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Author’s Note

DURING THE INTERVIEWS I CONDUCTED FOR THIS BOOK, I SOMETIMES encountered discrepancies in subjects’ recollection of events. This is natural: Our minds and memories often betray us in stressful situations. I feel I have presented as accurate an account as possible, though I must also acknowledge my own subjectivity. In this same vein, I claim responsibility for any mistakes, however slight.

I have either omitted or changed a few names in this book to protect some subjects, both for personal and professional reasons. Most notable among these is Lauren Weber. For the same reasons, no photographs of her appear in these pages.





Prologue

In the summer, the sun dances around the granite spires of Alaska, projecting shadows here, casting light there, though it never sets. On June 23, 2018, two days after the summer solstice, the sun came around a corner of ridgeline deep in the Hidden Mountains, a phalanx of peaks so remote they had no names or history. Tucked on the far western end of the Alaska Range, the Hidden Mountains were thin needles of rock capping a wild landscape. The mountains promised nothing apart from adventure in a world where adventure was becoming hard to find.

The rotting snow and dark rock of the peaks always seemed to have a gray shield of cloud hanging above them. On June 23rd, though, the cloud bank had wafted out to the ocean, the weather was clear and blue, and the wind was still. If you had been a raven or a bush pilot and had dipped your wings in order to level off and stare across at one of these unnamed spines of granite, you could have made out the unmistakable dots of four climbers—two teams of two—strung together by neon climbing rope, the bright colors of synthetic and nylon jackets and foam climbing helmets contrasting against the dark rock. Bits of humanity enveloped in wilderness and quiet.

All day long, Emmett Lyman and Lauren Weber had been climbing in the shade. Finally, at around seven o’clock in the evening, the couple was rewarded by the sunlight as it poked through the spires. On the opposite ridgeline, two other specks of color climbed upward. These were John Gassel and Alissa Doherty. Occasionally the two parties whooped and hollered to each other, though the complicated terrain meant one team could rarely glimpse the other. The four climbers were close friends; both teams were couples. John and Alissa had even introduced Emmett and Lauren on a sun-drenched weekend of rock climbing in New York State.

They ranged in age from Alissa, the youngest, who was twenty-nine, to Emmett, the oldest, who had just turned forty. Each had successful, ambitious careers back in Boston, but they climbed as often as they could. Together they had traveled all over the globe, climbing frozen waterfalls in Canada, overhanging rock caves in Thailand, the desert spires of the Southwest. This trip felt special, though, because this mountain had never been climbed. So far as they could tell, even the cirque they’d hiked into—a snowy basin ringed with similarly untouched peaks—had never seen a human footprint. Seven hundred feet below them, the climbers’ tents dried out in the sun, dwarfed by mountains that rose from snowfields and glacial rivers and the thick alders they’d struggled up the week before.

Emmett, Lauren, John, and Alissa hadn’t planned on heading up this valley, but their original objective, a mountain several miles to the west, had proven too difficult to get to. They had spent four days ferrying loads of gear and crossing rivers swollen with snowmelt only to realize they’d likely run out of time to pursue their planned objective. A bush pilot was slated to pick them up on a gravel bar thousands of feet below on June 27th. But to the east lay another cirque of intriguing mountains, smaller and easier-looking. Why not notch a few quick first ascents instead of one? Climbing was always better than not climbing, especially when they’d invested so much effort getting here. Short on time, they headed east and trudged up two thousand feet to this current group of mountains instead.

The mountain they chose from this ring was unnamed, but Emmett started calling it Mount Sauron because the dark, twin-tipped summit spires reminded him of Sauron’s foreboding tower in Lord of the Rings. Sauron’s summit was only sixty-five hundred feet above sea level. From where the group had crouched in their cook tent, melting snow and boiling water, the peak rose fifteen hundred feet above the snowfield. Rocky ridgelines swept down from its twin summits. Between these, snowfields eased back down to the basin where they camped, like the indentations between knuckles on a hand.

