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It was a risky route and a risky decision in May of 1963. Tom Hornbein 

and Willi unsoeld decided, however, that they would forego an attempt to be the very first 

Americans on top of Mount Everest and instead try to be the first on top of it via the West 

Ridge route. About a month after their teammate, Jim Whittaker, stood as the first Ameri-

can on top of the world, unsoeld and Hornbein successfully stood atop Everest as the first 

ever to get there via the West Ridge.

The accomplishment, coupled with Whittaker‘s ascent, breathed new life into the 

climbing world‘s view of American climbers‘ prowess. one of America‘s seminal Himalaya 

climbers, Jake norton, has called the West Ridge climb “an incredible story of vision, of 

heroism, of tenacity.“ To this day, only three others have reached Everest‘s summit via the 

route that Hornbein and unsoeld climbed 50 years ago.

In looking back at it today, however, Hornbein puts it this way, 

“We were a little group of young males trying to find something to chal-

lenge us for a little while.” Little did he know at the age of 32 how much 

of his remaining life would be influenced by the magnitude of meeting 

that challenge—an influence he has tried to deny for many years, he 

says.

The 82-year-old physician‘s current itinerary attests to this assertion 

as the 50th anniversary of the climb draws nearer. A celebration on May 

22 that will feature a discussion with journalist and climber Jon Krakau-

er is keeping him quite busy currently.

“The fiftieth is like a huge tidal wave of Everest breaking out, and i 

can’t get out from under it,“ he says, but is quick to add, “it has made 

me revisit some things that i probably would not have.“

one of those things is the lifetime impact of his and unsoeld‘s climb. 

After all, as he notes in the new preface, his marriage was born from a 

probing question (why had he climbed Everest?) by a patient‘s pediatri-

cian who stood beside him at the operating table. He didn‘t answer but 

instead volleyed back, “Why is your arm in a sling?“ and her answer led 

him to not only becoming her climbing mentor but her husband of more 

than 40 years now.

Though Everest etches a large landscape of his life—precious lifetime 

friendships, books, appearances—he maintains other lives. “not everyone thinks of me 

as the doctor who cilmbed (the West Ridge),” referring to his professional side of life. He 

has studied and documented human physiological limits and performance at high altitude, 

and was professor and chair of the Department of Anesthesiology at the university of 

Washington School of Medicine over a period of 15 years.

“if i looked at Everest and the wonderful climbing expeirences i have had, it is clearly 

one of my lives that stands out, but my other lives have their own precious uniqueness 

just as much or more so than Everest.”

While its significance has snowballed into “occupying a large space” in his life, the good 

doctor would rather talk about it in terms of what he cites in his new preface as “a won-

derful alchemy” born from a “priceless community” of caring friends and family.55
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The stories are many in mountaine-

ering lore: Lifelong friendships both forged 

and shattered on Mount Everest. Fortunate-

ly, for Laverne Woods, the former prevailed 

when she hit the 23,150-foot mark toward 

the summit.

 “i would have died,“ said the Mountai-

neers member who suffered from throm-

bophlebitis—a blood clot—on that day in 

May when two Soviet climbers saved her by 

surrendering a summit to bring her down 

toward base camp, where she could even-

tually be flown to a hospital in Thailand for 

treatment.

The incident took place nearly 23 

years  ago and she is still friends with her 

climbing partners from Russia, where she 

recently went to visit them and share the 

camaraderie they first established on what 

was called “The Peace Climb,“ organized 

by Jim Whittaker to celebrate the 20th an-

niversary of Earth Day. it also marked the 

first time in history that mountaineers from 

the united States, Soviet union and China 

had roped together to climb a mountain, let 

alone Mount Everest. Whittaker had placed 

one American on each three-member team. 

Fittingly, in the case of Woods‘ travail, he 
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selected climbers who were not elitists fo-

cused only on their own objectives. instead 

he selected climbers used to looking out 

for others on their climbs. He also invoked 

a rule: no one could stand on the summit 

without their other two climbing mates.

six years old, when Whittaker became the 

first American to stand on top of the world. 

“i have very vivid memories of that day,“ 

she stated.

“i went to elementary school with 

Jim‘s boys,“ said Woods, who grew up in 

Redmond with parents who climbed, hiked 

and wrote a Mountaineers guidebook on 

bicycling Washington. “Some grow up 

thinking that the outdoors is where you 

play golf or swim. i grew up thinking that it 

is where you go climbing.”

She started climbing in the olympics 

as a teen and by the time she was in her 

30‘s she had climbed Annapurna and peaks 

in the Himalayas as well as Alaska.

There are so many mountains in the 

world but the public is so fascinated by 

Everest, she noted. “it stands for the supre-

me challenge and biggest test one can find 

for oneself.” She added, “it is an intense 

experience . . . and brings out the best and 

worst in people.”

Still, she insists, the summit of the West 

Ridge by Hornbein and unsoeld—who were 

on Whittaker‘s 1963 team—is without paral-

lel. “A powerful symbol of confidence and 

audacity that nothing else has beaten.“55

“The most important thing about the 

Peace Climb,“ said Woods, “is the lifelong 

friendships that were made.“

She was one of the first people to 

ask to join the climb, she said, when Whitta-

ker announced he was looking for climbers. 

“i liked the intercultural dimension of the 

Peace Climb,“ said Woods, who had forged 

friendships with other Soviet climbers in 

1986 while climbing the Pommiers. And, 

Everest had captivated her since she was 
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