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PRAISE FOR JIM WICKWIRE AND ADDICTED TO DANGER

—Mountaineer Ed Viesturs “I wouldn’t say that I’m addicted to danger but I would say that I’m addicted to challenge. Jim Wickwire spills his guts, bares his soul, and writes about the challenges we face with openness and honesty. He reflects on his close calls and how he often thought of giving it all up, but in the end he comes back to where his heart is: under a blue sky at 20,000 feet.”
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—Rock & Ice “ADDICTED TO DANGER conjures a rich, satisfying picture of a difficult, yet remarkable man … a thoughtful and candid examination of why [Wickwire] and others keep climbing, even after watching friends and colleagues die…. The book draws a sharp illuminating profile of Wickwire, but also sketches fascinating portraits of other climbers: legends Jim and Lou Whittaker, John Roskelley, Marty Hoey, and Phil Ershler. Perhaps the most striking portrait is that of his wife, Mary Lou, who managed to cope with a husband addicted to dangerous mountaineering.”
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—Gary Speer, Climbing Magazine “It could be argued that Wickwire’s bivouac on K2 was one of the most notorious in mountaineering history. Caught alone in the dark, Wickwire settled down for a night at nearly 28,000 feet…. After some twenty-five years of serious alpine climbing, could it be that the man has discovered the secret of mental tranquillity in a stressful situation.”
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—Gene Prater, climber and author of Snowshoeing “Jim is a special case; he’s the man who has the highest tolerance for handling the stress of objective danger—it simply never seems to bother him.”

[Jacket photo: Author Jim Wickwire belaying fellow climber Dusan Jagersky on a pinnacle along Mt. Hood’s Yocum Ridge. Photo taken by Jagersky, who later died while climbing in Alaska.]

THE CRITICS TALK ABOUT ADDICTED TO DANGER

—John Balzar, Los Angeles Times “The day someone can answer ‘why climb?’ is the day men and women won’t have to. Until then, many will follow in the bootsteps of Jim Wickwire, one of America’s most extraordinary and accomplished high-altitude mountaineers.”

—Publishers Weekly “Well worth a read…. Even those not absorbed by this sport will find themselves affected by the author’s tales of friends lost on expeditions.”

—Seattle Post Intelligencer “The reader will feel deprived of oxygen at some moments: the instant Marty Hoey pitches backward down Everest, or when young climber Chris Kerrebrock freezes to death, wedged head-down in a glacier on Mt. McKinley with Wickwire helpless to do anything about it.”

—Kirkus Reviews “A good adventure story mixed with meditations on the meaning of life and death and dying…. The descriptions of his adventures are gripping tales.”

—Pennsylvania Standard Journal “If you enjoy reading true life adventure stories I would highly recommend ADDICTED TO DANGER. This is the type of book you may find very hard to put down once started.”

—Standard Examiner (Ogden, Utah) “A story that at first amazes, then disturbs and continues—even days later—to haunt.”—KVI Radio, Seattle “ADDICTED TO DANGER is the best book on mountaineering since Herzog’s Annapurna…. I couldn’t put it down.”

—The News and Observer (Raleigh, NC) “Guileless and unguarded, frank and unassuming, ADDICTED TO DANGER is a richly enjoyable and informative book, a welcome addition to the climbing literature…. When middle age robs Wickwire of the ability to climb, his memoir, written from extensive journals he kept since young manhood and expertly rendered into a narrative by Dorothy Bullitt, provides the opportunity to make sense of his life, and to come to terms with the cost to himself, his friends, and family…. For readers who prefer base camps to summits, Wickwire is a superb guide into the world of triumph and tragedy we enter only vicariously, satisfied with the pleasure of reading about the extreme ordeals other people seem driven to undergo on the high mountains.”

—Flint Journal (MI) “ADDICTED TO DANGER is a compelling and unusually honest account of one mountain climber’s life and the toll it took on his family and himself … simple, direct prose.”

—Hartford Advocate (CT) “It is at times spellbinding and intriguing, a wonderful account of how far the body and spirit can be pushed…. A fascinating glimpse into the mind and soul of a mountain climber.”

—Evansville Courier (IL) “Particularly fascinating for its look at the machinations of bigtime climbing expeditions: the planning, logistics, and training as well as the egos and rivalries that can derail an expedition.”—Seattle Times “A book to raise the hair on your neck or bring tears of compassion…. Out of Wickwire’s diaries came a smooth, novel-like narrative of danger, heartbreak, unrequited love, striving, and tortured ambivalence about age and diminished athletic performance…. Wickwire laments that by trying to balance the roles of husband, father, lawyer, and climber, he excelled at none of them. But after reading his book, it’s hard not to observe that Wickwire’s ability to strike such a balance may in itself be his greatest accomplishment. It has allowed him to create a life filled with experiences few others will ever achieve.”

—Savannah News (GA) “Astonishing stories of human beings pushed to their limits of endurance…. Here, [through Wickwire’s] own words, we vicariously experience his amazing life…. His honest self-portrait and his accounts of the conflicts plaguing some expeditions show us how mountaineers face substantial emotional as well as physical hurdles.”

