

CHAPTER ONE
 Death Valley


People die. Alpine climbers die. It is part of the game. However, we don’t shoot with the same dice our predecessors used. The equation is simple: as technological and psychological advances increase, the danger and difficulty of the routes must be raised as well to maintain an equivalent human experience. We are not satisfied by repeating what others have done. The risk young alpine climbers take today are justifiable in order to make the artistic statements of age. Don’t try to hold us back.

—MARK TWIGHT IN KISS OR KILL: CONFESSIONS OF A SERIAL CLIMBER



THE SHEETS PULLED TIGHT AGAINST HIS CHIN, MARCO LISTENED intently as his mother read him his favorite bedtime story, The Little Prince. Outside his bedroom, the moon glowed gray as the silhouette of the snow-covered French Alps colored an otherwise inky sky. Many nights during Marco’s childhood were spent like this: his mother Michele reading stories to him as his bright blue eyes the size of marbles bounced back and forth between his mother’s lips and a window that revealed the world outside. As Marco grew older, he never grew tired of The Little Prince. He often took a copy of the book when he climbed and kept it in his tent for nighttime readings.

“The story is beautiful, philosophical and so simple,” said Marco’s oldest sister, Valerie.

The famous children’s book, written by French author/pilot Antoine De Saint-Exupéry, has sold more than two hundred million copies since its release in 1943. The story is about a young boy who leaves his planet and the thing he loves most, a rose. Despite the love for his rose, which he believes is the only rose in existence, the protagonist embarks on an adventure to other planets. Visiting his last planet, Earth, the Little Prince meets the story’s narrator, a pilot whose plane crashed in the African desert. The Little Prince proceeds to tell him what he’s learned so far on his journey. He’s realized that no matter the planet, adults are a sad species, and he discovers along the way that there are other roses in the galaxy.

“People where you live grow five thousand roses in one garden, yet they don’t find what they’re looking for,” the Little Prince tells the pilot. “But eyes are blind. You have to look with the heart.”

The Little Prince further explains to the pilot that adults are the real problems in society. While they don’t understand the source of their sadness, the Little Prince knows it’s because they’ve eschewed the creativity, imagination, and curiosity of youth. For some reason, adults are convinced that kids are silly and thus blindly continue to embrace the ugliness of adulthood and discount the beauty of childhood. The Little Prince pities adults, but since they are oblivious to what ails them, he’s helpless to cure them.

On his eighth day in the desert, the Little Prince is bitten by a poisonous snake and notifies the pilot that he must leave. The bite has changed the Little Prince, although the reader isn’t quite sure how. After an emotional final dialogue between the pilot and the Little Prince, whose naïveté about the evils of the world clouds the reality of what’s about to happen to him, the Little Prince disappears and the story ends. As with most fables, figurative elements suggest different outcomes. Some believe he returned to his rose and his home planet and became a wise and cultured man; some believe he committed suicide because he couldn’t handle the strain of becoming an adult; and some believe he had to die because childhood innocence and the simple love of a rose would be defeated by the poisonous bite of adulthood.

Whatever one’s interpretation, Marco loved the story. He told his mother he would like to look like the Little Prince, even be like him. Michele, a secretary and ski instructor, already knew her son looked like the Little Prince, who had a mop of golden hair. She knew he acted like him, innocent and excitable, observant and discerning. But what she didn’t know was her son’s life on this planet also wouldn’t last long. Like the Little Prince, Marco was a shooting star, here to shine brightly and vanish quickly, no goodbyes. Had Michele known her son’s fate, perhaps she wouldn’t have read him the story. No, that isn’t true. Michele loved reading stories to Marco, especially that one. It made him smile, made him ponder life, and made him dream. No mother would deprive a child of that, although the story’s ending often made them cry.

After he established himself as a snowboarder who flirted with dangerous, steep faces on big mountains, Marco told his father, “[Papa], if I have an accident, no one will come looking for me unless I fall to the bottom.” Even if spoken flippantly and on a teenager’s dim level, it’s a pity to expect one’s exit to be a lonely one; to spare one’s elders a chance to say goodbye is sad, but to die alone is misery. If Michele could have spoken to her son during his last moments on Mount Everest in 2002—just as she was there to speak to him during his first moments on Earth in 1979—one could imagine their dialogue being similar to the final one between the pilot and the Little Prince. When it’s clear the Little Prince is suffering from the snake bite, the end of the story unfolds:


Little Prince: It’ll look as if I’m suffering. It’ll look a little as if I’m dying. It’ll look that way. Don’t come to see that; it’s not worth the trouble.

