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>> 1921: Reconnaissance Mission  
Guy Bullock and George Mallory of 
Great Britain become the fi rst climbers 
to reach the North Col, establishing 
the northern route up Mount Everest.

>> 1922: First Summit Attempt 
Another British expedition, includ-
ing George Mallory, returns to 
make an attempt on the mountain. 
An avalanche sweeps nine porters 
into a crevasse. Though two are 
found alive, these become the fi rst 
reported deaths on Everest.

>> 1924: Mystery of Mallory and Irvine 
Mallory and Irvine disappear above 
26,700 feet. Noel Odell says he thought 
he saw them near the top, but can’t prove 
they summited.

>> 1953: A Successful Summit
As part of the ninth British 
expedition to Everest, Edmund 
Hillary and Tenzing Norgay 
climb the South Face of Ever-
est to become the fi rst people 
to stand on the summit. 

>> 1950: One Side Opens, 
Another Closes Nepal opens its 
borders, making it easier for ambi-
tious climbers to attempt climb-
ing Everest, while the northern 
approach used by previous expe-
ditions is closed to Westerners. 

>> 1960: Climbing the North 
Face A Chinese expedition 
claims a fi rst ascent of the 
mountain’s north side, but a 
lack of evidence casts doubt 
over their supposed victory.

>> 1963: First American to Summit 
Jim Whittaker becomes the fi rst 
American to reach the summit, 
accompanied by Nawang Gombu, 
who later becomes the fi rst person 
to climb Everest twice. 

>> 1963: Traversing the Mountain 
Americans Tom Hornbein and 
Willi Unsoeld pioneer the West 
Ridge route and descend by 
the South Col, making the 
mountain’s fi rst traverse.

>> 1970: A Crowded Season 
An avalanche kills six Sherpas. 
It is the worst tragedy for the 
Sherpa community since 1922, 
highlighting the danger of the 
Khumbu Icefall.

>> 1970: Skiing Down Everest
Yuichiro Miura skis from the 
South Col. A 1975 documentary 
about his adventure becomes the 
fi rst sports fi lm to win an Acade-
my Award for Best Documentary 
Feature.  

>> 1974: A Major Incident
On an expedition led by 
Frenchman Gérard Devouas-
soux, bad weather causes 
an avalanche, burying six 
climbers. It is the worst sin-
gle incident yet recorded.

>> 1975: A Woman Ascends 
Japanese climber Junko Tabei 
becomes the fi rst woman to 
reach the summit. 

>> 1975: Mounting the South-
west Face A British team led 
by Chris Bonington climbs the 
Southwest Face.

>> 1978: Everest Without Oxygen
Reinhold Messner and Peter 
Habeler become the fi rst to sum-
mit the mountain without using 
supplementary oxygen.

>> 1980: A Winter Ascent 
Polish climbers Leszek Cichy 
and Krzysztof Wielicki become 
the fi rst to summit Everest, or 
any 8,000-meter peak, in winter.

>> 1980: Going Solo
Superclimber Reinhold Messner 
makes the fi rst solo ascent of 
Everest, again without supple-
mentary oxygen. 

>> 1980: Climbing the North 
Face Takashi Ozaki and 
Tsuneo Shigehiro become 
the fi rst to make a full ascent 
of the North Face.

CLIMBING EVEREST  Milestones
 Disasters

LANDMARKS IN THE MOUNTAIN’S HISTORY 1921–2014 

Early climbing 
gear 

Americans on top

R. Messner
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>> 1983: Climbing the Kangshung 
Face American Lou Reichardt and 
his teammates make the fi rst ascent 
of the Kangshung (East) Face. 

>> 1995: The Last Frontier Japanese 
climbers Kiyoshi Furuno and Shigeki 
Imoto are the fi rst climbers to sum-
mit the last remaining unclimbed 
route, along the full Northeast Ridge.

