Chapter 20 “Everest” from Touch the Top of the World
by Erik Weihenmayer

About the Selection: The dangers of high-altitude mountain climbing are severe. Many
climbers fall sick or even die from illnesses caused by reduced oxygen. Others freeze or
plummet to their deaths. Despite these risks, Erik Weihenmayer, a blind climber, had
successfully reached the summits of five of the world's highest peaks by 1999. In that year,
when Pasquale "PV" Scaturro, a geophysicist and expert climber, suggested an expedition
to the top of Mount Everest, Weihenmayer readily agreed. He arranged sponsorship from
the National Federation of the Blind and, with Scaturro, organized the expedition. The
other members of the team included Sherm Bull and his son Brad; Ang Pasang, a Sherpa
who had climbed Everest twice; and Weihenmayer's longtime mountaineering buddies Eric
"Erie" Alexander, Jeff Evans, Chris Morris, and Mike O'Donnell. On May 25, 2001,
Weihenmayer and many of his teammates reached the top of Mount Everest. This excerpt
describes the final leg of that adventure.

We left our tents a little before 9:00 p. m. on May 24. Because of our twenty-four-hour delay and
the apprehension of other expeditions to share a summit day with me, we moved across the
South Col with only one other team behind us. We had no worries of the typical horde clogging
the fixed lines but could direct our full focus toward the mountain. The wind was blowing so
loudly through the col that I couldn't hear the bells jingling from Chris's ice axe. Chris and |
expected this, so for the first two hours he clanked his metal axe against rocks he passed. Finally,
we worked our way around to the mountain's leeward side, where Everest itself protected us
from the wind. Chris had lost his voice, so his verbal directions were sparse. At each anchor, he'd
hold the new line with his hand, so I could locate it and clip in. Chris was moving in front of me
at his usual rock-solid pace, and | was right on his heels. We were making unbelievable time.

As we got higher up the mountain, four distinct changes had begun to work in my favor. Earlier,
in the icefall, each step was very specific, but the terrain above the South Col consisted of steep
forty-five-degree snow faces a hundred yards wide, intermingled with ten-to-fifty-foot crumbly
rock steps. | could stay in the kicked boot holes of Chris or kick my own steps. Where | stepped
had become less important than maintaining internal balance. | could breathe, scan my ice axe,
and count on the next step. The slope was often so steep that | could lean forward and feel the
rock or snow steps with my gloved hands, and | had trained myself long ago to save energy by
landing my feet in the same holds my hands had just left. Finally, when I needed it most the
mountain had given me a pattern.

The thin oxygen of extreme altitude reduced us to a crawl. It was like moving through a bizarre
atmosphere of syrup mixed with a narcotic. My team, struggling just to put one foot in front of
the other, moved so slowly, it gave me more time to scan my axe across the snow and feel my
way forward. The third equalizer was the darkness. With just a trickle of light produced by
headlamps, my sighted team could only see a few feet in front of them. Bulky goggles blocked
their side vision, and oxygen masks covered much of their visual field. Also, the pure oxygen
trickling through their masks would flow up and freeze the lenses of their goggles so that they
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constantly had to remove them to wipe the lenses clean. Those brief moments when eyes are
exposed to the elements, corneas will freeze, and the intense rays of the sun reflecting off the
snow cause instant snow blindness. Not once did | ever have to worry about these complications.

In addition, my teammates had chosen smaller masks that rode low and tight across their cheeks
and hung mostly below their chins. This allowed climbers to see better and prevented pure
oxygen from seeping into their lenses, but also allowed plenty of pure oxygen to escape into the
wind. I, on the other hand, had the luxury of choosing the largest mask I could find and wore it
high on my face, getting the most benefit from the oxygen flow and the ambient air around the
mask. I'm sure | made a freakish sight with my gigantic mask covering my goggles, like a day
long ago in wrestling practice when | had put my sweatshirt on backward, with the hood
covering my face, and chased the terrified freshmen around the mat. The consistent terrain, the
altitude, the mask, and the darkness were great equalizers. | wouldn't go so far as to claim these
gave me an advantage, but it was a matter of perspective. The mountain had gotten desperately
harder for everyone else, while it had gotten slightly easier for me.

