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All religions, all teachings, are synthesized in the Himalayas.

—NICHOLAS ROERICH, SHAMBHALA


 

For Anatoli


FOREWORD

Many doubts rushed through my mind when Anatoli Boukreev asked me to join him on a winter ascent of the South Face of Annapurna in December 1997. That it would be his last climb was not among my fears. He seemed to possess that rare balance of boldness tempered by self-restraint that keeps so many great climbers alive. If he failed on Annapurna, I expected it to be the result of his own wise decision not to continue.

My doubts were mostly about my own abilities. Nearing sixty, I would be no match for his Olympian level of fitness. I didn’t want to prevent his making the summit. Attempting the huge wall in winter without fixed ropes or camps was radically more difficult than the siege-style first ascent done by Britain’s best climbers in the prime season.

Anatoli would need unusually good winter conditions plus an unusually strong partner, or he would have to leave a weaker partner behind, hopefully by mutual agreement. Was I prepared to wait it out up high or possibly descend alone in winter?

After he listened to my concerns about the extreme nature of his goal, my ability compared to his, and my previous commitment to guide a photography trek in Patagonia, he told me not to come with him if it didn’t feel right to me. Then he suddenly switched topics. What was I doing next July? Would I join him in Pakistan to climb two 8,000-meter peaks by standard routes in summer conditions? I instantly accepted and set aside two months on my 1998 calendar.

Had we done those climbs together, I would have come to know Anatoli well enough to write about him in the third person with a literary facade of objectivity, as if I really could assess the meaning of his life apart from my own experience. I was taught that to promote oneself or one’s own philosophy is the cardinal sin of writing reviews or biographical essays. Yet I feel the need to present much of my own philosophy and related experience to evoke what Anatoli’s spirit meant to me and should mean to mountaineers of the future. I believe that I come up short in the obvious parallels between Anatoli’s bold decisions and those by which I remain alive today. Anatoli lived his short life to the fullest and packed more into thirty-nine years than almost anyone who lives to be one hundred.

If this book were to be distributed only among fellow mountaineers, a review of Anatoli’s achievements combined with a few anecdotes would suffice as a foreword. But why should armchair mountaineers, who might only know Anatoli as the inarticulate Russian villain depicted in a bestseller about the 1996 Everest tragedy, care to know more about his life and letters? It is that perspective that I want to convey here.

Though the latent greatness that Anatoli possessed cannot be compared to the unquestionable genius of a Mozart, Anatoli’s fine mind was far more in tune with its body, which it rightly recognized as part of, rather than separate from, the natural world. For Anatoli, mountains were altars where “I strive to perfect myself physically and spiritually. In their presence I attempt to understand my life, to exorcise vanity, greed, and fear.… I view my past, dream of the future, and with unusual acuteness I experience the present moment.… On each journey I am reborn.”

Based on his Himalayan record alone, Anatoli was indisputably a great man, but few Americans outside his circle of friends know about the breadth of his humanity or how deeply he suffered during the last year and a half of his life because of negative publicity about his role as a guide on the infamous 1996 tragedy on Mount Everest. Unlike genius, which is a personal quality that often comes to naught, greatness implies a recognition of unusual human endeavor by the minds of others. It always comes after the fact, and all too often posthumously. Besides involving a continuum of accomplishments, greatness seems to require humility and a willingness to wait for the world to make its judgments.

I dwell at length on greatness because I believe Anatoli was robbed of it during his lifetime. As I wrote in a Wall Street Journal review of climber/journalist Jon Krakauer’s book Into Thin Air, readers of the number-one bestseller are drawn “toward conclusions that erase heroism from the Himalaya as surely as modern journalism erases greatness from the American presidency.” Though I praised the book as having “rare eloquence and power that could remain relevant for centuries,” I strongly objected to the author’s unfair treatment of Anatoli. Though Krakauer grants Anatoli certain strengths, “he never paints the big picture of one of the most amazing rescues in mountaineering history performed single-handedly a few hours after climbing Everest without oxygen by a man some describe as the Tiger Woods of Himalayan climbing.”

After going from tent to tent, pleading for help, Anatoli headed out alone at night in a blizzard from the South Col to rescue three lost climbers. After descending from Everest, no other guide, Sherpa, or client (including Krakauer) could muster the necessary strength or courage to accompany Anatoli. That this amazing man who saved lives high on the mountain came to be characterized as an arrogant Russian villain in the subsequent made-for-TV movie based on the book is as woeful a modern outcome as any fictional tragedy of the past conjured up by Shakespeare or Dostoyevsky. Sadly, the New York Times report on Anatoli’s death a year and a half later included the dark cloud of unresolved Everest controversy: “Krakauer accuses Boukreev … of compromising his clients’ safety to achieve his own ambitions … and endangered them by making the exhausting climb without the aid of bottled oxygen.… However, Krakauer credits Boukreev with bravely saving the lives of two [sic] climbers.”

Only by understanding how Anatoli suffered as he came to be demonized, in the same media feeding frenzy that brought Himalayan mountaineering into the forefront of American consciousness, can a reader begin to comprehend the forces that put Anatoli into the path of death two years in a row. I’ve previously published my strong opinion that the presence of a journalist on assignment from Outside magazine on the most fatal commercial Everest venture was no coincidence. The two competing guides who died high on the peak felt extreme pressure to get positive free ink in a big national magazine story that they believed would attract lots of clients to pay $65,000 fees to the most successful guide.