Pilot: I won’t leave you.

Little Prince: You were wrong to come. You’ll suffer. I’ll look as if I’m dead, and that won’t be true…

Pilot: I said nothing.

Little Prince: You understand. It’s too far. I can’t take this body with me. It’s too heavy.

Pilot: I said nothing.

Little Prince: But it’ll be like an old abandoned shell. There’s nothing sad about an old shell…

Pilot: I said nothing…. He was a little disheartened now. But he made one more effort.

Little Prince: It’ll be nice, you know. I’ll be looking at the stars, too. All the stars will be wells with a rusty pulley. All the stars will pour out water for me to drink…

Pilot: I said nothing. And he, too, said nothing, because he was weeping…

Little Prince: Here’s the place. Let me go alone.

Pilot: And then he sat down because he was frightened. Then he said:

Little Prince: You know …my flower …I am responsible for her. And she’s so weak! And so naïve. She has four ridiculous thorns to defend her against the world.

Pilot: I sat down, too, because I was unable to stand any longer. He said, “There…. That’s all.” He hesitated a little longer, then he stood up. He took a step. I couldn’t move…. There had been nothing but a yellow flash close to his ankle. He remained motionless for an instant. He didn’t cry out. He fell gently, the way a tree falls. There wasn’t even a sound…. Now I’m somewhat consoled…. But I know he did get back to his planet because at daybreak I didn’t find his body.



The mystery of Marco Siffredi may end on Mount Everest, but it begins in Chamonix in an unlikely place: a cemetery pressed against a waterfall-laced hillside in the shadow of Mont Blanc, the highest mountain in Western Europe. After the 15,781-foot peak was first climbed in 1786 by a crystal hunter and a doctor, deaths began accumulating in the Alps and the bodies had to be buried somewhere. Cemeteries typically display lush, manicured grounds with tidy rows of gravestones decorated with flowers. They are designed to be an attractive resting place for an ugly reality: Death is tragic but part of life. Chamonix’s cemetery, it seems, can’t produce such an orderly and polished layout because the bodies pile up so fast. This is where tragedy and beauty intersect and produce an ode to another reality: Death is tragic but, no matter how brief one’s years are, living without a purpose is the greatest tragedy of all.

Adorned with ice axes, skis, and climbing ropes, the gravestones and their inscriptions are more eulogy than elegy. They are glazed with an intense pride that permeates a place that is considered the birthplace of mountaineering. The inscriptions list the accomplishments of the deceased: the mountain they died on, the route they died on, the glacier they died on. The inscriptions state if they were an official mountain guide or an aspiring guide. Some deceased “explored” or “conquered” mountains, as if the death was the result of a gladiatorial contest that, one day, became the climber’s last. Some families couldn’t quite come to grips with their sons’ deaths and emphasized they were “now with the mountain” or “no longer with us.” Such euphemistic language masquerades the truth, but what can’t be disguised are the ages. Many deceased were buried in their twenties and thirties; some were teenagers. No matter their age, the mountains were their preferred dance partners. American author and climber Mark Twight recounted a conversation in his book Kiss or Kill that he had with a mother from Sweden whose daughter was killed while skiing in Chamonix. She told Twight, “In Sweden, you rarely see a headstone for someone under 40. What kind of sick place is this?”

Mountains are beautiful and dangerous, but in Chamonix part of the reason they are beautiful is because they are dangerous. Those buried in its cemetery aren’t just mourned and remembered; they are celebrated. Death is accepted, tolerated by some and glorified by others, and is part of the deal there when a person commits to a life in the mountains. If man questions too much, nature will remind man of their handshake agreement where the consequences were clearly outlined. There is no reneging on such arrangements, thus mountains and peril are forever intertwined and ingrained into the residents’ consciousness. Some speculate that after dealing with all the mangled corpses and bloodstains on glaciers, the townspeople suffer from a sort of low-level post-traumatic stress disorder.

“People are numb here,” said Craig Calonica, who’s lived in Chamonix for three decades. “To talk about the deaths and what happens here is painful, and nobody wants to hurt like that. It’s how they cope, by not talking about it.”