For two and a half months, all the decisions, the logistics, the backup safety plans had been
implemented and executed by PV, and now, somewhere below the Balcony, the exhausting
burden of leadership finally took its toll. Suddenly feeling listless and unable to catch his breath
even with his oxygen bottle at full flow, PV had arduously turned back. He managed to convince
Brad and Sherm next to him, that he was strong enough to descend alone, in retrospect, a ploy
that might have turned deadly, but PV's weary brain had never stopped calculating the big
picture. He had refused to divert any energy from the team’'s summit effort. Through periodic
radio checks as PV dropped altitude, I could hear his characteristically hyper voice growing flat,
and just below a steep ice bulge, only an hour from Camp Four, PV sat down in the snow.

“I'm very tired,” he said. "I don't know if I can make it I might need some assistance.” PV’s one
warning before we left the tent was “if you sit down, you'll stay there.” So, beginning to panic, I
ripped my radio out of my pocket. “Is anyone near PV who can help him down?" | asked. “Is
anyone reading me?” I repeated myself several times to empty static.

A few weeks earlier, Dr. Gipe had received the sad news that a close family friend had been
killed in a skiing accident; a three-thousand-foot day in the Death Zone just didn't seem fair to
his family, so that night, he had never left his tent. His decision was a tough one to make, but
extremely fortunate for PV's sake. “This is Gipe at the South Col” finally came over the radio.
“I'm strapping on my crampons right now. I'm going out to get PV.” Dr. Gipe met PV about a
half an hour from camp, up again and staggering slowly toward the tents.

With the first crisis of the night averted, Chris and | plodded up a steep gully, which led us to the
Balcony, a flat snow platform, ten feet wide. Michael Brown arrived first at about 2:00 a.m., with
Chris and me right behind. All night, the weather had remained clear, with high clouds to the
southeast and distant lightning flashes illuminating the sky, but at the Balcony, our luck suddenly
ran out. We walked into a blasting storm. Wind and horizontal snow raked our down suits and
covered us with a layer of ice. The lightning strikes were now on top of us, exploding like a
pyrotechnic show. Chris later said he couldn't see his feet through the blowing snow, which
stopped us short, since the southeast ridge above narrowed to fifteen feet wide. Mike 0.'s and
Didrik's headlamps had simultaneously flickered out, and one of Didrik's crampons had popped



off. “Someone come and help us,” Mike yelled over the radio. Charley headed back and found
them sitting in the snow only twenty feet away.

Chris and | huddled together in the wind, waiting for the others to arrive. “What do you think,
Big E?” he asked. “It's lookin’ pretty grim.” When the others trickled in, Sherm wanted to go on;
Charley wanted to turn back, and Erie thought we should wait. For forty-five minutes, we
waited, periodic arguments breaking out whether to go on or descend. | was beginning to shiver
and forced myself to bounce up and down, and to windmill my arms. We were so close, and |
was feeling strong. Turning back was a crushing proposition, but I also wasn't willing to go
bullheadedly forward and throw my life away. My mind was starting to settle on the possibility
of turning back, when Kevin's voice from Base Camp crackled over my radio. Throughout the
expedition, Kevin had been learning to read the satellite weather reports we received every few
days over the Internet. From the weather map, it appeared the storm was moving rapidly to the
northeast toward Bhutan, and where we stood on the Balcony, we were directly northeast of Base
Camp. "Hey you guys, don't quit yet,” his voice sounded urgent. "The storm'’s cleared down here.
It just might pass over you.”

“Weather is also clearing here,” Kami said from Camp Two below. Chris glanced over at me.
Beyond my right hip, shining through the storm clouds, he could see a star. “Let's see if this
thing breaks up,” he said. Sherm must have felt good tidings, too, because he pushed on. Chris
and | followed.

Following the narrow exposed southeast shoulder, | felt the first warmth of the sun about 4:00
a.m.; so high up, no other mountain blocked the sunrise. The weather had thankfully turned
spectacular.

Still hours below the South Summit, we were stalled out again. The fixed lines, running up the
steepest slope yet, had been frozen over by a hard windswept crust of snow. Jeff and Brad moved
ahead, pulling the lines free, an exhausting job at twenty-eight thousand feet. The job was
quickly wearing Jeff down, but he said later that with each gasping breath as he heaved the rope
free, he envisioned the two of us standing on top together. Soon he was beginning to feel faint
and dizzy. As he knelt in the snow, Brad, behind him, examined his oxygen equipment and
assessed that his regulator, connecting the long tube of his mask to his bottle, had malfunctioned.
The internal valves responsible for regulating flow were notoriously prone to freezing shut.
"Who's got an extra regulator?” Brad called out over the radio, but tired bodies and brains could
not recall who had thrown in the extras in the presummit shuffle. "My day's finished if | can't
find the extra,” Jeff yelled testily.

