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There are nowadays professors of philosophy, but not philosophers. Yet it is admirable to profess because it was once admirable to live. To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust.

—Henry David Thoreau, Waiden

Whoever gets around you must be sharp
and guileful as a snake; even a god
might bow to you in ways of dissimulation
You! You chameleon!
Bottomless bag of tricks! Here in your own country
would you not give your stratagems a rest
or stop spellbinding for an instant?

You play a part as if it were your own tough skin.

No more of this, though. Two of a kind, we are,
contrivers, both. Of all men now alive
you are the best in plots and story telling
My own fame is for wisdom among the gods—
deceptions, too.

—Athena to Odysseus, The Odyssey

The mountain rests on the earth.

— The I Ching
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Introduction

The new group of volunteers sat waiting for the arrival of Willi Unsoeld, director of the Peace Corps in Nepal. Practically everyone had gut-wrenching diarrhea. I was giddy from sleeplessness, the strangeness of Katmandu, and anticipation about where in Nepal I would be spending the next twenty-one months.

Suddenly, Willi stood before us, his face flushed and excited. It was as if an elemental force had burst into the long narrow chamber. He stood gazing out at all these young faces, bright with hope. With tan muscular arms he swept the room.

“So this is Nepal IV,” Willi said, shaking his head, the phrase resonating with special meaning. He stopped a moment and looked around the room once again. He seemed to know each one of us, what we were, what we were capable of becoming.

“I hear you’re having some trouble with the food,” Willi said slowly, his small blue eyes twinkling impishly. Everyone laughed. Willi exuded health and energy. He rocked back and forth on feet that the year before, on May 22, 1963, had stood on the summit of Mount Everest, the highest peak in the world. Willi had lost nine of his toes, but he looked impervious to Asian diseases and other mortal maladies. To most of us Willi was not only a conqueror of Everest but a hero, a mountain mystic, a philosopher, a legend about whom we had already heard endless stories.

In Nepal dysentery was as much a standard subject for Willi’s jokes as breasts are to a burlesque comedian. As he talked in graphic detail about diarrhea, laughter rolled through the room. Then when he had us relaxed, Willi led us on his own guided tour of Nepal. Willi had been to many of the hill posts. He talked about the tough treks. As he spoke I was ready to strap on my new Kelty pack and head out. Willi said that at the end of the trail stood these fascinating, exotic villages and towns.

“Now Chainpur is the real plum,” Willi sighed, as if he wished he were going there himself. “It’s a day to Dhankuta and then maybe a day and a half more. It’s the loveliest little town you’ve ever seen. When I was there I was sleeping on the second floor of this house. I woke up at dawn and put my arm out the window.”

As he spoke he reached out his hand in a gesture that was refined, almost delicate.

“And I plucked off a suntala, a tangerine, right off the tree. And you know, it was the best, the juiciest tangerine I ever ate.”

I believed that it was my destiny to go to the hills. As Willi continued, I grasped the side of the rickety fold-up chair, hoping desperately for Chainpur.

“Now some of you, I’m afraid, a few of you, are going to the Terai,” Willi went on in ominous tones, his voice dropping half an octave. As he spoke about the southern plain, a deadly silence came over the room. “I got to tell you it’s dry most of the year down there, so dusty you wouldn’t believe it, and when the monsoon comes, why there’s water up to your ears. But you gotta stick it out.”

To Willi the Peace Corps was a form of moral witnessing. He wanted us to get out there, out in life. That was the great glory of the Peace Corps. He couldn’t stand all this endless intellectualizing, planning, testing, retesting. Just get the volunteers out there. Let them be. Let them become.

It was time for Willi to give us our assignments. Although the nearest I had gotten to mountains was driving through the Rockies once, I wanted very much to go to the high Himalayas. I had just graduated from Antioch College in the flatlands of southern Ohio. My father was a college professor. I wanted to seek out what was real, profound and manly, as I had decided mere ideas were not.

Willi reeled off the names and assignments like a judge announcing prizes. I didn’t get Chainpur. Then Willi began tolling the names of those being sent to the Terai, his voice like a funeral bell. When Willi called my name, I began to swoon. I grabbed the chair even tighter. I tried to control the expression on my face. I didn’t want anyone to know how desperate I felt.

Narhineghat, my station in the Rapti Valley, wasn’t the real Terai, but some of the last real jungle in South Asia. There were tigers, rhinos, crocodiles, and myriad birds. I made the most of it but my roommate and I didn’t get along. He was an easy going sort who ironed his T-shirts, talked of good times on the beaches of southern California, and didn’t care about the mountains. I was sloppy and intense, forever looking up where the foothills rose out of the jungle mists. It was clear that one of us would have to be transferred.

After several months our group came into Katmandu for a conference. I went to see Willi in his office. Whoever Willi spoke to felt that he had a special relationship with him. I was sure that Willi understood me as few people ever had. I wanted to be like Willi, to live life to the hilt.

“Ron’s right! I wouldn’t want to live with me either, Willi,” I said as I paced back and forth. “I want the hills. I want you to send me to the most remote place you can find. Alone. That’s what I’m here for, Willi.”

“You know we just can’t give out transfers like postage stamps, Larry,” Willi said, stroking his chin.

“I need the hills, Willi,” I said, leaning over his desk. “I can do a real job up there.”

“Yeah, the hills,” Willi said, a far-off look on his face. He thought a minute. “Well, I guess maybe you should have your chance.”

Willi lined things up for me to go teach in a tiny village in eastern Nepal, two days’ walk from a road, a day’s walk from any radio or telegraph communication. Not only would Willi come down to Narhineghat to pick me up, but he was going to let me travel with him visiting other volunteers before I headed off alone to my new post. A village in the hills. A trip with Willi. I couldn’t have asked for anything better.

   When Willi came tramping in to my school, the children placed malas of fresh flowers around his neck. The gawky, insecure young headmaster stammered a greeting in high-pitched, ungrammatical English. Willi was a master at these scenes. He didn’t know much Nepali, but he soon had the headmaster giggling away, the two men shamelessly exchanging compliments.

Then it was time to visit my classroom. Like so many of the early volunteers, I was teaching English, a task whose most noticeable effect on Nepal was that out of the mouths of children came such noble phrases as “What is your name?” and “How are you?” I thought that Willi would discuss the Peace Corps, or John F. Kennedy, or development. Instead, he launched into a talk about the Everest climb, a subject almost as strange to my students as baseball.

“Why did I climb Everest?” Willi asked, hovering over my ninth-graders, who sat wearing white shirts, long pants, and bewildered looks that attested to my achievements as a language teacher.