On June 22nd, the day before their climb, it had rained—the only crummy day of the trip. The foul weather had confined the couples to their tents. The gullies came alive with small, wet-slide avalanches, less dramatic than huge storm slabs but capable of knocking climbers off their feet all the same. Small rocks and debris bounced down the gullies, punctuating the light drum of rain against the tents.

But the next day, the sun shone clear and the two teams packed up, throwing climbing shoes, harnesses, crampons, ice axes, rope, and equipment into their bags and starting off. A tension simmered between them, if only a playful one. After all, whichever party reached the top ahead of the other would enjoy the distinction of being the first people to climb the mountain. Alissa and John had left base camp slightly before Lauren and Emmett. Now they were tackling the left ridgeline while Lauren and Emmett turned their attention to the right one.

Climbers use the same basic subset of skills to move safely upward on rock, ice, or snow. A leader goes first, placing gear or protection: spring-loaded devices, called cams, which slot and expand into cracks; nuts that wedge into constrictions in the rock; and little bladelike pitons that can be pounded into small fissures. Ice climbers rely on ice screws, tubular devices that bite into the ice like an outsized version of a regular hardware-store screw. It is the leader’s job to engineer the way upward. Usually the amount of gear placed corresponds to safety—so the more gear placed the safer they are, as there’s more to hold and catch them if they fall. Modern climbers can rely on stringent factory tests that certify the strength of ropes and slings and other hardware, but a piece of protection is only as good as the rock or ice or snow a climber places it in. Engineering a good piece is an art form that ensures safety. This all sounds daring and risky, but most of the time it isn’t. On many routes a climber tends to fall more often than they succeed, and they learn over time how to place gear to protect against those falls. In addition, a climber’s partner belays them while they climb, which means managing the rope to help catch and safeguard them during falls. The partner also efficiently removes anchors as they follow behind the lead climber. Routes are broken into pitches, so climbers often leapfrog each other from belay spot to belay spot as they progress, pitch by pitch, up the mountain.

But there are still realms of climbing where a no-fall dictum exists: where falling is likely to result in injury or death. Ice climbing is one such subset. Crampons (the sharp points strapped to an ice climber’s feet) and ice axes make for poor airborne company. And alpine climbing is another. Mountain terrain is often blocky and less steep than rock climbs, so a leader tends to hit more on the way down. And of course, a free soloist—someone who is eschewing any type of equipment, including a rope—must never fall (the trade-off for this extreme risk is speed, the unbridled thrill of moving without impairment). For the most part, ice climbers, alpinists, and free soloists choose objectives well below their ability levels in order to mitigate these risks.

Falling on Sauron would be disastrous. Much of the rock was crumbling and rotten and reliable protection was hard to come by. The closest true civilization lay across the Cook Inlet, a good ninety miles of mountain, ocean, and tundra away. Lake Clark National Park and Preserve, home to the Hidden Mountains, is not accessible by road. But the peak looked moderate—well within each climber’s ability level—and as the day wore on and Emmett made his way up the mountain, he felt like he was climbing better and better. Early on, during the second pitch, a rock had crumbled underneath his foot. His last piece of protection far below him, Emmett had chided himself. Hey, dude, pay attention, make sure you get your gear, don’t do anything stupid on this, you’ve got to be careful, you can’t have any accidents today. But for the most part, bounding up a new route was just fun.

Discussing logistics in their base camp, everyone had nodded in tacit agreement. No falls. They all promised to climb as carefully as they could.

By evening both couples were high up the mountain, though John and Alissa were climbing more quickly on their ridge, about three hundred feet higher than Emmett and Lauren. Their options for descending were narrowing, and this sharpened their minds into a state of razor-like awareness.

Chasing this uncertain, fleeting feeling compels alpinists. It is why climbers return to the mountains. These moments prove difficult to describe to romantic partners or close friends, but the four climbers in the Hidden Mountains wouldn’t have to. They were all here together. If anything, this experience would galvanize them. If Emmett and Lauren married—and Emmett, at least, thought they would—tonight would punctuate the rest of their lives. Climbing Sauron together would be something they’d tell their kids about one day.

Emmett had been in the lead throughout the day.

