“I guess I might climb on weekends,” he said, but he sounded doubtful.


It was David’s third time on the mountain; my second. We were both more than familiar with the weeks of frigid suffering that lay before us, and I wondered how David could fire himself up for the long, cold climb with such a lukewarm attitude toward the sport he once loved.


He was six feet tall and thin, with wire-rimmed glasses, a big-toothed grin, and a barely there goatee that got scruffier on the mountain. The Guisborough, England, native had given up his job as an engineer to climb, but was starting a new career as a math teacher in the fall. He carried two books with him—a collection of Shakespeare in honor of George Mallory’s readings of King Lear and Hamlet on the mountain eighty-two years before, and, although he claimed he was an atheist, a Bible. He brought only a disposable camera to record his trip.


“I’ve got all the photos I need,” he told companions in Base Camp. “Except for the summit.”


If he didn’t make it to the top this time, he said, he wasn’t coming back. He couldn’t afford to. As it was, he had barely scraped up enough money for his current climb. He didn’t have the cash to hire any Sherpa support, and had purchased only two bottles of oxygen for a climb on which most people use five or more. Two years earlier, on his second attempt, he had tried to climb without oxygen, but carried two tanks of gas with him just in case. He became so hypoxic, he told us, that he forgot to use them when it became apparent he wouldn’t top out without them. Forced to retreat, he finally remembered the oxygen cylinders and took them out of his pack, put them down in the snow and, despite their value of nearly $900, walked down without them. His botched summit bid cost him more than the oxygen: He lost his left big toe and part of another to frostbite. But he laughed at the memory and said that he was willing to lose more digits to make his final attempt on the peak pay off.


Still, even though he was climbing solo, he had told his mother before he left England that if he got into real trouble, he could count on some help.


“On Everest you are never on your own,” she would recall his telling her. “There are climbers everywhere.”


The mountaineers I learned the ropes with would have honored David with the title “dirtbag,” for bringing only what he thought he absolutely needed to survive, and part of me admired his bare-bones approach to the climb. But though I had once put together my climbs the same way, we now had little in common.


Instead of the scriptures, Shakespeare, and a cardboard camera, I had plenty of books—both for reference and entertainment—and six cameras, along with three laptops, a satellite modem and satellite phone, a DVD burner, external hard drives, two digital voice recorders, a minidisc recorder, an iPod, portable speakers, and dozens of notebooks. Carolyn brought three video cameras. All of that was on top of the ice axes, crampons, down clothes, Frankenstein-size boots, and the rest of the Everest climber’s wardrobe.


I was loaded for bear, and I had been the last time we were in the Himalaya as well. In 2004, I reported live from the mountain for The Hartford Courant newspaper, covering the Connecticut Everest Expedition, a team with which I was also climbing. As I left for the Himalaya that March, I was convinced I was prepared for the endeavor ahead. But by the time I reached the mountain, I knew I was wrong. As it turned out, so was David.


 


On May 14, 2006, six weeks after our last dinner together, David Sharp came upon a corpse in a cave high on Everest and sat down beside it. It’s believed, but not certain, that David had reached Everest’s summit that afternoon, climbing on the mountain’s northeast ridge in Tibet, the same route he had used to make his previous two attempts on the peak. It was quite late, in Everest climb time, and probably already dark when David, the last person out above the highest camp in the world, arrived at the tiny, jagged grotto. The dead man he sat next to, nicknamed “Green Boots,” was an Indian climber who had resided for a decade inside the concrete-colored and crypt-shaped hole in a wall of overhanging limestone—Green Boots Cave. Orange, black, and blue oxygen tanks were strewn among the fractured stones at the entrance to the small room—scrap metal along a highway to the top of the world. David’s two bottles of oxygen were almost certainly exhausted; he had been climbing for some twenty hours straight. He’d had no partner joining him on the ascent, or at any other time during his expedition. Instead he had signed on to the permit of an “international” team—a random group of climbers from around the world brought together only by their need to save money by sharing base camp facilities. David had no radio or satellite phone to communicate with the other independent climbers sharing his permit, or the more than thirty other teams in the lower camps. He was about as alone as a person can be on what has become a very crowded mountain. Still, it’s hard to imagine that he didn’t, at some time when he was approaching the cave, believe that he was in the homestretch to the rest of his life. He was less than 1,000 vertical feet away from Camp Three, where his own tent or other climbers could have provided everything he needed to survive the night—except the will to do it.


It wasn’t until what high-altitude mountaineers call the morning, an hour or so after midnight on May 15, when some forty climbers headed up on their own summit bids, that anyone could have noted that David’s struggle had turned dire. Some reported that he was still connected to the fixed rope, so most of the two scores of climbers would have had to unclip from that lifeline to get past him. Others saw him sitting up, fiddling with his oxygen equipment, or simply sitting with his pack between his legs as if he were taking a rest while making the same trip to the summit that they were. Most reported later that in the darkness, with their hooded faces gasping for breath through oxygen masks and staring with goggled eyes into the bubble of light from their headlamps, their own senses dulled from the lack of oxygen and the extreme cold, they either mistook David for the dead body that they knew was already there or didn’t notice him at all. But on their way back down from the peak eight hours later, in the late-morning sun, it was impossible to miss him. The climbers who stopped to check on him found that his hands were wooden with frostbite. He was wearing only light liner gloves after removing his heavy mittens, hat, and oxygen mask (people suffering from hypothermia often remove clothes in the delusion that they are hot rather than cold). His feet were frozen to the knee, preventing him from standing, much less walking down the mountain on his own. The skin of his nose was already black, and his cheeks, at first bleached to a deathly white by the cold, were turning purple. The frostbite on his face kept him from speaking clearly, but when he was conscious, he at least tried to talk.


“My name is David Sharp,” he reportedly said to a Sherpa who was wearing a video camera on his helmet to film a Discovery Channel documentary. “I’m with Asian Trekking, and I just want to sleep.”


Nobody else who saw him in the cave had any idea who he was. Some glanced at his clothes for identification but noted nothing except that aside from his boots, his gear was old and worn. Descending climbers who had seen him earlier had reported he was comatose, but others later found him conscious, shivering with his teeth clenched. Their own assaults on the summit had left many of the descending climbers in little better shape: Several were badly frostbitten, and one was being rescued after falling unconscious. All were exhausted and running low on oxygen. A Sherpa for a Turkish team found a bottle of oxygen in David’s pack, but it was empty. Other Sherpas rolled him into the sun to make him more comfortable. They put David’s oxygen mask back on him and hooked him up to some of their own gas. A few tried to get David on his feet, but his legs buckled under his own weight. To everyone who saw him, it was clear that anything short of carrying him back to camp—a task that would have required perhaps a dozen fresh climbers—was only prolonging the inevitable.


By the next morning, there would be two dead bodies in the cave. Within a week, the whole world would learn about the dying man whom so many climbers stepped within arm’s reach of but didn’t notice, and the forty-some pairs of boots that walked away from him twice while his life was slowly frozen out of him.


 


Perhaps there was nothing that could have been done to save David Sharp. Nonetheless, to me and many of the other climbers following the news that trickled down the mountain and then spread around the planet, his failure to survive his descent represented the latest step in our sport’s race to the bottom. Most notable of those outraged was the man who had been the first to reach the top of the mountain fifty-three years earlier.