“Why did I climb Everest?” he asked again, this time speaking far more slowly. I stood beside Willi knowing that only the son of the town’s richest merchant would understand.

The tiny boy popped up, his head reaching hardly above the top of the scarred, ink-stained desk. “Because you want to be famous, sir.”

“Ah, but I’m not famous,” Willi said, puckering his face up in a gesture of feigned disgust. “Tenzing Norkay is famous. Sir Edmund Hillary is famous. But Willi Unsoeld. No! Who ever heard of Willi Unsoeld?”

The student thought a moment. “But you’re famous to us, sir,” he said brightly, and sat down.

Now, Willi and I were barreling back up the valley, a great plume of dust trailing behind the blue jeep. Further south Willi turned eastward onto the road the Chinese were building, a dusty track across the virgin jungle. As we jostled along, bouncing up and down, fording streams, roaring up inclines in low gear, I felt like Jim Corbet or Kim of the Jungle. Willi had never been through here either and was as much into the adventure as I was.

We finally made it out, onto a washboard road. In the villages of the eastern Terai, dust lay as fine as baby powder, half an inch deep on the baked, cracked earth. In the pre-monsoon it was so hot that the villagers got up before dawn to shop and chat in the dark streets, retreating as the sun rose into the heavens. We stayed with a Peace Corps couple stationed in one of the larger towns. In the evening we walked with them through the fetid bazaar, picking our way around the garbage. Next morning we drove on to visit a woman volunteer stationed in a village of mud huts so empty of people that it seemed a plague had been visited on the place.

The woman wanted to get out for the weekend. Willi was not about to deny her that. The three of us headed back. In the green depths of the jungle, Willi was in high spirits. As he drove he told stories, gesturing with one hand. At a fork in the road, he went up the branch that seemed to lead more directly west. Several hundred yards ahead water buffalo were lying in the muddy water. He roared down the river bank in low gear, churning across the water—only the buffalo weren’t lying down but standing up. The jeep conked out.

“Oh, shoot, must have taken the wrong turn,” Willi said, slapping his knee. “You know something about cars, Larry?”

“Not really,” I said, wishing for all the world that I was a master mechanic.

Willi pulled off his sneakers. His feet were two stumps with one sad little toe sticking out. Standing on the river bank, Willi looked like a broken toy soldier whom the murmur of a breeze would have toppled over.

Wading into the water, Willi opened the hood. He stared down at the motor like a New Guinea aboriginal seeing his first airplane. “It’s got to be about twenty miles to the road,” Willi said, giving up on the motor. “And this looks to me like a tiger watering hole.”

“Are you sure?” the woman volunteer said, scrunching herself up in the back of the jeep.

“Well, Willi, I guess I better walk out,” I said. Willi was in no condition for such a trip. The prospect of saving toeless Willi and this woman delighted me.

“No, I’ll go,” Willi said as he tied his shoelaces. “You two stay in the jeep together.”

Willi charged up the road, disappearing into the dark jungle. The woman and I sat quietly for a while, contemplating our fate. Since we had no food, we decided to go foraging. We thought we were miles from any help. It turned out that we were very near a village. Some people killed and cooked a chicken for us. If Willi hadn’t already left they would have gone for help. The next morning Willi returned in an AID jeep, having walked the twenty miles incredibly fast. The AID mechanic wiped off the distributor cap with a greasy rag and the jeep started up again.

The next week I left Katmandu for my new station in the eastern hills. I loved living in my village in the high Himalayas, teaching science and hygiene as well as English. I may even have done some good.

The next summer I decided to trek north to Thyangboche and beyond, coincidentally retracing much of the journey Willi had taken in 1954 on his way to climb Makalu. Then I planned to walk to Katmandu along the same trail Willi traveled on his way to climb Everest. I had a sense of almost limitless possibilities within myself. That was Willi’s philosophy, not something you read, not some neat phrase to be taped to a door in a college dormitory. His philosophy was something you felt, and once you felt it, something you did.

I can see now how easily I could have gotten myself killed. I was by myself. The monsoon season had arrived. I traveled by canoe across rivers where many Nepalese were turning back. I forded rampaging streams. If I had slipped, I would have been swept downstream. Every day it rained. The trails were slippery. The dampness permeated my clothes. As I walked northward, I found it harder and harder to find anything to eat. One night all I had was a few boiled potatoes with a hill family. Then I picked up fleas sleeping on their floor. The next day the leeches were so bad that I gave up even trying to burn them off.

I could do nothing but go on. On the tenth day, when it was wetter and colder than ever, I walked over a high pass, down into the valley below Namche Bazar. It was sunny and warm. Flowers graced the sides of the wide trail. Above stood the Himalayas. Ama Dablam. Kantega. Thamserku. And above them, Everest. As I walked, I wanted to cry with sheer joy and ecstasy. I let tears form in my eyes, a watery prism, never letting the tears drop. I knew that I was feeling something of what Willi must have felt in the mountains. I knew that I was happier than I had ever been, happier than I would ever be.

I would have liked to have told Willi about my adventures. But by the time I arrived in Katmandu, he was gone. I never saw Willi again. Fourteen years later when I learned that he had died, the whole period when Willi was the great hero of my young life came back to me in a torrent of memory. Four months later I started work on this book, seeking to learn where Willi’s ideas had led him and what his life had meant.
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For days the weather on the mountain had been bad, but Sunday dawned bright and clear. Mount Rainier stood alone, sovereign over the northwestern skies. Passengers on the ferry north to Victoria looked back and saw rising beyond the blue waters of Puget Sound the peak many in Washington State call simply “the mountain.” To city dwellers in Seattle heading out into the wilderness for the first sunny Sunday in weeks the mountain appeared a great white beacon eighty miles away. Further south in Tacoma the stench of the pulp mills blanketed part of the city, yet a person had only to look up to see the 14,410-foot peak way off there, so pure and clean. In Olympia, at the southern end of Puget Sound, Mount Rainier stood above the town to the east as if to remind the politicians that the state capital could never become a place where the monuments of mere humans rise above nature.

From a distance Mount Rainier appeared an exquisite, benign work of art. Six days before, however, on March 4, 1979, the mountain had taken the lives of fifty-two-year-old William F. (Willi) Unsoeld, a faculty member, and twenty-one-year-old Janie Diepenbrock, a student, at The Evergreen State College in Olympia.

“The eulogies that followed the news of Unsoeld’s death are not the sort reserved merely for a man who was among the first Americans to conquer Mount Everest,” the Bellevue Daily Journal-American editorialized. “They are reserved for a hero. A hero who taught—who virtually personified—the values of self-reliance and persistence in the face of discouragement.”