I’m also haunted by a strong suspicion that the second tragedy, so soon after the first, was also not coincidental. Were it not for the untoward media criticism directed at Anatoli after Everest, I doubt he would have felt the need to prove himself yet again in a world in which he had already outperformed every other climber of his generation.

In early December 1997, just after Anatoli left for Annapurna, he received a special award for heroism in absentia at the annual meeting of the American Alpine Club.

At the time of the award, Jim Wickwire, a highly respected Himalayan climber, clearly stated that the committee weighted “all of the information that was readily available to us” and that “Jon Krakauer’s book was just one source.” Wickwire explained that the committee carefully considered Anatoli’s “nonuse of oxygen as well as his quick descent ahead of the Mountain Madness clients.” In the end, “despite what some, but by no means all, would consider to be actions inconsistent with so-called ‘standard’ guiding practice, Boukreev’s actions met the committee’s award criteria, including the higher standard imposed when professional climbers are involved.”

More than enough said, but the controversy continued to escalate. I was among the dozens of people who began receiving e-mail copies of accusations and rebuttals between Jon Krakauer and Anatoli’s coauthor, Weston DeWalt, who had helped Anatoli publish a strikingly different account of events on Everest than what had been written in Into Thin Air.

Because the Alpine Club had previously asked me to review The Climb, I decided to enter the fray and pose a question directly to Krakauer about the astounding claim in one of his e-mails “that virtually every Sherpa on Everest in 1996 blames that entire tragedy on Boukreev.” I asked Krakauer how he reconciled that statement “with the fact that every one of Boukreev’s clients survived without major injuries, while all the clients who died or received major injuries were members of your party.”

On December 20, Krakauer answered that the survival of Anatoli’s clients was primarily due to their greater strength, but he curiously added: “I think the Sherpas are absolutely wrong to blame Anatoli, which is why I didn’t mention their point of view in my book.… They blame him, I think, because they hate him so intensely.”

Neither DeWalt nor I had ever heard this claim before. Since I was planning a trip to Nepal in March, I decided to do a fact-finding journey of my own to interview Sherpas in the Everest area. Though that journey didn’t happen until after Anatoli’s death, it seems best to report the results out of chronological sequence here. At Everest Base Camp, I talked to more than thirty Sherpas who had been on Everest in 1996 as well as three commercial expedition leaders who were also there at the time. No one expressed the belief that Anatoli was responsible for the tragedy, nor knew of any Sherpa who had ever expressed such a belief. Speculations that the late Lobsang Jangbu might have blamed Anatoli for not staying high enough long enough to help his close friend Scott Fischer were put to rest by a climber who had tented with Lobsang on a small expedition shortly before his death.

When I boarded a flight for South America just before Christmas, I expected not to hear anything more about Anatoli until I returned a month later. On the morning after Christmas at a remote lodge in Patagonia, a barely legible fax was brought to my door. When I saw the names Anatoli and Annapurna, my first thought was that he had kindly asked someone to notify me about his successful climb. As I looked more closely at the rain-soaked paper, I saw that it said “missing and presumed dead in an avalanche on 25 December.” A wave of grief rushed through my entire body as I walked out to the shore of a glacial lake filled with icebergs. There beneath the wild peaks of Torres del Paine, I stood alone, trying to make sense of wildly conflicted emotions. I didn’t know Anatoli that well, and never would, yet I felt as deep a sense of loss as if a member of my own family had died. We would never climb an 8,000-meter peak together, or any other mountain.

Looking out over the blue icebergs, motionless beneath an angry Patagonian sky, I thought about how their floating tips represented the intense physicality that was all that many people knew of Anatoli. Invisible beneath the surface was the unseen spirituality that I had come to know in my conversations with him. We shared a diffident sacredness about life, friends, and simple things that comes across in the pages of his journals. It’s something that permeates the being of many a mountaineer after decades of personal challenge in the natural world.

A more selfish reason for my extreme sense of loss struck me as I walked back to my cabin. There but for the grace of God went I. Despite our cultural gulf, Anatoli and I had an uncanny amount in common. I, too, had been a geology whiz kid who had moved from collecting rocks to climbing them. I, too, had moved on to become a physics major, hoping to better understand how the world worked, but instead finding ever more questions to ask. I, too, suffered from asthma, found relief in the clean air of higher altitudes, and went on to make fast ascents in the mountains. Lungs stressed by childhood asthma sometimes become conditioned to process oxygen better than normal lungs in later life. A classic example is Jim Ryun, who held the world record for the mile run, yet also suffered from childhood asthma.

I also felt quite conflicted by my good fortune not to have been with Anatoli on Annapurna. Was I just luckier than he, or would the two of us together have somehow sensed the avalanche danger and avoided it? I had quite a history of narrowly avoiding avalanches, as well as of extracting myself out of some minor ones before they swept me down. Did that make me more likely or less likely to die in one in the future? I had no clear answer, but I did ponder whether the circumstances that had led Anatoli to try such an extreme climb in winter might further have influenced his decisions on that fateful Christmas Day.