It may not have been PV’s time to summit, but he wasn't through benefiting the team. "Calm
down,” he advised, lying weakly on his back in his tent "Everyone take a deep breath. Ang
Pasang and Sherm are carrying the extra regulators?” Luckily, Ang Pasang was only a hundred
feet behind. Together, Brad and Ang Pasang screwed on Jeff's new regulator.

By 8:00 a.m., we had struggled on to the South Summit, 28,700 feet. After a short rest, Chris
took off for the summit, cranking it into "Morris gear," and Luis took over in front of me. From
the South Summit, the true summit is still at least two hours away across the three-hundred-foot-
long knife-edge ridge, up the fifty-foot vertical Hillary Step, and finally traversing up a long
slightly broader ridge to the summit.



Jeff, exhausted from his two-hour struggle pulling lines, stopped short in front of me. “I'm
wasted. I've gotta go down," he said reluctantly. “This'll have to be my summit.”

For a moment | wanted to goad him on the way we had done each other on winter training
climbs of Colorado fourteeners. “If you wanna turn back, just say the word,” we'd jab. “Of
course, I’ll have to tell everyone you were a whiney little crybaby.” But 28,700 feet above sea
level wasn't the place to motivate with bravado or ego, so assessing that he was strong enough to
get down, | rested a hand on Jeff's shoulder and wished him a safe descent. Jeff had been with
me from the beginning, practically introducing me to the mountains. He had shown extraordinary
patience as | stumbled along experimenting with brand-new trekking poles. We had even stood
together on the summit of Denali, and El Capitan, so | knew that reaching the summit of Mt.
Everest without him wouldn't feel complete. Suddenly, a wave of heavy exhaustion passed over
me, and | felt weary and crumpled. “Maybe I'll go down too,” | readied my lips to say, but then
Luis was crunching through the snow in front of me, and | forced myself to revive.

Down-climbing the twenty-foot vertical snow face on the backside of the South Summit leading
onto the knife-edge ridge went against my survival instinct The ridge is the width of a picnic
table and always heavily corniced with snow. To the left is an eight-thousand-foot drop into
Nepal, and on the right, a twelve-thousand-foot drop into Tibet. PV had told me that while
crossing the ridge on his 1998 attempt, he had driven his ice axe into the snow and, after
withdrawing it, had stared through the small hole into the early morning light of Tibet. In 1995,
on Brad’s second attempt, a climber in from of him had taken his first step onto the ridge just
before the entire right half of it dropped away. The climber jumped back to safety, but a second
later he would have ridden the cornice into Tibet. This year, the ridge was drier and more stable.
Frozen boot steps traversed along the lefthand side. I'd scan my pole until it dropped into a boot
mark, then cautiously lower my foot. | knew I couldn't make a mistake here: six hard steady
breaths, another solid step, and a relaxed, focused mind like clear water.

Climbing the Hillary Step, | felt I was in my element, feeling the rock under my gloves. I stuck
the crampon points of my right foot tenuously into a tiny crack and the left points into a cornice
of snow, slid my ascender as high as it would go on the rope, and stood up and quickly reached
for the next knob of rock. At the top, | awkwardly belly-flopped onto a flat ledge, slowly pulled
myself to my feet, and began traversing the last slope to the summit. For forty minutes | trudged
upward. My heavy sluggish muscles felt as if they were pushing through wet cement. With each
step closer, the real possibility of standing on top began to trickle through my focused brain. |
had speculated success in a conceptual way and as a way to motivate myself when | was down,
but it was dangerous to believe it as a fact. A team could be turned back for so many reasons at
any time. Just keep moving, | thought. You're not there yet.

Then a body moved down the slope toward me and | felt thin wiry arms beneath a puffy down
suit wrapping around me. "Big E!” The voice rasped, so hollow and wispy, | had trouble
recognizing it as Chris. His voice tried to say more, but his quaking words dissipated in the wind.
Than he leaned in against my ear. "Big E”—his voice gave way to tears, then struggled out in an
immense effort—"you're about to stand on top of the world.” Then he quickly let go and
hurriedly moved down the slope.



Luis and I linked our arms, and in a few steps, the earth flattened and the massive sky closed
around me on all sides. “This is Erik, Luis, and Ang Pasang,” | said over the radio. “We’re on the
top. | can’t believe it we’re on the top.”