“I think the whole attitude towards climbing Mt Everest has become rather horrifying,” Sir Edmund Hillary said when he heard of David Sharp’s death. “People just want to get to the top. They don’t give a damn for anybody else who may be in distress, and it doesn’t impress me at all that they leave someone lying under a rock to die.”


Three years earlier, during the 2003 party marking the fiftieth anniversary of Hillary’s climb with Tenzing Norgay, many climbers had been shocked to find that the guest of honor was less than celebratory.


“I am not very happy about the future of Everest,” Hillary, then eighty-three, told a press conference in Kathmandu. “At Base Camp there are 1,000 people and 500 tents, there are places for food, places for drinks and comforts that perhaps the young like these days…Just sitting around Base Camp knocking back cans of beer, I don’t particularly regard as mountaineering.”


But in David’s death, Hillary saw the worst of his fears realized.


“Human life is far more important than just getting to the top of a mountain,” he told the Otago Daily Times in New Zealand. “There have been a number of occasions when people have been neglected and left to die.”


One of those left to die was Dr. Nils Antezana. Although Nils and I were on Everest at the same time in 2004, we never met. On the mountain, I knew of him only through a message from his daughter, Fabiola, that appeared on my laptop in Advanced Base Camp (ABC), and on other computers all over the planet.


“PLEASE I NEED HELP,” she wrote, “my father is missing on Everest.”


Fabiola never found out all the details of her father’s fate. His body was never found. But she did learn that he died after begging for his life in suspicious and completely avoidable circumstances.


Despite the fact that his end was so similar to David Sharp’s, Nils Antezana couldn’t have been less of a “dirtbag.” A wealthy doctor, he had had the means to put together as extravagant an expedition as he’d cared to—he had a guide, two Sherpas, and plenty of oxygen. And so, for his daughter, the mystery of what had happened in her father’s final hours was soon matched by the mystery of how the previous months had led to them. A week after I read her note, I saw Fabiola in Kathmandu during her own expedition—not a journey to the top of the world but an investigation into the underworld that has spread beneath it. But there was little I could do to help her, even though my own Everest climb had led me to pursue a similar quest.


On the day that Nils Antezana vanished on the Nepal side of Everest, I was working my way toward the summit from Tibet with the Connecticut team. It had taken three months of planning, six weeks of trudging through the Himalaya, and ten days of climbing to reach a cluster of tents just two days’ climb and 4,000 feet shy of the summit. But the high point of my ascent was the low point of my expedition. Gale-force winds blasted climbers from their feet, and the desperately thin air turned the hike up the snow-covered north ridge into a grueling slog. It was not the elements, however, that made me decide to retreat from the summit, but some of my own teammates, who, in their efforts to stand on top of the world and make money doing it, behaved more like mobsters than mountaineers. In the end, some of my climbing partners threatened me more than the mountain did.


During the expedition, more than $10,000 worth of the tents, ropes, and bottled oxygen that my life depended on went missing, some of it turning up later, hidden amid other team members’ equipment. Some of my climbing partners openly planned to help themselves to other teams’ oxygen tanks and gear. They used the ropes and equipment other expeditions had fixed on the route but refused to contribute to the communal effort to make the climbing route safe. Sherpas hired to accompany us to the summit, whose assistance was crucial to our success and survival, extorted thousands of dollars to complete their work, then abandoned those of us who had paid them. Some mountaineers smuggled drugs across international borders and numbed themselves daily with hashish, beer, and whiskey more than 20,000 feet above sea level. Prostitutes and pimps propositioned climbers walking through Base Camp. Expedition members who tried to stand up against their teammates’ thuggish behavior were physically threatened, cut off from the team’s power supply, refused food, pelted with rocks and, in one instance, beaten. All of the members of our team survived, but looking back, I see I was little better prepared or less naïve than Nils Antezana—just lucky enough to realize the true nature of the peril I faced and turn back when he continued upward.


As Nils’s and the Connecticut climbers’ separate dramas played out, the largest of a score of film crews working on the mountain was making a feature-length movie about the 1996 Everest disaster in which eight climbers perished during a single ill-fated summit bid. Nils’s death highlighted the changes that have occurred on the mountain in the years since that tragedy. In 1996, Rob Hall, whose repeated trips to the top of the mountain had made him the world’s most respected mountain guide, perished on Everest because he refused to leave a dying client behind. In 2004, Nils Antezana died on the mountain after being abandoned by his guide, who Nils believed had climbed Everest before but was actually making his first trip to the summit.


 


The 1996 season exposed the peril that high-priced mountain guides and their often inexperienced clients brought to the top of the world during the 1990s. Today’s story is darker and deeper. Much of the change is due to the tremendous boom in visitors to the world’s highest mountains.


Those who thought Hillary’s comments or the 1996 tragedies would diminish the traffic on Everest could not have been more wrong. During 2003’s Golden Jubilee climbing season, a record 264 people reached the summit. The next year, that record was shattered, with 330 people standing on top of Everest. In 2006, at least 460 climbers stood atop the mountain, and in 2007, the number was nearly 600—six times the 98 climbers who had summited eleven years earlier. Along with that rush of visitors and the millions of dollars that they spend in a wilderness with virtually no legal oversight has come a new breed of parasitic and predatory adventurer.


Although most people recall the disaster on Everest in the spring of 1996, only the most die-hard mountaineering fans remember the exact human toll of the tragedy—twelve dead overall, with eight dying in a single storm. But the cash price the commercial clients paid to be there—$65,000 per person—became a benchmark fixed in minds the world over. Hundreds of foreign climbers and native workers arrived on the mountain in subsequent seasons looking to collect a paycheck from the new Everest industry. The greatest interest in exploiting the mountain of money came from the government of China, which loosened restrictions and began developing infrastructure to draw mountaineers to Tibet.


On May 10, 1996, when the Indian climber now known only as Green Boots (but presumed to be Tsewang Palijor) died in the killer storm, the Chinese side of Everest was a lonelier place. Just a handful of expeditions—a fraction of the number of climbers who visited the Nepal side of the mountain—climbed on the Northeast Ridge to the summit. Ten years later, when David Sharp joined Green Boots in his cave, the demographic had seesawed. With at least thirty organized expeditions, along with dozens of independent climbers, there were more mountaineers and more traffic jams on the north (Tibetan) side than the south. Some of the increase can be attributed to climbers avoiding the massive crevasses and collapsing ice cliffs of the Khumbu Icefall, the greatest peril on the southern route. There is no comparable objective danger on the north side. Ease of access can also account for some of the crowd: Instead of the weeklong walk to reach the Nepali Base Camp, a road runs all the way to Base Camp on the Chinese side, so visitors need only hitch a ride to get to the start of the climb. But most of the increase in climbing traffic is simply due to the fact that at between $3,000 and $5,000, the permit to climb the north side of the mountain costs a fraction of the one for the Nepali side. North side mountaineers pay as little as ten percent of the $65,000 charged by the best expeditions on the south side. And that price difference has made Tibet the Everest climber’s Wal-Mart.