The entrance to the cemetery is marked by two stone pillars and a black wrought-iron gate. Baskets of geraniums hang near the rectangular and square-cut granite blocks. One of the first headstones is that of Maurice Herzog, a former Chamonix mayor who was part of the first team to summit a major peak in the Himalaya (Annapurna in 1950). Herzog, who died in 2012 at the age of ninety-three, went climbing in the Chamonix area for the first time as a college student. In 1952 he wrote an article in the New York Times and described the feeling of climbing in this way: “I believe what I felt that day closely resembles what we call happiness.”

Next to Herzog’s gravestone is that of Edward Whymper, a recalcitrant Englishman who is famous for being the first to climb the Matterhorn in 1865 in nearby Switzerland. Whymper accumulated other important first ascents in 1864 and 1865, including the scaling of 13,523-foot Aiguille Verte in the Mont Blanc massif. One author called the “Green Needle” the most beautiful peak in the Alps, and it makes a strong argument with its smooth, rounded, icy summit that becomes a complex puzzle of steep chutes and serrated ridges that stretch toward cracked glaciers below. Chamonix guides didn’t like that Whymper, a foreigner, was the first to climb what they considered their mountain. Then the guides really didn’t like it 135 years later when Marco Siffredi’s snowboard descent of the Aiguille Verte’s Nant Blanc route cemented his status as more than a young punk that disrespected them around town. (Whymper died in 1911 at the age of seventy-one after falling ill in a Chamonix hotel.)

Near the gravestones for Herzog and Whymper, on an outer stone wall, is a display of rectangular marble and granite plaques. It’s as if the cemetery has no more space to memorialize the dead or missing climbers unless it digs into the forested hillsides tilting toward Mont Blanc, so a makeshift memorial wall was created. On the top row of this collection of plaques is a peppered granite stone with garnet-colored cursive lettering that states:


Marco Siffredi, 23ans,

Le 8 septiembre sa trace disaprait en le summet de l’Everest. Lors de la descente du couloirs Hornbein en snowboard.

“See you Tomorrow”



There is a picture of Marco in the upper right-hand corner of the plaque: yellow-collared jacket, blond hair, signature gap-toothed grin, and head cocked slightly. He looks serious and contemplative as if he knew his fate and was resigned to it. His eyes move beyond Herzog’s and Whymper’s gravestones and toward Pierre’s reddish gravestone, positioned twenty yards away below a concrete wall. As he stares toward the final resting place of the brother he never knew, Marco’s expression is one of contentment and acceptance. If Marco’s blue eyes were filled with regret and in search of an accomplice, they would shift downward toward a lower row of plaques where there is a memorial for Jean-Marc Boivin, whose death-defying stunts inspired Marco and an entire generation of Chamonix youth.

“I hate this place,” said journalist and skier Laurent Molitor, who wrote about Marco’s life. “I hate coming here. It smells of death. My friends have died in these mountains, some were found, and some weren’t. In the cemetery nobody ever dies because they are with the mountain. It’s like families in Nepal, in the Khumbu. You can’t meet a family who hasn’t had a family member die on Everest or in the mountains. It’s the same in Chamonix. Every family in Chamonix has a brother or a son or a dad, someone, that’s died in the mountains. The difference is that people in Nepal are poor and they climb because it’s a job. They survive by helping others climb mountains, they climb for their families. In Chamonix, death is sport.”

Nobody walked a finer line between living life and tempting death than Boivin, who was Marco’s childhood hero and a veritable star in France for his daring feats that covered a range of athletic pursuits. In 1988, Boivin was the first to paraglide from the summit of Mount Everest. Upon returning, he was featured in films and books and mentioned he would like to return to ski a direct line on Everest’s north face that was beautiful and daring: the Hornbein Couloir. Marco couldn’t have known it, but his fateful seed was planted.

Marco Siffredi was born on May 22, 1979, in a hospital less than a mile from the town cemetery. His parents, Michele and Philippe, were descendants of mountain-raised families in the Alps. Michele was born in Chamonix to relatively wealthy parents who inherited a sprawling property south of town in the Les Barrats neighborhood. She was a good student and progressed to college after high school. Philippe grew up in a more hardscrabble Franco-Swiss family near St. Gervais, fifteen miles away from Chamonix in a wide, verdant valley crisscrossed by farms in the shadow of Mont Blanc. Philippe’s father, Marco’s grandfather, worked as a mountain guide and introduced mountains to his son, who also became a guide. Philippe and Michele met in the late 1950s when they attended college in St. Gervais, down-valley from Chamonix. Philippe was attracted to Michele’s athletic build, vibrant smile, and warm, bubbly personality. To a man who was uncertain of his direction in life, Michele instilled in him a confidence assuring him that, whatever path he chose, he would be okay as long as Michele was with him. The two fell in love and moved to Paris where Philippe trained under the most famous hairdresser in France. His discovered his professional calling was cutting hair, not climbing mountains, and eventually was named the best hairdresser in France.