—Mountainzone.com “Striking in its honesty, and refreshingly free of the self-aggrandizement that seems to dog most climber/authors, ADDICTED TO DANGER tells the remarkable story of Wickwire’s adventures. Those who have followed Wickwire’s climbs, and been aghast at the death and pain he has encountered in the mountains, will find the book loaded with climbing detail and thoughtful insight into the human dynamics of his expeditions to the highest mountains on earth.”For orders other than by individual consumers, Pocket Books grants a discount on the purchase of 10 or more copies of single titles for special markets or premium use. For further details, please write to the Vice President of Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, 9th Floor, New York, NY 10020-1586.
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INTRODUCTION


Over the years many have encouraged me to write my memoirs. Since my twenties I have kept extensive, detailed diaries, not only about climbing but my professional and family life as well. Although they provided a rich source of raw material, I’d always known their transformation into publishable form would be a demanding task. I was deterred by a busy law practice and concerned that, if I did write a memoir, it would be just another climbing book.

Two things combined to change my mind—the passage of time and the intervention of a friend. At fifty-six, I at last felt ready to look back on my life with a degree of detachment. I was prepared to discuss the tragedies I had experienced, my successes and failures, and how I had changed as a result. When my friend Dorothy Bullitt offered to help me tell my story, I realized the right collaborator was just what I had been missing.

Dorothy knows me well, I trust her, and her drive and intensity resemble my own. As a nonclimber (but the daughter of one), she naturally focused on those aspects of my diaries most likely to interest the general audience I hoped to reach. What I did not understand or expect was how thoroughly she would force me to analyze my motivations and reflect upon my choices. She insisted I deal with issues I had never before faced, let alone published. At times, I resisted and lashed out. There were times when I awoke in the middle of the night, seriously tempted to abandon the project.

Yet I realized, for this book to be more than a simple account of my adventures, I had to be prepared to examine my weaknesses as well as my strengths; the costs I imposed as well as the costs I incurred. I needed to understand why I made certain choices, and what values and beliefs lay behind my actions. In many ways, writing about my life proved as challenging as climbing any mountain.

The title, Addicted to Danger, came to me early in this process. As I recalled my repeated promises to stop climbing and my inability to follow through—despite small children at home and the deaths of several companions—I recognized that I climbed not only for the solitude, beauty, physical exertion, or bonds of friendship I found in the mountains, but also because of an attraction to danger. This has been a sobering insight. I selected the title not to explain why others climb, but to cast light on my own motivation.

Although I have enjoyed a generally stable, satisfying family life and legal career, I believe it has been my response to tragedy and failure—both in and out of the mountains—that has shaped the man I’ve become and defined what I most care about. In writing this book, I revisited many difficult experiences. As I reviewed my voluminous diaries, sorted through photographs, and discussed what had occurred and why, I took stock of my conduct. Whenever I concluded I had been selfish or unfair, I attempted to reach out, make amends, or talk things over. This book generated conversations with my wife and children about matters we had never previously discussed.

Facing up to my past has helped me see what I value most in the present.

Jim Wickwire
Seattle, 1998
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We moved down the Peters Glacier slowly, a sled between us loaded heavy with supplies. Twenty feet of rope linked us—too close, we knew, but required by the rough, undulating surface beneath our feet. A glacier is not a fixed, solid thing. It flows like a river, with currents, some parts smooth, others rough. Where it changes direction, or where the angle of its slope steepens, the surface will split, creating cracks as deep as a hundred feet. A thin layer of snow can make them invisible.

Chris walked in front. I walked behind, righting the sled each time it flipped. The afternoon sun beat down on us, softening the snow, casting long shadows. Moments after we had decided to head toward smoother ground, Chris broke through the crust and plunged headfirst into a crevasse. I was concentrating on the sled and did not see him fall. Just as I sensed trouble, the rope yanked me into the air, then down into an icy void. “This is it,” I thought, “I’m about to die.”

In an instant, the sled and I slammed on top of Chris. Stunned but still conscious after the impact, I checked myself for injuries. My left shoulder felt numb and I could not raise my arm. (I later learned my shoulder had broken.) Suppressing an urge to panic, I glanced around and considered what I should do. Balanced awkwardly with one foot on the sled, the other against a slight bulge in the ice, I tried my best to reassure Chris as I took off my pack and squeezed it into an eighteen-inch space between the walls. Then, using my pack for support, I shoved the sled off Chris into an area just below us, where it lodged.

All I could see of my companion were his legs, still in snowshoes, dangling behind his large black pack, which had compressed to half its normal width between the crevasse walls. Suspended facedown, parallel to the crevasse bottom far below, he yelled, “I can’t move, Wick, you’ve got to get me out!” Trapped under the pack, Chris’s entire upper body was immobilized. When I noticed his left hand, twisted back, caught between his pack and the wall, I grabbed it and asked if he could feel the pressure. “No,” he barked, “I can’t feel anything! You’ve got to get me out, Wick!” I assured him, “I will, Chris, I promise.” I tried lifting him by his pack, but hard as I pulled, he would not budge. Within a few minutes I realized I could do nothing more for him until I got myself out of the crevasse.