Although the government of China does much to put a clean and noble face on the Tibetan side of Everest—garbage collectors and giant trash bins have sprung up throughout Base Camp in recent seasons—it seems more than aware of a different and more insidious mess spreading at the base of their mountain. In 2007, when Chinese climbers arrived for a dry run of the expedition that would carry the Olympic torch up the mountain in the lead-up to the 2008 Beijing games, they brought along some pieces of equipment that have rarely appeared in the mountaineering arena—firearms to guard their equipment and keep the riffraff out of their camp. Although in the last few years a number of expeditions have posted guards to prevent burglaries of their tents, the soldiers who stood sentry over the Chinese camp were the mountain’s first armed security workers.


The guns were just another in a long line of unusual accessories introduced on Everest. Every year, expedition leaders further tame the world’s highest peaks with satellite weather forecasts, global positioning systems, bolted anchors, ladders fixed over the most difficult sections of the mountain, and thousands of bottles of oxygen that allow attempts at the summit by an ever-increasing number of climbers with an ever-decreasing average level of experience and skill. A growing army of Sherpas does almost all of the work, all but carrying many of the commercial clients to the summit. Those resources are in turn drawing a new kind of climber to the mountain—freeloaders and outlaws who plan to make it to the summit by exploiting the equipment, supplies, and legwork of better-resourced climbers and expeditions.


Many of the mountaineers putting together low-budget Everest expeditions are, either through intent or out of denial, bound to become burdens on the better-equipped and better-prepared. Climbers who arrive without the appropriate medications or medical equipment overwhelm doctors on well-resourced teams. One team I was on ordered its members not to mention that we had a doctor with us, to try to stem the flood of sick climbers from other camps. Some arrive without ropes, anchors, or high-altitude tents; watch hungrily as commercial operators equip the mountain; then crowd the guides and their clients from the lifelines and shelters they paid for. Oxygen tanks, stove fuel, and food vanish every year from the highest camps in the world, much of it appropriated by Western mountaineers who have shown up at the mountain with few of those resources. And when a boldly independent but woefully underequipped climber like David Sharp gets into trouble high on the mountain, everyone within range of helping will be faced with the same wrenching dilemma: give up on the dream they have spent thousands of dollars and months of suffering to achieve, to save someone who came underprepared—or leave him to his fate in order to stay focused on their own ambitions.


No other sport, perhaps no other human endeavor, has as bipolar a zenith as mountaineering. The very name of the game—climbing—promotes measuring success by the height attained. But the highest mountain in the world is far from being the world’s most difficult to climb. In the way it is climbed now, according to many veteran mountaineers, Everest is actually the easiest of the world’s 8,000-meter peaks. So it has become something of a wild card, the ultimate trump. With ladders and fixed ropes helping to overcome technical difficulties, neophytes who can barely tie their own knots need only the genetics that allow survival at high altitude and a good amount of fitness to put one foot in front of the other all the way to the planet’s high point. Although many who reach the summit have climbed only a handful of peaks in their life, they descend with the title “World Class Mountaineer.” Some, who were schoolteachers, car salesmen, or contractors when they started up, descend transformed into motivational speakers, authors, television personalities, sponsored athletes, mountain guides, or “life coaches.” In other cases, the summit of Everest is simply a must-have entry at the top of a life’s résumé—often that of doctors, business and government leaders, or athletes from other sports who would be among the world’s most accomplished people even without the planet’s high point on their curriculum vitae.


These trophy hunters pay their way to the top of the world and expect bottom-line results on that investment. Many of their guides and expedition leaders see the old rules of climbing—making one’s way without artificial aids, carrying one’s own gear, and leaving no sign of one’s passage—as obstacles to their own financial success, and do whatever it takes to increase the odds for their clients. The ladders, expansion bolts, and tangles of fixed ropes that hang like spaghetti make some climbs seem more like construction sites than mountains. But those encroachments have begun to seem small. China announced, in the summer of 2007, its plans to pave a highway with “undulating guardrails” to Everest Base Camp in preparation for the Olympic torch climb. Although the government later backpedaled from that plan, an unpaved road to Base Camp has existed for decades. A multistory hotel has been open for a few years just an hour’s walk from the camp, with soft beds, cold beer, and a telescope aimed at the summit. Nearby, a huge cellular phone tower constructed by China Telecom provided phone service all the way to the top of the mountain during much of the 2007 climbing season. And on May 5, 2005, astonished climbers reported watching a helicopter land on the summit.


It’s not only climbers who are cashing in on the Everest brand. The Everest lectures, slideshows, documentaries, and reality television programs are only some of the ways that the mountain has become part of workaday life around the planet. In fact, the more people from developed nations make their way to the planet’s highest mountain, the more Everest becomes part of the civilized world. The Chinese climbers’ plan to carry the Olympic torch to the mountaintop for the 2008 Beijing Olympics is just one example. In 2007, the Ford Motor Company debuted its largest sport utility vehicle—the Everest—with a caravan of the trucks driving to their namesake mountain. In 2006, Disney’s Animal Kingdom theme park opened Expedition Everest, a roller coaster, stalked by a Yeti on a man-made mountain that, at 200 feet tall, is the highest peak in Florida—as well as the company’s most expensive and elaborate attraction. Yet even Everest’s most wholesome reflections show the changes of recent years. It struck me as strangely appropriate that the greatest peril facing the tourists in Disney’s fantasy of the mountain isn’t getting to the top and back but a predator that attacks them while they are there.


Whether people walk to the top, cruise to Base Camp in a sport utility vehicle, land on its summit in a helicopter, or even ride a roller coaster over it in Florida, Everest is assured a continued boom of visitors and victims. And the pattern defined there is spreading to other mountains, other wildernesses, and other sports. Today thousands of sailors, climbers, paddlers, divers, and trekkers bring millions of dollars to isolated and lawless environments around the globe. That wealth and the daring lifestyle of the extreme athlete are in turn drawing a new peril to the mountains. Many adventurers are discovering that the most dangerous tests they face in the wild come not from nature but from neighboring tents, as greed and ambition conspire to draw corruption to the wilderness.


To plumb the figurative depths of the planet’s high point, I have twice tried to stand on those few square feet of mountaintop by which much of the world measures all human accomplishment. In that goal, at least so far, I have failed. Nonetheless, the mountain has provided me with an excellent vantage point from which to look at the changing landscape of the world of adventure.


“I just want to get this Everest thing over with,” David Sharp told me at Sam’s, and I knew just how he felt.


But although before I first visited Everest I had no desire to climb it, I know that my time on the mountain has infected me with the same summit fever that David had. I can only hope that the contagion I’ve contracted isn’t as virulent as the strain that took his life.
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MOUNT EVEREST, NEPAL—MAY 18, 2004


Along the highway of rope that leads above 8,000 meters on Mount Everest, the Balcony is probably the most accommodating rest stop, but Big Dorjee Sherpa and his teammates never planned on taking in the sunset from this perch. Climbers who see the end of the day here are often facing the end of their lives as well.


