






THE PHASELOCK CODE











[image: image]

[image: image]

Copyright © 2003 by Roger Hart


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-9203-7
ISBN-10: 1-4165-9203-2


POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com





To the memories of Robert Winfield Hart and Woodrow Wilson Sayre





The mind, in short, works on the data it receives very much as a sculptor works on his block of stone. In a sense the statue stood there from eternity. But there were a thousand different ones beside it, and the sculptor alone is to thank for having extricated this one from the rest…. Other sculptors, other statues from the same stone! Other minds, other worlds from the same monotonous and inexpressive chaos! My world is but one in a million alike embedded, alike real to those who may abstract them. How different must be the worlds in the consciousness of ant, cuttle-fish, or crab!

—William James,

The Principles of Psychology, 1890










CHAPTER ONE



THE ROUTE TRACKER

At last the meaning of these events is clear. I set out eager—yes, brash—in youth to explore polar ice caps, tangled jungles, and snow-clad mountains. I had visited every continent save one by the age of nineteen; I had a glacier in Antarctica named after me by the age of twenty. Then strange events in Tibet, Tierra del Fuego, Morocco, India, turned my course from explorer to scientist. I sought after the ultimate understanding of how our consciousness participates in the creation of reality. This is the adventure I share with you now—an adventure that changed my view of the world.

My story begins, when I was twenty-one, on an expedition to Mount Everest. Tibetan legend says Buddhist monks from the Rongbuk Monastery take the form of ravens and fly among the snowcapped Himalayas. If this is true, then they must have seen us on May 29, 1962, four black specks perched precariously in the glare of horrendous ice cliffs on the North Face.

We climbed without bottled oxygen, without porters, too exhausted to think straight. Woody Sayre, first on the rope, laboriously kicked footholds; Norman Hansen, twenty feet below, struggled under the weight of his pack; lower still, Hans Peter Duttle gasped for breath. I brought up the rear, bent over my ice ax, heaving long breaths, eight of them for each step.

I heard a sharp report on the North Peak. I twisted my body to the right and focused on massive edifices of ice that had broken free, toppled, and now were careening down the slopes below the rocky peak. They shattered into pieces on a ledge, leapt free, and floated silently in thin air. The roar arrived after the vision of impact, like thunder after lightning. The chunks of ice splashed down, picked up speed, cascaded through a network of cracks, and trickled out onto white fans at the base of the rock face.

The hood of my parka reverberated steadily in the incessant wind. Slowly, one foot after the other, I kicked into the soft snow. Kick, step, then eight breaths leaning on my ice ax. Kick, step, eight breaths. The rhythm became a monotonous dirge. Norman and Hans Peter advanced even more slowly than I, and the rope in front hung limp over the sticky snow.

Above and to my left, clouds streaming north from Nepal slipped past the colossal prow of Everest’s main peak. When I leaned back to study the clouds, they seemed to stop moving and the black hull of Everest plunged away from me, throwing me off balance. I threw up my arms, plunged my ice ax up to its hilt, and grabbed hold.

Don’t look up, focus on the steps, I told myself. With only ice slopes and white clouds above us, it seemed as though the North Col, the ridge between the two peaks of Everest, was just over the next rise. To my oxygen-starved brain, it seemed as if we would never get there.

As we struggled upward, the slope became steeper with a two-hundred-foot drop straight to crevasses, yawning gashes in the ice, ready to swallow whatever fell from above. Seven Tibetans of the mountain Sherpa tribe, acting as porters for the British, had died here in an avalanche in 1922. The snow is firm, unlikely to give way, I thought to myself. It was wishful thinking, since there is no way to reckon the dangers of Everest.

I lost sight of Woody over the rise of the slope. Now impatient, I unroped and, after twenty minutes of climbing, passed Hans Peter hunched sluglike in his down parka, heaving for breath, too tired to look up. A half hour later I came up behind Norman, who turned slowly to me, peered out from behind his dark goggles, caught a breath as if to speak, shook his head, and turned back to the snow slope. When I reached the front end of the rope, I found Woody was gone. My brain, functioning at the level of a reptile’s, failed to understand the danger. For the three weeks since we had left base camp in Nepal, we had worked as a team. Now, in anticipation of arriving at the North Col, two of us had unroped. If one of us slipped, there was no rope anchor, no belay, to brake the plunge to the ice cliffs below.

A star burst of aluminum pitons, the spikes used for anchoring the rope, lay sprawled carelessly on the snow. Woody should have told Norman and Hans Peter that they were off belay. I continued upward.

When I stepped onto the ice saddle of the North Col, Woody greeted me with a bear hug, “We made it, Roger—the North Col!” His smile cracked through old sunburn scabs and layers of glacier cream, and the reflection of the blazing sun slid toward the black shadow of the North Peak in his goggles.

“Goddamn, we can see all the way back to Nepal. The North Col! Twenty-three thousand one hundred and thirty feet on Mount Everest!” He spun around, dancing, arms in the air like Zorba the Greek.

Wordless, I dropped my pack to the snow and flopped down on it, gasping for breath. I squirmed out of the shoulder straps and looked up at the summit of Everest, six thousand feet above us. It seemed close enough to reach out and touch—an easy day’s hike in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. By tomorrow we could be at the band of yellow rock where the English mountaineer George Leigh Mallory had disappeared in 1924. On the other hand, no one had ever made it to the top from here, and the slopes above were haunted with the ghosts of dead climbers.

I had never expected to make it to the North Col. I had never shared Woody’s dream of being the first to climb the North Face of Everest without artificial oxygen. I was along for the adventure of trekking in the Himalayas and to serve as a porter to set up a few high-altitude camps. But as soon as one camp had been set up, there had been another, and then another. Woody needed my help, not only as a packer, but he had come to rely on me as a route finder, so I’d kept climbing. I had told my father I would stay at base camp, which was twenty miles of glaciers and rock ridges away as the raven flies.

I stood up, stretched, and rubbed my aching shoulders. Below to the north I could see the East Rongbuk Glacier, the route the classic British expeditions and the Chinese in 1960 had used to approach Everest from Tibet. Below to the south, I could see the West Rongbuk Glacier, the route over which we had donkeyed hundreds of pounds of supplies from base camp in Nepal. Gray clouds reached through the mountain passes like the claws of an immense beast climbing the glaciers from the south. If the monsoon snows broke over the range before we returned to base camp, our route would be covered with wet snow hiding the crevasse mouths. We would have to wallow back to base camp in hip-deep snow with little chance of finding our food caches.

Yes, I felt good, but it was not in my nature to dance and spin like Woody. We were in a perilous place, with no chance of rescue. Neither our families nor the authorities knew we were on Everest. I pulled off my down-filled mitts, fished my camera out of the pack, and took Woody’s picture against the summit. I ate some chocolate and tried to regain energy.

Shadows crept down the West Rongbuk Glacier and joined those advancing up the East Rongbuk. The tide of night surged into the lower valleys and drew down the warmth from the sunlit slopes around us. In an instant, the gathering shadows tipped the scales of heat and mass; the wind picked up and funneled with supernatural determination through the icy gap of the North Col. A raven flying frantically sidewise, rose up, and was gone before I realized it was there. Strange, a raven at this altitude. I reviewed the scene in my mind’s eye. The raven was still there.

“Rog, are you all right?” Woody waved his ice ax in front of my eyes.

“Woody, we’ve got another load.” I spoke for the first time, choking on the cold air.

“What? You can’t be serious. Why?”

“The second tent is down there. The wind is picking up. We can’t survive the night without it.” I stood up and emptied my pack.

“That’s no problem. Let’s go get it.” Woody smiled broadly and dumped the contents of his pack on the snow. He bounded down the slope and vaulted over his ice ax.

I’ve skied down slopes steeper than this, I told myself, and bounded off after him. As I passed above Norman, my feet slipped out from under me. I slid several meters before piling into Norman, who grunted, checked his ice ax, and squared his stance against my impact.

Dazed, I pushed myself up, faced into the slope, and kicked into the footholds with renewed caution. The snow was freezing fast. Chunks of frozen snow clinked beneath my boots, skidded down the slope, picked up speed, and bounced off the ice cliffs below. Through my legs, I saw the purple shadows creeping through hummocks on the glacier two thousand feet below. Although the snow around me was sunlit, the warmth was draining away like a thick mist. A crust of ice armored the slope and turned back the last rays of the sun.

I heard Woody yodeling wildly out of tune and pitch.

Growing anxious, I yelled after him, “Woody, stop! I need a belay!”

There was no reply, only the sound of the wind in the hood of my parka and on the ice. As I waited for an answer, the summit turned pale red and faded like a candle going out. Now that shadows shrouded the cliffs, my mind was left to its own constructions. The slope seemed steeper, more exposed, and more precarious. All my premonitions and dreams of free-falling through the night knotted in my chest. I wasn’t afraid of hitting the ice below. It was the downward acceleration, that could tear me apart.