I recalled my own attempt to solo a lower peak in the Annapurna region in winter conditions, and how I’d instinctually retreated from an open slope, gone to its very edge, climbed up a few feet, jumped hard into the snow, and set off a slab avalanche that had cracked a curving arc up and over my original route, releasing tons of ice and snow. I later contemplated whether I would have sensed the danger and tested the slope if I’d had an eager partner with me, or if something about being there alone had allowed me to be more in tune with the mountain. I had few outside influences spurring me on—no sponsors to satisfy nor an agenda of summits to climb that year.

If I had been there with Anatoli on Christmas Day, would either of us have sensed the impending doom? Such a question is unanswerable, yet appropriate to contemplate privately as a phantom survivor who had dropped out before the adventure began.

Years earlier, I had dropped out of guiding Himalayan peaks, partly because of an increased ability to make a living through photography, but more because of witnessing too many times the fine line between triumph and tragedy while climbing with people I would otherwise not have chosen as partners. In 1977, I led the first American-guided ascent of a 7,000-meter Himalayan peak. A fellow guide roped to two clients was descending from the summit far too slowly into the night when the weakest member stumbled and fell on an ice slope. The guide held both men in a two-hundred-foot fall. Luckily, no one was injured, but few people outside our party realized how close our triumph had come to tragedy.

The reverse—triumph instead of tragedy—could have happened on Everest in 1996 with just minor differences, such as a slightly earlier start or turning around weaker clients sooner. A smaller, more experienced, or more tightly organized group of Everest climbers would have been back at the South Col well before the brunt of the afternoon storm. Indeed, a French woman ascended neighboring 27,923-foot Lhotse that same day in the same weather conditions without incident. Though some say that Anatoli could have saved more lives by remaining near the summit for several more hours, waiting around so high while climbing without oxygen did not seem like the best choice at the time for Anatoli.

Hindsight is always twenty-twenty, but impending avalanches often defy prediction. In 1989, I was leading two clients across a glacial bowl at twenty thousand feet on Gasherbrum II when a distant avalanche began to fall off a lower peak. Judging its path, I yelled, “Run for it now!” Thirty seconds later, the tracks where we had been walking, as well as the empty nearby high camp of a women’s expedition, were buried under tons of ice. We were coated in blowing snow, but unscathed.

How close we came was driven home to me when another guide from our expedition arrived roped to a weaker, more argumentative client who, I realized then and there, might not have instantly obeyed my command. That tiny sort of life-or-death difference influenced my decision not to participate in any more guided 8,000-meter expeditions. On the other hand, I immediately agreed to climb two 8,000ers with Anatoli in the summer of 1998. Had I been roped only to Anatoli that day on Gasherbrum, I like to think that we both would have run for it, roped together, without a spoken word.

Since that 1989 trip, I haven’t been back to an 8,000-meter peak. For me, serious mountaineering is all about trust; trust in oneself and trust in one’s companions. Mountaineering has no formal code of conduct, as there is with law or medicine. Philosophies constantly evolve, especially for those who excel. The old proverb “Good judgment comes from experience; experience comes from bad judgment” is nowhere more true than in high-altitude mountaineering. With your life on the line, you must constantly reassess your values, your decisions, your future goals, as Anatoli does so eloquently within these pages.

Another truism is that human beings tend to explain away their failures as due to circumstances beyond their control, usually by blaming someone else. Unusual success, however, whether their own or someone else’s touted in the media, must be the result of exceptional personal ability. Thus Einstein was a born genius to come up with the theory of relativity (though he did poorly in school), and Reinhold Messner was a born superman to be the first to climb Everest without oxygen and to summit all the world’s 8,000-meter peaks (though physiologists who tested him afterward concluded that he was well trained, but physically quite normal). Had I not known Anatoli personally, I might have bought into the media myth that he was just a genetically gifted and narrowly trained Russian speed climber.

When I met Reinhold Messner in the Himalaya and again in Alaska well before his Everest climbs, I realized that, above all else, he possessed an unusually inquiring and decisive mind. He wanted to know whether there was a yeti and all about Tibetan Buddhism as much as he wanted to summit high peaks. Messner is a survivor who has moved on to become deeply involved in European politics and to write more than thirty books.

Anatoli had a similar breadth and power of mind, but in a far more genetically gifted body. He rarely experienced the pain and suffering often described as an inherent part of climbing into the “death zone” above eight thousand meters. Thus the high Himalaya became Anatoli’s playground, a place where he experienced supreme joy from simply being there as well as occasional greatness when he seized the proper moment to launch his long-prepared body and mind into action. Though best known to the public for climbing Everest, his performance above eight thousand meters on many other Himalayan peaks, often alone and in extreme conditions, remains unparalleled. He climbed Gasherbrum II in ten hours, Dhaulagiri in seventeen hours, Makalu in forty-six hours, Manaslu in winter, and traversed all four summits of Kanchenjunga in a single push. After just two days’ rest from his 1996 Everest rescue, he soloed 27,923-foot Lhotse in the record time of twenty-one hours.