The tapered walls were as slick as a skating rink. The distant slit of daylight looked a hundred feet away. To make it to the surface, I needed to put on my crampons—steel spikes attached to each boot to prevent slipping. Luckily, they were on the back of my pack. In a space so tight I could maneuver only by facing the wall, I awkwardly pulled off my snowshoes and strapped the crampons on. Then I retied our rope to the back of Chris’s pack, clipped a three-foot aluminum picket and a pair of jumars—mechanical devices to move up and down a rope—to my waist sling, and prepared to climb out. When I tried kicking the front two points of a crampon into the wall, they bounced off. I tried using my ice hammer, but without room to swing my arm, I barely made a scratch. How could I get out if I couldn’t penetrate the ice? I began to panic. “Calm down,” I told myself, “think of something that will work.”

I tried chipping out a little indentation, narrower than a finger width, and placed the front points of my crampon on the tiny ledge. I edged myself up, placing my back against the opposite wall as a counterforce. The front points held my weight. Using my good arm to wield the hammer, I slowly worked my way up the cold, glassy walls, chiseling a ladder of little ledges as I went. Three chips and a step up, again and again. I concentrated harder than I ever had before. The whole time Chris kept yelling from beneath his pack, “You’ve got to get me out, Wick! You’ve got to get me out!” Between puffs and grunts I continued to reassure him, “It’ll be okay, I’ll get you out.” And I felt sure I could.

Despite my impatience to reach the surface, I never let the distance between indentations exceed six inches. I knew that if I fell back down, I would probably get wedged, like Chris, between the walls or be hurt worse than I already was. This was my only chance. Near the top, where the shaft widened to about three feet, I twisted my upper torso, drove the ice hammer into the lip of the crevasse at my back, and pressed my feet against the opposite wall. With one rapid movement, I levered my body over the lip and onto the surface of the glacier. It had taken an hour to ascend what turned out to be a twenty-five-foot shaft.

Nearly exhausted, relieved to be alive, I lay on the snow and gasped for breath. Raising my head to look around, I was startled by the quiet and the brightness of the sun on the broad, tilted glacier. Though tempted to rest a little longer, a sense of urgency made me struggle to my feet. I knew I must work fast. If I didn’t get Chris out before nightfall, he would die from the cold.

From the crevasse edge, I took up the slack in the rope and pulled with all my might. He did not budge. I tried again—nothing. And again—still no movement. I would need to go back down. I tied the rope to the picket, which I pounded into the hard snow. Then I attached the rope to the jumars (with nylon slings for my feet), which allowed me to descend swiftly but safely into the crevasse.

It took me about five minutes to return to Chris. Hanging a few inches above him, I tried to hoist his pack with my hands and one good arm, but nothing budged. In the hope that changing the rope’s position would make a difference, I tied it to each of the pack’s accessible cross straps and pulled. But still the pack did not move. I tried to reassure Chris, but when I drove my ice hammer into the pack, all I did was move the top a few inches; then it settled back into place. I attempted to use the power of my legs to lift the pack by stepping upward in the slings. Nothing was working.

[image: Image]

Peters Glacier from accident site with low mountains to north; flank of McKinley’s Wickersham Wall at right.

I thought that if I could open Chris’s pack and empty its contents, enough pressure would be released to let him move, but when I tried tearing its tough fabric open with my ice hammer I could only make ineffectual punctures. The pack, like a block of wood in a vise, was simply too compressed. Lacking equipment with which to construct a pulley system, I could not dislodge Chris. So, after two hours of continuous effort, I stopped. “Sorry, this isn’t working,” I conceded. “I’m going back up to try to get someone, anyone on the radio.”

After hauling up my pack, I retraced our tracks to a nearby knoll, where I desperately radioed for help: “This is an emergency. Can anyone hear me? If you can, I need your help.” I repeated the message again and again, but no one answered; I never really expected a reply. In this valley, so far away from anyone who might have come, our line-of-sight radio was useless. We had set out to climb Mt. McKinley by a remote, untraveled route, and this was the price we paid. No one would come to help. We were alone.

I went back down with little hope of freeing my friend and repeated the rescue maneuvers I feared would fail. Chris’s incessant pleas subsided as he gradually realized I could not get him out. Having planned to climb Mt. Everest with me the following year, he said, “Climb it for me, Wick. Remember me when you’re on the summit.” A classical trumpeter, Chris asked me to take his mouthpiece there. “I don’t know about me,” I replied, “but someone will. I promise.” We spoke of his imminent death, but I could not believe that so young and vibrant a man was actually about to die right in front of me.