I started inching along on the two points of the crampons, the steel spikes lashed to my boots. I felt tiny in the limitless bowl of darkness, insignificant before the immensity of cold that was draining the last of my energy from me. Without food or oxygen, my metabolism could not fight off the cold. I craved the shelter of the tent, the warmth of a purring cookstove. Falling boulders, pried loose from high ridges around us, screamed like incoming artillery.

“Woody,” I yelled into the night.

“What?” he replied, surprisingly close. “What’s the matter?”

“The slope is slippery. We need to rope up.”

“I’m at the cache. Hurry up!”

“Hold on. I’m coming.” I inched down the last twenty meters to the cache and rummaged through the duffel bag. I handed the tent to Woody, stuffed food bags into my pack, heaved it onto my back, and uncoiled a length of gold nylon rope.

“Do you really think we need this?” he grumbled. “We’ve already been over the slope twice without it.”

Unbelievable, I thought. He had taught me to use the rope that made mountain climbing a skill instead of a game of chance or the expression of a death wish, and now he didn’t want to rope up. He begrudgingly tied one end of the rope around his waist.

I tied the other end around my waist. The wind on the summit had kicked up a plume of spindrift snow that glowed in the twilight like a comet.

As we started up, the rope in front of me draped in loops on the ice; Woody was out of sight over the rise of the night-bound cliff. I could barely see our old footsteps on the ice wall. I moved slowly, cautiously, kicking into each foothold. I stopped often to rest, studied the slope ahead, and watched the planet Venus bob in and out of the watery sky lapping against the mountain ranges. “You have me on belay?” I yelled.

“Yeah, sure; stop worrying,” Woody replied gruffly.

We climbed in tandem for a half hour with the rope loose between us. The black mass of Everest slid below the tail of Scorpio, balanced like a supine question mark; Antares blazed above the summit like a bonfire. I thought that by now Woody would be at the belay station. He’d have his ice ax shoved into snow up to the handle, the rope around it. He’d be taking up the slack as I climbed toward him.

Instead, the rope disappeared into the darkness below me.

“Woody?”

No answer.

“Woody,” I yelled again. The darkness intensified the depth of the abyss below me. My legs trembled with the fatigue of standing on the steel points.

“What is it?” His voice was carried off by the wind.

“Belay!” I was on the section where I had slid on the way down. It seemed impossible to catch my breath. I was losing energy fast.

“Okay!” His voice seemed louder. “We’re almost there.”

I saw his dark silhouette hunched against the ice. I stepped out sideways onto an ice rib, dug in my crampon, and started to shift my weight. The crampon gave way, and I careened down the ice slope with terrifying speed.

I grabbed at the loop of rope accelerating past me. I rolled over and over, trying to push my ice ax into the hard ice. I scraped, kicked, and flayed with my crampons. Nothing held. The rope snapped around me and squashed my ribs. For an instant I thought that Woody had caught me.

Then everything gave way. Reflections of stars rushed by like tracer bullets. Shadows swept over me in a rage. A cry began in the base of my spine. Even though there was no sense to it, no help coming, nothing to stop the fall, I yelled and screamed. I would die when I hit the ice below. As soon as I had that thought, my guts and heart pushed upward like the floor of a falling elevator. With excruciating anxiety, like that of a child torn from its mother’s womb, my soul ripped free.

Then the strangest thing happened. I shot off into starless space, floated free in zero gravity, and watched my body, as if in slow motion, tumble over the ice cliffs below. I perched on the cusp of time, where, like a water drop between watersheds, I could choose between worlds. I could see in all directions at once, not with the seeing of eyes but the seeing of dreams. I felt no fear and no cold; space seemed to shrink around me, or perhaps I expanded to it. At any rate, I was no longer afraid of the emptiness below me. A great warmth and euphoria overtook me, as if I were immersed in a tropical sea the same temperature and mood as the rest of my being. I thought, Here you are about to die and you feel wonderful—you are so weird! As soon as I had that thought, I dropped onto a snowbank, and with furious kicking and falling ice blocks, Woody landed beside me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

I later learned that Woody thought that my question showed I had lost my mind, that I had hit my head, suffered a concussion. What I’d really meant to say was, Why the hell didn’t you have me on belay?

 

The historians of Mount Everest, who refer to our exploit as the Sayre Expedition, claim that it is impossible to survive a night in the sub-zero temperatures without a tent on the slopes of Everest. Not only did Woody and I survive the hundred-and-eighty-foot fall, but we survived the night huddled together, wrapped in the nylon tent shell. The ledge where we had landed was not wide enough to pitch a tent. The historians believe we were incredibly lucky. They don’t know the half of it.

At the time, I was merely amazed and grateful that we had survived. The next day we climbed back up to camp on the North Col and rested. Hans Peter, who was more eager to turn back than I, refused to climb any higher, but helped Woody and Norman establish a high camp on the North Face. The following day I started up to the high camp with a load of supplies. I was trying to cover two days’ worth of climbing in one, and it was getting late, I had to cache my load and start back. I had descended only a few feet when I heard a mysterious voice cry out. It might have actually been Woody’s shout distorted by the wind, but it seemed like a voice from a dream. I turned and climbed back toward their camp.

The snow outside the tent was stained with blood. I yodeled and stuck my head into the tent. Woody, haggard, the sleeve of his parka torn to shreds, told me that he had fallen again and cut open his arm. It was over, we were done, time to head back. The lack of oxygen and the extreme cold had consumed our energy. We could not gain elevation at a rate fast enough to reach the summit in less than ten days. I had no thoughts of defeat or failure but rather felt relieved to be starting on the return.

Some think we were defeated by Woody’s game plan to travel light. “We will climb like turtles, carrying everything on our backs,” he had declared. Financing the expedition out of his own pocket for $12,411.59, he could not afford porters or high-altitude oxygen apparatus. More importantly, he had philosophical objections to the nationalistic-combative attitude that the million-dollar expeditions brought to Everest.

Now that the safest routes have been established and the fear of the unknown is reduced with each succeeding expedition, the North Face is routinely climbed without porters or bottled oxygen by solo climbers carrying everything on their own backs. Woody’s plan was not so much flawed as ahead of its time.

Many of the conquerors of Everest have become CEOs of sports-clothing corporations, owners of adventure-travel firms, and famous politicians. We approached Everest with no hope for personal gain. Ironically, I gained more than I hoped for. I began a lifelong quest to understand the change of reality that I first experienced on Everest. I delved into the sciences of time and consciousness. I don’t think it was an accident that we survived.

Our highest camp was established above twenty-four thousand feet; Woody climbed perhaps another one thousand feet without a pack. After turning back, on the descent to high camp, Woody made a misjudgment typical of oxygen depravation. Deciding to slide down on his butt, he accelerated out of control, tore through a boulder field, and would have shot off the ridge to the East Rongbuk Glacier below had he not grabbed the tent flap as he flew past. That was when I heard the mysterious voice calling me.

I offered to help Woody and Norman down that night, but they wanted rest, so I descended to the lower camp with an empty pack. The next day Woody and Norman, unable to carry their packs, yelled down to us for help. Hans Peter and I climbed up and packed them down to the North Col. They were in a desperate state, unable to walk, stumbling around, falling asleep in the snow. It was then that I realized we were in a fight for our lives. We would be lucky to make it back to base camp.

The next morning, Woody, barely able to walk, started down the ice cliffs below the North Col. Norman belayed him by tying lengths of rope together. The precise moment that Norman let go of the rope to tie on a new segment, Woody fell. When we heard Norman’s muffled gasp, Hans Peter and I looked up in shock. The belay rope, whipping around the ice ax in front of Norman, slithered out of sight over the ice. Woody was gone. After yelling for fifteen minutes with no reply, Hans Peter started down to check on him.

Norman and I waited at the North Col for Hans Peter to return with news of Woody. It seemed unlikely that Woody had survived the fall. Finally at dusk, when Hans Peter hadn’t returned, we started down ourselves. I tried to drag Hans Peter’s pack behind me, but it almost pulled me off the mountain, so I was forced to leave it behind. Norman and I were soon socked in by night and forced to tie ourselves to an ice cliff. We survived another night without a tent.

The next morning, we heard Hans Peter’s muffled shout from below. “Roger, we have to go to Tibet for help.”

I looked down and saw Hans Peter, dwarfed, at the base of the cliffs. “Where’s Woody?” I yelled back.

“I found him. He’s okay. We have to go to Tibet.” Hans Peter took off across the snowfield at the top of the East Rongbuk Glacier.

Norman and I spent the day working our way to the base of the cliffs. In the late afternoon we found Woody asleep on the snow. We pitched the tents and Norman helped Woody inside.