>> 2007: Rising Crowds The mountain sees a 
record 633 successful summits, highlighting 
long-held concerns about overcrowding, inex-
perience, and commercialization on Everest.

>> 2000: Speeding up the Mountain  
Babu Chiri Sherpa climbs from Base Camp to 
the summit in under 17 hours, establishing a 
new South Face speed-ascent record. 

>> 1998: Overcoming Adversity 
Tom Whittaker, whose right foot 
had been amputated, becomes 
the fi rst disabled person to suc-
cessfully reach the summit.

>> 1982: Lost in the Pinnacles Peter 
Boardman and Joe Tasker disappear 
between the First and Second Pinna-
cles, which had yet to be climbed, on 
the Northeast Ridge.

>> 1982: A Hard Climb A Soviet expe-
dition climbs a route on the South-
west Face, which comes to be known 
as the hardest route yet climbed.

>> 1988: Paragliding Down Jean-Marc 
Boivin climbs the Southeast Ridge, 
then puts on a portable paraglider and 
makes an 11-minute fl ight to Camp II. 

>> 1996: A Deadly Season
Eight climbers die in a storm, 
including guides Rob Hall and 
Scott Fischer. Fifteen perish 
in the course of the season, 
making it the deadliest yet.

>> 2011: Record Number 
of Ascents Apa Sherpa 
claims the most success-
ful summits of all time: 21 
in total.

>> 1999: Finding Mallory Conrad 
Anker, a member of an American 
research expedition, discovers the 
body of George Mallory at 26,700 
feet on the North Face. 

>> 2006: Left for Dead A solo 
climber named David Sharp is 
found comatose on the moun-
tain and dies soon after. No one 
had reported him missing, even 
though he was passed by over 
40 climbers. Days later, Austra-
lian Lincoln Hall is left for dead, 
only to be found alive the next 
day. Both events spark huge 
controversy about accountabil-
ity on Everest.

>> 2014: Death on the Icefall 
Seventeen Sherpas die in an 
avalanche on the Khumbu Ice-
fall, prompting outrage over the 
low insurance rates and fi nancial 
assurances for climbing Sherpas 
and their families. 

Summiting late in 1996

Lighting candles for the dead

Climbing the Kangshung

>> 2012: Tragic Traffi  c Jam 
Ten people die in the 
course of the season. Four 
deaths are blamed on a 
traffi  c jam that forces tired 
climbers to wait in line as 
they attempt to descend.

Waiting in line

>> 2015: Earthquake and 
Aftermath On April 25, 
a 7.9-magnitude earthquake 
causes a major avalanche that 
devastates Base Camp and 
leaves climbers stranded at 
higher camps. The avalanche
kills at least 18 people and 
injures more than 60, making 
it the deadliest single day 
in Everest history.
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He would be taking GPS readings along the approach 
route—which partly follows the dynamic junction of 
the Eurasian and Indian landmasses. He would also 
oversee the placement of the world’s highest weather 

station, at 26,800 feet on Everest, and 
take a GPS reading there as well.

Another British national joining the 
team as correspondent was historian 
Audrey Salkeld. She had written a 
book about George Mallory and Sandy 
Irvine, the Everest explorers who had 
disappeared in 1924, either en route 
to the summit or while descending. 
Though not a climber herself, Audrey 
had been to the north side of Everest 
with David Breashears in 1986.

Steve Judson, one of the more 
experienced writers and directors of 
large-format IMAX fi lms, had been on 
numerous shoots, but none quite as 
remote or logistically diffi cult as Ever-

est. As co-writer (with Tim Cahill) and editor of the 
fi lm, Steve would be working with photographic and 
technical consultant Brad Ohlund, who had 20 years 
of experience as a second-unit director of photogra-
phy with MacGillivray Freeman Films.