After asking me to relay messages to his family and closest friends, Chris entreated me to help him die with dignity. However, I could think of no way to ease his suffering or speed his death. I asked him whether he wanted his body left in the crevasse or brought out. He said his father could decide. At about nine-thirty, six hours after we fell into the crevasse, Chris conceded, “There’s nothing more you can do, Wick. You should go up.” I told him I loved him and said a tearful good-bye. As I began my ascent, Chris said simply, “Take care of yourself, Jim.”

Back on the surface, physically spent, emotionally exhausted, and racked with guilt, I pulled on a parka and collapsed into my half-sleeping-bag and bivouac sack—an uninsulated nylon bag used in emergencies for protection against the wind. Lying at the edge of the crevasse, I listened to my friend grow delirious from the searing cold. He talked to himself, moaned, and, at around eleven, sang what sounded like a school song. At 2 A.M. I heard him for the last time. Chris Kerrebrock was twenty-five. I was forty.
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Chris Kerrebrock the night before the accident.

The next morning I wrote in my diary,

I feel indescribable guilt and failure for not getting him out and for leaving him to die alone. I don’t know how I got myself out with my injured arm. I had to if I would see my precious wife and children again. I can’t write more because of sobbing.
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Chris and I had arrived on Mt. McKinley the week before, eager to undertake a challenging route up the mountain’s Wickersham Wall. No one had climbed it since 1963, eighteen years before, when first a group of Canadians and then the Harvard Mountaineering Club established the only routes up its treacherous face. Its reputation as an avalanche trap kept climbers away. We planned to take a new line up the massive wall between the two existing routes. Although I felt confident about our prospects, I left my wife, Mary Lou, with more than the usual trepidation. Why, I was not sure.

After a spectacular flight over Kahiltna Pass to check out our route, Doug Geeting, the bush pilot I’d used on several expeditions to Mt. McKinley, dropped us at the mountain’s main landing site. He said he would pick us up in about three weeks. In the interim he promised to fly over and check on us at least once. From the air, Wickersham Wall looked huge, but not particularly steep. While concerned about its ice cliffs and the prospect of avalanches, we saw nothing to deter us. Dangerous in places, yes, but climbable. Barring bad weather, we believed we could reach the summit.

Storms confined us to a camp close to the landing site. For the next three days, we ate bacon, eggs, steak, and fresh fruit as we planned our climb and became friends. Reading the Harvard Mountaineering Club’s expedition summary reinforced our decision to climb by an entirely new route. Since we had elected to climb the mountain in a single push, with just four ice screws and two pickets between us, we could not take their more technical route.

Chris’s easy company and good humor made me look forward to the next three weeks. A year earlier Chris had entered graduate school in philosophy at Columbia University, after earning a degree in classical music at Oberlin, and a reputation for exceptional strength and speed at Mt. Rainier, where he had worked as a summer guide for Rainier Mountaineering, Inc. (RMI). Through his father’s contacts with Chinese government officials, he had managed to obtain a coveted permit to climb Mt. Everest from Tibet, then asked Lou Whittaker, one of RMI’s owners, to organize and lead an expedition the following spring. During the months spent planning that climb, Chris and I came to know and like each other. Although we had never climbed together, we suspected we would be a compatible team.

We each approached Lou and asked him what he thought. He encouraged me to climb with Chris, describing him as one of the strongest members of the Everest expedition. While characterizing me as an expert climber, Lou cautioned Chris to go to McKinley prepared to look out for himself since I was not a trained guide.

Just as Chris and I finished the last of our fresh food, the weather cleared and other climbing parties began passing our camp on their way to more popular routes. On Tuesday, May 5, 1981, we set out, taking turns in the lead. To make it up Wickersham Wall, we would need to be a fast, strong, and well-coordinated team.

On Wednesday, I wrote,

Chris and I are getting along marvelously. Our personalities seem to mesh and thus far there isn’t the slightest semblance of getting on each other’s nerves. We make a good team and if this expedition is the trial run for Everest, we should do well there together.

The next day we left a route crowded with climbers and proceeded alone. We crossed over the pass separating the usual West Buttress climbing route on McKinley from the remote north side of the mountain where few, if any, climbers go each year. Descending 2,000 feet to the Peters Glacier, our route to the base of Wickersham Wall, we negotiated a tricky series of crevasses, ice cliffs, and a bergschrund—a large crevasse at the head of the glacier. There we discovered the most beautiful campsite either of us had ever seen. Surrounded on three sides by a ridge curved like an amphitheater, we were protected from the wind and restored by the silence. As the soft afternoon light swept gently over the cirque, we felt safe and at peace.
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Aerial view of Wickersham Wall.

I could see that Chris, having come through the rigors of the day in excellent spirits, possessed not only the requisite energy and strength for this climb, but the good temper and patience to wait out the storms that would inevitably slow our progress. Refreshed, euphoric, and eager to set off the next morning for the base of Wickersham Wall, we talked late into the evening. Though we had not known each other long, we related remarkably well. In addition to shared interests in classical music, philosophy, and mountaineering, we laughed a lot, thanks mostly to Chris’s warm, infectious wit. The force of Chris’s personality and the gleam in his eyes moved me to photograph his face, made rosy by the fading northern light. As night fell, Chris commented philosophically, “When your number’s up, it’s up,” to which I remarked, “I plan to do all I can to stay alive since I want to grow old with Mary Lou.” I told myself that as a climber I might risk my life, but I would never consciously court death. Just where that line falls is a matter of opinion.