When I awoke the next morning, Hans Peter’s side of the tent floor was ice cold. After cooking a breakfast of tea and oatmeal, I tried to roll up my air mattress but, without the strength to squeeze out the last of the air, I collapsed on top of it and gasped for breath. It was unusually quiet, and even the flapping of the tents had stopped.

“Woody, wake up.” I heard Norman’s hoarse voice in the tent next to mine. “You’re knocking the stove over.”

Eventually I stuffed the air mattress into the pack and stopped again to rest. I looked around at the stove, pot, and cup in the cooking alcove, and rolled them toward me with my foot.

“Sorry, Norman. Can’t help it,” Woody whispered in a distant voice. “Sleep, jus’ let me sleep.”

Stopping for breath several times, I tucked my sleeping bag into the top of the pack and fumbled to secure the straps.

“Get your boots on,” said Norman.

I had slept with my boots on; the laces had been too frozen to untie the previous night. I fumbled around for my goggles and wool hat.

“Oh, God, we’re not going to make it.” Woody sighed deeply.

“Shut up, Woody!” Norman’s voice trembled with exasperation.

I jostled the pack through the tent flaps and followed it out into the glaring whiteness. I adjusted my goggles and studied the terrain, an amphitheater surrounded on all sides by ridges and peaks. Propping myself up on my ice ax, I paused for a few deep breaths. From below the horizon, the sun was projecting an ultraviolet shadow of Mount Everest onto the ceiling of pink cirrus clouds. I went over the route in my mind: twenty miles to the Nup La, the glaciated pass at the Tibet-Nepal border, then down the Ngo Jumbo icefall to base camp, and then ten miles to the Sherpa village of Khumjung. With the fixed ropes we had already installed, we should reach safety in three days, unless the monsoon ripped through the mountains. Woody’s boots emerged from the tent next to me and then they lay still. Could Woody even walk?

“Don’t lie there like a bearded fetus. Out! Outside the tent!” Norman scolded.

Woody crawled out backward, dragged his pack after him, and slouched over it in front of the tent. I stood up, using the ice ax like a cane, hobbled toward him, and waved my arm above him. “Hey, Woody!”

He squinted up through glazed eyes framed by deep shadows and scars, lifting his arms as protection from the light. He’s in rough shape, I told myself; thank God I don’t feel as bad as he looks. In fact, I didn’t have feelings. My neural net had frozen up—no thoughts of sorrow or fear. Eat! Sleep! Trudge to safety! Feel the emotions later; pack up the tent now. The barren emotional landscape of my brain was as foreign to me as the ramparts of snow and ice around us.

“Oh, Roger, it’s you?” Woody mumbled, surprised. He let his arm drop. “How you doing?”

“Fine, how you doing?” I squatted down next to him.

His eyes went dead and cold. His head dropped; he was sinking into thought. Then he looked up slowly. “Roger, I saw it up there.” His eyes flared with the light of remembrance. “It’s up there.” He waved vaguely toward the North Face. Then the spark in his eyes went out. He slouched over and pulled his scarf over his head.

“Woody, what?” I shook him by the shoulder. “What’s up there?”

“Yeah.” He looked up slowly. “Walls, stone walls, and vineyards; it’s incredible. Go up and take a look.”

I thought of Frank Smythe’s mirages, the strange black floating objects he saw at 27,200 feet on the North Face in 1933. Perhaps Woody had seen something similar. On the other hand, perhaps he was hallucinating. For that matter, perhaps Smythe had been hallucinating.

“I’ll go up and take a look, but let’s get you back to base camp in Nepal first.” I took a deep breath and stood up.

“Nepal?” He squinted into the distance, searching the horizon for memories.

“Yeah, Nepal, home! Let’s get you home.” I pointed to the range of mountains to the west.

“Sure, Rog, thanks,” he whispered, out of breath, and curled up on his scarf and fell asleep.

There was no point to hope or despair—emotions would only waste energy—but Woody had to get better. If he couldn’t walk, or if the monsoon snows blocked the way back to Nepal, we would have to seek help in Tibet.

If we ran into serious climbing, Woody was essential. I could find the route, but Woody was the climber, the one who relished the danger and thrill of leading impossible routes. I turned back to my tent and kicked at the piton that anchored the guy line.

“We’re almost ready to go!” Norman pushed through the tent flaps, pounding Woody on the back.

I finally got the piton loose, collapsed the tent, folded up the poles, and, sprawling on my hands and knees, rolled up the tent.

Woody looked up. “I can’t, Norman.” He shook his head slowly. “Leave me. I can’t carry a pack. I’ll be fine….”

I shouldered my pack and leaned on my ice ax, gasping for breath. I wasn’t surprised that Woody wanted to stay behind. I had had the same feelings during the night out on the North Col; somehow, Everest seemed like a good place to die.

“Don’t be stupid; you’ll never see Edith or the kids again if you stay here.” Norman, blue eyes swollen and bloodshot, looked at me for the first time with a frown of worry. He took a deep breath. “You carry his stuff!”

Norman’s officious tone brought up the first emotion I’d felt in weeks, resentment. I’d rather die than be told what to do. Even though Hans Peter and I had been recruited as packers, we had come to think of ourselves as equal members of the expedition. Besides, Norman was wrong; first we had to set up a camp at a lower elevation; then we could relay back for Woody.

I hefted my pack to dramatize its heaviness. “Can’t. Hans Peter’s stuff.” I turned toward the Chinese camp, leaving Norman to pack up the other tent.

“Goddamn it, don’t you leave Woody here!” Norman yelled after me.

I wasn’t leaving Woody; but I needed to find Hans Peter. I kicked at the surface of the glacier with my toe. The wind had veneered the blue ice with hard-packed snow. There was no need to put on crampons; I’d be getting off the ice soon anyway. After trudging for thirty minutes, I turned and looked back at the cliffs of ice hanging from the North Col. Diminutive against the mass of Everest, Norman, in his blue windbreaker, was shuffling forward, head bowed under his pack. Behind him Woody, in his torn orange windbreaker, was dragging his pack on the ice by a rope. When it got stuck in a drift, he tugged at it as if it were a recalcitrant burro, then, shoulders heaving, flopped on the snow.

I continued down the glacier, staring at the snow surface as I walked. Patches of blue ice showed through a miniature landscape of windblown dunes, streamers, and drifts. I felt as if I were looking down onto a snowy landscape of mountain ranges, valleys, watersheds, and river tributaries. With giant steps I skimmed over a microcosm of continents, mountain ranges, and Arctic wastes.

A ghostly yellow shape in the ice startled me. I felt a strange compulsion to avoid stepping on it, as if it were a dead animal on a country road. Throwing my arms up for balance, I stumbled, hopped, skirted the object, stopped a few steps away, and stared at the shape embedded in the pale ice. It must have been there for years—Maurice Wilson’s tent, I thought to myself. It had been frozen in the ice since the day he died, May 31, 1934. Eric Shipton, the leader of the British expedition the following year, had buried the tent in a crevasse, along with Wilson’s body, but the body and tent “reincarnated” during the 1960 Chinese expedition. The Chinese had thrown Wilson back into a crevasse, but here he was, at the surface again, two years later.

I took a closer look at the tent and saw a bone sticking out from one corner. Gross, I thought. It was the first corpse I had ever seen. I had avoided death all my life, but on the slopes of Everest it surrounded me: Mallory, his companion Sandy Irvine, the seven Sherpas, Maurice Wilson, and soon, possibly, Woody. The “Mother Goddess,” Mount Everest, was leading me into a lifelong study of death, a study that forced me to change my idea of what it meant to be alive.

I felt respect and empathy for Maurice Wilson. If our expedition is mentioned at all in the histories of Mount Everest, it is recounted in the same chapter as Maurice Wilson’s adventure, under a title such as “Outsiders, Fanatics, and Outlaws.” Often, we are left out and Wilson is given his own chapter, with a title like “The Mad Yorkshire Man.” It seemed ironic to me that Maurice Wilson was considered less sane than other Everest climbers. Quite simply, in comparison to the normal range of sanity in civilized society, Everest climbers are off scale, at the far end of the spectrum. However, Maurice Wilson, searching for a rarefied, spiritual state of being, has been labeled “mad,” whereas those climbers who gained fame and fortune by reaching the summit, by triumphing over, conquering, the mountain, are justified in the eyes of society. After all, fame and fortune are sane objectives.

I paused for a minute of silence, then turned and studied the route ahead. The ice field funneled into the upper reaches of the East Rongbuk Glacier. Like a snowplow, the glacier had piled up moraines, long ridges of dirt and boulders, on either side. I headed for the moraine on the south side, and when I reached it, the fresh soil seemed joyfully warm and, in comparison to the ice we had been climbing on, full of life, even though nothing but bacteria and lichens grew there.