Willi was a strong, redheaded son of the American Northwest. To some people he seemed a character straight out of a novel by Ken Kesey, the northwest novelist whom he physically resembled—Willie, the philosophy-spouting, back-slapping individualist. To others he was an American Odysseus on a journey to the unpeopled places. To still others he was a contemporary Captain Ahab: bearded, toeless old Willi out there with his plastic hips, searching for meaning and purity until white death dragged him down. Many heralded Willi as a saint, while some whispered privately that the man was virtually a murderer. Most considered Willi’s concern for other human beings genuine and profound, while a few thought him a shameless manipulator.

Though the two bodies were still up on the mountain there would be a “memorable celebration” on campus this afternoon to commemorate Willi’s and Janie’s lives. On this fine day they had come from all over to tell tales of Willi, to sing the songs he sang, to remember what he had said and thought and felt, to laugh and to cry.

Some had known him when he had been a guide in the Tetons. Others remembered him as a philosophy professor to whom the mountains were not a weekend diversion but his crucible. A few had gone with him on the Everest expedition when he had climbed the Himalayan peak by the unknown, uncharted West Ridge, one of the great feats of mountaineering history. There was a contingent from his Peace Corps days when, as director in Nepal, he had been turned into a symbol for that idealistic young agency. Still others had met him while he was executive vice-president of Outward Bound, and he had seemed the embodiment of that organization. Some had climbed with him on expeditions, shared his triumphs, witnessed his tragedy. Many had studied under him, and whether the course was called outdoor education, philosophy, ethics, or wilderness consciousness, what they studied was Willi and his life.

While still a teenager Willie had sung a song of daring and danger that is now heard on every hill, highland and mountain in the American wilderness. Willi had been a backpacking sojourner when the rest of America was getting on with the business at home, a precursor of the millions of people who seek solace and spiritual rejuvenation in the wilderness. Willie was a teacher who believed in risk as other pedagogues believe in the rod, or Latin, or weekly essays.

The day was well on its way to becoming the warmest March 11 since the Weather Bureau started keeping records. The even rows of folding chairs (including special orange ones for smokers) set out in front of the portable stage were filling up. People sprawled on the cropped green lawns or squatted on the red-brick walk.

It was 12:30 by the time on the great gray rectangular slab clock tower that Willi and his students used to rappel down. The clock had no numbers. The clock appeared an abstraction, like Evergreen’s burnished gray cement buildings designed as much for form as for function. Over six hundred people had arrived already and more were coming. They filled much of this square through which Willi had come bursting several times a day, as likely as not fifteen minutes late for his next meeting. Of course, it was different on the days when the pain in his hips was bad, and he moved along at a tortured uneven gait, struggling against his crippled self. In the end, moving across campus, he had looked like the old man of the mountain. He had a seer’s deep, tiny, glowing eyes and an unruly nest of beard, only a few embers of reddish-brown left among the silver and gray.

Willi’s wife, Jolene, and his surviving children, Regon, Krag, and Terres, had put this gathering together. Although all three children would speak, Jolene had chosen not to say anything. She was a woman with intensity and energy that burned off any extra flesh on her body. In recent years she had become a one-woman good government crusade in the state, a familiar figure striding single-mindedly through the marble corridors in the state capital pursuing malefactors of power.

Regon Unsoeld moved to the microphone. Off and on for a good number of years Willi’s twenty-six-year-old son had been a student at Evergreen. He was well known on campus. He had a curly brown beard and long hair that wreathed his face, softening intense, earnest features that resembled his mother’s. “We saw that people were starting to fall in the aisles ‘cause of this weird weather so we’re breaking with Evergreen tradition and getting started within an hour of the scheduled starting time,” Regon began.

“Regon and I have been trying to figure out some way to introduce this event today,” twenty-two-year-old Krag Unsoeld said in a folksy voice. He, too, had a full beard and, unlike his older brother, the more laid-back manner of the sixties. “And I guess in many ways there are some things that need to be explained maybe to a lot of people. And that’s why this event is billed as a memorable celebration. And this is really something which is completely natural. This celebration is an attempt to represent that living is a full circle and that in dying there is both joy and sorrow.”

“Two minutes!” Terres Unsoeld’s voice shot out when Krag’s monologue had exceeded the agreed upon time limit. Willi’s diminutive twenty-year-old daughter, an aspiring actress, was not about to let her brother destroy the drama she had helped orchestrate.

“One point that Regon and Krag didn’t mention,” Terres said in a spirited, lively voice like her father’s. “We have generations and eras of many different people here to speak and the first group is outdoor ed. This is the program Dad was teaching this year at Evergreen.”

The students who had studied in Willi’s outdoor education program stood at the back of the stage, their arms around one another. They wore rumpled rolled-up pants, sweat socks, jogging shoes, shorts, old long-sleeved shirts with arms rolled up, khakis, and one suit. The motleyness was a kind of uniform. In the early 1970s the word had gone out that while elsewhere the tide of experimentation was receding, beaching ideals and aspirations, here, in Olympia, a Utopian institution was being built. Students had come from all over the United States to study at this new school set down among the forests on the edge of Eld Inlet outside the state capital. Many of the students were the burned-out survivors of more traditional schools and less traditional times. At Evergreen they found not a universe where they could become what they had always wanted to become, but a sanctuary.

In their stories and poems and lyrics the students sought to witness for Willi and for their group, and for Janie, who had died living Willi’s teaching. A student read aloud something that Janie had written about Evergreen: “There is an almost frenzied expenditure of energy as individuals pursue hints and glimmerings of their potential. The power behind us could be so dynamic if this random movement could be directed, directed and centered toward a real and urgent mission. We are the age of future power.”

The students talked not of a feeling of loss but of a spirit burning hot within them to carry on the message. They said that all the energy Willi had given out had flowed back, completing the circle. They talked of this spirit without which life could not be lived fully and how they would carry the spirit on. And they shared the sweetest of memories, gentle anecdotes of a man who mocked his ailments, a man who after operations that gave him artificial hip joints called himself “the bionic man.”

Lynn Hammond moved forward to speak. She had come from Maine to teach with Willi. She had the lean, hard body of an outdoorswoman and a melodious, beckoning voice. “The man that I came to work with was characterized for me by a telephone conversation I had with him last spring,” she said. “When I called after he had had his hip operation, I said, ‘Well, Willi, how are your hips?’ And he said, ‘They’re just fine.’ He said, ‘They don’t work as fine as the original ones, but you know I wouldn’t like it if all those smart doctors could outsmart mother nature.’ And I thought this is a man with a positive attitude. And I suppose that’s one of the things that really most characterized him especially in his public image was as somebody who never took no for an answer, who never gave up. He not only climbed mountains. He moved ‘em.”