On Friday, May 8, we spent a leisurely morning enjoying the glacier’s quiet beauty and reveling in our solitude. We talked about the National Park Service’s policy against landings and airdrops in the area. Chris pointed out, “If the prohibition were lifted, masses of climbers and their attendant garbage would desecrate this wonderful place. How satisfying to know it can only be reached on foot.”
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Saturday, May 9

Chris is dead. I am injured. My only hope is Doug Geeting. I pray he does a “flyby” before the next big storm.

I spent the day in my bivouac sack consumed with grief and guilt, impatient for Geeting to come. My mini-weather radio predicted cold air from the northwest. Did that mean a storm, I wondered, or just colder weather? I kept imagining the sound of an airplane, but all I really heard was an occasional rock or chunk of ice falling in the distance. A setting that once seemed benign became ominous. As I gazed up at the huge ice cliffs that towered above me, I hoped I could escape an avalanche. In the distance, low hills completed the valley, blocking my radio signal.

Although Doug had said he would fly by to check on us, I realized he might not come for several days. With just a few pieces of beef jerky, a bottle of water, and a half-empty thermos of lukewarm soup, I knew I must conserve. Intense pain in my shoulders, upper arms, and chest made shifting position in my bivouac sack difficult. The adrenaline I had produced after the fall and in my frantic attempts to rescue Chris must have blocked the pain, but now I began to feel the full force of my injuries. I would need sleeping pills to get through the night.

All day long I tried to think of how I could have freed Chris. From where I lay I could see the hole we had made when we broke through the snow roof and plunged into the crevasse. On each side of the hole I saw a telltale dip we should have noticed. I kept asking myself, “He noticed all the others, why not this one? Why didn’t I tell him to slow down?” I despaired that Chris, a young man with such a promising, adventurous future before him, had lost his life because of a single misstep. I hated being the only one who knew he was dead.

As I reeled from Chris’s death and my own close call, thoughts of my wife overwhelmed me. From now on I planned to stay closer to home; I committed to quitting serious climbing. I promised myself that, if I survived, I would withdraw from the Everest expedition.
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It snowed all night, but by Sunday morning the sky had cleared. Then a cloud descended, blotting out the surrounding valley, and I knew that if Geeting waited much longer, storms would keep him away for several days. I prayed he would remember to check on us, not wait for us to call him from the summit.

When I had left Chris as he was dying, it did not occur to me to dig through our sled for supplies. Now I needed them, but I could not face the prospect of going back down. In the two days since the accident I had eaten just two sticks of beef jerky, a cup of soup, and a few sips of water. I felt light-headed from dehydration. Without my stove (tucked deep inside the sled) I knew melting snow would be difficult. To keep my bottle as full as possible, I started adding snow to the water and slowly melted it with the heat of my body. Though I grew desperately thirsty, I could never afford to drink enough.

I thought back to the hour before the accident when I told Chris I had lost a buckle from the waist belt of my pack. We dropped our gear and retraced our steps a quarter mile before I realized I hadn’t lost my buckle after all. Returning to retrieve the sled, we discussed whether to change positions. We didn’t. Chris remained in the lead, pulling while I braked. If we had switched positions, I would be the one dead in the crevasse. What wedged Chris between the walls was the weight of his body and pack plunging into the crevasse, compounded by the weight of the eighty-five-pound sled, me, and my fifty-pound pack.

Although I knew second-guessing would not bring Chris back or lessen my anguish, thoughts of the accident continued to haunt me. I kept thinking, “Why couldn’t I free him?” I didn’t, I simply didn’t. I tried everything I could but it wasn’t enough. The way Chris died seemed so much worse than if he had died instantly, as in a fall. It was not a particularly difficult part of the climb that got us but a crevasse on easy terrain, just like so many others we had encountered and crossed without mishap. Some people would say we were careless. Perhaps we were.

Why had I survived the accident? Doubting divine intervention, I wondered, “Could it be my amulets?” Since first attempting K2 in 1975, I had always carried a Zuni owl for protection. Some sixth sense had led me to bring a second amulet on this climb. A year after I left a plastic, pink match case on the summit of K2, Reinhold Messner—the first person to climb all fourteen of the world’s highest mountains—found it, protruding from where I’d buried it on the windswept, snowcapped peak. Ever since he returned it to me, I had kept it as a good-luck charm.

I had survived bivouacs on K2 and Mt. Rainier, and now this. Why? Convinced there must be some reason, some higher purpose for me, I resolved to hold out until someone found me. I told myself, “I will not die here.” Our tent, stove, pots, and most of our food remained in the crevasse. I wondered how far I would be able to stretch twelve sticks of beef jerky. Rationing one a day, my supply would last twelve days. I couldn’t imagine Doug Geeting waiting any longer than that, but I steeled myself for the worst. As much as I wanted to get up and walk out of there, I knew my best hope was to sit tight and wait.