Indeed, several inches below the surface there was a core of ice. At every step the slate fragments slid under my feet. I stumbled, recovered my balance, and stumbled again, sprawling facedown on the moraine. It felt great to be lying on dirt instead of ice. The radiant heat penetrated my windbreaker and soothed my nerves. Squirming out of my pack, I rolled over on my back and watched Everest ride the wake of clouds streaming toward Tibet. We had survived the North Face. In comparison, the route back to Nepal would be easy. I pushed myself up on my ice ax, and adjusted my pack on my shoulders. In the distance, I could make out the low stone walls of the Chinese campsite, tracing over the moraine like the ruins of a fortress.

I stumbled down the moraine late in the afternoon, and as I entered the Chinese camp, I felt—without actually seeing him—Hans Peter stir in one of the stone-walled enclosures. “Hans, there you are! I thought I’d be chasing you all the way to Lhasa.”

He jumped up startled. “Oh! Roger,” he replied in his Swiss-German accent. “No, no, I waited for you.”

I dropped my pack and pulled out the tent. The aluminum tent poles rattled as I unrolled it on a flat patch of sand. “I brought your sleeping bag and mattress but had to leave your pack. It almost pulled me off.” We were covered by shadows, but the snow-covered peaks around us still blazed in sunlight.

“Thanks. I nearly froze last night.” He stood up and rubbed the cold out of his limbs. He removed his mitts, blew on his hands, and picked up the rear tent poles. Working the front of the tent, I studied him as he fit the aluminum poles together. Although his face was haggard, his blue eyes still glowed with life. It was good to be pitching the tent on earth instead of ice. He looked at me and smiled weakly.

“Hans”—I paused, searching for the right words—“I don’t think we should go to Tibet.”

His smile dropped, his jawline tightened, and he looked down at the tent. “Why? We don’t owe these guys anything.”

“Because—” I started to explain.

“Woody tried to pull me off last time he fell,” he interrupted.

“Really?” I was surprised to hear this.

“Yes,” he replied sternly. “And I was trying to help Woody.”

“What happened?” I fed the front poles through their sleeves.

“Well, Woody slid about a hundred feet and ended up in a crevasse.” Hans Peter shrugged.

“A crevasse, Christ! So you helped him out?” I looked at Hans Peter in disbelief.

“By the time I got down, he had climbed out of the crevasse by himself and traversed out onto the steep ice slope. Incredible! Tough guy.” Hans Peter shook his head as he fed the rear poles through their sleeves.

“And then?”

“He kept yelling, ‘Hans, help me.’”

“Did you?”

“I climbed down until I found good footing. By that time, Woody was above me but couldn’t hold on, and he said, ‘Okay, what’s one more fall,’ and let go. As he slid by me, he reached out and yelled, ‘You’re coming with me’”

“Perhaps he was pissed at you. Perhaps he thought you were the one who dropped the belay or that you weren’t helping him.”

“Ja, perhaps so, but he’s also crazy. Anyway he slid another four hundred feet. I climbed down to him. We spent the night in a snow-bank huddled around a stove. Scheisse!” Hans Peter fell quiet, then drove a piton into the sand, hooked the rear poles together, fastened the guy line to the piton, and pulled up the rear of the tent.

“Woody paid your way,” I said after rigging up the front of the tent. “You owe him.”

“Well, then. We will get help in Tibet.” Hans Peter, loved mountains and the people who lived in them. Ever since reading Heinrich Harrier’s Seven Years in Tibet, he had fantasized about trekking through Tibet to Lhasa.

“That might work for you, you’re Swiss, but Woody’s afraid we’ll be arrested, that they’ll lock him up forever, even execute him.” No Americans had been in Tibet since the Chinese occupation of 1950.

Hans Peter’s ears flushed red with anger, and he stomped the guy-line piton and shouted, “I want some hot tea, all right!”

He got the stove going in a corner of a stone wall, melted down some snow, and threw in the tea bags. We leaned over the steaming cups like Mongolian herdsmen. It hadn’t occurred to me that Woody had been crazy all along.

“How is Woody?” Hans Peter asked at last. “When I left him, he couldn’t walk.”

“He keeps falling asleep and hallucinating. Did he hit his head?” I asked.

“I don’t think so, but look at how many times he’s fallen. What is it? Four times … thousands of feet? At this altitude, without oxygen. Must be a record, might be brain damage from lack of oxygen. Not that he didn’t have brain damage before the climb.” He winced and took a sip of tea.

“Well, we’re lucky.” I put down my cup and looked directly at Hans Peter. “We’re off the mountain; dozens of climbers have died here.”

“Ja, Woody’s lucky, all right. But he’s also crazy.” Hans Peter stared directly at me, unflinching.

I considered it our duty to wait for Woody. When, two years earlier at the age of nineteen, I was in Antarctica with Professor Robert L. Nichols, he posed the following question: “You and another climber are crossing a glacier roped together. The other guy falls into a crevasse and is knocked unconscious. What do you do—cut the rope and go for help, or stay with the injured man and face death?” The only acceptable answer to Professor Nichols and, I dare say, every explorer who set forth in the first half of the twentieth century was, “You stay with the downed man, no matter what.” Not that anybody ever did that, but it was the attitude, the heroic sense of duty that mattered.

The world seems more cynical now; it’s every man for himself. Climbers and paying clients wander all over Everest without concern for each other. I once idolized the heroes and pioneers of the American frontier and the explorers of the polar regions. Exploration was an end in itself. Norman resented my idealism, my gungho attitude, and claimed I was a danger to the expedition. Would I cut the rope, or stay and die with an injured partner? I’m not sure anymore; depends on the partner. But on Everest, I was sure I would stay with Woody whether Hans Peter did or not.

“Woody’s old, but he’s a tough old guy.” I drained my tea cup. “Look, Hans, I agree with you. He’s not the hero I thought he was. But if we get him to a lower elevation, he might get better. We’ve got to stick together.”

“All right! All right!” yelled Hans Peter, throwing his arms in the air. “God looks after fools but leaves it up to us to pack them out.”

I breathed a sigh of relief when he threw down his cup and stormed up the moraine, leaving me by myself.

I looked around at the ramparts of ice and rock. As the shadows at the base of the mountains thickened, a chill of loneliness went through me from the inside outward. Another cold night in the Himalayas. Night did not fall in these mountains; instead the shadows climbed upward, sliding across barren cliffs like supernatural beings. Approaching the summits, they leapt from ridge to ridge with increasing speed and agility, then devoured the last morsels of light from tips of the highest peaks, and closed the vault of endless darkness.

In the blink of an eye, the vastness of space drew the energy and hope out of me. Even the emerging stars gave no comfort. At that altitude they did not twinkle, but stared, cold, steady, and distant. I was alone in the bottom of an icy ocean of space too bleak even for ghosts. Tibetan Buddhists advise the dying to let go of earthly possessions, to focus on the white light of the afterlife. In the Himalayas, the purgatory of cold and loneliness burns away the attachments that bind ghosts to earth. Like the shadows at twilight, the souls of the dead shoot straight from the snow-clad mountaintops through the vault of the heavens without thinking twice.

I crawled into the tent, curled into my sleeping bag, struck a match, and lit the stove. The familiar smells of sulfur and butane, the sound of the blue flame purring like a cat, gave me comfort. But I couldn’t shake the image in my mind that only the thin membrane of the nylon tent sheltered me from the mountains of shadows that stretched all the way back to the big bang. I dozed off but woke up when I heard voices outside.

“Oh, God, Oh, God, I never thought I’d make it.” Woody’s voice trembled with fatigue.

Hans Peter unzipped the door of the tent, shined his flashlight through the flaps, and stuck his head in. “I’ve got Woody—he just barely made it—and look what else I’ve got.”

Two rusty number-ten cans sloshed across the floor of the tent. Liquid water! I couldn’t believe my ears. As soon as Hans Peter punctured the first can with the opener, the pungent smell of dill exploded into the tent. Who would have believed it, whole cucumber pickles! The second can contained chicken in sloshing broth. God, the Chinese must have attacked the mountain with an army of coolies. Imagine carrying water up a mountain! No meat bars and dehydrated vegetables for them. We gnawed the bones clean. At last I felt warm and sociable and looked forward to a good night’s sleep. Yes, we had truly escaped the sliding gales of the upper atmosphere. Goodbye, stratosphere; hello, troposphere, we’re back.

The next morning I woke to the sound of Woody thrashing, and shouting, “Norman! Norman! The Chinese. I see their lights.”

“Wake up, Woody!” yelled Norman. “You’re having a nightmare.”

Even though he had just been dreaming, Woody’s paranoia was justified. With no physical obstacles between us and Tibet, a Chinese border patrol could easily make its way to our camp. Woody’s fear was that the Chinese would incarcerate him, the grandson of American president Woodrow Wilson, as a spy.