Climbing Mount Everest was second nature for Anatoli, even the first time he reached its summit. In these pages from his private journals, he describes undertaking “an easy acclimatization climb” above the South Col in preparation for his first climb of the peak as a speed ascent from Base Camp in 1991. He and a friend set off casually without oxygen and with just their ski poles at 8:30 A.M., long after the typical midnight starts for summit bids. For him, the climbing was “easy going, not particularly a struggle.” By two o’clock, “rather unexpectedly, we found ourselves on the South Summit.” While his partner descended back to camp in high winds, Anatoli crawled up the infamous Hillary Step without an ice ax and “almost by accident. I arrived on the summit at 3 P.M.”

Had Anatoli revealed these inner thoughts to a journalist in 1991, out of context they could have been made to sound highly arrogant. What kind of person would express such casual regard for an adversary so formidable that its very name—Everest—has become a global metaphor for supreme challenge? Between the lines of his journal is the answer to that question never asked. Everest was simply a different mountain for Anatoli.

Everest is separated from other great peaks of the world not so much by its ascent height as by its thin air, in which Anatoli performed extremely well. Alaska’s Mount McKinley rises thousands of feet higher above its base to just 20,320 feet. Even 14,495-foot Mount Whitney rises almost as high above a valley in California as Mount Everest does above the Khumbu Valley in Nepal.

What matters far more than a mountain’s height or vertical rise is an emergent quality related to each human being’s ability to ascend under his or her own power. It is this that gives Everest such charisma and mystique. To see it rising 10,800 feet above the trekkers’ viewpoint at Kala Pattar is ever so psychically different from seeing Mount Whitney rising 10,600 feet above the Owens Valley. Every human being assesses natural terrain, from the most humble hilltop to the highest mountain, by a subconscious measure of the time it would take to get to the top under one’s own power.

I was in my thirties when I first looked up at Everest’s summit from below and naturally visualized it in the expanded geography of time. With the techniques of the day and my abilities, it would have taken me at least three weeks to get to the top.

Back home in California, I looked up about the same distance to the top of Mount Whitney. I had recently run the tourist trail to the summit in three hours. What a comparison to my three-week estimate for Everest! I let my youthful urge to mathematically quantify the world run rampant and calculated my personal psychic height for Mount Everest by multiplying the 168 hours in a week by the 14,495-foot height of Mount Whitney. The result was a staggering 2,435,160-foot mountain. A more conservative estimate might compare the difference between a guided client’s 250-foot-per-hour pace above the South Col on Everest to a 1,000-foot-per-hour pace on Whitney. That would make Everest’s psychic altitude only four times its measured height, or 116,140 feet. For Anatoli, however, Everest’s psychic height was far lower, within the limits of a hard day’s outing in good conditions. But was the mountain truly diminished for him? In psychic height yes, but in psychic reward, absolutely not.

When Hillary and Tenzing first climbed Everest in 1953, media pundits predicted that no one would ever climb it again, now that it had been conquered. While the mountain will never again be viewed as the world’s most pristine and immutable point, there are good reasons why many top climbers return to it again and again after first reaching the summit. Human experience over time with proper motivation can infuse a landscape with a spiritual quality that every enduring culture describes in a hauntingly similar way. It is the essence of the long history of Himalayan pilgrimage, where physical hardships are undertaken for spiritual reward, rather than material gain. It also helps clarify the Everest dichotomy that engulfed Anatoli. The public knew him as a guide climbing Everest for material gain, yet he did so to fund his private passion to do other climbs for spiritual reward.

When I first met Anatoli more than a decade ago, I felt an instant kinship with him on my favorite morning trail run in the Berkeley Hills. Rather than push the pace, which he could so easily have done, he paused to contemplate the sun breaking through fog-draped Monterey pines, patterns in the windblown grass, and the tall buildings of San Francisco rising in the distance over the blanket of fog. We hardly spoke about these things as our heads turned together and our bodies slowed down while the particular visions remained in view.

At the time, Anatoli’s English was so broken that I knew him better by gesture and body language than by the few words we had in common. Not until after he died did I fully realize how much this lack of fluency in English contributed to his being misunderstood in America. Our increasingly troubled journalism is ever less satisfied with basic reporting. Events must be validated by eyewitness regurgitations of emotions that supposedly occurred at the moment, but more likely came to mind when the press asked for an interview. The British Everest climber Doug Scott may have been the first to openly state that great thoughts rarely if ever occur to mountaineers on summits, but frequently surface afterward while celebrating over beers with one’s mates. The same principle applies to tragedies.

The language problem is at least part of the reason why Anatoli’s “great thoughts” are wholly absent in Into Thin Air, and only weakly present in his own book, The Climb, which is based on interviews conducted in English. Anatoli’s personal philosophies—from simple truisms to profound insights about the human condition—come across clearly in the book you are now reading because he wrote them in his native language. As I read them, they evoke strong memories of the young Anatoli, fresh to America, who asked me all about my first one-day climb of Alaska’s Mount McKinley.

Pushing my personal limits, I had done the climb in 1978 with the late Olympic cross-country skier Ned Gillette, from a pass at about ten thousand feet where the peak connects to Mount Foraker. Anatoli wanted to do it from where bush planes normally land climbers at seven thousand feet, not because it would better our record, but because to him this seemed to be a more natural starting point. Only after we had spent an hour talking all about the climb did he ask if I thought we could have done it faster.