Thoughts of my wife both upset and sustained me. I longed to be with her, to hold her and cry. But it sickened me to realize that had I died in the crevasse, she and our five children would never have known what happened to me. I resolved never again to take so great a risk. For twenty-one years I had pursued mountain climbing with an intensity greater than I had devoted to either my family or my career. This was my tenth expedition in nine years. There was still time for me to become a better husband, a better father, a better son to my aging parents. I wrote:

Something good must come from this tragic expedition. I think of a photograph of an old Patagonian couple whose faces radiate serenity; after lives lived together in love. I don’t want to drift apart from Mary Lou in our middle and later years, as so many couples do. I want us to grow closer, to become like the couple in the picture.

I told myself to heed the words of Maurice Herzog from his mountaineering classic, Annapurna: “There are other Annapurnas in the lives of men; a new life begins.” It was time for me to stop serious mountain climbing and begin a new kind of life. From now on I would live differently, my priorities would change—I owed it to those I loved.
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Sleeping pills let me get through the freezing night so I was only vaguely aware of the snow and wind bombarding my bivouac sack. I awoke to a brilliantly clear morning—a perfect time for Geeting to fly by. As I dried my soaked parka and half-bag, I heard the sound of aircraft engines. But they were only my imagination. “Please remember to check on us, Doug. You must remember.” In my gut, I knew he would not come.

When I stood up for the first time since the accident three days before, I felt light-headed and my legs felt weak. I looked at the ice cliffs towering above me and wondered if they would crash down in the next storm. Should I move up the hill? Concerned about traveling alone over such dangerous terrain, I resolved to wait, at least until I felt stronger.

All day I tried to figure out how I could have rescued Chris and thought about the people who would suggest they could have freed him. Uphill where we encountered so many crevasses, Chris had led cautiously, detecting the slightest depressions where the snow sagged over them. Once we had passed through what seemed the most dangerous terrain, we mistakenly relaxed and picked up our pace. Had we approached the crevasse from more of an angle—instead of nearly parallel—Chris’s momentum would have carried him across, but he hit the opening in such a way that he was propelled down the shaft.

Desperate for a temporary respite from my predicament, I read The Snow Leopard by Peter Matthiessen and was struck by his comment that “in high mountains, there is small room for mistake.” After The Snow Leopard, I began Pnin, a short novel by my favorite author, Vladimir Nabokov. Nabokov’s recurrent theme of deep marital love consoled me, but it also made my heart ache for home. Lying in my bivouac sack for hours, looking out over the lonely white landscape, I began to search my soul. When I returned to Seattle, I intended to visit one of the few priests I felt I could talk to. Perhaps he could help make sense of this tragedy.

Tuesday morning I dozed, waking briefly when two planes (the first I’d seen since before the accident) flew over around ten. Both were quite high and headed southwest, and I could reach neither on my radio. The wait seemed endless. Though the weather remained clear and cold, another storm would surely wipe out our tracks. Would Geeting find me without them? Perhaps he would wait until May 23, the day we planned to fly out. Could I survive eleven more days? When I left Chris for the last time, he warned, “Sit tight, Wick; don’t try walking out alone. The risk of falling into another crevasse is too great.” I knew he was right. Besides, I felt too hungry and weak.

All afternoon, I thought about the challenge and satisfaction Chris and I would have had climbing the Wickersham Wall and felt depressed. I had refused to contemplate going back into the crevasse, but now hunger convinced me to reconsider. To survive another eleven days I’d need more than beef jerky. I reassured myself that Chris would not mind, that he would want me to survive. Though the prospect of confronting his corpse scared me, and my left arm and shoulder still caused me considerable pain, I realized I must go back down.
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Hole into crevasse five days after accident.

Early Wednesday morning I returned to the crevasse with my stomach in a knot. On the Friday before, the ice had echoed with Chris’s pleas; now there was an eerie quiet. His legs, once shaking with agitation, stuck out stiff from beneath his snow-encrusted pack. Hanging in the slings, I could reach only one end of the sled and felt lucky to find pilot bread, margarine, honey, and raspberry jam. Stretching to retrieve the food, I accidentally touched Chris’s body. I had dreaded going so close, but since the frozen corpse was no longer my friend, touching it did not upset me. I did not linger but grabbed what food I could quickly find and left. As I made my way up the crevasse walls, I looked down at Chris’s pack and realized there was no way I could have freed him.

I ascended slowly and paused frequently to rest. With one arm useless, the other strained by my exertions, and my strength diminished by a week’s starvation, I relied mainly on willpower to get myself out. After I got back to my bivouac sack, I prepared a meal of pilot crackers smeared with jam and honey. The taste was indescribable.
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Even though an afternoon snowfall drenched everything, I felt reasonably warm in my bivouac sack where I lay, listening for airplanes. None came, but the noises the mountain made often sounded like aircraft engines and raised my hopes. “Where is Geeting?” I lamented. “Why doesn’t he come?” I wondered if I should retrace our steps and try heading out. I owed it to Chris to deliver his messages, but trying to walk out, only to fall into a crevasse and die myself, would mean failing him yet again.