As we packed up, Woody lay in a fetal position on a pavement of slate slabs.

“Front and center over here.” Norman had taken command of the expedition, and even though he was truly concerned for his longtime friend, he also believed Hans Peter and I were subordinates, porters brought to help him and Woody to the summit of Mount Everest. Woody, as leader, had refused to let Norman treat us as coolies. Hans Peter and I, ignoring him, continued to strike our tent.

“ ‘You’re in the Army now!’” I sang softly to Hans Peter.

“You boys were paid to come here as logistical support,” Norman lectured. “It is now time to perform the function for which you were paid. Woody needs you to carry his pack.”

Hans Peter kicked the piton out so hard the guy line wrapped several times around his foot. Swearing in German, he struggled to unwind himself.

I shrugged my shoulders and pleaded my case with palms turned to heaven. “I’m loaded with food in case we miss the East Rongbuk cache.”

“Dump it!” commanded Norman. “Woody’s stuff is more important.”

I unloaded canned Chinese crabmeat and whole chicken and substituted Woody’s sixteen-millimeter movie camera, exposed reels of film, and a stove with butane cartridges. Hans Peter strapped a tent and our last climbing rope to the outside of Woody’s pack and shouldered it.

I was distracted by two large ravens, known in Tibet as goraks, flying low, fighting the stiff breeze like seagulls landing on a pier in an offshore wind. One raven stuck his head inside an empty can of condensed milk, flipped it over his head, and then looked at me as if to say, “Good trick, eh?”

The other raven, hopping on one leg with the opposite wing extended for balance, focused on a lump of oatmeal on Woody’s beard. The bird cocked its head, flapped its wings, and dove for the oatmeal. Woody woke up with a start. “Norman! Norman! What’s going on?” The raven landed adroitly, bolted down the oatmeal all in one motion, and looked at me to see if I had noticed.

“We’re going. Take this.” Norman handed Woody a Chinese bamboo pole and helped him up.

I shouldered my pack and grabbed my ice ax. Woody walked stiffly a few steps, then stopped and rested.

“You guys go ahead; find the cache,” said Norman.

Hans Peter and I started down the moraines. On the trek in, we had cached a duffel bag of food near the base of the East Rongbuk Glacier. We had also left a bag of sugar and tea at the main Rongbuk crossing, and a large cache of food and climbing equipment at the Nup La. On dangerous or difficult sections of the route, we had left fixed ropes secured to pitons and ice screws, especially on the Ngo Jumbo icefall above base camp. The worst was behind us, I thought; we would be in base camp in a few days. I turned north, following the edge of the glacier.

As I walked deeper into the glacially carved canyons, I enjoyed watching the shapes of the cliffs, boulders, crags, and ridges move around me and unfold into new patterns. The distant landscape, two-dimensional like a matte painting used in the movies, opened up; ridges swung by like giant doors leading from two-dimensional reality into the world of three dimensions. The act of walking created the third dimension; sometimes I imagined that was my work on Earth. Walking in the mountains enlightened my psyche and clarified my mind. I enjoyed picking my own route, making my own choices, watching the mountain faces pass by. I cherished the freedom of trekking in the wild places of Earth.

I was not alone in my enjoyment of walking in the mountains. Many ancient peoples believed in the power of ritual walking. With stone markers, they laid out courses to be walked only with the greatest intention and ceremonial respect. In Tibet, people believe walking long distances to holy places will purify their bad deeds. The more difficult the journey, the deeper the purification.

Walking west over the moraines, I felt my strength return. Hans Peter and I were soon far ahead of Norman and Woody. I turned to watch an avalanche pour down the North Face. The crashing sounds were strangely out of sync with the tumbling blocks, like a badly dubbed kung-fu movie. Over those great distances, the light arrived before the sound. I watched in fascination as the last blocks ground themselves to bits and drained through the black cracks in the cliffs above the glacier.

No living thing can survive for long in the loins of the Himalayas. The earth is moving too fast for plant or animal to gain a toehold. The awesome walls of rock and ice are covered with dust and debris, like cliffs along a newly blasted freeway. Rocks, pried loose from the crags by weathering and erosion, bounce off the ramparts with shrapnel-like explosions and collect in mile-high scree aprons at the base of the cliffs. Like conveyor belts, the glaciers pick up the fragments and carry them to the lowlands. A skittering slab of shale can set off a chain reaction of debris and dislodge house-size blocks of the mountainside.

Even though it’s continuously being torn down, Mount Everest grows in elevation. The Mother Goddess of the World thrusts new crust from inside the earth toward the rarefied heights. I felt like the slow-motion version of a Marvel Comics action hero riding the mountain up as it crumbled under my feet, ice ax thrust high, lightning blazing from the iron tip.

Harm done to the beings roaming the base of the cliffs was unintentional but a serious possibility since, preoccupied with giving birth to continents, the Mother Goddess hardly noticed our presence. No longer in danger of falling off the mountain, now we had to worry about the mountain falling on us.

Hans Peter and I reached the East Rongbuk corner by the time the shadows had slanted up the valley walls. Any loose rock would be frozen in place until the sun hit the slopes on tomorrow’s morning. Our immediate concern was to find the food cache we had left in a duffel bag under a boulder. The boulders all looked the same, and the fresh ones, just fallen from the cliffs above, had totally changed the scene. After an hour of searching we still hadn’t found the cache. Then a movement caught the corner of my eye and I turned to see a white plastic bag roll along the moraine like tumbleweed fleeing the wind.

“Oh! Oh! Did you see that?” asked Hans Peter.

“Yeah, right. Oh! Oh!” I joined in. We traced the path of the bag back to a patch of ground strewn with white plastic bags puffing and deflating in the breeze, each with a hole ripped in it, the contents gone.

We had sealed the food in the white plastic bags inside a duffel bag and covered the whole thing with stones. The stones were now thrown aside; the duffel bag was shot through with holes. The food was gone, not one almond, raisin, or bit of chocolate.

“Ravens,” said Hans Peter.

“Yeah, but look at this.” I pointed to a spare camera ten feet from the cache. “Can a raven carry something that heavy?”

If they did carry the camera, they were pretty amazing ravens. And why would they even bother with a camera? Dejected by the destruction of the food cache, we sadly looked for a spot to pitch the tents. The only flat place was under a steep slope of loose scree and boulders that climbed straight to the black cliffs above.

I saw a shape moving on the other side of the East Rongbuk Glacier. “Maybe a yeti,” I said, pointing out the moving shape to Hans Peter. We had seen footprints on the way to base camp.

“Ja, or maybe a mountain goat or a bear. Who knows?” Hans Peter scanned the moraines for another view of the creature, but it had disappeared behind a boulder.

In my mind’s eye the creature walked upright and had a somewhat pointed head. “No, it seems more like a yeti.”

When we crawled into the tent, snowflakes pelted the orange nylon, leaving wet spots that grew on the weave like alien life-forms. Our tents, designed for snow and ice, weren’t waterproof.

“Monsoon,” I said, feeling the cold humidity through my parka.

“Ja, it’s wet; it came from India.” Hans Peter pulled the stove out of his pack.

“We’ll decide what to do, which way to go, at the Rongbuk crossing, if we ever make it.” I was beginning to feel that as soon as things were going smoothly, they changed.

We set up the stove, boiled down snow, made our stew of meat bars and dried mashed potatoes, and crawled into our sleeping bags.

Four hours later, well after dark, we heard Norman’s voice and saw the glow of his flashlight on the tent fabric. “Roger! Hans! You guys here?”

“Over here!” we shouted.

“What about the cache?” Norman’s voice was tired.

“Empty; ravens, goats, yeti, or something,” I said. “Hans and I will relay back to the Chinese camp for more food.”

There was a moment of silence with only the chorus of faint hisses from the rain of snowflakes.

“No, we’ll all go ahead. We have another cache at the main Rongbuk,” Norman replied.

“Just tea and sugar,” I answered.

“Tea and sugar, that’s all we need,” replied Norman with renewed authority.

The next morning Hans Peter and I cooked up the last of our oatmeal and hot chocolate and started to break camp. It had stopped snowing, and a light dusting of powder covered the scree slopes, now illuminated in bright sunlight. Woody was sitting on the moraine not far from Norman as he broke down their tent. I heard the faint tinkle of shale and watched a small piece of scree scurry down the slopes. We felt a deep sonic rumbling through the soles of our boots. Then a flurry of free-flying boulders whirred down like incoming artillery.

“Rock slide!” I yelled, rolling into a ball and covering my head with my pack. Hans Peter didn’t need to be told; he was already under his pack. Norman groped around for his.

Woody sat up, looked around, and said, “What’s going on?” Three boulders whizzed by his face like cannonballs.

