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Into Thin Air by Jon Krakauer

Jon Krakauer wrote Into Thin Air to narrate his experience when climbing Mount Everest in 1996, in an expedition where five climbers were killed after a blizzard hit the summit.
Krakauer was working in Seattle as a journalist for Outside magazine when he was offered the job of making a reportage on a climbing expedition to Mount Everest. He would be ascending the highest mountain of the Planet along with seven other clients of Adventure Consultants Guided Expeditions, one of many private companies taking all-level mountaineers willing to pay $65,000 to the top of the Everest; being a passionate climber himself, he accepted immediately. 
The guides were three professional climbers, Rob Hall, Andy Harris and Mike Groom, and his expedition comrades were three doctors, two postal workers, a lawyer and a publisher. The climbers were always assisted by Sherpas, Hymalayan mountaineers that carried all the necessary equipment, food and services, to each camp before the expedition arrived. They were also in charge of supervising the different climbing stages, and making sure everyone was safely secured. 
Everest expeditions are designed so that the group settles in Base Camp (17,600 ft), it climbs a few times to Camp One (19,500 ft), and once to Camp Two (21,300 ft), before going back to Base Camp and doing the final four-day ascension to the summit (29,028 ft). This kind of schedule allows body adaptation to higher altitudes, ambient pressures and temperatures. The group arrived to Base Camp on April 12th 1996, and after going through three weeks of acclimatization without any major incident, they started the final ascent on March 6th. Along with them were other three expeditions, from New Zealand, South Africa and Taiwan, respectively; all four groups intended to reach the summit around the same date, March 10th.
The climb was as hard as any expedition to the Everest: very low pressures that reduce the human endurance and caused a few HACE and HAPE (High Altitude Cerebral and Pulmonary Edemas, respectively) cases; very low temperatures that resulted in frostbitten fingers, noses, or limbs in general; digestive alterations that reduced the climbers’ appetite, between other diseases. As the group started to reach very high altitudes, the physical state of some of the mountaineers revealed to be poorer and poorer. Nevertheless, very small people expressed their weaknesses: some of the members of the expedition were in their third or fourth trial to attain the summit, and none of them was willing to abandon beforehand. On the day of the final climb, many factors delayed little by little the expedition (and the other groups as well): some Sherpas were supposed to prepare the last part of the route, and they didn’t do it; because of this, the exploration groups accumulated in certain spots and considerably increasing the climbing time to the summit. In high altitude mountaineering, time is translated into oxygen tanks, which started to expire way before they were expected to. Due to these delays and to the obsession of the climbers to get to the top, the planned turn around time (time at which, regardless who has made it to the summit and who hasn’t, everyone turns around and goes back to the camp) of 2 pm was neglected. As a consequence, people kept reaching the summit until 4:30 pm, when the sun was already quite low, and the weather started to deteriorate very rapidly. At this point, the groups were already very separated (some of the climbers were back at the camp, while other were still at the summit), most of them had run out of oxygen and started experiencing deliria and physical weakness. Suddenly, a blizzard struck the summit, making it hard for everyone that was on his way back, to find his way and the strength to survive to such extreme conditions. As a result, two guides and two clients from Adventure Consultants Guided Expeditions, plus one guide from the New Zealand Expedition died during the blizzard and the following days. 
The book describes with a great amount of detail the situations at which men are submitted to when exposed to extreme environmental and psychological conditions, and delivers very clearly the message that even if many things could be better planned to prevent a catastrophe, many others won’t be revealed as obviously wrong until they are analyzed way after they have happened. Rationality is rare in extreme conditions.
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