Six days since the accident and Geeting still hadn’t come. At moments I felt angry. “A plane could fly in this weather,” I grumbled to myself. “Where is he!” In another week we would be overdue. In that case surely someone would undertake a search. But maybe they would conclude we died in an avalanche on Wickersham Wall. Maybe they wouldn’t even look. I did not want to contemplate that alternative. I kept hearing planes, but they always sounded far away or around the other side of the mountain. They were probably my imagination.

On the seventh day, the mountain cleared and my spirits rose. Perhaps someone would fly over, notice a minute speck on the huge glacier, and rescue me. As a storm approached, my hope faded. Reluctant to get drenched again, I created a sort of lean-to by propping up two snowshoes, laced together with rope on which I rested my pack. This kept some of the wet snow off my head, but I still got cold enough to begin worrying about frostbite.

Nearby avalanches triggered by the storm increased my fears, so on Friday, May 15, I got up and moved with my equipment to a safer site higher on the hill. Before I left, I wrote a note, which I wrapped in a piece of cloth and attached to a rope on the picket two feet from the crevasse: In the event I do not make it out, Chris Kerrebrock and I fell into this crevasse at 3:00 P.M. on Friday, May 8, 1981. He died early Saturday morning. God have mercy on his soul. After signing the note, I stood at the edge of the crevasse and prayed for us both. I thanked God for letting me survive and asked for help in getting safely home. With that, I turned and walked away.

My arms hurt so much I barely got my pack on. Weak from hunger, legs unsteady from lying in my bivouac sack for six days, I trudged uphill, stopping frequently. Once I lost my balance and fell over backward. By retracing our faint tracks I reached the crest of the hill—high enough to be out of the avalanche path. After testing the ground with my ice ax, I decided to stop. As I removed my snowshoes, I kicked through the crust of a crevasse. Spinning to one side, I quickly caught myself and managed to keep from falling in. Shaken, I stumbled a few feet away from the hole where, crawling into my bivouac sack, I felt safe. Farther up the glacier our tracks had disappeared; to continue without them as a guide would be too dangerous. I must stay put.

[image: Image]

Self-photo of Jim seven days after accident.

That afternoon the weather deteriorated, though I could glimpse the upper mountain through the clouds and falling snow. Despite my foray into the crevasse, my food supplies looked meager. I wondered how I could make them last if I had to survive another week. I decided to take each moment as it came. If I thought of everything that might interfere with my rescue, I feared I would go crazy. At times I turned to talk to someone, sensing I was not alone. Was it part of my personality disengaging from itself? Or Chris’s spirit? Or was it just my fear and loneliness? Other times I got depressed, but most of the time I believed everything would work out. Doug Geeting would show up eventually.

After a crystal-clear morning, clouds came. Eight days and still no Geeting. Perhaps reading another selection from The Portable Nabokov would keep me from feeling so frustrated. Just as I settled down to read, an avalanche from high on McKinley’s northwest wall crashed down above me with a deafening roar. I watched its cloud blast roll toward me with the speed of a hurricane. Afraid of being hit by heavy ice debris, I grabbed the top of my bivouac sack and hunched down. Luckily, a large crevasse between me and the slope above consumed most of the debris. Only a small storm of ice pellets made it far enough to pepper the back of my head and shoulders.

The absence of planes overhead made me think it might be difficult for small craft to get around to the mountain’s north side. Despite the risk of falling into another crevasse, I decided that to survive I must move to a place where my radio could reach a pilot flying overhead—somewhere far from the threat of avalanches. With just an ice ax and an ice hammer, I carefully negotiated my way through a honeycomb of crevasses, most less than a foot wide. Crawling on all fours, punching my ice ax into the crust in front of me each time I moved, I avoided the few large crevasses and crossed the small ones. After I reached an isolated knoll, I returned to retrieve my pack and bivouac sack and moved on to my second temporary campsite.

I planned to probe my way across what remained of the most treacherous terrain. Then, if all seemed safe, I would move my camp again. By proceeding slowly and cautiously, I decided to try to make it to the other side of the mountain where there would be climbers who could help me. In spite of my sore arms and weakened body, I believed I would get there, eventually. That evening, I wrote in my diary,

It’s Saturday evening in Seattle. Susie must be performing in her school play right about now. I wonder if the entire family is there? I wish I were home.

The next morning I traversed the worst part of the basin. Through my binoculars I spotted two crevasses higher on the glacier that I would need to cross on Monday. After that—assuming all went well—I could speed up. On the way to my next campsite I managed to spill honey all over my meager food supply. Though I generally abhor sugary meats, I discovered that starvation made honey-coated beef jerky taste delicious. It took restraint to resist eating everything I had, and my will was weakening. After my tiny lunch I settled down to read Nabokov. Resting in the sunshine, I felt cautiously hopeful, and looking over at the ice cliffs that had produced Saturday’s avalanche, I was glad I had moved.