Since it was impossible to know which way the boulders would bounce, it was impossible to know which way to run. It was best to hunker down in one spot. Puffs of dust appeared across the top of the slope, and the whole mass gave way. Boulders running loose in front pelted the ground around us. Then, with a consummate roar, the whole mass moved down. The sky darkened. I closed my eyes and waited, choking on the dust.

The commotion died out, a few pebbles bounced off my pack, and the air cleared up. I peered out from under my pack. Woody was sitting in the same position, like a Buddhist monk, in his orange windbreaker.

He squinted at the slopes around him like half-blind Mr. Magoo. “Wow, did you see that?”

The landslide had parted in the middle, diverted to the sides by a small ridge above camp. As Hans Peter had said, Woody was incredibly lucky, a real Magoo Buddha. How many disasters could one person survive on one expedition? The only thing we could do, and it was no great comfort, was shoulder our packs and continue the trek to the main Rongbuk Glacier.

 

The next day, we arrived at the termination of the main Rongbuk Glacier, where the downward flow of ice was balanced by melting from the sun. Streams poured out from under a layer of boulders and gravel. Weirdly shaped seracs, towering sculptures of ice, had melted out of the network of crevasses behind the terminal moraine.

In this field of sun-sculpted seracs at the junction of the East and main Rongbuk Glaciers, I searched for our cache. This one will be gone too, I thought to myself. My role as route finder, a chore I enjoyed, was to decipher the shapes of the landscape from different angles, to study the way the land spread apart and opened, to interpret the continuous evolution of forms around me. I found the bag of sugar and tea and, not far away, the route with the fixed rope through the seracs. Thank God, I didn’t have to cut a new route.

The seracs, surrounding us like the monoliths at Stonehenge, focused the sunlight on us. We stripped off our windbreakers, shed our down parkas, and stretched out on a patch of toast-warm moraine. Hans Peter soon had a pan of water simmering on the stove, and the four of us huddled over our tea and mulled our fate. We had descended from twenty-four thousand feet to about seven-teen thousand feet in six days. It was time to decide. Should we go up the West Rongbuk Glacier to Nepal or go down the main Rongbuk Glacier to Tibet? Each of us stared into our cups as if the answer lay inside. We exchanged glances, then looked back into the tea.

Every afternoon the monsoon clouds advanced into Tibet, and every night they retreated to the plains of Nepal. One of these nights they would not retreat. In warning, a low monsoon cloud passed over us, the pale sun bobbed in and out like a memory, and a sharp chill went through me. We hurried into our down parkas, pulled over our windbreakers, and donned our wool hats. As I shouldered my pack, I looked at Norman and Hans Peter, waiting for one of them to make a decision. They looked blankly back at me.

Woody shuffled over to the pile of equipment, picked up a tent and a climbing rope, and tied them around his neck. He managed a weak smile to me. “Lead on, route tracker, to Nepal.” He pointed up the West Rongbuk Glacier with his bamboo pole.

Woody’s acknowledgment made me feel great. Route Tracker, that’s me. Super powers include locating lost caches, avoiding hidden crevasses, recognizing the same shapes from different angles, and avoiding objects about to crash down from above. Yes, I am Route Tracker, able to track down lost glaciers, finder of the way through the mists of time, he who turns two dimensions to three. The Magoo Buddha is my leader and mentor.

Thank God, he’s getting better, I thought to myself. Perhaps he’ll be able to lead the icefall. But he had difficulty navigating the loose scree of the West Rongbuk Glacier’s moraines. We lost precious days.

 

Dangerously behind schedule, we made it to the West Rongbuk serac crossing, where we had left fixed lines. I dropped my pack. Woody sat down on a rock to catch his breath. Norman and Hans Peter leaned back against boulders and propped up their rucksacks, wrists crossed at their waists, heads drooped.

I guess it’s up to me, I thought. I climbed an ice hummock, searched for the fixed lines, and studied the route. Fog shrouded the tops of the seracs; the ice walls plunged straight into melt-water ponded in the depressions. Since the water was too deep to wade through, we’d have to climb over the seracs.

“How’s it look?” asked Hans Peter

“No sign of the lines,” I replied. “The seracs are flooded. We’ve got to climb over them.”

Norman dropped his pack with a gesture of disgust. Hans Peter, shaking his head, untied the pitons and crampons from his pack.

As I sat on the moraine lacing my crampons to my boots, I looked at Woody.

“Woody, crampons.” I pointed to his boots.

“What? What’s happening?” He sat up and looked around.

“You get started; I’ll get his crampons on,” said Norman.

Me? Without Woody? I thought. Do a lead without Woody? I had done a few minor leads with Woody belaying me, but he was the leader.

“Look at Woody; do you think he’s going to lead?” said Norman sarcastically.

“No, I guess not.”

“I’ll belay you,” said Hans Peter.

“Are you crazy? You don’t need a belay. There’s no more than a fifteen-foot drop,” growled Norman.

I had already fallen hundreds of feet on the North Col, so what’s another fifteen? I guess that was the attitude I was supposed to have. Who knew for sure if it was only fifteen feet? It could be fifteen or one hundred and fifty. There were no reference points against which to scale the distance. Besides, the fall on the North Col had made me all the more cautious. I shuddered at the memory. I really couldn’t cope with another experience like that.

“If I do this route, I’m doing it on belay,” I replied.

As soon as I took a few steps, fear overtook me; my adrenal glands went into aftershock and bailed out. It wasn’t the prospect of death, it was that of the pain that would precede it. It was the humiliation of being out of control, the unmanly screaming. Furthermore, a fifteen-foot fall into cold water could be more than unpleasant. If I so much as sprained my ankle, it could be the end. We were so close to the Nup La at the Nepal border, why risk an injury now? Why take chances when we didn’t have to?

As I cut steps, the chips from my ice ax slid down the steep face. I rested, then stepped onto the new tread, drove in an ice piton, and clipped the rope through a carabiner that would stop me from falling to the bottom of the serac. That is, if someone was manning the belay. The rope, once fixed in place, would also act as a handrail.

After two hours I had advanced about fifty feet. I was exhausted; my breath came hard. My legs started to bounce up and down uncontrollably. The seracs come forward and retreated with my heartbeat. The mist cringed with pending twilight.

“Christ, Roger,” yelled Norman, “we could drive a herd of yaks across that. What’s the matter?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you do it, Norm?”

“That’s okay. Carry on.” Norman shrugged his shoulders.

Come on, get a grip, I told myself. Climbing is a mental thing. As the saying goes, “Don’t look down.” Christ, I had already looked down, and I couldn’t shake the image in my brain of sliding to the bottom, smashing my ankle, and becoming entombed in the glacier like Maurice Wilson. Okay, trust the rope. It would catch me before I smashed my ankle. But then, I couldn’t remember the last time anyone was caught on belay on this expedition. What good was the rope if no one was going to hold on to the other end? Forget the rope; focus on the steps, yes, footholds with firm treads, three inches deep. With sharp crampons, this was not much more dangerous than walking up a ladder. Yes, a ladder, that was good. I was walking on a kind of sidewise ladder. It didn’t matter how far the drop below was; it didn’t matter if anybody held on to the rope. Why should I fall at all? My legs stopped bouncing up and down. I took several deep breaths, stepped across, clipped a carabiner into a piton, fed the rope through, and peered ahead into the swirling mist.

Between the ice cliffs I could see a fleeting shadow of black moraine on the far side. Inspired by the sight, I cut the last dozen steps with new energy, and jumped down onto the gravel. I drove a piton into the last ice cliff and tied off the rope.

“Off belay,” I yelled.

I faintly heard Hans Peter’s yell swallowed in the mist. “Ooookaaay!”

The others started out one after the other. I sat down on the moraine, head between my legs, gasped for breath, and unlaced my crampons. I heard Hans Peter kicking into the steps. Soon his dark shape loomed in the mist between the seracs. He faced into the cliff, meticulously taking one step at a time and slid the carabiner on his waist harness along the fixed rope. Twenty feet behind him came Woody, carrying my pack, teetering and stopping to catch his breath at every step.

Hans Peter reached the moraine, unclipped, and climbed down. “No going to Tibet now.”

“I guess not.” I stood up with my crampons in my hand.

Norman was last, and by the time he appeared Woody had reached the moraine, staggered forward, and fallen backward onto the pack. He breathed heavily for a while, then looked slowly at me. “Good lead,” he said, and squirmed out of the shoulder straps.

The additional approval from the Magoo Buddha cheered me a bit. It did not occur to me that he might be buttering me up so that I would lead the Ngo Jumbo icefall to base camp. We were simply too brain-dead to have such complicated thoughts.

Norman arrived. “All right, that’s over with. Time to pull the rope through.”