“Not much faster that day,” I answered, “but we weren’t trying to set a speed record. We’d come from sea level two days before and weren’t acclimatized. Our goal was to pace ourselves and experience the mountain as a day climb—unencumbered with all the extra stuff between us and the mountain that we otherwise would have brought to spend nights in the cold or wait out storms.”

“It is same for me,” Anatoli said. “At home I do competitions, but when I climb for me, my experience is not about the record, even when I break it. It is how I am with the mountain in that special way. You understand?”

I did then, and more than ever, I do now. What set Anatoli apart from most other Himalayan climbers was far more than the combination of fortuitous genes, intensive training, and raw experience that rendered him able to climb 8,000-meter peaks in less than a day or to rapidly retreat in the face of advancing weather. The breadth of his humanity surpasses his physical exploits. It is that quality that makes this book of his personal journals so compelling.

Linda Wylie’s splendid introduction sets the stage for understanding Anatoli’s emergence from what she summed up to me as “the Soviet experiment that was not all Stalin and bad things,” as so many Americans believe. She also summed up how that same society “nurtured his purest desire to achieve spiritual and physical perfection” to a degree that American society did not during the same era.

It would be a mistake to leave readers with the impression that all this controversy over style and motives on Mount Everest is uniquely contemporary. While books and articles may emphasize satellite telephone calls and Internet postings from the mountain as well as the personal eccentricities of wealthy clients, in a larger sense these are simply modern manifestations of states of affairs as old as humanity and nothing new on Mount Everest. The great British mountaineer, explorer, and writer Eric Shipton directly anticipated the style of expedition that met with tragedy in 1996 in the following words he wrote after his own 1938 attempt:

The ascent of Everest, like any other human endeavor, is only to be judged by the spirit in which it is attempted.… Let us climb peaks … not because others have failed, nor because the summits stand twenty-eight thousand feet above the sea, nor in patriotic fervor for the honour of the nation, nor for cheap publicity.… Let us not attack them with an army, announcing on the wireless to a sensation-loving world the news of our departure and the progress of our subsequent advance.

Shipton made several attempts on Everest before World War II with lightweight expeditions that reached over twenty-eight thousand feet without oxygen, much in the style that Anatoli preferred to climb. After the war, Shipton was summarily removed as leader of the 1953 successful climb because the Royal Geographical Society thought his style didn’t bode high enough odds for a British success. The society found a military leader, Colonel Hunt, to assemble the far larger, oxygen-supported effort that was victorious.

Had Shipton succeeded on Everest without oxygen and an army of Sherpas, the history of high-altitude climbing would have unfolded entirely differently. Huge, overequipped Himalayan expeditions to big peaks—private and commercial alike—would have been hard to justify and harder to finance. And Anatoli might still be alive, pursuing Shipton’s dream of climbing the wild peaks of Asia with a few friends and a few classic tools.

—GALEN ROWELL
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INTRODUCTION: TO RUSSIA WITH LOVE

On Christmas Day in 1997, the rumble of falling rock and ice disturbed the cathedral silence in Annapurna Sanctuary. On the ramparts of the Western Wall a cornice collapsed and scoured an eight-hundred-meter-long couloir. Car-sized blocks of ice gathered speed and swept three men to the glacier below. The life of internationally renowned Russian mountaineer Anatoli Boukreev ended in the embrace of natural forces.

Far away, in the world of record books, Anatoli left a list of accomplishments unparalleled in the sport of high-altitude mountaineering. To his credit were twenty-one successful attempts on eleven of the world’s fourteen highest peaks, including speed records on Lhotse, Dhaulagiri, and Gasherbrum II, as well as new routes up Central Kanchenjunga and the West Wall of Dhaulagiri. He is one of thirteen men who can claim the tops of the highest and hardest mountains on earth: Everest, K2, Lhotse, Kanchenjunga, Makalu, Dhaulagiri, and Manaslu. In 1989, as a member of a history-making team from the Soviet Union, he traversed the ridge of the four 8,400-meter-plus summits that form the Kanchenjunga Massif. All these challenges—except for the traverse of Kanchenjunga and the 1997 Indonesian climb of Everest—he surmounted without the relief of supplemental oxygen.

During a 1997 summer interview in Kazakhstan, Reinhold Messner appraised him as “one of the strongest mountaineers in the world.” Respected American filmmaker and mountaineer David Breashears echoed that assessment in a CNN television interview with Larry King. “Anatoli is gifted,” Breashears said, “one of a handful of men who could have succeeded in rescuing clients from the death grip of a storm on the South Col of Mount Everest in 1996.” In an obituary in Outside magazine, premier alpinist Ed Viesturs remembered his peer as the “consummate mountaineer.”

Mountain climbers like Anatoli are a breed apart. Like a latter-day Ulysses, he journeyed in a world of cataclysm and giants, armed only with wit and strength, to meet destiny unafraid. The recognition of his peers would have meant more to Anatoli than any laurel for literary achievement. And though Anatoli was the first to admit he was no Dostoyevsky, his unique personal history and the magnitude of his accomplishments give his journals a compelling authority. In the following chapters you will find an uncompromising picture of the forces at work above the clouds. Even for the uninitiated these writings clarify the complex challenge of high mountains for the men and women who climb them. As history these journals chronicle the ten years when one of the earth’s pure inviolate frontiers became an unlikely commercial business: the pricey peak experience. For the Western reader, they personalize a nationality and are a window into a Russian man’s quest for meaning in life.