Most climbers on the south side of the peak, in fact, hope to see the dawn rather than the dusk of their summit day from the frigid overlook that hangs 27,600 feet above sea level. Even at daybreak, they have been climbing for four or five hours by the time they get to this ridge of snow that stretches out like a runway toward the climb ahead. The rising sun bloodies the sky behind Makalu, the fifth-tallest mountain in the world, but the jagged tooth would be hard to miss even if it weren’t so massive and highlighted in crimson and saffron: The peak of the Balcony’s triangular ridgeline points directly at it. Below and to the south, the lighted tents of Camp Four, the highest camp on the route, glow yellow in the still-dark desolation of Everest’s South Col, the highest refuge on the route in all but the most desperate of circumstances. To the north, the remote, immense, and relentlessly steep wall of the Kangshung Face stretches nearly two miles beneath the mountaintop, blushing with first light as it plummets into Tibet. Even mountaineers focused only on their ascent do well to take in this vista anyway. If they can’t see these things, they probably shouldn’t be here at all; the most benign clouds that obscure this view can turn deadly higher on the mountain.


Those who continue up from the Balcony often take advantage of the wind break provided by a couple of large boulders at the edge of the ledge. They take off their backpacks for a few minutes, often sitting on them while they regroup. Virtually every face is hidden behind a mask connected to a tank of oxygen in their pack. At the Balcony, most climbers on oxygen take the bottle they are sucking on, unscrew it from the system’s regulator, and spin a full bottle on in its place. There’s often some gas left in that first tank, so they plant it in a carefully noted spot in the snow to retrieve on their return from the summit around midday. When they get back down, they’ll switch their last bottle of oxygen, which is probably nearly empty, for the one they started with, using the dregs of that first tank’s gas to get through the homestretch of their descent to the relative safety of the South Col. On a busy summit day, orange and blue oxygen bottles awaiting their owners’ return poke up out of the snow like buoys bobbing in a wave. For mountaineers who arrive at the Balcony late, or exhausted or stormbound, that last bottle of oxygen can make the difference between survival and death. When Big Dorjee returned to the Balcony from the mountaintop that day, he and his teammates were all of these things. And sometimes, he knew, even a bottle of oxygen isn’t enough to buoy a faltering climber.


It had been more than six hours since the four-man team stood on the summit, and they had been climbing in the mountain’s notorious “death zone” for more than twenty. Their descent had run hours late, and the other climbers who had made it to the summit that morning had been back in the shelter of the high camp for hours. Help was impossibly distant. Mingma Sherpa, standing beside his friend and coworker Dorjee, had made his first ascent to the top of Everest that morning. He knew enough to be terrified, but lacked the experience to recognize the myriad ways in which the mountain was trying to kill them. Dorjee, however, was coming down from his tenth trip to the top, and could see death coming at them from every direction.


A cloud cap was dropping on top of the mountain, stirring up a fierce wind and threatening snow. Below them the dark shadows of night were climbing up the peak like frozen specters that would drop the temperature to 20 below zero or colder. Dorjee and Mingma’s last oxygen tanks had run dry hours earlier. The man they would later say was dead when they left him grabbed at their legs like a zombie as they walked off the Balcony. But that was the least of their worries.


 


More than six feet tall, Big Dorjee Sherpa towers over almost all the other Sherpas, who were normally diminutive. Dorjee had grown up in Thame, a village some fifteen miles from Everest’s south side Base Camp. For the people of the valley known as the Solu Khumbu, and residents of hamlets like Thame scattered about it, the big mountain had brought the highest standards of living in Nepal, and many villagers worked as porters or cooks for the mountaineers and trekkers who flooded the region. Others ran teahouses and lodges that catered to them. The Khumbu Valley’s wealth shows in Dorjee’s smile, which beams with a gold tooth from under his mustache—a product of the dental care that Sir Edmund Hillary and others had brought to the region, along with schools and medical clinics. Like a lot of Sherpas, Big Dorjee smiles a lot to compensate for his difficulty in speaking the languages of the climbers who hire him.


Big Dorjee, age forty, started his career in the mountains as a yak driver, prodding trains of pack animals that were sometimes more than fifty beasts long up the steep, rocky, and airless trails. But Dorjee’s stature and strength assured him other opportunities in the same way that a cum laude from Harvard opens doors in the States. His brother had worked for climbing teams, and by the early ’90s, Dorjee had an invitation to work from one of the ever-increasing number of Everest expeditions that head to the peak every April. On his second expedition, he stepped onto the summit and into mountaineering’s major leagues: A Sherpa who had climbed Everest had the best paycheck in the Khumbu, and was assured of work during the climbing season. In two months, Dorjee earned more than he could in a full year of herding yaks. That income had allowed him to move his family to Kathmandu and send his two daughters to school, a path of economic and social advancement followed by dozens of other climbing Sherpas.


In the eyes of Manuel Lugli, the Italian expedition organizer who had arranged his current assignment, Big Dorjee was clearly an asset. Three months earlier, he had described him in an e-mail to his clients, Gustavo Lisi and Nils Antezana.




Dorjee Sherpa, 40 years old, very, very strong and experienced. He has climbed on Annapurna IV, Makalu, Cho Oyu, Kanchenjunga, and above all has been on Everest 15 times, arriving at the summit 9 times (!), the last in the past year with my expedition.




The word “Sherpa” has so many uses, it’s hard to grasp. The Sherpa are an ethnic group that migrated from Tibet to Nepal a few hundred years ago. The title is also the last name of most members of the tribe—which leads to confusion that is further exacerbated by the tribe’s custom of naming children after the day of the week on which they are born. And in the last fifty years, Western mountaineers have appropriated the name Sherpa as a job description for mountaineering porters, who are often, but not always, members of the tribe. The word carries strong connotations of hard work, loyalty, and honesty, and most Sherpas still live up to that part of their name: Almost all Himalayan climbers readily admit that they would have little chance of success without the assistance of Sherpas.


 


From the beginning, the Bolivian-American doctor and the Argentine guide who had hired Dorjee and Mingma seemed an unlikely couple. Nils Antezana, a slender physician with salt-and-pepper hair, was reserved and polite, even to the most ragged of the porters who hauled their hundreds of pounds of equipment to the mountain. To Dorjee, as well as to most of the other climbers Nils met on Everest that spring, he looked like he was a few years beyond fifty. He didn’t boast of the fact that, at sixty-nine, he would be the oldest American to reach the top of the world, or that he wore the same pants size that he had when he was forty years younger. His pride in his fitness was something he kept to himself. Each year higher-profile climbers set youth and age records, broadcasting the news around the world from the summit, but it would be a week before even Nils’s teammates learned his actual age.


His guide, an Argentinean named Gustavo Lisi, however, didn’t mind boasting. The thirty-three-year-old seemed to step right from the mold of the rock-star mountaineer, turning his thumb up for photos, throwing his arm around campmates, and recounting his climbs in South America and his previous climb to the top of Everest four years earlier, in 2000. Other climbers on the mountain knew the story behind Gustavo’s previous trip to Everest and some of his climbs in the Andes, but they didn’t like to talk about them. Big Dorjee and Mingma would have heard few of his tales—Gustavo didn’t speak English; Dorjee and Mingma spoke no Spanish. Nils had to translate all but the simplest of instructions between his guide and the two assistants. Although Gustavo was the guide, Big Dorjee and Mingma quickly figured out that Nils was the man who was paying for everything, and that made him the boss—even if he rarely gave them any orders of his own. The two Sherpas didn’t mind that Gustavo spent little time with his client, Nils, often leaving them to lead the doctor up the mountain. The soft-spoken doctor was easy to get along with and put far fewer demands on them than the Argentinean. It was Nils’s first time on Everest, so he would have had little idea what to ask of them, even if he had been more demanding by nature. Hanging out with him was not only more amicable, but might entitle the Sherpas to the kind of hefty tips and bonuses—$2,000 or more each—that they knew Nils’s guide couldn’t afford.