Philippe was a guide but not with Compagnie des Guides de Chamonix Mont-Blanc, the oldest guiding company in the world and the most difficult with which to earn official guide status. Not only do aspiring Compagnie des Guides de Chamonix Mont-Blanc guides need to pass numerous tests and endure years of apprenticeship, they also must have been born in Chamonix. Besides several honorary members, this has been the case since the company formed in 1821. The mission of the company has been to create an opportunity for guides to earn money but also use fees to create an emergency fund for accidents involving guides. Of the thousands of deaths or disappearances that have occurred in the mountains surrounding Chamonix, guides have been involved in nearly one hundred of them. As much as Philippe loved the mountains and could have earned a living from guiding, his father persuaded him to pursue a safer, more reliable profession.

Mont Blanc is the most heavily guided climb in Chamonix and the consistent source of income for local guides. It also happens to be the world’s deadliest mountain. Since physician Michel-Gabriel Paccard and crystal collector Jacques Balmat first climbed Mont Blanc in 1786, there have been an estimated eight thousand fatalities on the massif (about twenty-five times more than Everest), which includes the ice-covered summit and its assortment of satellite aiguilles or “needles.” Each year, about one hundred people die on the massif. The first death occurred in 1820 when five guides were caught in an avalanche. Two guides survived and the other three disappeared; their bodies were discovered more than four decades later at the bottom of a glacier. In response, the Compagnie des Guides de Chamonix Mont-Blanc was established. Soon, other guiding companies formed in the area and a generation of mountain guides was born. Philippe Siffredi was a descendant of this spawning generation.

Mont Blanc’s routes aren’t necessarily any more dangerous than other glaciated peaks, but the volume of climbers on its routes, many of whom are novices, compromises everyone’s safety. (In 2017, it was estimated that between twenty-five thousand and thirty thousand people attempted Mont Blanc, and it’s not uncommon on a summer’s day to share the summit with two hundred other climbers.)

Philippe’s father scoffed at the idea of having his son thrust into harm’s way to usher an otherwise incapable person to the top of Mont Blanc or other peaks. His father further derided the industry when he argued clients don’t always pay when they should and explained to his son that the guiding season is short, volatile, and not well-paying. He encouraged Philippe to find a more promising profession.

As much as he loved mountains and the idea of making a living from guiding, Philippe was neither disappointed nor dejected at his father’s advice. He respected his father’s opinion and, about the time that he met Michele, had developed a serious interest in cutting hair. Good with his hands, he also had a knack for carpentry. Even today, in his seventies, he builds furniture for family and friends in his basement workshop. Philippe found his life’s calling as a hair stylist and carpenter, and both professions kept him satisfied and busy. Philippe vowed that, if he ever had children, he would not shield them from the mountains or dissuade them from pursuing their own calling. He couldn’t have known that he would have two sons that would test that vow. But until that moment came, Philippe cut hair and framed real estate projects, two professions that generated significant business in the rapidly growing resort town of Chamonix.

Fifty miles from Geneva, Switzerland, Chamonix first attracted tourists in 1741 when Englishmen Richard Pococke and William Windham found what they called the “Chamouny” valley. The beacon that led to their discovery was Mont Blanc, which they saw rising above the azure waters of Lake Geneva. Pococke and Windham were enthusiastic travelers who had been to the Middle East and decided to explore glaciers of the Alps. Their visit to the remote valley was considered the first by outsiders for recreational purposes. They encountered a population of farmers whose lone industry was the harvesting of oats and rye. Pococke and Windham visited numerous glaciers during the summer of 1741, when glaciers pressed against the valley floor, but it was their visit to Mer de Glace (Sea of Ice) that sparked a tourism boom. Impressions of their visit were published in journals and piqued the interest of other travelers. In the decades between then and when the Compagnie des Guides de Chamonix Mont-Blanc was formed in 1821, hotels were built to accommodate several thousand visitors each year.