The financial security and patronage that would have allowed him to express his full capacity eluded Anatoli. His greatest achievements went unrewarded in Kazakhstan and Russia. While Western alpinists of high caliber, such as Messner, Loretan, and Carsolio, returned to countrymen who took their successes to heart, Anatoli’s bent for individual accomplishments made him an anomaly in the USSR. When he was thirty-three, the collapse of the Soviet Union shattered the fabric of his life. At the peak of his physical potential, political instability and economic chaos opened like a great yawning crevasse, swallowing opportunity and destroying the ethic that supported his athleticism. His role as an Honored Master Athlete in Soviet society evaporated.

Ill prepared for the pitfalls of capitalism but unwilling to give up a quest that had charted his course in life since the age of sixteen, he turned to the mountains. That trail would lead him to America, to the Karakoram, to the Himalayas, and then always home in search of a place in his motherland. Fifteen years of hard-won experience earned him work as a guide in an emerging international marketplace: the world’s 8,000-meter peaks. During the spring of 1996 on Mount Everest the game turned deadly. Anatoli Boukreev found himself center stage, thrust into a spotlight of attention created by an American journalist’s interpretation of the tragedy. A popular outdoor magazine rushed to publish an article that held Anatoli accountable for the Damoclean forces of nature and a complex web of ambitions that had spun beyond his control. There followed a storm of controversy that threatened to eclipse his brilliant career and unquestionable bravery. He was fortunate to meet and collaborate with writer Weston DeWalt on The Climb. Anatoli’s version of the 1996 Everest tragedy was published by St. Martin’s Press only two months before his death. The scope of that work was necessarily narrow and investigative. It could not communicate the depth of Anatoli’s contribution to mountaineering or his measure as a man.

Soviet citizens lived out values and ethics molded in a society that is little understood in the West. A generation ago, the Russian faces we knew were those of Khrushchev and Stalin: stolid, humorless, unknowable for most people. Anatoli was born in January of 1958, three months after the successful launch of Sputnik marked a milestone in human scientific achievement. For Russians, it validated their arrival in the twentieth century. Their scientific success provoked a respectful wave of paranoia in America: we headed for the moon. In the sixties and seventies our two nations’ rivalries were played out on different stages. Soviet education and their science of human performance produced dazzling results. Adept prodigies captured the imagination of audiences on international platforms, with their music and ballet and with their athletic prowess and grace on Olympic playing fields. There were cracks in the wall, but fear and suspicion contorted the humanity glimpsed from both sides. For Americans, the varied population that inhabited one-sixth of the world’s landmass was reduced to a few stereotypes.

In 1991, when the walls came down, generations of Russians were left standing in the shambles of their country to sort out who they were if they were not Soviet. God and the czar were far away. Who would they be without the ideology of Communism, and how should they act in the world? The idealism and inner strength that Anatoli possessed are common among his people. These values endure in the population of average citizens independent of the strange political machinations that have played out throughout their history. Anatoli was not ashamed of his Soviet upbringing. He salvaged what was positive from his culture, marrying the bewildering political and social contradictions into something exemplary, something uniquely Russian.

Deprived of the political context that had created his role in Soviet society, he went out in the world to make his own place. Ingrained in him was a conservative, utilitarian view of materialism. He never mistook the accumulation of objects for wealth or freedom. Direct physical experience was refined into meaning. Most of what he needed he learned to carry on his back. Monastic simplicity lent Anatoli a paradoxical kind of elegance. His motives for climbing reflected a rich interior world with a bedrock of idealism that seemed more grounded in the mystical tenets of his mother’s Orthodox faith than in his indoctrination as a Communist.

Big mountains are a completely different world: snow, ice, rocks, sky, and thin air. You cannot conquer them, only rise to their height for a short time; and for that they demand a great deal. The struggle is not with the enemy, or a competitor like in sports, but with yourself, with the feelings of weakness and inadequacy. That struggle appeals to me. It is why I became a mountaineer.

Every summit is different, each a different life that you have lived.

You arrive at the top having renounced everything that you think you must have to support life and are alone with your soul. That empty vantage point lets you reappraise yourself and every relationship and object that is part of the civilized world with a different perspective.

On the anvil of his self-realization, life hammered out a man who in most ways had more in common with Tibet’s ascetic poet Milarepa than with superathletes like Michael Jordan.

In the autumn of 1994, Anatoli Boukreev walked into a lodge in the village of Pheriche in the kingdom of Nepal. Though he entered without pretension, he was impossible to ignore. A big man, he moved with the grace of something wild, and his presence filled the room. His composure was complete: at once cautious and curious. An unwavering gaze and the amused interest playing in his blue eyes offered me windows to his soul. Coincidentally we were thrown together at Lhotse Base Camp. Our days passed in idle conversation. Attentively generous, Anatoli shared sections of a mysterious, never-ending supply of mandarin oranges and he talked—modestly fitting the pieces of his life into a picture. Those conversations were the beginning of this book.

