
Into Thin Air  

by Jon Krakauer 

Straddling the top of the world, one foot in Tibet and the other in Nepal, I cleared the ice from 
my oxygen mask, hunched a shoulder against the wind, and stared absently at the vast sweep of 
earth below. I understood on some dim, detached level that it was a spectacular sight. I'd been 
fantasizing about this moment, and the release of emotion that would accompany it, for many 
months. But now that I was finally here, standing on the summit of Mount Everest, I just couldn't 
summon the energy to care. 
 
It was the afternoon of May 10. I hadn't slept in 57 hours. The only food I'd been able to force 
down over the preceding three days was a bowl of Ramen soup and a handful of peanut M&M's. 
Weeks of violent coughing had left me with two separated ribs, making it excruciatingly painful 
to breathe. Twenty-nine thousand twenty-eight feet up in the troposphere, there was so little 
oxygen reaching my brain that my mental capacity was that of a slow child. Under the 
circumstances, I was incapable of feeling much of anything except cold and tired. 

I'd arrived on the summit a few minutes after Anatoli Boukreev, a Russian guide with an 
American expedition, and just ahead of Andy Harris, a guide with the New Zealand-based 
commercial team that I was a part of and someone with whom I'd grown to be friends during the 
last six weeks. I snapped four quick photos of Harris and Boukreev striking summit poses, and 
then turned and started down. My watch read 1:17 P.M. All told, I'd spent less than five minutes 
on the roof of the world. 
 
After a few steps, I paused to take another photo, this one looking down the Southeast Ridge, the 
route we had ascended. Training my lens on a pair of climbers approaching the summit, I saw 
something that until that moment had escaped my attention. To the south, where the sky had 
been perfectly clear just an hour earlier, a blanket of clouds now hid Pumori, Ama Dablam, and 
the other lesser peaks surrounding Everest. 
 
Days later—after six bodies had been found, after a search for two others had been abandoned, 
after surgeons had amputated the right hand of my teammate Beck Weathers—people would ask 
why, if the weather had begun to deteriorate, had climbers on the upper mountain not heeded the 
signs? Why did veteran Himalayan guides keep moving upward, leading a gaggle of amateurs, 
each of whom had paid as much as $65,000 to be ushered safely up Everest, into an apparent 
death trap? 

Nobody can speak for the leaders of the two guided groups involved, for both men are now dead. 
But I can attest that nothing I saw early on the afternoon of May 10 suggested that a murderous 
storm was about to bear down on us. To my oxygen-depleted mind, the clouds drifting up the 
grand valley of ice known as the Western Cwm looked innocuous, wispy, insubstantial. 
Gleaming in the brilliant midday sun, they appeared no different than the harmless puffs of 
convection condensation that rose from the valley almost daily. As I began my descent, I was 
indeed anxious, but my concern had little to do with the weather. A check of the gauge on my 
oxygen tank had revealed that it was almost empty. I needed to get down, fast. 



 
Thirty feet below, some 20 people were [lined] up at the base of the Step, and three climbers 
were hauling themselves up the rope that I was attempting to descend. I had no choice but to 
unclip from the line and step aside. 
 
The traffic jam comprised climbers from three separate expeditions...Moving at the snail's pace 
that is the norm above 8,000 meters, the throng labored up the Hillary Step one by one, while I 
nervously bided my time. 

  

Harris, who left the summit shortly after I did, soon pulled up behind me. Wanting to conserve 
whatever oxygen remained in my tank, I asked him to reach inside my backpack and turn off the 
valve on my regulator, which he did. For the next ten minutes I felt surprisingly good. My head 
cleared. I actually seemed less tired than with the gas turned on. Then, abruptly, I felt like I was 
suffocating. My vision dimmed and my head began to spin. I was on the brink of losing 
consciousness. 
 
Instead of turning my oxygen off, Harris, in his [oxygen-depraved] state, had mistakenly cranked 
the valve open to full flow, draining the tank. I'd just squandered the last of my gas going 
nowhere. There was another tank waiting for me at the South Summit, 250 feet below, but to get 
there I would have to descend the most exposed terrain on the entire route without benefit of 
supplemental oxygen. 
 