Steve and Brad would travel to Base Camp. En 
route, they would help David and Robert develop their 

and to fi lm with him.” Schauer had produced or 
co-produced 12 mountain and adventure fi lms and 
documentaries, and had climbed fi ve of the world’s 
fourteen 8,000-meter peaks. He was the fi rst Aus-
trian to reach Everest’s summit, 18 
years earlier.

Pleased with the chosen team, Rob-
ert noted, “We are already working 
together well, and our humor and spirit 
are fl owing.”

A few days after the climbing and 
fi lm teams arrived, a seasoned Nepal 
hand dragged several battered bags 
into the Yak and Yeti. They belonged to 
Roger Bilham, a professor of geology at 
the University of Colorado in Boulder 
and adviser to the fi lm. Two of the suit-
cases were fi lled with tools, transistors, 
superglue, batteries, a laptop computer, 
and some heavy wire that looked suspi-
ciously like bent coat hangers.

“Roger knows a great deal about everything,” 
David said proudly. Ed referred to the transplanted 
British national as “our team geophysicist.” Roger 
had already been working with the government of 
Nepal on establishing a network of Global Position-
ing System (GPS) satellite receivers to measure move-
ments of the tectonic plates beneath the Himalaya. 

It is still there. 

It always will be. 

And it is time we 
had a look for 

ourselves. 

~norman 

dyhrenfurth, 

about the 1963 

american expedition  

South Col (Nepal)

North Col (China)

Other

A deadly avalanche occurred
on April 18, 2014, killing 17
Sherpas. Climbing was
essentially shut down for
the rest of the year,
interrupting a trend of
increasing numbers of
climbers on the mountain.

Summits by Routes The South Col route up Everest has 
become increasingly popular as the 
“easiest” way up the mountain.
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“Chatrul Rimpoche didn’t tell me not to go, but 
he said Everest looked a little uncertain this year. I 
could tell that he saw something diffi cult in the prayer 
beads—danger, it seemed. He said nothing more, other 
than to be careful and that he’d pray for us.”

Even Jamling was aware that divinations, though 
often accurate, could be interpreted in several ways. 
More important, he must maintain pure intentions on 
the mountain, the clarity of purpose and dedication 
that Buddhists refer to as “right motivation.”

TO KHUMBU

The team was prepared, officially, logistically, 
physically, and spiritually. Only last-minute details 
remained: constructing a frame for Roger’s solar 
panels, signing postcards, and changing dollars into 
bags of rupees for paying porters and yak drivers. At 
least they wouldn’t have to carry baskets of heavy 
coins, as Charles Houston did with the fi rst party of 
foreigners to enter Khumbu, in 1950. The Sherpas 
had by then overcome their distrust of paper money 
and will now even accept traveler’s checks.

On March 20, the team assembled at the Kath-
mandu airport and climbed into a hulking Russian 
Mi-17 helicopter, a relic from the Afghan War, and 
squeezed onto fold-down benches along the windows. 
As the Mi-17 noisily lifted off, the team’s whoops and 
chants nearly drowned out the rotor blades. Jangbu, 
a climbing Sherpa and Wongchu’s right-hand man, 
shook his head skeptically. “Too much vibration.”

The team was informed that the helicopters had been 
used as air taxis for years in the former Soviet Union. 
As the whirling blades strobed the faces of the group, 
Araceli looked around nervously. “For how many 
years?” her worried face seemed to ask. She noticed the 
paratroopers’ clip line leading to the door. The panel 
behind it was worn shiny from apparent decades of use.

The chopper crossed the end of the runway and 
its shadow leaped out over the rice paddies. It rolled 

1996: After a 40-minute copter fl ight rather than a two-
week trek from Kathmandu to Lukla, the Everest fi lm crew 
began walking to Base Camp and on to the summit, a jour-
ney that took three months. (See map p. 65 for wider view.)

left, to the east, headed for the airstrip of Lukla in the 
region of Solu-Khumbu, the northern part of which 
is termed “Khumbu.”