Our friendship became a collaborative partnership in 1996. Together, we began sorting and translating the stack of notebooks, diaries, and journals that had collected in his closet in Almaty. Composing and editing material for magazine articles, speaking engagements, and his contributions to The Climb refined a mutual vocabulary. A year of difficult personal circumstances and climbing forged a deeper understanding. When the avalanche fell in December of 1997, I could thank Anatoli for a broader view of the earth’s horizon. In his way he had given me the golden light of the Russian steppes and the celestial mountains of Central Asia. This introduction reveals what Anatoli shared with me of the people and events that influenced his life. The journals are as much as he had time to say about his motives and his experience of climbing mountains.

To be Russian in the sense that Anatoli spoke of himself is to be tied to a vast landscape with a complex history. He grew up a thousand miles from Moscow, past the Rubicon that divides Europe from Asia, and all his adult life, his home was in Almaty, a city that had once welcomed travelers who strayed from the Silk Road. The town of his birth is located at the southeast end of the Ural Mountains on the edge of the steppes. That vast grass highway extends away from Korkino for a thousand miles in three directions. As a child Anatoli explored Scythian barrows and learned the details of a long history that wove his people into the fabric of the land. Anatoli insisted the Mongol word Kazakh was derived from the Russian word for cossack, and that Kazakhstan gained its name from the czar’s soldiers, who were stationed in the Russian colony in the early 1700s. Over the next three hundred years a stream of Russian explorers and immigrants brought the trappings of Western civilization and diluted the area’s nomad populations. In the Siberian northland surrounding his birthplace, expansive wilderness and extreme forces of nature affected the psyche of new settlers. In cities to the south, Russian immigrants melted into a polyglot society of Turks and Mongols, where mature urban customs and attitudes reflected the ameliorating influences of twelfth-century Persian humanism.

Anatoli resisted canonizing the political vicissitudes of perestroika that made him Russian one day and Kazakh the next. That change occurred too quickly for him to make any peace with it. At the beginning of the twentieth century the standard of excellence set by Russians in architecture, art, music, literature, theater, and ballet put his country in the vanguard of international creativity. Pride in that rich legacy was transferred to him during his adolescent education as he was raised on Russian classics. The likes of Dostoyevsky, Gorky, Tolstoy, and Pushkin colored his life view and sense of place in the world. Just as certainly as he inculcated values from Russian culture, he acknowledged that growing up past the Urals made him an “Eastern” man. He was cautious and did not like to hurry. In business, he expected to bargain and negotiate, his word being his bond. In relationships, he appreciated modesty and honesty. To him the peoples who had washed across Central Asia and Siberia in history’s waves were Soviet. Time, circumstance, and geography had forged their union. Anything less deprived him of his country. More than once, Reuters reporter Elizabeth Hawley, the doyenne of Himalayan mountaineering history, became exasperated with his dual passports and ambivalent national identity.

His hometown, Korkino, had dubious beginnings. The founding father was a prisoner who had escaped a czarist chain gang in the late 1800s. In a lush part of the steppes he carved out a home beyond convenient reach of the authorities, dryly naming his outpost after the Russian word for “last crust of bread.” The area’s subsequent settlers were fugitives as well. Until the turn of the century the superstitious inhabitants filled in their wells when the water mysteriously turned black, thinking the phenomenon was a sign that they had been cursed by the devil. In fact, the town would develop haphazardly on top of some of the largest coal deposits on the Eurasian continent.

By the mid-1930s Korkino’s coal was firing Stalin’s lurching industrialization. Ranking high on Soviet pay scales, workers operated Pit Korkinski around the clock. Until the coal became of a poorer quality and more difficult to extract, citizens enjoyed the benefits of a stable economic base. In the twenties and thirties, upper-class peasants whom the Communists had designated for reeducation were relocated and assigned new occupations. Korkino was the site of one of Stalin’s gulags.

Unlike many of their neighbors, Anatoli’s family did not suffer the brunt of Stalin’s paranoia. His mother and father were poor and were never Party members. Likely it was emancipation of the serfs or the czar’s work details that had moved his great-grandparents to the Chelyabinsk Oblast before the turn of the century. The details of their personal circumstances were lost to family historians. Anatoli was of the narod, the common people, and such ancestral amnesia is not unusual in Russia.

In 1948, Nikolai Boukreev and Valentina Shipitsina married and moved from rustic homes in the Chelyabinsk countryside to Korkino. Valentina’s war-widowed mother came with them. Around a three-room wooden house, they fenced off enough land for a kitchen garden and a small orchard. By the time Anatoli was born, the city had grown to a population of sixty-five thousand. The old center of town had a certain charm, thanks to the large log houses that were the architectural pretension of the upper-class peasants. New classic Stalin-style buildings were constructed with a low profile to prevent the blasts at the mine from knocking them down. Residential streets were mud more often than they were dirt. Individual homes lacked indoor plumbing. Water was available from hand pumps at communal wells. The open-pit mine, which by then was five hundred meters deep and larger than any other in Europe, had drained the local lakes and significantly despoiled the environment. With characteristically sardonic humor, Anatoli replied to a reporter from the Chelyabinsk Worker’s News, who asked how he had come to love mountains, that it was Korkino’s towering slag heaps that had first inspired him to climb.