My resolution to stop climbing, made in the wake of Chris’s death, began to weaken. I no longer wanted to give up climbing completely. But the thought of going to Everest on an expedition Chris had conceived still bothered me. I decided to wait a few years, then do something smaller, maybe a joint Pakistani-American climb.

In the late afternoon, I realized that while making my way to the new campsite, my ice hammer had dropped off my pack. Relieved to find it just thirty feet away, I decided to stamp out an SOS before crawling back into the bivouac sack. As I did, I dropped my guard and kicked through the crust, nearly falling into another crevasse—I lunged to the side just in time. Early morning was obviously the only safe time to walk around on this treacherous terrain. The sun might feel good, but it was melting the glacier’s crust.

Alone, so far from all the climbers on the other side of the mountain, I realized I might never be rescued. But barring another bad storm, I should reach the main trail by late the next morning. Just a few more hours of danger, just a few more crevasses to cross. I left early Monday, and walking straight up the glacier, sometimes staggering drunkenly from weakness, I made it past the last of the crevasses. As I approached the two-thousand-foot slope I would need to climb to reach the other side of the mountain, the wind increased. I decided to stop and wait out what was fast becoming a ground blizzard.

With my food supply depleted, all I could afford to eat was one stick of beef jerky and three-quarters of a pilot cracker smeared with jam and margarine. Delicious, but not enough to keep me going long. My stomach ached, but I willed myself not to think of the food I craved: fresh fruit and vegetables, hot soup and meat, cocoa, hot tea, and bread. The hungrier I got, the lonelier I felt; I yearned to talk to someone about the accident. The storm raged on all day and through the night, freezing my feet. Hoping to forestall frostbite a little longer, I managed to clear a huge pile of snow pinning me down and changed my inner socks. I feared the violent storm might tear my bivouac sack; without it intact I knew I would die of hypothermia.

I began to dread the prospect of confronting the media back home. Although I planned to recommend leaving Chris’s body where it was when the National Park Service asked me to prepare a report, the Kerrebrocks might feel the need to see his remains. Removing the frozen corpse would be difficult, but not impossible with enough people and equipment. I wondered what I would decide had Chris been my son.

With only a little food left, I began thinking more and more about the people on the other side of the pass. Perhaps one of the parties Chris and I had encountered before heading off toward Wickersham Wall would offer me something hot to drink. Oh, how I wanted a hot drink, more than almost anything else I wanted a hot drink. Increasingly discouraged, I wrote,

I’m so frustrated and so lonely. Why choose to put myself in this kind of danger? It makes no sense. I promise to change.

When I awoke Tuesday morning, I felt warmer and once again comforted by the sense I was not alone, that someone was there with me. The storm continued to rage. Drifting snow, hard-packed during the night, nearly covered my bivouac sack. My left arm and shoulder hurt so much I could hardly write in my diary—the main outlet for my anxiety and loneliness. Chris once said he relished our isolation but would never want to be here alone. My solitude had become almost unbearable. I wanted to be out of the sack, off the glacier, away from Mt. McKinley, Now! But I knew I must be patient and stay calm—not waste the little energy I had left.

On the third day of the storm, the twelfth since the accident, I stayed huddled in my bivouac sack daydreaming about various projects I should do around the house. Maybe I would install some new bookshelves in the study, maybe a new fence in the backyard. In the afternoon, during a lull in the wind, I heard a large bird swoop by. Did I look like something to eat? Or was it simply investigating a strange blue and red object in the middle of nowhere?

I worried that when I finally climbed the last two thousand feet to the main route, all the new snow might trigger an avalanche. I prayed that once there, someone would make me a meal and a hot drink. Hot chocolate, chicken soup, hot tea, maybe even steak and bacon brought in by a recent arrival to the mountain. Craving food did nothing but distress me. I had to force myself to think of something else.

My mini-weather radio estimated subzero temperatures and winds as high as seventy-five miles per hour. Throughout the storm, I had kept out the snow and wind by drawing together the top of my bivouac sack, then tying it with cord. Buffeted by wind, squeezed by mounting snow, I prayed the sack would not tear. At times I felt like an astronaut confined in a capsule without a smidgen of extra space. A benefit of my starvation diet was that my bowel movements had ceased—not a bad thing when one is living in a small nylon sack in the midst of a blizzard. And what would I have done without my pee bottle?

[image: Image]

Bivouac sack on Peters Glacier following four-day storm.

This experience convinced me that I must start reaching out to others, first and foremost to my family. I wanted to be more than simply “one of the first Americans to climb K2” or “the mountain climber.” I was determined climbing must no longer dominate my life. As a climber I had remained in a kind of perpetual adolescence, often neglecting my primary responsibilities. It was time for me to reset my priorities and grow up.
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