It was also during the 1800s when the valley’s economic engine turned from farming to outdoor recreation. Buoyed by the success of the Compagnie des Guides de Chamonix Mont-Blanc, a popular trek was through pine forests to the Mer de Glace, which twists five miles from the hulking mass of Mont Blanc and forms the largest glacier in France. Guides led all types of tourists, from aspiring climbers to Victorian women wearing dresses and high heels, over glacial crevasses and introduced them to an alpine world. Europeans were inspired by images of people in formal attire frolicking on a glacier with a backdrop that remains one of the most impressive mountain amphitheaters on Earth. The images displayed this beauty, but more than that, they convinced the masses that anybody could access this landscape, when before it required years of apprenticeship.

Not only did guides lead clients to the summit of Mont Blanc and Mer de Glace, they escorted them to nearby glaciers and other lesser peaks, then ushered them back to town where they dined on foie gras and drank wine. By 1860, a road capable of handling traffic connected 











































EPILOGUE


Every climb, particularly an alpine climb, has some element of risk, chance, the grand gamble. Obviously, we win most of the time, or the sport wouldn’t be getting so popular. By acts of will and technology, we think we have it together, that we’re in control, and that our knowledge and skill will bring us through again…. Rock is hard, and flesh is mortal. Nothing new in that, but lessons in mortality are not easily won. What happened out there in the sleepy rock morning? Did my good karma run out? Was my number up? Was it just my turn on the wheel of fortune?

—ALAN MILLER IN HIS ESSAY “THOUGHTS,” PUBLISHED IN A 1983 CLIMBING MAGAZINE ARTICLE



MARCO FELT PRESSURE TO SNOWBOARD THE HORNBEIN COULOIR, AS HE was convinced somebody else would. As of December 1, 2020, no climber, skier, or snowboarder has climbed the Hornbein. In the years after Marco’s disappearance, interest has waned in skiing or snowboarding eight-thousand-meter peaks.

“We thought about having a ski program for climbing these mountains, but it doesn’t really work,” Russell Brice said. “I think it’s sort of died its own natural death because this stuff isn’t particularly cool, it’s really difficult, and the success rate is low. The snow is also horrible at that altitude.”

In August of 2018, American skiers Jim Morrison and Hilaree Nelson recorded a first descent on Lhotse, Everest’s neighbor and the fourth- highest peak in the world at 27,940 feet. Their plan was to first succeed on Lhotse, then parlay that success and attempt the Hornbein. As of this writing, they have not attempted the route.

In the spring of 2018, Polish skier Andrzej Bargiel recorded a first descent of Pakistan’s K2, the world’s second-highest peak at 28,250 feet. K2’s terrain is steeper and more unforgiving, and its weather more severe than Everest’s. If Bargiel could ski any route on K2, he could ski the Hornbein. Andrei planned to make a ski descent of an undetermined route on Everest in the fall of 2019, but he never executed his Everest plans.

Although the Everest climbing season was canceled in the spring and fall of 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic that affected tourism and travel around the world, the Hornbein Couloir remains the most coveted first descent in backcountry skiing and snowboarding.

“I think it will get ridden, but it won’t be by me,” said American Jeremy Jones, who is friends with Morrison and Nelson. “I continue to hear Marco’s name come up over and over. In that way, Marco and that line is still very present.”

For climbing purposes, the next person to climb the Hornbein Couloir will be the first to be in that area since Marco in 2002. Almost all Everest climbs follow the two commercial routes. If someone were to ski, snowboard, or climb the Hornbein beyond 2020, their resulting trip report would confirm whether Marco’s body is there and whether it’s above the crux section or below. If his body is not there, it’s likely that it will never be found.

“If we were to find his body, I would be interested to see where it was and why we did not see it,” Brice said. “If we happened to find his body, it would explain a little bit more about how far he had gotten or didn’t. But that would be harder for me to find a body. Frankly, it’s kind of tidy because you don’t see him.”