“He was just cruising all day long. He was in the zone. He was probably having one of his best days ever on the rock,” Lauren remembers. There seemed little doubt they’d reach the top soon. The climbing was easy, although they moved more slowly than normal in order to not dislodge anything. They posed for a selfie at the start of a new pitch before Lauren settled herself onto the belay ledge. It sloped downward uncomfortably, but she’d leave this perch soon and climb up after Emmett, who was currently rearranging his gear before casting off on lead.

At first, Lauren paid out slack in the rope by watching Emmett’s movements. But as he crested the ridge and disappeared over the left-hand side, she could only hear the muted jangling of equipment. Then nothing. The angles of the mountain threw sound in unexpected directions, and it was easier to hear John and Alissa, even though they were hundreds of feet above her. Lauren kept paying out rope until he was halfway, then more than halfway. He’d have to build a belay soon and then she could follow him up. With Emmett out of sight around the corner, Lauren relaxed a little and looked at her surroundings. It was eight in the evening. The light was brilliant. Her stance allowed an unmitigated view of the neighboring peaks, of the tents far below.

Suddenly Lauren was snapped out of her reverie by a violent, wrenching sound. She felt the rope come tight and knew that on the other side Emmett was falling, though she couldn’t see him. Rock and debris flushed down the snow gully to her left so forcefully that it caused a small avalanche. To Lauren, the snow just looked like water cascading down, some unreal force of nature that still didn’t seem like it was happening. Dust clouded the air.

Somewhere in this “I heard a human sound,” she recalled. “It wasn’t words. It was just a sound of . . . maybe surprise and dismay.” The whole episode could not have lasted more than a few seconds, but to Lauren, this roar of rock felt like it had happened in slow motion. Somehow, Emmett had fallen, taking hundreds of pounds of rock with him. Lauren’s position on the ridge, far to the right of the fall line, had spared her any injury.

“The rope got tight and eventually the rock and snow and stuff stopped coming down,” Lauren said. “And then it was just dead silent.”





Part I





One

In 1990, thirteen-year-old Emmett Lyman tied into a rope for the first time in his home state of Connecticut. His Boy Scout troop leaders parked behind a Mobil station and marched through the humidity, slinging a few ropes on an inconsequential boulder secreted somewhere along Interstate 395. Emmett and his fellow scouts flailed against the reddish traprock, wearing harnesses made of seat-belt webbing and yellow construction hard hats. Emmett was lucky enough to snag his mom’s old Vibram-soled climbing boots, but the rest of the troop made do with gym sneakers. Chances were, if you tried rock climbing for the first time in the early ’90s, your experience would have been similar.

Emmett was so smitten by climbing that he begged his dad to build him a bouldering wall in the barn, and father and son bolted a few four-by-eight sheets of plywood and climbing holds to the rafters. When he tried to start a climbing team in his high school, a single person showed interest before the effort fizzled. Three decades ago, when climbing gyms still struggled for a footing in the United States, these attempts were better than nothing. Options were limited for American kids bitten by the climbing bug: Either they lived close enough to a real cliff or mountain town, or, like Emmett, they figured it out on their own, rabidly awaiting the next opportunity to tie in.

If you had told any young climber back then that a climbing movie would win an Oscar, that gyms would compete against rival gyms in nearly every city in the country, or that climbing would morph into a billion-dollar industry, they probably wouldn’t have believed you. In Europe, climbing has been ingrained in popular culture for centuries. But here, the possibility that the sport might be a hobby for anyone with a free weekend and an adventurous spirit is just taking hold.

In part, that’s because Americans mainly obsess over competitive sports. It’s easy for us to understand athletes who push themselves to the brink in order to beat someone else. We have a harder time understanding why—without any promise of riches or trophies or awards—anyone would travel to a mountain or a hunk of rock to plumb the depths of their own limits, even if it might kill them.