Then Hammond’s voice changed, grew quieter, confidential. “But there was another part of Willi that became very important to me during this year as he came to know me better and to trust me He let me see the person who was behind that mask. He let me see somebody who was vulnerable, who did have fears, who did hurt…. And I’ve had some solace from that, because I think he was about to have to accept that he was not going to be able to do the things he had done for so long and that were so central to his life. And although I personally, for myself and for all of you, feel a great deal of grief that he’s not here to continue teaching us and to give us the joy that he gave, I really feel some gratitude that he didn’t have to go through all the pain of the transition he would have had to make.”

A parade of those upon whose lives Willi had laid a hand came forward. Some of them told stories about Willi that had been related scores of times. Those anecdotes were like old friends. Others told new stories; those were fresh treasures. There was a story about Willi getting lost on a trail in Nepal and a tale of him leading a group of students at Evergreen on a year-long intellectual expedition. There were mirthful memories of his climbing days in college, and a poignant story of how on that last climb of Rainier he had promised his family that he wouldn’t carry a pack. There was testimony about Willi’s concern for preserving the wilderness and how that had led him to the Council of the Wilderness Society. Some commented on the Unsoelds as a family, how they all had a deep concern for social and political issues.

H. Adams (Ad) Carter, a teacher at Milton Academy in Massachusetts and the editor of the American Alpine Journal, stood. In 1936, Carter had been on the first expedition to climb Nanda Devi, the highest mountain in India. He had gone on to climb many other mountains, to lead his boys at school on many adventures. Like a football player who never again knows the public glory of his high school games, Carter knew that his identity as a climber was in good measure based on that youthful climb. In the 1950s Carter had first learned of the Teton guide Willi Unsoeld. He had heard a story that Willi had seen Nanda Devi from a distance in 1949 and found the mountain so beautiful that he decided to get married, have a daughter, and name her after the mountain. When Carter met Willi he found that the story was true, the daughter already existed.

“I guess I date from back at the time more or less that they invented the light bulb,” sixty-four-year-old Carter said, in the voice of a Boston Brahmin. “We went together two and a half years ago to Nanda Devi. And Devi was with us. The Hindus were absolutely convinced that Devi was the reincarnation of the goddess, Nanda. The bliss-giving goddess is what it means. Devi was very blond and Gauri is another name for the goddess Nanda and it means the golden one. She certainly was that. So Willi was the father of a goddess. It gave him godlike qualities. But Willi was perhaps the most human person that I have ever known. Father of the goddess, he was also such a human person.”

Carter stopped. On this day he would not go on and tell what had happened on the mountain. Surely everyone there before him knew that story and how it had changed Willi’s life.

Other teachers, students, and friends got up to speak about Willi. For everyone who spoke a score could just as easily have told how Willi had affected their lives. Richard M. (Dick) Emerson, a sociologist and climber, considered Willi the most complicated person he had ever known. As he listened he thought about how over the years the Willi Unsoeld legend had grown up around his friend so that he wasn’t sure he knew Willi anymore. Hearing speaker after speaker, Emerson began to feel once again the Willi he had known, Willi the nurturing shepherd, Willi, endlessly confronting people with life and its possibilities.

James Gulden, an Evergreen teacher, listened with dismay. Gulden had taught with Willi this quarter. The psychology instructor had thought Willi was deeply depressed. Gulden had been so worried about someone dying on Rainier that he had wanted to stop the climb; to him this so-called “memorable celebration” was an act of mythmaking pure and simple.

Standing on the fringe of the gathering was Worth Hedrick, an unemployed journalist. He had practically worshiped Willi and the family. For two and a half years he had been consumed with the Unsoelds. He had left his job to write a book about Devi. He had helped develop a Hollywood movie project about Willi’s dead daughter. Now he had nothing—no book, no movie, no job, nothing—and he felt unwanted here today.

Terres finally introduced other members of Willi’s family. “Both of Dad’s sisters are here, Beryl and Isabel and his mother, Granny, who came up from California,” Terres said, her voice charged with impish delight. “They’re right over here. And I wanted Beryl or Isabel to tell one of her Billy stories.” She said “Billy” as if the word were a wonderful private joke.

While Terres was talking, Willi’s tiny, delicate mother rose.

“Granny, you want to stand up!” Terres exclaimed. “Eighty-five!”

Although Mrs. Unsoeld had been considered too upset and fragile to speak, she walked determinedly up to the microphone. Even before the applause died down, she began.

“I hope I won’t shock a great many people,” she said in a British accent that nearly seven decades in North America had hardly touched. “But when I got pregnant with Willi I seriously thought of an abortion.”

A great wave of laughter.

“I had four children already and we were in very straitened circumstances and I thought I couldn’t possibly afford any more. But I went to a doctor and I so despised that man I couldn’t go to him again. So I had Willi. And I can only say that I never remember a time when he really upset me.

“When he first went to India with just another boy, with no money, no porters, really no anything. And my friend said to me, ‘Aren’t you petrified?’ and I said, ‘No, I’m not. If he should die on the mountain that’s where he would want to go.’

“And to finish up with, a short while ago my two daughters were asking me what kind of funeral I wanted. They wanted to arrange it just the way I felt it should be done. And at that time Willi said to me, ‘Mim, I would love to speak at your memorial service.’

“Now I am here.”

The applause was not the clapping that had been heard before, at times cathartic outbursts, at times mere signals of approval. It was sustained, a salute. It ended finally, not petering off, but stopping in an instant as if the audience were one person.

A last large group moved up to the microphone. “We first have to take a consensus on who’s going first,” a young man said. The others laughed as if this were a secret that they shared.

“This is the group that was the expedition that was on Mount Rainier as the accident took place,” a second young man said. “We were on Mount Rainier, a total of ten days. It was a very important time for us, an important time, I think, for everybody.”

High on the mountain that great avalanche had come rolling down, killing Willi and Janie, leaving the students alone. They had fought their way through the blizzard to the cabin at Camp Muir. Three days later when they arrived back at Paradise they were singing. Whatever they had been before they headed up the mountain, they were different now.

Peter Miller stood silently before the microphone. The twenty-six-year-old student had met Willi in 1973 on the East Coast. Later he had traveled west to have Willi as his guide. He had a dark beard, deep close-set eyes, a face that could have been set down in the early American west, a young trapper, a mountain man. He had shared a tent with Willi and Janie that last night when the weather had turned so bad. In the morning he had been tied next to Willi and Janie on the same climbing rope. The avalanche had taken him. He had been buried over his head in the snow for fifteen minutes. He talked now as if he had come back from the dead.