I had doubled it through the pitons so we could pull on one end and the other end would loop back to us. I tugged on the rope, but it didn’t budge. I stood up and tugged on it harder. No dice. We all pulled on it.

“A knot’s stuck in a carabiner,” I said.

Hans Peter put his hands on his hips and looked to the heavens. “What more could happen?”

“Great! Our last rope,” said Norman with bitterness. “How are we going to get through the crevasses?”

“Well, who’s going back to untangle the rope?” asked Woody, slumping to the ground.

“My crampons are off. Besides, I’m too fucking tired to climb back and untangle it.” I hung my head and stared at the crampons in my hand.

“We can’t leave it,” said Hans Peter. “What if one of us falls into a crevasse? What’ll we do, tie our clothes together to make a rope?”

“Nobody’s going back. We’ll take our chances with the crevasses,” said Woody. “We have another rope at the Nup La cache.”

“If we get in trouble we’ll come back,” said Hans Peter.

“Sure, we’ll come back,” said Norman

“Sure, why not?” I said.

It was late afternoon when we shouldered our packs and headed up the West Rongbuk Glacier like four Old Testament prophets hardened from a diet of wild honey and raw locusts, hair matted, beards ragged, faces emaciated, and, with one exception, carrying Chinese bamboo poles in place of ice axes. We had lost three ice axes, two climbing ropes, one backpack, about forty pounds of food, and, among us, that again in body weight.

Turning back for a last glimpse of Everest, I watched it fade into the pall of the afternoon monsoon. I’d never had illusions of reaching the summit. Like Hans Peter, I believed reaching the summit was irrelevant, perhaps even irreverent. Summiting, especially in the context of conquering, trivializes the mystery. The Mother Goddess grew silent but was not conquered. The clouds closed on Mount Everest. That was the last time I saw the snows of Everest, except in recurrent memories and dreams over a lifetime of trying to understand the experience.

Our trials were hardly over. We were in a whiteout—snow below, snow above. Not able to see more than twenty feet ahead, I stumbled over hummocks, dropped off small precipices, and struggled to keep my comrades in sight.

Woody led, packless, scanning the white expanse for signs: breaks, cracks, and furrows in the snow. It was like crossing a minefield without a metal detector. He would probe with his bamboo pole, then step cautiously forward. The rest of us, carrying the heavy packs, followed in his footsteps, hoping that the snow bridges would hold the extra weight. I wished I could trust to fate like Woody, but the thought of breaking through to a crevasse made me anxious.

The vague memory of food at the Nup La cache kept us plodding on, hour after hour. We had to make it to that cache. But soon the storm turned into a full-fledged blizzard, and Woody stopped, his beard and eyebrows caked with ice that made him look old and emaciated. None of us looked too good. Norman threw down his pack with a dreary look on his face. We hadn’t eaten for two days, and I could not imagine an expedition in a more precarious position. Hans Peter and I plodded through the routine drudgery of setting up camp, went to bed without food, and fell into a sleep without dreams, emptied of reasons for waking up. It was a matter of pure dumb luck, or a miracle, that no one had fallen into a crevasse that day.

When I did awake, I stared at the faint orange glow on top of the dark drifts that were pushing the sides of the tent in. I heard Woody unzip the door of his tent.

“Oh, wow! Beautiful,” he muttered.

I pulled on my boots and crawled out. Norman was brushing the snow off his tent. The mountain walls of the Nup La pass disappeared upward into a dense gray cloud layer brushed pink by the rising sun. Golden whirlwinds of ice crystals danced across the white expanse. I brushed the snow off the tent. Hans Peter, dark hollows under his eyes, crawled out, rose into the light of dawn, and scanned for the cache flags.

“Nothing,” he said. “It could be under ten feet of snow.”

“What if we can’t find it?” I asked.

“Perhaps the ravens.” Woody shook his head.

“We’ll never get down the icefall,” Norman said, scanning the horizon with his hand over his eyes.

“We’ll go back to the Rongbuk crossing,” sighed Hans Peter. The thought of retreating was appalling, but there was no way down the Ngo Jumbo icefall without a rope.

Two whirlwinds crisscrossed the snowfield like children playing tag, traversed in front of us, collided, and burst into a cloud of shimmering ice crystals that floated across the sun like dust floating through a sunbeam and then settled around a small black sliver in the snow.

“There’s something,” I said. “Perhaps the lip of a crevasse.”

“Ja, it’s something.” Hans Peter took off across the snow.

“Hans, the crevasses,” I yelled after him.






CHAPTER TWO



DUMB LUCK

Because it is there. The famous British mountaineer George Leigh Mallory, on a lecture tour of America in 1922, gave that response to a reporter who asked why men try to climb Mount Everest. The phrase has taken on the meaning of doing something for its own sake. Was this a tired brush-off of an unanswerable question? Woody and I believed not. To us, Mallory’s answer had a deeper meaning connected with the mystery of life, with an eternal feeling that comes in high and holy places. To us “it” was a transcendental state of completeness. My reading of Emerson and Thoreau had convinced me that a heightened transcendental state was part of human nature, even though I had not experienced it directly. Could the “it” Mallory spoke of be the same as the heightened state of the transcendentalists? What was that heightened state? Was it real or imaginary?

Through the ages, legends and songs have advised us to go find “it” on the mountain, and that was our goal—to find IT on the mountain. But we barely spoke of our goal for fear of being labeled mad, like Maurice Wilson.

We approached Mount Everest with a sense of adventure, a need for exploration, a great hope for discovery, and as a test to discover how we would react in extreme conditions. And, for me, Everest was just the beginning.

Woody opened the first door for me. We were drawn to the mystery of Mount Everest by reports of strange visions, such as the floating black objects reported by Frank Smythe while climbing alone on the North Face in 1933. We were fascinated by those climbers who had tried the impossible.

Foremost among Everest mysteries was that of the disappearance of Mallory and his climbing companion, Sandy Irvine. On the morning of June 6, 1924, George Leigh Mallory, age thirty-nine, and Sandy Irvine, age twenty-two, left the North Col for camps higher on the North Face. Two days later, carrying bottled oxygen, they set off for the summit. Noel Odell, a geologist climbing toward high camp, looked up through a sudden clearing in the atmosphere and saw the silhouettes of two figures climbing the rock step on the summit ridge. Odell concluded that he had seen Mallory and Irvine. They were never seen again. What happened to them? Did they reach the summit?

For seventy-five years the disappearance of Mallory and Irvine remained a mystery. According to one account published shortly after their death, the spirit of Irvine contacted a psychic friend of Noel Odell’s and gave the following account: While descending from the summit late in the day, Mallory slipped to his death in the darkness. Irvine continued on alone but soon collapsed from fatigue. As he huddled in the bitter cold, the image of Mallory floated before him. “Come on, old chap,” Mallory said. “It’s time for us to be getting along.”

Although I had heard of many psychic visions and predictions, they had always turned out to be wrong. They were too general to be valid or actually made after the fact. I didn’t pay attention to them.

On May 1, 1999, four members of the Mallory and Irvine Research Expedition found Mallory’s body at nearly twenty-seven thousand feet, right leg broken just above the boot, right elbow either broken or dislocated, rib cage shattered, and forehead smashed in. His sun goggles were in his pocket, indicating he had fallen after dark. The rope around his waist, frayed where it had hung up and snapped on a rock, proved he and Irvine were roped together at the time of the fall. The body of Irvine, found by a Chinese climber in 1975, had been considerably off the line of Mallory’s fall, showing Irvine had continued on after Mallory fell.

In light of the new facts, the account of Odell’s psychic friend seems remarkably accurate. Mallory fell after dark. He was roped to Irvine. Irvine did continue the descent after Mallory fell. The psychic’s account of Mallory’s death was published long before his body was found. Could other psychics’ observations also be true? My scientific training taught me that extrasensory perception was impossible. How could something that would be discovered only in the future be known in the present?

There are similarities between Mallory’s fall and the one Woody and I experienced. Both falls occurred with climbers roped together in the dark on the North Face of Mount Everest. At the age of twenty-one, I was a year younger than Sandy Irvine; at age forty-two, Woody was slightly older than Mallory. Mallory and Irvine were experienced and had the advantage of bottled oxygen and porter support, but they were at the limit of fatigue at an extreme altitude when they fell.

Before our attempt, we thought the North Face of Mount Everest was yet unclimbed. We later found out that three Chinese climbers claimed to have reached the summit in 1960 with bottled oxygen and an army of porters. Counting the Chinese, nine climbers, all using bottled oxygen, had reached the summit of Everest prior to our expedition. Twenty-two climbers had died, half of them Tibetans or Nepalese acting as porters or in another support capacity. We didn’t see the point to another routine ascent with bottled oxygen, or the point of taking advantage of porters who would sacrifice their lives and the well-being of their families for our benefit.