A CENTURY AGO, IN THE WINTER OF 1923, THE MOUNTAIN CLIMBER George Mallory boarded the Olympia, the sister ship of the Titanic, which was bound from England for New York City. In England, climbing was popular among Edwardian intellectuals and aristocrats. Having established and repeated several difficult routes in Great Britain and Chamonix, France, the tall, erudite Mallory was something of a minor celebrity, regarded as one of England’s best rock climbers. But it was not until reluctantly agreeing to join the British reconnaissance to Mount Everest in 1921 that Mallory’s fame surged far beyond that of cliquish Alpine Club circles.

Two years and two Everest expeditions later, Mallory was girding himself for a third expedition to the mountain that had become his obsession. The year before, as he led upward on a saddle of mountain called the North Col, an avalanche had killed seven Sherpas. It had been Mallory’s decision to push on that day. He had assumed the benign slope would not slide. He had been wrong. In the wake of the tragedy, the expedition packed up and returned home.

If, as he steamed toward New York a year later, the accident still raced through Mallory’s thoughts, there is little evidence of it. If the Sherpas’ deaths haunted him, Everest’s unclimbed summit haunted him more. The aim of this transatlantic journey, organized by the British Mount Everest Committee, was simple. In a few months, he and his teammates would once again travel to Tibet in order to have a third crack at Everest. This American lecture tour would help foot the bill.

When taken as a whole, Mallory’s attributes conspired to make a great all-around climber. He married an unrelenting stubbornness with an athleticism that his partners had marveled at. But more important than his sheer physical skill was Mallory’s acute awareness of the dangers of high-altitude climbing—and the ability to process these dangers, shut them out of his mind, and continue uphill. None of this helped him onstage. If he had expected rapt audiences across the pond, he was in for a rude awakening. His celebrity hardly spanned the Atlantic. The American public, it turned out, couldn’t care less about mountaineering, let alone understand why anyone would return to stand on a useless piece of earth that just so happened to be taller than all the others.

“Mallory is a fine fellow and gives a good lecture,” his American agent Lee Keedick wrote. But, he added, “the American people don’t seem to be interested in the subject.” As his tour wound on, Mallory found himself spinning yarns to half-filled halls. Events lost more money than they made. Wade Davis, one of his many biographers, wrote that “a failed attempt to climb a mountain evidently could not capture an American imagination.” If anything, Canada was worse: An event in Toronto was canceled outright.

When his tour concluded in March, the dejected explorer waited in New York City, eager to board the ship that would carry him to his wife, Ruth, and their young family. It was here, in Manhattan (elbowing past patrons in a bar, some biographers attest), that a New York Times reporter posed a simple question—one no European muckraker would have considered asking: “Why do you want to climb Mount Everest?”

“Because it’s there,” the exasperated Mallory snapped, annoyed at the pluck of this Yankee reporter, whose name has been lost to history. Mallory’s response has gone on to become the most famous trio of words in exploration. And if Mallory’s quip lends insight about his own personality, then the question itself tells us how we Americans view climbing.

In 1924, Mallory traveled to Everest for a third fateful attempt. His teammate Noel Odell watched from below as Mallory and his young partner, a recent Oxford graduate named Sandy Irvine, willed their bodies into the high, thin air. From his vantage point, Odell squinted in order to make sure the tiny dots he saw were indeed men moving upward. In another instant, a bank of clouds floated in, dissolving the two men out of Odell’s line of sight and into history. Though Mallory’s body was discovered in 1999, no one knows if he and Irvine ultimately stood on Everest’s summit.

In May 1963, forty years after Mallory’s lecture tour, five mountaineers from the United States—Jim Whittaker, Tom Hornbein, Willi Unsoeld, Lute Jerstad, and Barry Bishop—summited Everest, becoming the first Americans to do so. But by then, the nation was too busy following astronaut Gordon Cooper’s record-breaking orbit, the exciting final act of the Mercury Project, to pay much attention. In 1963 Everest had been climbed by two previous expeditions, whereas space was a new frontier—and a red-blooded competition with Communist Russia besides.