Brice remains involved with Himalayan Expeditions but has transferred operations to a colleague. Phurba Tashi, who turned fifty the year this book was published, held the world record for ascents of eight-thousand-meter peaks (thirty) in 2021 and, at one point, held the world record for most Everest ascents (twenty-one). Phurba lives with his wife and children in Khumjung, Nepal, and remains close with Brice. Both were featured prominently in the 2015 documentary Sherpa, but Phurba vowed to no longer climb eight-thousand-meter summits and he primarily works on the operational and support sides of Himex’s expeditions. He will be forever grateful to Brice, who first hired him to be a cook in the 1990s and quickly promoted him. In 2020, Phurba received a percentage of Himex’s profits based on an agreement with Brice. He also operates a lodge and restaurant in Khumjung and lives a modest life that includes intermittent farming. Although he’s befriended and gotten to know hundreds of clients over the years, Phurba said nobody compares to Marco. He thinks about Marco often, he said.

Marco’s family members all live in France’s Chamonix valley. His mother and father are in their seventies and remain active. His mother gardens and his father builds furniture and has other woodworking projects. Marco’s sister Valerie is a schoolteacher and lives with her family at the campground chalet where Marco lived with his girlfriend, Stephanie, in 2002. The campground was demolished in 2019 and replaced with several chalets the family rents as vacation properties. As of this writing, Marco’s sister Shooty worked as a bartender in Argentiere, the village where Brice resided when Marco contacted him with his dream of snow-boarding Everest.

Marco’s girlfriend in 2002, Stephanie, has a child of her own from another relationship and manages a clothing store in Chamonix. Hervé Cocco is married with children and lives in Chamonix. Marco’s friend Bertrand Delapierre is married with children and has become a world-renowned adventure photographer and cinematographer. He lives down the valley near where Philippe and Michele Siffredi met. René Robert is single and resides near the Siffredi family home. His photography work is also world renowned.

Philippe, fighting back tears at times when interviewed in July of 2019, said the effect Marco’s death has caused his family is profound, but he remains proud of his son and never judges him.

“The mother is dead (inside). Not dead, but close,” Philippe said. “I think it is too much for the mother than the father because the mother carries the son inside of her. It is different. Marco was my son, my relationship with him. The evolution of him was marvelous, and now there is a spirit of Marco. The mountain has always been dangerous. The mountain is the truth. You are either capable or not capable. The mountain is not just or, on the contrary, unjust.” During my final conversation with Philippe Siffredi in August 2019, it was clear that he hadn’t abandoned his goal of finding his son’s body. Philippe admitted he had recently entertained a company’s offer to fly him in a helicopter to Everest and to the top of the Hornbein Couloir. The opportunity to fly close enough to where he believes his son is resting was appealing to Philippe, but ultimately his family convinced him it was not a good idea, thus proper closure remains elusive.

As for Marco, he would have turned forty-two years old the year this book was published. He was a young, talented, and confident snowboarder when he disappeared in 2002. As an adolescent, he was inspired by his hero, Jean-Marc Boivin, and grew up in a community with an outlook on death that is profoundly different from places where self-preservation is more important than self-fulfillment. Marco was not cavalier about the risk of death associated with climbing and snowboarding. His brother, his best friend, and his childhood hero all died in the mountains. Marco prepared for his objectives and displayed the courage to turn around if things weren’t safe, and the courage to push on if they were. That boundary is different for each person, and his boundary in no way is a justification or license for someone else to pursue similar objectives. While Marco never had the opportunity to love a wife or children of his own, or celebrate his fiftieth birthday, not everybody is meant to grow old and die on the same vine as everyone else. Dying doing something one loves does not justify one’s death, since all deaths are tragic to someone. He may have been by himself on September 8, 2002, but he did not die alone. He left behind two grief-stricken parents, a girlfriend that loved him, two siblings that loved him, and friends that loved him, and they all lost something the day he disappeared. Yet, none of them wanted Marco to betray himself and protect himself from death by not living and pursuing his passion. And there’s nothing to suggest Marco didn’t stay true to himself until his last breath. Finding his life’s purpose so young was Marco’s greatest gift, and his greatest curse.

“Marco’s tracks disappeared in mid-curve at 8,500 meters, like the final note of Mozart’s unfinished requiem,” wrote French journalist Manu Rivaud, according to website PisteHors.com.

There are worse ways to be remembered.

When the sun sets on everybody’s life, reflection occurs. Would Marco have done anything differently on September 8, 2002? Sure. But when facing one’s mortality, all humans would change at least one thing that happened in their lives if given the opportunity. What Marco never had is the one thing many carry to their graves: regret.