“Saturday afternoon. A week ago. Sitting in a tent with Willie and Janie. The snow is falling very heavily. I remember how high Willi was. He’d mentioned that when he was a kid he wanted to be Peter Pan. And the only never-never land he’d ever found was over ten thousand feet. He had been to where they told him when they played with his legs he’d never be again.”

Miller took quick, panting breaths, exhaling into the microphone. “I think the strength of Janie and Willi was something that amazed us all when we were up in the mountain,” he gasped. “That’s why it’s so difficult to accept. That strength’s still there and it’s still going around ‘cause it’s in all of us now.”

Other students talked about Janie’s strength and Willie’s toeless feet. Then twenty-one-year-old Ian Yolles moved forward. He was a lean, taciturn Canadian with eyes that seemed focused somewhere beyond the horizon. Yolles had been studying at Antioch College in Ohio but he had heard about Willi and had come west. He had a neat beard. Yolles, too, could have stepped out of the nineteenth century, a Quaker shopkeeper, a homesteader breaking sod on the frontier prairie. It was Yolles who had taken charge when Willi died.

“… Yes, we left something on the mountain but we’ve come down from the mountain with a lot of strength,” Yolles said evenly. “With something very, very, very special. And while we were up there for the two days after the accident each one of us experienced something just unbelievably intense … And during those two days we as a group developed a very, very unique closeness, a connection, a sense of camaraderie, a feeling of warmth, a feeling of sharing that Willie would have been exceptionally proud of. I think in a sense the experience we went through was perhaps the ultimate experience that Willi could have hoped for. And it was the kind of thing that we talked about, that we tried to generate during the entire quarter. And all of a sudden it became a very extraordinary reality for us. And as I look at these people now and as we look at each other, I think that we all sense that.

“And as I said I think that’s the ultimate lesson that we could have learned from Willi and it also completes the circle that we’ve all been talking and thinking about earlier. And just one last thing. I think that for all of us now as a group of people, there’s a lot of power. There’s a lot of strength that we feel. And that what we as a group are grappling with now, and what we’re struggling with now, and what we’re attempting to learn and deal with is how to share that strength with you people, the people around us.

“Thanks.”

Then the students who had been on Rainier with Willi began to sing the chantlike song they had sung as they had come back down to Paradise:


You can’t kill the spirit
It’s like a mountain
Old and strong
It goes on and on



The other students in the outdoor education program joined in. Soon everyone was singing.


You can’t kill the spirit
It’s like a mountain
Old and strong
It goes on and on



A few students took others by the hand, and then other students joined them.


You can’t kill the spirit
It’s like a mountain
Old and strong
It goes on and on



The young joined hands with the old, the easteners with the westerners, the mountaineers with the faculty. And the line moved beyond the red brick plaza, back into the trees. The line moved so far beyond its beginnings that anyone who could see one end could not see the other.


You can’t kill the spirit
It’s like a mountain
Old and strong
It goes on and on



The line curved back again, and the last hand clasped the first hand and formed a great circle. High above the trees stood Mount Rainier, the peak the Indians call Takhoma, the mountain that is God.


You can’t kill the spirit
It’s like a mountain
Old and strong
It goes on and on.
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In the summer of 1939 Bill Unsoeld rode in the back of an open truck with a group of Boy Scouts toward the Cascade Mountains of Oregon. The only mountains twelve-year-old Bill had ever seen were the low-lying ones of the Coastal Range. Suddenly, the Three Sisters, the queens of the Cascades, appeared out of the haze, floating in and out of the mist. Bill thought that the ten-thousand-foot peaks looked as if they weren’t even connected to earth. He felt himself being pulled toward the Three Sisters. He knew that it was up there that he, that man, belonged.

When Bill returned to the Cascades to climb with the Scouts, he was petrified. Bill was afraid of many other things. Until recently, he had fainted at the sight of blood. When he had been sick, he had terrifying dreams about a big ball coming down and rolling over him. But climbing was worse. He faced that pure fear when the body goes numb. He knew that if he didn’t go on he would lose something that he would never get back. So he went on and turned that fear into one of the engines that drove him upward.

Climbing Bill felt things he had never felt before. He had a strong body. Climbing was a physical challenge beyond anything he had ever known. Tied to a rope with other boys, he felt a profound kinship. He was part of these boys and they were part of him, like a whole new family. Bill had always been a leader, up here even more so. He knew nothing about climbing, but he helped the weak and the fearful.

Bill felt God in the mountains too. The higher he climbed the closer he felt to God.

“I remember as a small Episcopalian boy being so shaken by the power and mystery of the communion,” Willi said, years later when he had become one of America’s greatest mountaineers. “I even remember trying desperately to cling to this awareness as I entered my mid-teens. But the harder I tried to induce such feelings, the faster they slipped away. For a period of years there was considerable competition in my life between attending church and attending to the mountains. Finally I was forced to admit that despite the tremendous sweep of Christian history, the power of its faith, the testimony of its martyrs, and the witness of its Book (as an Episcopalian I would also add the symbolism of its architecture and its vestments and the mystery of its rituals), for me God was no longer to be found in His traditional steeple houses, but rather seemed to dwell more vividly among the bare austerities of His earth’s high places.”

Then they came down the mountain, down through the lava bed, down through the virgin forests, down past the sparkling, surging McKenzie River, down to the gentle, pristine world of the Willamette Valley, down to Eugene where for days on end the sun might not shine, and a dampness penetrated the marrow of the bone. Bill didn’t mind this climate that the outsiders cursed so. Like anyone whose roots are truly in the Northwest, he accepted inclement weather as part of nature’s endless cycle, the rain a harbinger of sun, the sun a harbinger of rain.

What Bill dreaded was the climate inside his own family.

George Unsoeld, Bill’s German-born father, had a thick red neck, broad shoulders, a fiery temper, and a taste for good music, good food, and good liquor. When Bill was born on October 5, 1926, in Areata, California, his father was about to fulfill his one dream: to have his own store. In 1936 during the Depression Unsoeld’s Department Store in Coquille, Oregon, failed. George turned more remote and morose than ever, sitting around the house drinking. Like his four grown-up sisters and brother, Bill was too afraid of his father to try to get close to him.