Of these five Everest summiteers, two, Willi Unsoeld and Tom Hornbein, had done something truly remarkable—climbing’s own equivalent of a space shot. Unsatisfied with repeating the route Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay had taken up the South Col in 1953, Unsoeld and Hornbein became transfixed by a feature called the West Ridge. At first, the route looked impossible from photographs, but a snow couloir slicing down from the summit appeared to offer a key to the upper mountain. If they could manage to climb this feature, they’d complete a new route on the world’s tallest peak. But the way forward presented a trap of sorts. At some point, traveling light and fast, they’d be too committed to the route to retreat. Salvation, then, lay in climbing up and over the summit, where they could reconvene with other team members on Hillary and Norgay’s more established South Col route.

“At first the notion seemed, well, suicidal,” Hornbein wrote years later. “Although the odds of getting to the top seemed low, in due course the prospect of a big adventure had at least some of us hooked.” In order to succeed, the two would have to climb with as little equipment as possible, trusting their intuition and climbing finesse above any piece of gear.

On May 21st, the eve of their attempt on the West Ridge, Hornbein wrote slyly in his journal, “Tomorrow shall spell the conclusion to our effort, one way or another.”

The higher Unsoeld and Hornbein climbed into the couloir, the more committed they became. Despite the late hour of the day, they strained uphill, overcoming difficult moves on friable rock and loose snow. At 6:15 p.m., they stood on the summit. The shadows of the Himalayas grew longer. Night was not far behind.

Three hours earlier Lute Jerstad and Barry Bishop had crested the top from the South Col on a separate summit bid (Jim Whittaker and the Sherpa Nawang Gombu had summited on May 2nd, also via the South Col route). As darkness fell, the two teams ran into each other and sat down for an unplanned bivouac at 8,535 meters (28,000 feet), the highest night out anyone had yet spent. The four men warmed their toes in the arctic temperature of a Himalayan night, unsure if they’d sit down for good or rise in the morning, escaping that permanence of bitter cold and high altitude. Descending the next morning, frostbitten and exhausted and alive, it dawned on them what they’d done. Unsoeld and Hornbein had completed the first traverse of Mount Everest, climbing a new route in the process. Still to this day, more people have stood on the moon than have climbed what’s known as the Hornbein Couloir, despite the hundreds of climbers who straggle to the top of the mountain each year. The ascent stands among the finest feats ever achieved in the Himalayas by a team of Americans.

Like the Mercury astronauts, the 1963 Everest climbers received medals at the White House and a spread in the September issue of Life. But then they returned to the guiding shacks and low-paying professorships from whence they came, while climbing burrowed back into the counterculture, the wider public remaining none the wiser.

Climbers reveled in this rebellious mystique, especially in the United States, where their deeds went mostly unnoticed. “In a larger social sense,” Michael Kennedy wrote for The American Alpine Journal in 1989, “Americans view climbers as people engaged in an interesting and somewhat off-the-wall diversion—not as role models for their children.”

The main barrier to entry was the sport’s inherent danger: anathema to Americans used to suing fast-food chains over the temperature of their coffee. As the 1960s and ’70s progressed, a subculture arose around climbing, featuring devil-may-care athletes with little to lose. Even labeling climbing as a sport was liable to get you into trouble with hard-core practitioners, who insisted it was nothing short of a way of life. When asked “Why do you climb?” at the top of Yosemite’s El Capitan by a news anchor, the same question posed to Mallory decades earlier, a climber named Warren Harding screamed, “Because we’re insane!”

Climbers sewed their own clothing and made their equipment on blacksmithing anvils. News of ascents traveled by word of mouth or in the few climbing-related publications. In 1972, the gear company Chouinard Equipment (later split into two titans of the outdoor industry: Patagonia and Black Diamond) festooned its catalog with paeans to using as little gear and leaving as little trace of one’s passage as possible. Quotes by the writer and pilot Antoine de Saint-Exupéry and the master cellist Pablo Casals competed for space with fervent essays on this new style of “clean” climbing.