But first I had to wait for the crowd to thin. I removed my now useless mask, planted my ice ax 
into the mountain's frozen hide, and hunkered on the ridge crest. As I exchanged banal 
congratulations with the climbers filing past, inwardly I was frantic: "Hurry it up, hurry it up!" I 
silently pleaded. "While you guys are screwing around here, I'm losing brain cells by the 
millions!" 
 
Later still, Doug Hansen—another member of our expedition, a postal worker from Seattle who 
had become my closest friend on the mountain-arrived atop the Step. "It's in the bag!" I yelled 
over the wind, trying to sound more upbeat than I felt. Plainly exhausted, Doug mumbled 
something from behind his oxygen mask that I didn't catch, shook my hand weakly, and 
continued plodding upward. 
 
The last climber up the rope was Fischer, whom I knew casually from Seattle, where we both 
lived. His strength and drive were legendary—in 1994 he'd climbed Everest without using 
bottled oxygen—so I was surprised at how slowly he was moving and how hammered he looked 
when he pulled his mask aside to say hello. "Bruuuuuuce!" he wheezed with forced cheer, 
employing his trademark, fratboyish greeting. When I asked how he was doing, Fischer insisted 
he was feeling fine: "Just dragging a little today for some reason. No big deal." With the Hillary 
Step finally clear, I clipped into the strand of orange rope, swung quickly around Fischer as he 
slumped over his ice ax, and rappelled over the edge. 
 



 
It was after 2:30 when I made it down to the South Summit. By now [whisps] of mist were 
wrapping across the top of 27,890-foot Lhotse and lapping at Everest's summit pyramid. No 
longer did the weather look so benign. I grabbed a fresh oxygen cylinder, jammed it onto my 
regulator, and hurried down into the gathering cloud. Moments after I dropped below the South 
Summit, it began to snow lightly and [it became difficult to see]. 
 
Four hundred vertical feet above, where the summit was still washed in bright sunlight under an 
immaculate cobalt sky, my compadres were dallying, memorializing their arrival at the apex of 
the planet with photos and high-fives-and using up precious ticks of the clock. None of them 
imagined that a horrible ordeal was drawing nigh. None of them suspected that by the end of that 
long day, every minute would matter. 

At 3 P.M., within minutes of leaving the South Summit, I descended into clouds ahead of the 
others. Snow started to fall. In the flat, diminishing light, it became hard to tell where the 
mountain ended and where the sky began. It would have been very easy to blunder off the edge 
of the ridge and never be heard from again. The lower I went, the worse the weather became. 
 
These lower slopes proved to be the most difficult part of the descent. Six inches of powder snow 
blanketed outcroppings of loose shale. Climbing down them demanded unceasing concentration, 
an all but impossible feat in my current state. By 5:30, however, I was finally within 200 vertical 
feet of Camp Four, and only one obstacle stood between me and safety: a steep bulge of rock-
hard ice that I'd have to descend without a rope. But the weather had deteriorated into a full-scale 
blizzard. Snow pellets born on 70-mph winds stung my face; any exposed skin was instantly 
frozen. The tents, no more than 200 horizontal yards away, were only intermittently visible 
through the whiteout. There was zero margin for error. Worried about making a critical blunder, 
I sat down to marshal my energy. 
 
Suddenly, Harris appeared out of the gloom and sat beside me. At this point there was no 
mistaking that he was in appalling shape. His cheeks were coated with an armor of frost, one eye 
was frozen shut, and his speech was slurred. He was frantic to reach the tents. After briefly 
discussing the best way to negotiate the ice, Harris started scooting down on his butt, facing 
forward. "Andy," I yelled after him, "it's crazy to try it like that!" He yelled something back, but 
the words were carried off by the screaming wind. A second later he lost his purchase and was 
rocketing down on his back. 
 
Two hundred feet below, I could make out Harris's motionless form. I was sure he'd broken at 
least a leg, maybe his neck. But then he stood up, waved that he was OK, and started stumbling 
toward camp, which was for the moment in plain sight, 150 yards beyond. 
 
Twenty minutes later I was in camp. I fell into my tent with my crampons still on, zipped the 
door tight, and sprawled across the frost-covered floor. I was drained, more exhausted than I'd 
ever been in my life. But I was safe. Andy was safe. The others would be coming into camp 
soon. We'd done it. We'd climbed Mount Everest. 
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