Note: Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, the author of Marco’s favorite book The Little Prince and a French aviator, disappeared mid-flight over the Mediterranean Sea during World War II. Several unsuccessful searches were conducted for the pilot’s missing plane that vanished on July 31, 1944. But in 2004, scuba divers found parts of a plane that were confirmed to be Saint-Exupéry’s. It was widely accepted the plane crashed, but the cause remains shrouded in mystery. His body has never been found, and the mystery remains unsolved.

EULOGY

Note: Text was written and read in French by Valerie Yout, Marco’s older sister, during the religious ceremony in honor of Marco at the Chamonix church in November of 2002. This text was translated into English by Adriana Mairey.

We miss Marco’s laugh.

It resembled a shooting star surfing in powder with his blond hair.

Like a little prince, Marco laughed.

He was always laughing. Marco laughed at everything.

Little one, I always watched him, I pampered him, I loved him strongly, I taught him to ski, to swim, to ride a bike…

I helped him grow…

We all gave him twice the love.

Pierre, our big brother, was already done when Marco was two years old, we miss him terribly.

Marco, through his zest for life, his breath of oxygen, helped us to heal that first heartbreak.

The child that he was grew up.

Little brother without problems, only passionate about his fish.

How many aquariums did he set up in the house?

Already very young, nothing stopped him, and, at eleven, he dug his pond alone in the garden.

He put all of his energy into his projects.

Then, during his teenage years when he was somewhat tormented.

And around fifteen-sixteen years old, he discovered snowboarding with Philippe Forte, Bertrand Delapierre, and PIF (Pierre-Francois Brun)—it’s the shock, the click, the passion for sliding.

He snowboards, he learns, he practices, he gets to know the mountain.

He often said, “It’s not the climb that interests me, but the descent, the slide …I take pleasure in drawing curves in the slope, to slide in the powder.”

Should it have been prevented?

No one can hold back the passionate.

This is how we loved him, how we love him today, and how we will always love him.

Everyone who is passionate about extreme sports is aware of the risks that they entail, but above all they live their passion…

Yet, his lucidity was his strength, aware that he might not come back…

His lucidity disconcerted us…

This new adventure was a new challenge for him, the logical continuation to his previous adventures.

Marco was an adventurer, a thrill-seeker, an Amadeus of extreme snow-boarding in high mountains.

His total commitment to the mountain was very strong, almost visceral.

He had to go there again and again…

Always higher, always more difficult…

To prevent it was to take away his reason for living.

To love Marco was to accept his life choices. And his life was cheerful, bubbly like champagne!

Marco lived with an overflowing energy, he distilled a little light happiness…

Marco, we miss you. Your humor, your zest for life, your anger, your smile, everything…

I have your laugh echoing in my head.

But your voice, your look, your gap-toothed smile, your expressions, we miss them…

Your passing has left us with an unbearable emptiness.

What happened, at eighty-six hundred meters, Sunday September 8th?

Why Everest, the sacred mountain, did she wrap you in her shroud?

You played a nasty trick on us Marco, and today it’s not your laugh that I hear, but the pain, the grief, and the tears that invade me.

I’m lost, no longer have a big brother, no longer have a little brother.

I feel like a bird who has broken both wings.

Seeing our parents, Michele and Philippe, their sadness hurts me even more. This immense grief that no one can relieve…

Not knowing the cause of your death is unbearable to us…

Not being able to physically mourn over your body greatly saddens us…

Sometimes, I manage to console myself thinking that you are coming home, coming back from your expedition, and that all of this isn’t real…

Or, I watch your life go by, a short life, admittedly, but oh so full and rich in emotions!

You were loved by us all.

You lived your life to the fullest.

You felt wonderful sensations that many of us will never feel, even if we live a hundred years…

What a full life!

What confidence in life you had! You loved life so much!

You were not afraid. You believed in it. You believed in yourself…

When you came back from Everest the first time, in May 2001, you came back changed, transformed.

You started to behave like a responsible adult.

We had plans together. Now, our plans have failed…

And it is at the dawn of your life as a man that you leave, leaving us with our sadness.

Little brother, our separation is painful. Love does not know its true depth until the moment of separation.

Twenty-three years, it is short. You did not have the time to live your life as a man, but maybe yours was quite full and you could already retire peacefully…

Twenty-three years strong and intense.

Twenty-three years to put all of your energy into what you chose to live very strongly…

Rest in peace with God, little brother.

Be happy Marco.

I have your laugh echoing in my head.
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