Armed with the gear Chouinard and other manufacturers now sold by mail-order or in new stores like Eastern Mountain Sports—drop-picked ice axes for climbing vertical waterfalls, harnesses that wouldn’t break your ribs during leader falls, lightweight and removable anchors such as nuts and hexes, and a modern wardrobe of fleece, synthetic, and nylon clothing—climbers moved faster, lighter, and more fluidly over ice, rock, and mountain terrain throughout the 1970s. Just a decade earlier, it had been standard practice to climb up a route by using nylon ladders clipped to a piece of gear instead of climbing on the actual rock—a laborious and mostly mechanical process. Now young, talented, fit climbers, Chouinard’s rallying cry echoing in their ears, tried to “free” climb as much as possible, using the rope to catch them only in the event of a fall and relying on little more than the strength of their fingers and the sinewed coordination of their bodies on rock.

The more you ratcheted up simplicity and uncertainty, the purer an ascent was considered to be. “It’s the ultimate to go and do something and not leave any trace and not write it up,” Henry Barber, one of the era’s boldest climbers, attests. In 1973, the twenty-year-old walked up to a route called the Steck-Salathe on Sentinel Rock, then one of the most difficult free climbs in Yosemite, and soloed it on first sight, never having touched the route before.

Climbers could now take less into the big mountains, too. Peaks in the Alps and Himalayas had previously taken weeks or even months to climb. By the 1970s, small teams achieved similar results in days. The Austrian ski guide Peter Habeler, one of the first Europeans to visit Yosemite, teamed up with a young Reinhold Messner—later to be the first person to summit each of the world’s fourteen peaks above eight thousand meters (or twenty-six thousand feet)—to climb Gasherbrum I, the eleventh-highest mountain in the world, in alpine style. The two mountaineers carried everything they needed in their packs, climbing a new route up the mountain in three days without any support whatsoever. In order to save weight, they did not bring a rope, soloing together, trusting instead their considerable experience and their new, Scottish-made Terrordactyl ice axes, which thudded into the peak’s firm, steep snow with ease. Gasherbrum’s first ascent, by an American team in 1958, had required ten people and weeks of ferrying loads up and down the mountain.

Routes on the cutting edge tended to be quite dangerous. Ferreting these new climbs out was also becoming difficult. Disentangling risk from difficulty, a growing number of climbers argued, was the only way to raise the bar going forward. They began drilling bolts into the rock to develop sport climbs on steep, previously unprotectable cliffs, rehearsing difficult moves ad nauseam. The old guard was furious, and during the 1980s, an ethical battle ensued between these warring camps.

In 1990, wearing his mom’s twenty-year-old boots and a yellow hard hat, Emmett neither knew nor cared about any of this. Instead, only the simple act of moving vertically thrilled him. “It was this tiny little boulder,” he said of his first trip out with the Boy Scout troop. “But man, I loved it. I thought it was so cool.”





Two

Though he’d been born into an outdoorsy family, Emmett didn’t climb on real rock again until after college. His parents, Dora and Emmett III (Emmett is the fourth Emmett Lyman), bought their East Haddam home after both had graduated from the University of Connecticut. Emmett III had been the president of the university outing club and the couple had met on one of the club’s weekend trips. They had joined the burgeoning ranks of outdoor enthusiasts in the late 1960s, camping, canoeing, hiking, and caving together nearly every weekend.

“It was more of a culture thing back then,” Emmett’s dad notes. Though they dabbled in climbing, neither was interested enough to keep at it, preferring caving or canoeing or hiking instead. Emmett’s parents stumbled on East Haddam in a happy accident, when they were both grad students at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute in Hartford. They’d gone shopping for a cutting board for their apartment and had fallen in love with East Haddam—population 4,500—instead. Its rural, small-town feel made it seem like the right place to raise children, especially to Dora, who had grown up in crowded New Haven: “I’d always wanted my kids to have the same house their whole lives.” Two months after this visit, they bought an old farmhouse. When Dora’s mother saw the run-down place for the first time, she sank to the floor and began to cry. But Emmett’s dad set himself to fixing it up, bit by bit.