As the helicopter rose above the diffuse fog blan-
keting the valley, the Himalaya mountains emerged. 
Their crystalline forms pushed against a navy blue 
sky as if visibly being thrust upward by the col-
liding landmasses of India and Eurasia. Like the 
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Himalayan balance of orogeny and erosion, the 
helicopter’s powerful lifting forces were just barely 
overcoming the relentless pull of gravity.

Because the cabin was unpressurized, the pilots 
wouldn’t fl y high enough to avoid the chaotic winds 
that are channeled skyward by the rumpled foothills. 
The helicopter leveled out at 11,000 feet, barely 
higher than its destination, and passed Gauri Sankar. 

Though this 23,442-foot sacred mountain has been 
climbed, the Hindus say that Shiva, the God of 
Destruction, occupies the top of its craggy throne. 
His consort Gauri sits on the nearby south summit.

Everest is one of the mountains most revered by 
Sherpa Buddhists. They call it Chomolungma—com-
monly translated as “Mother Goddess of the World” 
or “Maiden of the Wind,” and known to the Nepalis 
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in Tibet, to the north—forming one of the largest 
blocks of contiguous protected area in Asia.

The Himalayan tahr, a species of wild goat, can be 
seen grazing above villages and beside trek routes, 
along with the rare and diminutive goral, a goat-
antelope. Snow leopard sightings are rare, though 
Sherpa herders experience some leopard depredation 
on yaks in their high pastures.

The musk deer is more common. The male, as 
large as a medium-size dog, has two long, distinctive 
canine teeth. Within the park, musk deer are habit-
uated to the proximity of humans, where predators 
don’t often venture. But there is a fl ourishing market 

A NATIONAL PARK

Before 1978, fewer than 3,000 tourists entered 
Khumbu each year, and most of them trekked to 
Everest Base Camp. By 2010 the number had grown 
to more than 25,000. The growth of trek tourism—
and income for the Sherpas—has led to increased 
demand for resources, primarily wood for fuel and 
construction timber, and grass fodder for yaks.

In response to this, the government of Nepal in 
1976 designated Khumbu as Sagarmatha National 
Park (SNP). The park borders the Makalu-Barun 
National Park and Conservation Area, to the east, 
and the massive Qomolangma Nature Preserve 

Sagarmatha National Park provides shelter for rare animals like snow leopards and wild goats.
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others stranded in extreme settings? At present, 
climbers, medical people, helicopter pilots, and 
others apply their years of experience and the best 
of their abilities to rescue the injured and stranded. 
Should the knowledge that someone may—but more 
likely may not—be still alive in an isolated, danger-
ous location inspire already committed rescuers to 
endanger themselves to an even greater degree? 

“The fact that Beck was left for dead and survived 
is going to haunt rescue decisions for years to come,” 
Shlim said. “But ultimately, those who can be pulled 

Unless Weathers’s resurrection is explained as a mir-
acle—and Beck himself doesn’t discount an element of 
the miraculous in his survival and rescue—then surviv-
ing as he did must be considered possible for anyone. 
“The beautiful thing about Beck’s recovery is that not 
all of it can be explained,” said Dr. Charles Houston.

What are the implications of Beck’s survival in 
terms of the efforts that should be taken to save 

(previous spread) Climbers ascend into the clouds, which can 
be thick enough that you can’t see the person before you.
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Many climbers fi nd the will to get up to the summit of Everest, but not all have the strength to come down.
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The 1963 American expedition to Everest put six 
men on the 29,035-foot summit, one pair laboring up 
the unconquered West Ridge while the others took 
the South Col route (red) pioneered by Hillary and 
Norgay a decade earlier. Sherpas and climbers leap-
frogged supplies up the forbidding slopes through a 
series of camps placed a day’s climb apart. The 1996 
ascent by the Everest IMAX fi lm team also headed up 
the South Col, but pitched one less campsite, electing 
to “sprint” from Camp IV to the top and back in an 
18-hour marathon climb.