But as soon as the team had stepped on top of Mount Everest, Big Dorjee realized that it was unlikely they would see a tip at all.


 


Witnesses and team members say the group reached the summit of Everest just after ten a.m. on May 18, 2004. They agree on little else. Dorjee claims they had been climbing for only ten hours, meaning the team would have started their summit bid at midnight, but other climbers saw the group leave camp on the South Col a little after eight o’clock the night before.


“I have finished equipping myself, it’s eight at night and we are ready to leave for the summit,” Gustavo reported by satellite telephone to his Web site before heading out.


Although ten a.m. is a reasonable time to summit, with an eight p.m. start, they had been climbing nonstop for fourteen hours when they reached the top—the halfway point of any summit day. They would need nearly half that amount of time to climb back down to their tents…if everything went well. The team had planned to make their round trip to the summit from Camp Four the previous day, when forecasts sent to the mountain by satellite predicted sunny skies and calm winds. They chose instead to spend that day resting. By the time they headed out from Camp Four on the evening of May 17, the weather report that had called for favorable conditions for several days had deteriorated. But at the summit, Big Dorjee didn’t have time to worry about the turn in the weather, only the storm that seemed to be descending on his client’s brain.


The doctor had been slow climbing up, but Dorjee says he didn’t notice anything in his client’s behavior to indicate that he was suffering from altitude sickness. Nonetheless Dorjee had repeatedly tried to turn the team around, complaining to both the doctor and his guide that they were climbing too slowly to make it to the summit and back down safely. Neither was willing to retreat.


But on top, Dorjee says, the doctor stumbled toward the edge of the summit and looked as if he were going to jump off. Then Nils pulled off his oxygen mask and lay down on his back on the snow. During the more than forty-five minutes that Nils, Gustavo, and their Sherpa assistants stayed on the summit—an unusually long time for a team that arrived there late in the morning on a day with unstable weather—Dorjee says he could hardly get the doctor to stay on his feet.


“He’s going mad,” Dorjee recalls thinking.


Gustavo, however, says he saw none of this.


The guide was busy making photographs and videos of the vistas from the summit and of himself standing amid them, but says he would have noticed a climbing partner in such obvious distress. The only indications that Nils was in trouble, Gustavo says, were that Nils asked him why he had his headlamp turned on when the guide wasn’t wearing one and that the doctor took several seconds to wave to the video camera after Gustavo asked him to. The video, which passes over Nils for just those few seconds, is the only record Gustavo made of his client on the summit, although members of another team that also made it to the summit that morning took a photo of Nils kneeling and waving to them from the top. He doesn’t appear mad or sick in any of the images.


Once the team began its descent, however, it was clear that Nils would need assistance from all three of his teammates to make it back down.


The doctor was disoriented, had difficulty seeing, and staggered drunkenly as he walked, wobbling and stumbling down the narrow ridge of snow. Dorjee and Mingma stayed on either side of him, steering him downhill, clipping him into the ropes that were anchored to the route home and holding his arms to support him when his legs seemed ready to buckle. Gustavo joined them to help with the most difficult sections, but Dorjee says the guide was usually a few steps in front of them. By the time the team had descended two hundred feet below the summit, wherein lies the most difficult section of the climb—the forty-foot bluff of snow, ice, and rock known as the Hillary Step—Nils had collapsed. Dorjee pulled a rope from his pack, and the Sherpas lowered the doctor down the headwall. But three hours later the team had made it only another hundred feet down the mountain to the South Summit, where Nils nearly tumbled off the ridgeline. In the meantime, the weather had begun to turn in earnest, and the wind often knocked the climbers off balance. Gustavo’s last bottle of oxygen—he and the Sherpas planned on using only two bottles each, but brought five for their client—ran dry.


As the Sherpas held tight to their struggling client, they looked up to see Gustavo stepping away from them, pointing at Mingma and waving for him to come down the mountain with him. But Mingma stayed put, and the two Sherpas watched as the guide turned and began walking down the mountain without them. Dorjee had become accustomed to Gustavo racing ahead of his teammates, but he was shocked that the guide would leave them when the life of the man who had paid his way to Everest was hanging by a thread.


Gustavo claimed later that Dorjee told him to move ahead to clear the ropes of ice and snow, but Dorjee says he told him nothing—they don’t speak the same languages. Dorjee says Gustavo was soon out of sight a few hundred meters in front of them. Gustavo would claim, at different times, that he was only forty meters or fifteen meters away. But with the entire team debilitated by hypoxia and exhaustion, he might as well have been on another planet.


When Dorjee, Mingma, and Nils made it back to the Balcony, 1,500 feet below the summit, Dorjee says the doctor collapsed again. Nils was unconscious much of the time now, the Sherpa said, and when he came to, he spoke gibberish. They tried to give him water, but it just dribbled down his chin. Now, they realized, all three of their lives were at stake. It would take most of the night for the Sherpas to drag an incoherent climber down to camp and, by then, all of them might succumb to the cold, the wind, and the lack of something to breathe.


On the Balcony, Dorjee and Mingma found a bit of shelter behind a block of snow and leaned Nils against it. Then Dorjee says he took the team’s last two oxygen bottles from his pack. Although he, Mingma, and Gustavo had all run out of oxygen, they say they did not consider using their employer’s remaining two bottles of gas themselves and, although it was almost certain he wouldn’t use them, they left them with him. If Nils came to, if by some miracle he got back on his feet, he would have plenty of oxygen to get himself down. If someone could mount a rescue, it was that much bottled gas they wouldn’t have to carry up the mountain. As he planted the oxygen tanks into the snow, plainly within the doctor’s sight and reach, Dorjee saw a flicker of recognition in Nils’s dazed and goggled eyes. Even if he couldn’t pick up the bottles that would save his life, he already grasped what they signified. They were leaving him. Mingma took off the down jacket he was wearing and wrapped it tightly around the delirious doctor. But as they prepared to go, Nils protested.


“I’m going to stay here, and you stay here with me,” Dorjee recalls Nils insisting. “The mountain is my home. Don’t leave me. We should all die together.”


As they backed away, the doctor made one last appeal. He clutched at the Sherpas’ legs and held on, literally, for dear life. Mingma stepped out of his grasp and the two Sherpas turned their backs to him to follow the ropes down to the shelter of Camp Four. It’s impossible to know when Nils Antezana died, and not much easier to determine when the Sherpas decided to say that, despite the eyes and arms their employer laid on them as they walked away, he was dead when they left him.