The burden of the family fell on Bill’s mother. Isabel Trehearne Unsoeld had been born into a fine British family. Her parents had died when she was young, leaving Isabel and her brothers only a modest inheritance. Seventeen-year-old Isabel left England in 1911 for her brother’s new ranch in western Canada. Two years later she found a job at House’s Department Store down the road in Princeton, British Columbia. There she met and married another employee, George Unsoeld, who was twenty-one years her senior.

With the bankruptcy Mrs. Unsoeld had started taking in boarders. In Eugene the Unsoelds’ rented house stood on Emerald Street near the one hundred-acre campus of the University of Oregon. The roomers moved in and out of the house as if it were a college dormitory. George sat in the kitchen during dinner, a brooding presence while the sound of laughter and easy conversation wafted from the boarders in the dining room.

Bill watched his father drinking more than ever. There was none of the joyous, rousing drinker in this man, and practically no one for him to drink with either. He came stumbling home, disappointment welling out of him. He had a gun that he brandished like a magical talisman, threatening first his family, then himself.

Disgrace hovered just above the home during the war years, waiting to descend like the rains that drenched the city. Bill’s mother was a wisp of a woman with a proud carriage and a high-pitched voice. Manners and decorum were her bulwark against the ravages of life. Although Bill loved his mother, he enjoyed getting away from the enforced civility of the home. He liked saying words that he couldn’t say in front of his mother, words like “shit” and “piss” and “snot” and “puss,” words that he thought were real. He liked getting out in the woods and the mountains where life itself seemed more real.

Bill was quiet and reserved. He was small for his age, with slicked-down red hair, freckles, blue eyes, and an earnest manner. He had a broad expressive face that telegraphed his emotions like a semaphore, a big mouth, and a tough muscular body that exuded health. Grace Scully, who boarded at the Unsoelds while in college, thought that Bill was about the laziest human being she had ever seen, lying on his back while his mother worked.

What Bill was doing was reading the greatest mountain-climbing literature. For the most part these climbers were Englishmen. During the second half of the nineteenth century, British mountaineers had largely invented modern climbing. They were an unlikely group for a youth in the Northwest to make his mentors: scholars, schoolmasters, scientists, ministers, Victorian esthetes, with tastes as refined in claret as in climbing.

When Bill read H. W. Tilman’s book about the 1936 ascent of 25,645-foot Nanda Devi, he was transported to a hero’s world. Nanda Devi was the highest mountain in the world yet climbed. Reading Tilman’s account made him feel as if the greater the mountain the greater the heights of heroism that might be attained.

“Where each man pulled his weight each must share the credit,” Tilman concluded. “For though it is natural for each man to have his own aspirations, it is in mountaineering, more than in most things, that we try to believe


The game is more than the players of the game,
And the ship is more than the crew.”



Men like Tilman wrote celebrating a world of strong, simple virtues—of comradeship, of dangers real and immediate and bracingly clear, of sacrifice and self-denial; a world without women and family. Bill read Tilman’s other accounts and anything else about climbing he could find. Nothing in mountaineering literature equaled the stories of George Mallory and his attempts on Mount Everest. Here was mystery, moment, and wonder.

Mallory’s life was like a work of art against which all other artifacts of the period seem like prelude, all that comes afterward imitative or tainted by caricature. With his large, luminous eyes, fine, flaxen hair, sensitive mouth, and long arched eyebrows, Mailory didn’t look like anyone Bill had ever known. Bill identified with the life the British climber led, and with the mountain with which Mallory’s name would forever be linked.

Bill read in his books that at Oxford Mallory had at first planned to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a minister, but decided on a career in teaching instead. He was a serious young family man but loved to climb, moving up the Alps with consummate grace. It was uncharted, unknown Everest that drew Mallory, and as it drew the British climber, so did it draw young Bill.

Bill knew all about Mallory’s expeditions to Tibet to climb 29,028-foot Everest. He could talk about them in detail. Chomolungma, the Tibetans called her. Chomo-lungma, the Goddess-mother of the world. In 1924 Mallory was drawn back to the greatest of mountains for the third time. On June 8 Mallory and Irvine made one last try. The weather was magnificent, beckoning. They set out from Camp VI at 27,000 feet, two black specks moving slowly up against the immensity of time and space; two specks moving up to 28,200 feet, higher than man had ever climbed; two black specks moving toward the summit, from the unknown, through the unknown, to the unknown; two black specks ….

Bill dreamed of Everest, but much of his climbing was done just outside Eugene at Judkins Point. There Bill and his two buddies, Goodman Kaarhus and Robert Moffitt, discovered a cliff on which they could practice their techniques. The three high school students had no guide but themselves. They stood figuring it out as they went along. Finally Bill and his friends joined the Obsidians, the local mountaineering group.

“By the third trip up the Middle Sister there were three of us doing circles around the rest,” Bill said later. “You were supposed to stay in rest step all the way, and we tried this on our hands for a while, but you are just obviously somewhere else than where they are. So they suggest that you are ready now and please get the hell out of their hair.

“Now you really enter the flirting with the limits where you seek the razor edge. You balance on it and the climb didn’t really come off unless there was real doubt as to whether you were going to make it. You live that way. It is addiction.”

The Cascades were still young mountains—young in a climber’s parlance—with unclimbed routes. Up here Bill did some strong leading, working his way up sheer cliffs, standing there exposed, the earth far below. Kaarhus and Moffitt were daring young climbers also but Bill had already moved beyond them, nudging his way further and further out onto the sheer edge of fear.

Bill did not talk to his friends about experiencing the sacred up on the mountains. He approached the Cascades like a lover. Up here he was free. There was no limit to life, no limit to Bill Unsoeld. His joy and enthusiasm poured over whoever was near him.

Down below Bill was full of stories about what he had seen and what he had gone through. Northwest climbers were known as terrible exaggerators. Bill’s stories were another way of seeing. There was a difference between the true and the truth. True was a clerk’s world, certifiable in a routine of columns, figures, and facts. Truth was the world as the poet created it, in images flashing with life and meaning. Wasn’t it really the truth that he and his buddies had just had this incredible adventure up on the North Sister, coming within a hairsbreadth of getting killed? Now wasn’t that the way it happened? Wasn’t it? Anyone who thought otherwise just hadn’t been there.

For all Bill’s stories, back in University High School he was still reserved, and quiet, terribly shy around girls. He was an A student. Those who knew him in class thought him studious.

He was only 5 feet 7 inches tall and 117 pounds when he went out for football. Once, in scrimmage Richard Allison, a 180-pound fullback, came barreling through the line. Suddenly someone tackled him fiercely. Even before he hit the ground he knew it had to be Bill Unsoeld. Allison thought that Bill was strange. He mumbled, talking so low that Allison could hardly hear him. Bill was mild-mannered too, never getting mad at anyone. But let Bill loose on a football field and he would tear your head off.