“You're the best. Big E!”” Kevin yelled from Base Camp. "I love you guys.” | could hear the
entire Base Camp crew cheering behind him.

“You're the strongest man in the world,” PV said.

| turned around, surprised to hear more crampons moving up behind me. "'l wasn't gonna let you
stand on top and hear about it the rest of my life,” Jeff said, with a little pep left in his voice. One
of the greatest joys of my summit was that Jeff hadn't turned back at all. From the South Summit.
he had watched us down-climb onto the knife-edge ridge and move toward the Hillary Step.
Later he told me, "I simply had to follow.” Behind Jeff came Erie, Michael B., Didrik, Charley,
and Mike 0. Sherm had been the first on the team to summit, becoming the oldest man in history
to stand on the top of the world, but better than his record was the fact that his son, Brad, had
stepped onto the summit right behind him. Nineteen team members made it to the summit:
eleven Westerners and eight Sherpas, the most from one team to reach the top in a single day. So
it was a crowded summit as we all stood together, hugging and crying on a snow platform the
size of a single-car garage.

Another storm was rolling in from the north. “Weather's changing fast,” PV called up on the
radio. “’You guys need to go down immediately.” I turned to head down with Erie, when Jeff
said, "Wait a second, Big E. You'll only be here once in your life. Look around. Think about
where you are and what you've done.” So | suspended my nerves for a moment, reached down
and touched the snow through my gloved hand, listened to the Sherpa prayer flags flapping in the
wind, and heard the infinite sound of space around me, as on my first rock climb. After | had
gone blind almost twenty years ago, | would have been proud to find the bathroom, so I said a
quick prayer and thanked God for giving me so much. Then it was time to go down.

We descended through heavy snowfall but, thankfully, little wind. Erie took over guiding me,
down the Hillary Step, across the knife edge, and contrary to his fears that he wouldn't be strong
enough to make the top, he was stronger and more lucid on the way down from Everest's summit
than most were on the top of a peak in Colorado. Reaching our tents at about 3:00 p.m., | hugged
Erie. “Today?” | said, “you were my guardian angel. I'm glad you're here?”

That night. Kevin radioed up to report that he had called Ellie on the sat phone with the news.
“She screamed loud enough to break the neighbors' windows?”” He laughed. The next days were
exhausting as we fought our way through the screaming wind of the South Col down the Lhotse
Face—where my rubbery legs refused to obey my brain—and finally one last trip through the
icefall. At the bottom, in Superman's Palace, of course, the whole team was waiting, and the
party lasted long after the sun had sunk below Pumori.

Despite our success, plenty of detractors voiced their opinions on Internet chat rooms and in
letters to the editor. I've heard all the ridiculous assumptions.

“Now that a blind guy's climbed it, everyone's going to want to climb it. They're going to think
it's easy. People will probably get hurt.”



“Why are people thinking this is such a big deal? Anyone can be short-roped to the top by
nineteen seeing-eye guides.”

My teammates constantly come to my rescue with carefully crafted comebacks like “Before you
start spouting a bunch of lies over a public forum, get your facts straight, dude!”

“Don't let 'em get to you?” Chris Morris said after | shared with him their comments. “You
climbed every inch of that mountain, and then some.”

| knew he was right. There were some who would never be convinced, others who still had no
idea what to think, but many others for whom the climb forced a higher expectation of their own
possibilities. | don't climb mountains to prove to anyone that blind people can do this or that. |
climb for the same reason an artist paints a picture: because it brings me great joy. But I'd be
lying If I didn’t admit my secret satisfaction in facing those cynics and blowing through their
doubts, destroying their negative stereotypes, taking their very narrow parameters of what's
possible and what's not and shattering them into a million pieces.

When those parameters are rebuilt, thousands and thousands of people will live with fewer
barriers placed before them, and if my climbs can play a small role in opening doors of
opportunity and hope for those who will come after us, then I am very proud of what we were
able to achieve...

Important Terms

. leeward (18" ward’) adj. away from the wind.

. pyrotechnic (pi’ re tek” nik) ad). of or pertaining to fireworks; here, brilliant; dazzling.

. Denali (di nd" 18) name of the National Park in which Mt. McKinley is located.

. El Capitan (gl" ka pé& tan’) a peak in the Sierra Nevada mountain range in the Yosamite
Valley of central California.

5. corniced (kor" nist) ad). in architectura, having a projecting decorative strip atop a wall or

building; here, characterized by overhanging masses of snow or ice,

G M =