 


About an hour after they stepped away from the grasp of Nils Antezana on the Balcony, Big Dorjee and Mingma Sherpa stumbled onto another man lying in the snow. Gustavo Lisi, the doctor’s guide, had left his teammates behind hours earlier, but didn’t make it far below the Balcony before he dug a hole in the snow and climbed into a nylon bivouac bag. The Sherpas were shocked to realize that the man they had assumed had already made it back to camp was asleep at their feet. Here, they knew, Gustavo’s nap was likely to last forever—hypothermia or hypoxia would probably kill him while he dozed—so they shook the bag to rouse him and helped him to his feet. Before they started down, the guide asked what happened to his client.


“‘Let’s go down because Nils cannot anymore. He is dead,’” the guide would insist that the Sherpas told him when he first recounted the tragedy. But that story would change repeatedly. Later he would report, in a taped interview, that the Sherpas told him the doctor was unconscious, but still alive. Still later, Gustavo would tell me that he saw the doctor die when he himself was with him on the Balcony. At the moment of their reunion, neither Gustavo nor the Sherpas would live to tell any tale if they didn’t get down fast.


To Dorjee and Mingma, it seemed that as soon as they put down one body, they had another to hold up. In the darkness Gustavo caught a crampon and tripped, tumbling several dozen meters down a snowy slope known as the Triangle Face and tearing his down suit on the rocks he slid past. As the Sherpas helped him up, they could see his headlamp shining on the mountain above them where it had come off during his fall. Below them, other lamps were just beginning to make the tents of Camp Four glow as another team of climbers prepared to head up the mountain.


 


In Camp Four, Victor Saunders, a British architect turned mountain guide, along with the team of three clients and three Sherpas he was leading, crawled from his tent. They began tying on their crampons and adjusting the flow of their oxygen regulators. As Victor gazed at the slope above them, he immediately saw things that weren’t supposed to be part of the architecture—lights on the Balcony. Somebody was seriously late getting back to camp. It was nearly two hours later when Victor and his team passed the three descending climbers marked by the headlamps—Big Dorjee, Mingma, and Gustavo Lisi.


“We were quite astonished to see lights high up there at nine o’clock, but we were even more surprised that we didn’t actually cross them until we were nearly at the same height,” he said. “So they were going very slowly.”


Victor’s team had just climbed into the cloud cap that was descending on the mountain when he ran into the Argentinean and his Sherpas. Neither the mountaineers climbing up into the deteriorating weather, nor Gustavo’s ragged team, had time to chat. Big Dorjee and Mingma, descending faster and a few steps ahead of Gustavo, huddled together with Victor’s Sherpas when they met on the ropes. The Argentinean looked at Victor and grunted, but they never spoke. Still, Victor could see that Gustavo was in bad shape—hunched over, staggering, and with a gash in his down suit that was bleeding out clumps of feathers.


“Something’s odd here,” Victor recalls thinking. “Something’s going wrong.”


When his Sherpas walked away from Dorjee and Mingma, they were shaking their heads. Victor avoids making judgments that can affect someone’s ability to make a living in the mountains, but his Sherpas weren’t so generous.


“Bad Sherpas,” they said when Victor asked what had upset them. “Bad Sherpas.”


Victor’s sirdar—the head Sherpa—mumbled that Big Dorjee and Mingma had moved on while one of their climbers was still up on the Balcony. But he didn’t say that the man was sick or stranded, only that he was straggling.


“It wasn’t clear to me from my Sherpas, who were talking to [Gustavo’s] Sherpas, that [someone] had actually been abandoned,” Victor recalls. “If I had realized that there had been somebody up there still alive, I would have seriously considered pushing on to look for him.”


Victor can’t say for sure that he could have rescued a climber at night in a blizzard above 8,000 meters—he had three clients of his own to look after and a storm moving in that would eventually turn his team back. But since Sherpas are the strongest men on the mountain and they get hefty bonuses for getting their clients to the top, it’s rare that they are the first to retreat. So it struck Victor as strange that, after meeting with Big Dorjee and Mingma, his Sherpas were reluctant to climb any higher.


“In hindsight, I think it’s clear that they had been told there was a dead man sitting up there,” he says. “It’s also clear that he wasn’t dead.”


Victor and his team turned back just below the Balcony, within a few hundred meters of the spot where Nils Antezana spent his last hours alive.


 


Soon after the two teams passed, Big Dorjee and Mingma left Gustavo behind as well. Mingma, without the down coat he’d left with Nils, was shivering and hypothermic. All three men had run out of bottled oxygen hours earlier, somewhere around the South Summit. The only tanks of gas that they hadn’t used, according to Big Dorjee and Gustavo, were stuck in the snow of the Balcony next to their client. As the oxygen supply in their bloodstream plummeted, the brutal, subzero cold stabbed right to their bones. Death was a real risk for all of them now. Big Dorjee and Mingma raced down as fast as they could. Other Sherpas helped them into camp, but they made their way to their tent without letting anyone know about either of the climbers they had left behind.


The Sherpas who assisted Dorjee and Mingma returned to their own tent but soon heard a wailing in the night and went back out. It was half an hour later, nearly midnight, when they found Gustavo, about 200 meters from camp, delirious, disoriented, and screaming in the stormy darkness. He was close to shelter, but climbers have frozen to death within steps of their tents. The Sherpas led Gustavo down to their tent, gave him two bottles of oxygen, and then sent him on to his own shelter, where he passed out. Gustavo said nothing of his client still stranded on the Balcony.


Neither did he sound the alert the next morning, when he called his mother and his webmaster with a satellite telephone. By that afternoon, people around the world knew of his previous day’s accomplishment from his Web site, which boasted in Spanish, SUMMIT! GUSTAVO LISI HAS CONQUERED EVEREST.


“We reached the summit with Nils at 10 in the morning,” Gustavo said on his blog.


He did not mention that Nils had not come back down, or the fact that although by then he was probably already dead, the doctor was sure to perish if someone didn’t go up to get him. The man who had paid for the entire expedition, in fact, wasn’t mentioned again in the posting.


“He is very tired, Gustavo took long pauses before speaking, but you can hear the happiness in his voice,” the webmaster wrote after posting the update Gustavo had phoned in. “He has rested in the South Col and will commence the descent to Camp Two in a few minutes.”


Nearly twenty hours after he left Nils Antezana, as Gustavo packed up his gear to begin his trip home, he had still not made any effort to mount a rescue for his client or let anybody know he had abandoned a man on the mountain.


CAMP TWO, MOUNT EVEREST, TIBET


Sometime during Big Dorjee’s and Mingma’s struggle to drag Nils Antezana down to the Balcony, I arrived at a similar platform of snow on the opposite side of the mountain.


At a handful of tents staked some 25,000 feet above sea level, I plopped down on my pack, gasping. Below me, a 2,000-foot ramp of snow ran like a ski slope down to Camp One, where more than sixty tents spread into a nylon subdivision atop the mountain’s North Col. It had taken me six hours to climb the slope, queued up in a line of more than thirty-five climbers from around the world, placing my feet into the exact same steps that had been kicked into the hardened snow by hundreds of boots. Occasionally stronger climbers would step out of the line onto Styrofoam-like snow to forge a new path long enough to pass, but most of us just followed one another up the staircase. A few of the climbers had already donned oxygen masks to help fuel their ascent, but most wouldn’t start using bottled gas until they reached the next camp or, in a few cases, wouldn’t use it at all.