By the late 1950s the environment developed other malignant problems. Radiation leaks from the Mayak Nuclear Waste Storage Unit located one hundred kilometers away were a regular occurrence. One of the first things Anatoli told me about himself was “it was only luck that I was born.” In 1957 a massive release from Mayak dosed his mother and the rest of the population with levels of radiation higher than those from the reactor explosion at Chernobyl. He grew up with two maladies common in local children. Until he was twenty-one, chronic nephritis plagued him with a form of hypertension, and his allergies caused asthma. His older sister, Luba, died of breast cancer at age thirty-five. Anatoli was convinced that her disease was linked to a lifetime of exposure to the radiation leaks from Mayak.

The potential effects of his childhood environment haunted Anatoli, and over the years he developed a preoccupation with his health, which extended far beyond his strict fitness regimen for mountaineering. He incorporated into his daily routine health practices recommended by American nutritionist Paul Bragg and Russian pulmonologist Constantine Buyteko. His friend Elliott Robinson remembered, “We talked a lot about keeping healthy the natural way through fasting, good diet, and training. He always believed that while Americans had a great medical system, they did not fully understand the body’s ability to heal naturally.” Anatoli believed in the beneficial effects of sauna, massage, and icy plunges. Laughing at me when my expression implied that some of his prescriptions were too extreme, he would insist that we must “work for our health, and the discomfort is very good training for climbing mountains.”

One way or another his health always threatened to jeopardize his athletic ambitions. Aside from the asthma, which was exacerbated by a night bivouac on the South Col of Everest in 1991, he was hospitalized for three months in 1981 with meningitis. He survived an auto accident in 1989, and underwent treatment for liver abscesses in 1990. Returning from Cho Oyu in 1997, a bizarre bus crash decapitated the man sitting in front of him and would have decapitated Anatoli if he had not been slumped forward behind the seat to sleep. In September of 1997 he remarked to a Moscow interviewer that from his experience, life below four thousand meters was more risky for him than the sobering odds he faced above that elevation.

I saw Anatoli angry only once, and that was for but a short time. Usually he ventilated frustration with a dry, earthy sense of humor and exercise. He looked at life differently, took personal responsibility for situations, and was alive to the opportunity of the present moment. His sense of humor and peculiar self-awareness, coupled with a master’s sense of timing, authored some hilarious stories.

Scottish expedition leader Henry Todd tells a great story that is classic Anatoli:

I had a Tibet-side Everest permit for the spring of 1995. Some of my younger team members were very impressed by Anatoli and had endless questions for him. Patiently responding to their after-dinner inquiries, he would sit with a teaspoon in his forefingers spooning down small portions of an entire jar of jam, while he slowly related some tale in his heavily accented Russian-English. These stories were always peppered with colorful, unusual metaphors. Finally every evening he would take a sip from a tiny brown bottle. This routine and Anatoli’s little bottle had a special fascination for one member. “What is it? What does it do?” were part of a nightly interrogation.

“The ingredients are a secret,” Anatoli maintained, adding something irresistible to the mystery: “But this is the source of my power.”

The game of cat and mouse went on for several weeks. Finally the young man asked for a sample of the precious elixir, on the pretext of needing extra power during his summit bid to begin the following day.

Relenting with a spark in his eye, Anatoli filled his hastily wiped jam spoon with the thick, red liquid.

It was dispatched with a shudder of distaste, followed by the obvious question.

“What is it?”

The mess tent was silent. Anatoli had drawn us all into the drama.

Pausing, he intoned with exaggerated resonance, “Blood of woman.”

Everyone collapsed laughing.

The cruel contradictions of Soviet life provided the material for many jokes that were so darkly ironic only a Russian could laugh. On the whole he was not harshly critical of his country’s political philosophy. He tended to view the shortcomings in all political systems as the outcome of individual character flaws and human weakness. “The main thing wrong with Communism turned out to be the Communist,” he maintained dryly. After perestroika things weren’t much different in his mind: “Before tyrants controlled what we thought with their fists; now, with their fists full of money, the same tyrants control people economically—the freedom which has come to the average person is the freedom to struggle desperately for survival.” Friends described him as “apolitical,” obstinately individualistic but steel-bound by an sensitivity and family-mindedness not uncommon among Russian people. The attention to detail and iron discipline that authored his phenomenal endurance underwrote his ethical behavior. Don’t waste, live up to your commitments, respect life—those things were concrete in his character. Anatoli gave a lot of credit to the educational system that had nurtured his potential and guided his development.

By the time he reached school age, his nation’s priorities had shifted to higher education and patronage of human excellence in sports, the arts, and sciences. Farmers, steelworkers, and miners extended the luxury of self-perfection to the ballerina, the scientist, and the athlete. Anatoli grew up believing his personal effort contributed to the cultural elevation of the whole society. He never thought what he did was more important than what his brother did as a coal miner. It was just different. That concept of social reciprocity, with its implied humility, was fundamental to the way he rationalized his striving for athletic self-perfection. It was the basis for his value as a unit in his society.

Secondary functions of the Soviet educational system were to nurture idealism, natural ability, and initiative.
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