Bill made the all-star team as end. He played all kinds of sports. In the summer he worked for the Forest Service manning a fire tower in the Cascades. For his senior year he was elected captain of the football team.

Then Bill’s father got a chance to go back to work in the store in Shafter, California, where he had started out many years before. Mrs. Unsoeld knew that she would have to go. George had to have something to do, some work. She was tempted to leave Bill boarding in Eugene, for this surely would be his year.

She went to see the principal of Uni High. “If I had a son who grew up like Bill, I’d be happy,” the principal said. “But I think it would be unwise to leave him here alone.”

In the summer of 1944 Bill went to Shafter with his mother and father. In school the students thought this Unsoeld was a strange character, so quiet, so interested in mountain climbing. He joined the football team and scored the winning touchdown against Shafter’s great rival. Then he was a hero. In April, when he was still only seventeen, his mother signed the papers for him, and Bill enlisted in the Army’s special reserve program for college-bound students.
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Bill put in his time in the Army studying electrical engineering at the University of Kentucky, then going to various Signal Corps Service schools. Wherever he had been stationed, he had managed to climb. In Kentucky, he had gone down in caves, though that dark, downward journey was not to his liking. Missouri almost stumped him, but he and his buddies found a big hole in the ground that they used as a practice cliff.

After the Army, Bill went climbing with his old army friends in the Tetons in the summer of 1946. Then he moved on to Oregon State University in Corvallis in the center of the Willamette Valley. Bill majored in physics and lived in a dormitory full of athletes. He was friendly, but didn’t have the rah-rah Beaver spirit. As far as the other fellows in the dormitory were concerned, Bill was one of those quiet men who wanted to study.

On the weekends, up in the mountains Bill was transformed. Once a group of students went out hiking around Three Finger Jack in the Cascades. They made it up to the narrow saddle below the bulk of the mountain and were resting before heading back down. Suddenly they heard this incredible racket up above them, screaming, yodeling, yelling, a great cacophony of sounds unlike anything any of them had ever heard before in the wilderness. They looked up and saw climbers moving down Three Finger Jack like a race of crazed banshees. Leading them was a redheaded man rappelling crazily down the mountain on a rope, kicking his legs out in the air, letting out yet another war whoop, kicking his legs out again, sliding, slipping, jumping down the mountain. No one had to tell them that it was Bill Unsoeld.

Bill had grown to his full height of five feet ten inches and looked every bit the strong, young mountaineer. He loved taking novices up, being the guide and teacher. He didn’t care if you were feeling sick. He didn’t care how badly you were doing. He would get you up there. And he would show you a good time doing it. In the mountains Bill practiced getting along on very little. He ate oatmeal dry in the morning so it swelled up in the stomach, making him feel full all day. Climbing a mountain, he took a few dried prunes along, sucking on the pits to gain added nourishment.

Bill worked clearing tables in the cafeteria. If it was a night for pork chops, he scooped up all the uneaten meat off the plates and ate until he had stuffed himself. Then he took whatever pork chops were left, wrapped them in paper napkins, and carried them back to his room to make meals for another day.

Bill talked about his philosophy to his roommate, Bill Davidson. “I figure it this way,” he said. “You can spend your life working like the devil to acquire all kinds of things, and not have any time to enjoy life.”

“That’s what most people do, I guess,” his roommate said.

“Or you can settle for a lot less and have the time to do what you want to do,” Bill went on excitedly. “I want to get everything I can out of life. I’m going to live simply.”

On ski trips to Santiam Pass the students always stopped in a restaurant for breakfast. They ordered heaping stacks of pancakes soggy with syrup, mounds of scrambled eggs and buttered toast, big mugs of java and hot chocolate, to fuel a body for a long day on the mountain. Bill sat down like everyone else and ordered a glass of water. He took everything on the table—ketchup, syrup, salt, sugar, cream—mixed it all together and chugged it down. Then he went out and skied like the wild man of the mountains.

One day Bill received a letter from one of his old army climbing buddies, Herbert Rickert of Cleveland, Ohio. Rickert wanted Bill to get together whatever money he could, pack his climbing gear, and meet him in Zurich, Switzerland, in the summer. There they would whet their appetites on the Alps before taking on the Himalayas in India. In 1948 college students did not drop out to go traipsing around the world. The war had provided enough adventure and uncertainty. It was time to get on with life and work. Bill’s mother was ambivalent about the trip. Bill’s father, although he lived a few more years, was in no condition to give anyone advice.

   On July 4, 1948, Bill stood on U.S. 66 outside Los Angeles with his friend John Barnes, holding a hand-lettered sign saying “Swiss Alps.” Bill felt like a free man. All life lay ahead of him, the vast continental United States, the boat to Europe, the Swiss Alps, a Mëcca that every true mountaineer wanted to climb at least once, and finally the Himalayas—those fantastic peaks that were not made of rock and ice but of his dreams. At the end of August, the two Northwest climbers linked up in Zurich with Rickert and his friend, Harold Jaeger.

Bill was used to wilderness climbing, trekking in through virgin forests. The Swiss, with their bourgeois fortitude, had set villages and towns at the very base of the great mountains. The three young climbers romped along past houses that looked like gigantic cuckoo clocks. They looked up to see peaks they could practically touch. Bill had a profound sense of climbing history. As he climbed the peaks—the Wetterhorn, the Jungfrau, the Matterhorn, and Monte Rosa—Bill knew that he was literally following in the steps of the masters.

Many of Bill’s British mentors thought it unsporting to wear the strapped-on metal spikes called crampons. They considered it civilized and proper to climb only with Swiss guides. Even if Bill had had as much money as he had stories, he would never have hired someone to take him up. Half the joy and wonder of climbing was that you did it yourself with your friends; that way each climb was a virgin journey.

The old gentlemen climbers in their felt hats and natty wool clothes enjoyed nothing better up on the mountain than decanting some good wine and other delicacies carried skyward by their ruddy guides, then heading down to sleep at night in good warm Swiss beds. Bill and his friends, like so many climbers who followed them, had no money to squander on Swiss inns. They camped out. They made friends too. Bill met a Swiss girl and gave her the bulky wool sweater that a coed at Oregon State had knitted and sent him.