More than one hundred and fifty climbers have now died on Mount Everest, one death for every five climbers who have reached the summit. Why did we survive when so many others died?

There were a dozen occasions when we should have perished. We were inexperienced. We made horrible blunders and miscalculations. We were poorly equipped and cut off from support or rescue. We fell hundreds of feet and bivouacked two nights in the open on the North Face. We set a record for disasters, and still survived. At the time, I attributed our survival to Woody’s incredible good luck.

The fall on Everest was to be just the first of my brushes with death. I would later survive a blizzard in Tierra del Fuego and a hideous car crash in Morocco. I lived through reckless experiments with psychedelics and years of mindless wandering among ruthless and depraved people. Over the years I’ve asked myself, Why did I survive? Was it dumb luck? The search for a scientific explanation to the question drew me into the exploration of a new reality that’s just beginning to make sense to me.

There is a famous Everest quote, “Altitude is the great equalizer.” To us it was not altitude, but attitude that equalized. For forty years we have remained silent while over seven hundred climbers have attacked and claimed conquest over the Mother Goddess. But what a waste! All the resources, energy, and human lives spent to reach and conquer the highest altitude without the slightest gain in attitude, or even a minimum of respect for the mountain. The world is starting to notice; even the most sympathetic observer recognizes the absurdity of the lost lives and resources.

I no longer believe Maurice Wilson was the maddest of Everest climbers. To me, madness is assaulting Everest in million-dollar expeditions with hundreds of climbers, thousands of porters, helicopters, avalanche cannons, and stepladders. Madness is climbers squabbling over who is to be the first to reach the summit. Madness is turning Everest into a highstakes business, with inexperienced clients paying up to seventy thousand dollars to be dragged to the summit with their personal Sherpas to carry their packs, cook their meals, and perhaps die for them, with no thought or comfort for the families they leave behind.

Despite our lack of experience and limited resources, we were the first climbers to reach the North Col of Everest without using porters or oxygen. In three relays we each packed 120 pounds of supplies over twenty miles of glaciers at altitudes up to twenty thousand feet. I was the first American, and one of the youngest ever, to kick a foothold in the snows of the North Face. We were the first Everest expedition without a casualty. Nonetheless, we are still considered mavericks, in a league with Maurice Wilson.

Woody was the reason I went on the expedition. As a student in his Introduction to Philosophy class at Tufts University, I was captivated by his spirit of adventure. The first day of class he ran up the aisle of the lecture hall in the snowshoes and parka he had used on an expedition to Mount McKinley, vaulted over the lecture table, and landed on the chair standing up. The class stood and applauded; he bowed deeply and grandly.

On another occasion, he had just explained to the class that the biblical story of original sin in the Garden of Eden was a metaphor for Homo sapiens acquiring the consciousness of self that separates them from lesser species. A thunderclap pealed out in the atmosphere above the classroom. Without hesitation Woody stood up, raised his arms, and addressed the heavens, “Ah, thank you”—as if thanking God for validating his hypothesis.

He was famous for leaving the classroom, more often than not one on the third floor, during final exams. After a while the students would begin to wonder what had happened to him only to have him open a window from the outside and crawl into the room, having climbed up the stone facade of the building. Woody was confident, cocksure, iconoclastic, full of adventure, and believed anything was possible.

My first personal encounter with Woody occurred during a cross-country race at Tufts. At the time I was naive and twenty, had been to Antarctica twice, and was confused over which authority figures to follow.

A late fall snowstorm was frosting the grass of the football field, cold air seeped into the locker room, and the smell of wintergreen on the runners’ legs permeated the air. Although slush splashed onto the fenders of the Amherst College bus as it pulled into the parking lot, the traffic had cleared black ruts along the roads.

The Tufts University cross-country course covered a loop that started at the athletic fields, climbed up to the parking lot of the chemistry building, followed Campus Drive uphill to Barnum Hall, and, after following city streets behind the dormitories, closed the loop at the chemistry building parking lot.

Our coach, Ding Dussault, lumbered into the locker room, beads of sweat and melted snow on his pudgy face. We called him Mr. Jumbo because he wore a bronze elephant pin on his flapping tweed overcoat. Fedora on his head, cigar in his mouth, he brushed and stamped off the snow with great gusto, even though it had mostly melted.

“Now, listen up,” he yelled. “You know these guys beat us once, but that doesn’t mean we can’t beat them. Take one race at a time, and do what you have to do to win. And you know what that is, right?”

“Yes, sir!” we shouted back in unison.

“If you do your best, that’s the best that we can hope for.” He continued on: “They only got one good runner; that’s your job, Roger; stay with him. Now, the rest of you guys stay packed up and don’t let them ahead of you. If they do get ahead of you, then get ahead of them. Execute! Execute! All it takes is running, and you guys already know how to run or you wouldn’t be here.”

He came over to me. “For Chrissake, I thought I told you to get rid of that thing!” He pointed to the black beard I had grown while on an expedition to Antarctica with geology professor Robert L. Nichols.

“I’ve thought about it. My girlfriend thinks it’s kind of distinguished, you know, like Henry David Thoreau, Pierre Curie, or Karl—”

“Who do they run for?” he interrupted. “You look like one of them fuckin’ beatniks from Harvard Square.”

The “beatnik runner.” I liked the concept.

Ding Dussualt had been on my case about the beard for a year. When I had my picture taken for the yearbook, he had flung his fedora in front of the lens just as the shutter went off and yelled at me. “No captain of no team of mine is going to appear in no yearbook with no goddamn beard on him.”

The picture of me as captain of the cross-country team in the Tufts yearbook shows me standing in a snowbank in the parking lot of the gym, out of range of the coach’s fedora.

After that, I lost both respect for the coach and heart for running cross-country. He was out of touch with reality and made up for it by being pompous, arrogant, and officious.

“Okay, now make the circle.” Dussault coaxed us with a circling motion of his arms. He pulled out a cow horn that looked like an elephant tusk and bellowed like a bull elephant ready to trample the kraal wall.

We clasped hands in the middle of the circle and broke out through the fieldhouse door yelling, “GO, JUMBO!”

The dusky fungal smells of fall had been quick-frozen in the earth, and the air was crisp and clean. Heavy snowflakes precipitated from the pewter mist and floated down between the goalposts.

The Amherst team, mostly graduates of private boarding schools, paraded from the field house with an air of calm assurance and performed jumping jacks in their yellow-and-maroon nylon sweats. The Tufts runners, working-class commuters from Lowell, Lawrence, and Lynn, my hometown, milled around and stretched out in gray sweats.

After stripping down to running briefs, the Amherst runners practiced their starts. I shook myself up and down, trying to relax. I lined up with the others at the chalk line barely visible in the snow-covered grass.

Ding Dussault raised the starter’s gun and yelled out, “Ready … Set …” As the blast of the gun echoed off the chemistry building, he dramatically clicked down his stopwatch. The sound of the gun gave me a rush of adrenaline. The other runners felt it too. We jumped off the start line, and pounded up the snow-shrouded knoll. At first we ran in a line, straight across, breast to breast.

My legs felt loose and moved easily despite the cold. Snowflakes melted on my goose-bumped arms and merged with sweat.

As we ran up Campus Way, an Amherst runner hung on my left shoulder two feet back, breathing deep like a steam locomotive. His thigh muscles bulged with the same intensity as the veins on his forehead. He drove his legs with precision. My neck and shoulders ached from the pressure of blood surging through my arteries. Long-distance running is about dealing with pain, and after the first mile it was constant. The other runners had vanished into the storm behind us.

By the time the sandstone shape of P.T. Barnum Hall loomed up in the snow, I was alone with my own world of fantasies. I remembered the stuffed elephant inside the entrance. P.T. Barnum had named it Jumbo. Barnum’s fortune went to Tufts, the stuffed elephant part of the deal.

I slowed down, the Amherst runner slowed down; I sped up, he sped up. He was trying to make me think about him. It was working.

We passed the dormitories, ran through the chemistry parking lot, and as we made the first turn at the field house, Ding Dussault, watch in one hand and hat in the other, ran beside me and yelled, “That’s it, Roger; stay in there.”

I slowed down. A pain growled at the base of my rib cage as we ran through the chemistry building parking lot. I retreated into my mind to avoid the pain. The odor of acetone, chloroform, and toluene, expelled from the fume hoods, set off a cascade of memories. Electron orbitals 1S2, 2S2, 2P2, carbon. In high school, I was so bored that the hands on the wall clock slowed down. I liked college chemistry. Electrons in two forms: waves that stretch to infinity, particles in discrete orbits. An electron jumps to a lower orbit and gives off color. Each element, a spectrum of colored lines, identified in every known atom, in every known star, in every known galaxy in the universe. That’s interesting.
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