Emmett was born in 1977, and his younger sister, Jessi, came along two years later. Soon the adventures their parents had enjoyed as undergraduates became family affairs. Emmett hiked the highest point in Massachusetts, Mount Greylock, as a five-year-old. Both kids camped and fished. During summer vacation, the family would load up a Volkswagen camper van and tramp around the American West, hopping from national park to national park. “We’d just charge across the country without a second thought. It was great,” Emmett’s dad says.

It’s not hard to imagine East Haddam parents telling their kids to be more like that Lyman boy. Emmett studied hard and this devotion left little time for much else. Jessi remembers her brother in high school as a nerdy Boy Scout type—the kind of kid you’d expect to try (and fail) to kick-start a climbing team. When Emmett drove his sister and her friends to school, he’d blast the progressive rock band Rush on the speakers in the family SUV. Jessi remains amazed that he had a girlfriend.

It wasn’t until Emmett went to Cornell that he dropped his Boy Scout bearing and loosened up a little. He messed around on the outdoor bouldering wall (one of the first campus walls in the country). And though he later kicked himself for it, Emmett never joined Cornell’s outing club, despite the fact that its strong climbing program took students to the nearby Shawangunks, one of the Northeast’s best climbing spots, each weekend.

His only Cornell experience on a rope was with his new friend Pat McNally. He and Pat lowered themselves down to the quad outside their dorm, and soon they were teaching a gaggle of dormmates and their RA how to rappel, too—until campus security marched upstairs. Emmett, gregarious to a fault, made a show out of displaying their knots and anchor (once a Boy Scout, always a Boy Scout). One guard who had some knowledge of climbing told the boys they’d done a surprisingly good job, shook his head, and decided not to confiscate their gear.

Emmett graduated with a double major in government and economics and a large amount of student debt. “I went to a good college and I was trying to build a career and live a life and find a girlfriend. All the boxes people tell you you’re supposed to check,” he says. That year he moved to West Hartford, Connecticut, an affluent suburb of Hartford. Aside from hiking part of Vermont’s Long Trail with his dad, he abandoned the outdoors.

“I didn’t have friends that climbed, didn’t have friends in the outdoors. I kind of fell out of the whole scene,” Emmett says.

He did the stuff adrift twentysomethings do after graduating. He bought old vehicles and fixed them up: a Jeep, then a sports car. He worked for Pratt & Whitney, one of Connecticut’s two major aircraft manufacturers (Sikorsky Aircraft is next door). He learned to play golf “because everybody in Connecticut plays golf. It felt like I was stomping through the years, and it didn’t feel great.”

At a loss for what to do next, Emmett enrolled in graduate school, attending the University of Virginia for general management. Higher education did little to pry him from this existential rut. In 2009, when he received his MBA, the US economy was reeling from the housing crisis, and he took on even more debt. The Boston consulting firm he’d been interning for made a job offer on the condition he not begin right away. Instead, they’d pay for an educational program, such as language immersion, plus a little bit of travel time, as a bid to retain new employees. In September, Emmett flew to Santiago, Chile, to study Spanish. When his course ended, he headed down Chile’s long, pencil-thin coast alone.

At the southern tip of the Pampas, the near-endless plain of Argentina and Chile, the mountains of Patagonia burst upward. A visitor—any visitor—cannot help but be awed by the sight. The serrated teeth of the Fitzroy skyline brims with peaks named for the French aviators who died flying the mail up and down South America. It is so iconic that the company Patagonia uses the image as its logo. The contrast of the Argentinean desert to granite spires is one of the most awesome sights on earth.

On the Argentine side of Patagonia, in El Chaltén, Emmett hiked past Laguna Torre valley to Niponino, the last spot a hiker can get to before the striking peaks of Patagonia rise out of the Pampas. A few real climbers rummaged around camp next to a raging river, sliding their way on a line strung across the water. High above, Cerro Torre, the mountain Reinhold Messner had dubbed “a shriek turned to stone,” shot out of the landscape like something from another world.

A glimpse of this skyline is enough to turn any dreamer into an alpinist. It is impossible to not at least wonder what being on top of one of those granite spires must be like. The notion that people climbed these peaks suddenly vibrated through Emmett.

Up there is where life happens, he remembers thinking.
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