With or without supplemental oxygen, most of the climbers moved with underwater slowness, hunching into the slope to rally a few steps, then raising their heads to fight for breath as though they were trying not to drown. Fifteen minutes behind me, Anne Parmenter, my climbing partner, was finishing the punishing slog. Above us lay another 1,500 feet of scrambling over jagged, loose rock to reach our own Camp Two tents. The clouds that had haunted Big Dorjee, Nils, Gustavo, and Mingma on the south side of the mountain were blowing over the peak’s flanks and falling onto the camp, driven by gusts strong enough to knock climbers from their feet. Nearby, one climber made his way on his hands and knees to the ropes that led to the higher camps.


But like Big Dorjee, I was struggling with different problems from the one building in the sky. This tempest had been growing within my climbing team for the past month. The four teammates who had accompanied Anne and me from the United States, along with the four Sherpas we had hired to assist the group, had already left us behind. But unlike Nils Antezana, we were thankful that they had. Conspiracies, thefts, threats, and extortions had marked our time together. Sitting on my pack, wishing that one of the tents lashed to that icy, wind-scoured terrace was my own shelter for the night, I recalled overhearing something in the days leading up to the summit bid. George Dijmarescu, the man who had invited me onto the climb, had sat in a nearby tent listing the ways that he could ensure that I didn’t come down—sabotaging my oxygen system, setting my tent on fire…


 


For me, the climax of that expedition would come not on top of Mount Everest but on the balcony of a Kathmandu trekking agency a little more than a week later. Anne, co-leader of the Connecticut team, was too busy settling the team’s accounts to notice the workers hanging a bright red banner honoring our group.
 

CONGRATULATIONS TO MR. GEORGE DIJMARESCU FOR YOUR SIXTH CONSECUTIVE SUMMIT, TO MS. LHAKPA SHERPA FOR HER FOURTH WORLD RECORD SUCCESSFUL SUMMIT AND TO THE MEMBERS OF THE CONNECTCUT [sic] MT. EVEREST EXPEDITION, read the ten-foot-wide flag.


By mountaineering measures, it had been a successful expedition—four of the team’s seven members reached the Earth’s high point. But when Anne stepped onto the balcony of the fourth-floor office of Asian Trekking on May 27 and saw the banner, she responded with anything but pride.


“Take it down,” the Trinity College field hockey coach told Dawa Sherpa, the company’s business manager. “If you’re going to recognize him,” she said, her voice rising in anger, “I’m not paying my bill.”


Dawa got scissors to help Anne slice out George Dijmarescu’s name. When he found the edited version too ugly to display, Anne offered to pay for a new one. But in the end, the tribute was never hung again.


Nothing in the e-mail signed by George that I received five days later indicated he knew about the edited flag. Still, the note boiled with rage toward Anne.


“From now on, I will do all I can to hunt this bitch down, like a hiena [sic],” he wrote.


In another e-mail, sent to the entire team a week later, he cautioned Anne against commenting about him to a corporate sponsor.


“I am warning you and yes I am threatening you, you will be very sorry,” he wrote. “I promise I will give you the opportunity to see worst [sic] in your life.”


Two weeks later, in Bristol, Connecticut, a neighbor noticed a truck that matched the description of George’s parked in front of Anne’s house while she was away. Anne notified the local police and showed them a copy of the e-mail he had sent the team. They, in turn, contacted George. He denied visiting her home and promised to send no more e-mails.


 


Six months earlier, just after Thanksgiving 2003, I had introduced the two mountaineers at a pub between Anne’s Trinity College office and the walkup George shares with his wife, Lhakpa Sherpa, in the West End of Hartford. Earlier in the fall, I had run into George and Lhakpa, who live a few blocks from me, pushing their daughter in a stroller near my house. George told me his dream of organizing an Everest team from Connecticut. But he didn’t know many climbers here, he said, and asked if I might make some introductions. Anne and I had made our first Himalayan climb together four years earlier and she had since become close with both my wife and me. I knew she was interested in Everest and I was happy to introduce her to George. At the time, I was proud to plant the seeds that might grow into an Everest expedition.


I had never yearned to climb Everest. Hundreds of other peaks have more graceful lines and more technical challenges. Everest’s reputation as one of the world’s costliest adventures was as daunting as its death toll. But the mountain Tibetans call Chomolungma—the Goddess Mother of the World—has many seductions: fame, riches, bragging rights. For me, the mountain was a big character in an epic drama—but not the biggest. I was enchanted by the opportunity to tell George’s story: swimming the Danube River to escape communism and then climbing Everest five years straight. Lhakpa, too, was fascinating: an illiterate single mother who came of age in the shadow of the mountain before climbing it, believing it would provide a better life.


I was surprised when my editors at the newspaper where I worked fell under the same spell; shocked when they agreed to pay my way. The idea was to climb Everest with the expedition, transmit photos and stories to the paper, and then follow George and Lhakpa to the world’s second-highest peak, K2, a far more challenging climb on the other side of the Himalaya. There I would report from base camp in Pakistan as the couple attempted a jaw-dropping feat: summiting Everest and K2 in the same season. Carolyn Moreau, my wife and a Courant reporter, would accompany the team, write a freelance blog for the newspaper’s Web site, and videotape the expedition as far as its summit push on Everest.


I told George’s story in a front-page profile that ran on March 29, 2004—the day we left for the Himalaya. Lhakpa’s story landed on Page 1 three weeks later. Before the expedition got under way, our relationship was warm. But although George beamed and slapped me on the back when he read his profile, I sensed him growing hostile as the days passed and we neared the frigid peril of Everest. By the time we reached the mountain, he and Lhakpa were hardly speaking to Carolyn or me.


I felt obligated to cover the tensions, even when I didn’t understand what had brought them on. And the more my wife and I wrote about the crumbling team, the faster it fell apart. My enthusiasm, both as a climber and as a journalist, helped bring seven mountaineers together and get us to Tibet. My efforts also were part of the team’s undoing.


I sent my last dispatch from Kathmandu in late May, after nearly two months on the mountain. It took me twice that long to figure out how a group of one-time friends collapsed in an avalanche of intimidation, abuse, and recrimination.


Three of us failed to climb to the top of the world. But my disappointment as a mountaineer paled beside the guilt and embarrassment I felt for my part in an adventure that brought threats to a close friend, suffering to my wife, and a burden to dozens of people chasing their dreams in one of the most inhospitable environments on Earth. Seven climbers perished on the mountain during the week our party headed to the summit. Any one of us could have been among them.


In that winter of 2004, when George and Lhakpa, two of the most experienced Everest climbers, invited me to join them in Tibet, the world’s highest summit seemed to shine like a beacon through my New England neighborhood. By the summer, when I returned from the Himalaya suspicious enough of them to install a home security system, I realized the mountain on the other side of the world cast a shadow long enough to fall on my house. Still, the gloom fell far darker in some other quarters.