Tromping through the Alps Bill and his friends hefted sixty-pound packs containing all their belongings. When they weren’t climbing the three men talked endlessly of their Asian venture. In Zurich, they went to the Swiss Foundation for Alpine Research where Herr Ernst Feuz helped them select a worthy peak. Though Everest remained the mountain of Bill’s dreams, the climbers chose a more modest peak—Nilkanta, a 21,640-foot beauty in the Himalayan Garhwal. Bill had read all about this region in the accounts of the climbing of Nanda Devi. Nilkanta stood at the source of the sacred Ganges River, rising above the religious city of Badrinath. It was a worthy choice for a young man who sought the sacred in the earth’s high places.

First there was a question of money. Bill had run out of his three-hundred-dollar grubstake. So had the others. Barnes decided to stay on in Switzerland to study the cello.

The one place where they were likely to find work and a ship to India in postwar Europe was Sweden. Northward they headed. In Göteborg, Sweden’s largest seaport and second largest city, they got jobs in a foundry. It was immigrant’s work, hard and dirty.

In their free time Bill and his friends haunted the offices of the ship companies seeking some kind of cheap passage to India. That did not appear a likely prospect.

The climbers had added an English climber to their party, Laurie French; at least, they could proudly proclaim themselves the Anglo-American Himalayan Expedition. Under that noble banner one day the climbers marched into the offices of yet another ship owner. Bill had honed his rhetorical skills on a score of other magnates, clerks, and secretaries.

“Sir, it borders on an international disgrace that the Anglo-American Himalayan Expedition of 1949 is stranded in your fair city,” Bill said.

The Swedish businessman decided that this thespian deserved a reward. He offered the expedition free first-class passage on the line’s next freighter to India.

Bill, Rickert, and French (Jaeger stayed in Sweden) sailed eastward in civilized comfort. In Calcutta, they were plunged into the fervid life of the subcontinent: the rickshaw wallahs and the beggars, the pungent scent of sweets frying in ghee juxtaposed against the stench of offal; the clipped sounds of Indian English, the babble of Bengali; the exhausting, tedious business of transporting 240 pounds of baggage from the docks to a third-class train headed to Dehra Dun, a thousand miles to the northwest. At noon the furnace breath of the pre-monsoon already hung over the immense, fetid city. Calcutta was like a foundry.

This was an extraordinary time to be in the subcontinent. India had just gained independence from Britain. Hope and despair stood balanced. Freedom had been christened in the blood of over half a million Hindus and Muslims and in a war between India and Pakistan. Gandhi had been assassinated a year before. India throbbed with tensions and uncertainties. Bill was not interested in politics very much. He was journeying above all that.

From Dehra Dun, a temperate, civilized hill station, they traveled by bus past Rishikesh and the Alaknanda Ganga, a headwaters of the Ganges, to the town of Chamoli, where the road ended. On the fifty-mile walk up to Badrinath they were joined by Hindus journeying to the sacred shrines. The most devout prostrated themselves, measuring each step of the journey with their outstretched bodies. It was a strange humiliation these Hindu gods required, but no stranger than what the Hindus thought of these Western pilgrims, sahibs, rich men, walking to the sacred mountain without porters, carrying eighty-pound packs. “We were a constant source of curiosity to the pilgrim travelers as they were to us,” Bill wrote, “but despite the language barrier it was seldom long before we had established contact through smiles and gesticulations.”

At Badrinath, the three climbers met a Hindu holy man, Swami Jnanananda. The Swami led them to the grotto that was his home and bid them stay. Bill had never had any real contact with Hinduism, the mother of religions. He was fascinated. Here was a religion without a Christ, a Buddha, a Mohammed, with gods within gods and meanings within meanings, existing outside time and beyond time. To the Hindu what mattered was the deed. According to the doctrine of Karma, by his own deeds a man was constantly determining his own future life. He would receive his reward in his next life on earth, as his present life was his reward for his last. He would be reincarnated again and again until he had worked his way up and out of the endless cycle of death and pain and suffering that was life.

Hinduism may not have seemed a religion to interest a son of the American West, full of life and its possibilities in this world. But if Hinduism was in some ways a religion of fatalism, justifying the world as it was, it also was a religion of action, guaranteeing reward for good conduct.

To the ascetic, the seeker, the mystic, to those who followed the lonely path of truth came great rewards. Casting off the gilded shackles of wealth and family, the seeker could win power that those still burdened with material things could never achieve. He could see tomorrow and yesterday. He could work miracles. Finally, he could solve the mystery within mysteries. He could stand beyond word and deed, birth and death, joy and sorrow. He was free beyond freedom. But it was a lonely route. In the words of the Hindu religious classic The Bhagavad-Gita, The Song of God:


Who cares to seek
For that perfect freedom
One man, perhaps,
In many thousands.
Then tell me how many
of those who seek freedom
Shall know the total
Truth of my being?
Perhaps only one.



Swami Jnanananda talked to Bill about The Bhagavad-Gita. The holy man’s mind sparkled with erudition. As a younger man he had lived in that world below. He knew English. Bill discovered that the Swami had “a true mountain man’s appreciation of the grandeur of our natural surroundings.” The Swami sensed a kinship with Bill and his friends as well. He helped them negotiate with porters and shopkeepers. “The secretary of the Hindu Temple was also of great service to us,” Bill wrote, “donating our entire consignment of rice and dal (a total of 60 pounds) with the brief comment that he chose to consider us among the pilgrims whose welfare it was his duty to care for.”

To the Swami the mountains were the abode of the gods. He traveled with the three westerners and their five porters up to the 14,000-foot Satopanth Glacier. There they set up what in climbing parlance is called Base Camp, the supply camp. The porters were supposed to carry their loads to the 16,500-foot western col, the saddlelike depression high on Nilkanta. But they did not have mountain boots and when they saw that massive slope of ice and snow, they turned back with the Swami.

For the next two days snow poured down upon the climbers. Then the weather cleared and the climbers moved readily up near the foot of the col. Down below, Bill and his friends had chugged down glass after glass of sweet milky Indian tea and devoured the sugary delicacies from the tea stalls while eating little protein. They had drunk all kinds of water, too. Now their stomachs had begun to act up. Dysentery had already weakened Rickert so badly that he simply could not go beyond 16,500 Camp I, named thus as the first camp above Base Camp.

French and Bill moved upward at dawn carrying 40-pound packs. Within an hour they had reached the bottom of the 1,000-foot slope up to the col. They forged a path along icy cliffs. That was difficult enough, but before long the slope grew ever steeper, the snow deeper and softer. There could be an avalanche at any moment. They hurried as best they could. The snow was up to their knees. Now it was above their hips, up to their chests. Only 300 feet more. They swam slowly through the snow like matrons doing breaststrokes in a heated pool. On top of the col, they set their packs down. It had
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