“Spam,” Sumiyo repeated. Pondering intently, she 
enunciated aloud to herself the other English words 
she had been practicing. “Revision . . . Tremendous 
. . . Awesome . . . Spam.”

Araceli perked up. “Did someone say ‘Spam?’ I’m 
ongry.”

“Are you angry that we have Spam, or are you 
hungry to have some?” Ed asked her, provoking 
boisterous laughter from the crew in the kitchen.

“No, ongry,” Araceli repeated indignantly, unfazed 
by the laughter. “I want some food, of course, like 
I do always.”

“I think you get angry when you get hungry,” Ed 
joked. Araceli fl ashed a brief smile, then swatted him. 
A party of rose fi nches abandoned their foraging for 
scraps and fl uttered off.

Each night Jamling would check out what the 
Westerners had cooked and then what the Sherpas 
had prepared, before choosing where to eat. A sip of 
wine would be hard to pass up, he decided.

Evening dinner dress consisted of a down parka, 
hat, and gloves—donned each afternoon during 
“down up time,” the moment the sun went over 
the ridge. Base Camp visitors noticed that the din-
ing room was as cold as a meat locker, but hunger 
made the food delicious. After dinner, team members 
stumbled through the dark to their tents. Despite the 
cold, porters stood around in the evenings in rubber 
fl ip-fl op sandals without socks, swearing that they 
felt fi ne.

“We’re on our honeymoon here,” Ed said. “Living 
dormitory style we don’t really have a chance for 
privacy, but I’d rather have Paula on this trip than 
write letters to her.”
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everyone he met. Ed had climbed K2 with Fischer in 
’92, and Scott had photographed Ed and Paula’s wed-

ding, only a few weeks earlier. “Scott is 
freewheeling and almost casual about 
organization,” Ed said. “He assumes 
that the details—how much fuel or 
how many ropes are needed—will fall 
into place, and for him they usually 
do. ‘Forge ahead! We’re going for it!’ 
is his motto. He’s fun and inspiring, 
overfl owing with energy and enthusi-
asm. But sometimes I feel he could use 
some reining in.”

Ed described Hall as the exact 
opposite: calculating, meticulous, and 
organized. “Rob is always assessing 
conditions, the weather, what the cli-
ents are doing, asking himself ‘what 
if?’ He uses his incredible drive to help 
people achieve their dreams, and takes 
joy in a task well done.” 

Ed respected Hall for his climbing 
expertise and experience, and Scott 
Fischer was planning to join the 

two of them on a climb of Manaslu immediately 

mouth to show where the chocolate usually becomes 
smeared. “Oh, and you can fi nd the shoes, too.”

Many of the leaders of these expedi-
tions—David Breashears, Scott Fischer, 
Rob Hall, Todd Burleson, Pete Athans, 
and Henry Todd—were eminences in 
the world of guided climbing, and all 
were friends. Nonetheless, Base Camp 
hummed with an undercurrent of com-
petition between the groups. To make 
a living climbing, one must be known 
and recognized. This recognition is 
achieved mainly by assembling a port-
folio of successfully climbed peaks. It is 
to the guide’s advantage, professionally, 
to excel where others haven’t. Rivalry 
could be expected.

This year, Scott Fischer’s and Rob 
Hall’s expeditions were the largest. 
Fischer’s Mountain Madness camp dis-
played banners advertising Starbucks 
coffee, and Sherpas painted “New Zea-
land camp” in large letters on a glacial 
boulder at Hall’s campsite.

Scott Fischer moved about Base Camp informally, 
and his warmth and positive approach infected 

Attempting to 

climb Everest 

aff ects people 
strongly, and seems 

to initiate funda-

mental changes 

that set them on 

unexpected paths.  
~researcher at 

the institute 

of personality 

assessment and 

research 
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The success rate of climbers has more 
than tripled since 1990, largely due to 
more guides and better gear.
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