Two






WASHINGTON, D.C.—2003


One day, the year before his trip to the Himalaya, Nils Antezana stepped out of the shower in the master bathroom of his Washington, D.C., home. He wrapped a towel around his waist and sat down on the polished, brown marble of his Jacuzzi with his hands pressed together as if he were praying. He stared at the floor and then at his wife, Gladys. It had been forty years since Gladys, as a favor to a friend in the community of Bolivian expatriates living in Washington, had picked up Nils at the airport when he first arrived from South America. It wasn’t love at first sight, but the two Bolivian immigrants quickly realized they were excellent companions for each other. Nils, who had studied medicine in his native Bolivia, soon passed the exam to practice in the United States. After they married, Gladys went back to school, earned degrees in economics and finance, and started her own contracting company. Together they had constructed a life of culture and comfort. The vacation home they were building in Annapolis was nearly complete, and a two-story apartment filled with art and antiques at the top of a Cochabamba, Bolivia, high-rise awaited their visits to their homeland. But despite all they had and all they had accomplished, Nils told Gladys, his life still felt incomplete. She had heard this complaint from him before and had learned to live with his secret ambitions.


“With you I am very happy,” he had told her a few years earlier.


“But I seem to be missing something.”


“Gladys, I want to go to Everest,” he now told his wife as he sat on the edge of the bath.


Since retiring, mountaineering was a growing part of Nils’s life, and Gladys and their children, David and Fabiola, had heard about his Everest fascination for years. But the ever-confident doctor seemed to realize that this dream might be out of his reach, so this time he wasn’t just looking for her blessing, but for some encouragement as well.


“God bless you,” she said, placing her hand on his forehead to slide his wet hair back and look into his eyes. It was the best she could do. “God bless you.”


 


When Nils was chosen to head the pathology department of a military hospital in Wilmington, Delaware, in 1969, Gladys couldn’t imagine leaving Washington. Both she and Nils had looked forward to raising their children in their adopted country’s capital. Nils took the job, along with an apartment near the hospital. His family stayed in Washington and he visited on weekends. But during the week he had a bit of what was fast becoming the most precious resource in his life: free time.


Gladys had asked a few times if he was lonely, and wondered what he was doing to pass the nights without his family; but it wasn’t until he had been in the post for more than a year that she found out. He was learning to fly. His wife was neither concerned about the safety of his new hobby nor surprised he had taken it up. But when Nils was named head of the pathology department at Jefferson Memorial in Alexandria, Virginia, and moved back with the family, she put her foot down. They had two young children, she explained. He couldn’t just go risking his life in some little airplane for fun.


Nils not only agreed to stop flying but expressed his own concern that their children would be orphaned if both their parents died in an air disaster. The family would travel extensively until Nils’s death, but Gladys and her husband would never fly together again to ensure that, if the unthinkable happened, one of them would be around to take care of David and Fabiola. Nils returned to his adventures aloft after David’s graduation from medical school, Fabiola’s start in her first job in finance, and his own semiretirement. But despite the hundreds of hours Nils spent in the cockpit, his wife never rode in a plane he piloted.


After his death, Gladys would thumb through the pages of Nils’s flight log as reverently as she did his journals and poems, imagining what it would have been like to sit beside him as he flew. The detailed entries jump seamlessly from 1972 to 1997, when Nils again signed up for flying lessons.


As a teenager in Bolivia, Nils had once dreamed of being an aerospace engineer, but his father insisted he study medicine. With his children grown, he was intent on having some of the adventures he had passed up for his career as doctor. He started ground school at Freeway Airport in Bowie, Maryland, where a few dozen planes tied onto the grass surrounded a small office, a barbecue grill, and a single runway. At the small airport, Nils found a group of largely blue-collar pilots who didn’t take themselves as seriously as the doctors he was used to—more jeans and T-shirts than coats and ties. He wasn’t about to roughen any of the polish of his own wardrobe, but he found it easy to relax among the crowd that hung out around the airstrip.


Ground school, however, was another matter. All but one of the half dozen students were in their early twenties or younger. Nils gravitated to the only other student who seemed anywhere near his own age, a Maryland electrician named Bob Metler. The young students pursued flying with bravado, like players on a football team, but Bob and Nils were happy to push their noses into their books. Other students sometimes joked about the questions that Nils asked, but Bob found that he was often puzzling over the same details.


Nils and Bob soloed within two weeks of each other, in December 1997. As far as they could tell, they were the only two students from their class to actually get their pilots’ licenses, which they celebrated with an ecstatically nervous ride over Chesapeake Bay.


Not long after that, Bob approached Nils. “It would be a real neat idea if we could get together and buy an airplane,” he told him.


A few weeks later Bob met two other electricians who were interested in buying a plane. One was Eddie Pickens, whose father owned a 1973 Piper Cherokee but had lost his pilot’s license after a heart attack. Mike Roberts was doing odd jobs around the airport. The Piper had been serving as a training plane and was pretty beat-up, but the foursome bought it anyway. Other pilots warned them that four partners going in on an airplane was a recipe for disaster. But they never had an argument over the plane, perhaps because of how often they flew together.


“I think we found every airport we could possibly find in Maryland, Virginia, and Pennsylvania,” Bob said, “just for the sake of flying that direction to see what it looked like on the other side.”


He called Nils almost every week to go flying, and if his new friend couldn’t go on Saturday, Bob would wait until Sunday.


“Flying, we were brothers,” he recalls.


Neither Bob nor Mike had met anyone named Nils before, and they often called him “Niles” by mistake. “It’s Neels,” he would say, politely correcting their pronunciation, but they kept falling back into the familiar error. Eventually Nils gave up, smiling at Bob’s embarrassment when he lapsed into his habitual mispronunciation.


“Go ahead and call me Niles,” Nils said.


Bob and Mike were surprised when they started to get calls from Nils, inviting them to parties or wishing them happy birthday, and even more surprised at how Nils and Gladys could make a couple working stiffs feel at home in the middle of a room full of wealthy professionals and expatriates.


“He befriended us more than we befriended him,” Bob recalls.


One day when they waited for some fog to clear, Nils knelt in the grass behind the plane to pick mushrooms—another hobby he had picked up—and then showed them how to tell the ones they could eat from the ones that would kill them. But when his flying partners washed the plane, Nils found a way to stay as far from the soap and scrub brushes as he could. The others would crawl beneath the plane to scrub, and shake their heads when they found Nils manning the hose, filling a bucket, or folding rags—whatever it took to keep his dapper clothes clean and dry. They ribbed him for being too precious to get dirty, and he made up for his aversion to grime by bringing a dozen doughnuts.


Bob had been flying with Nils for more than eight months when he first heard someone at the airport address his copilot as “doctor,” and although he was surprised that Nils had never mentioned he was in medicine, it made a lot of sense. Nils often asked after the health of his partners in the plane.


In September of 2000, Mike was flying with Nils and mentioned that he had some abdominal pain and had recently had a mild fever. When Mike told Nils what the doctors he had seen had told him, the semiretired pathologist had a bad feeling and pressed his friend.


“No, you’ve got something wrong with you and you have to take care of it,” Nils said. “They’ve misdiagnosed you.”


Nils called Mike’s wife, Andrea, to tell her that her husband was sick and she needed to get him to a hospital. Mike refused to put down the job he was on and lose yet another half-day’s pay. Nils called Andrea back repeatedly, insisting that she get her husband to a doctor. Mike finally broke down and visited a hospital, where they took some blood and gave him a CAT scan. He came home exhausted.
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