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“God made man because he loves stories.”  

—Elie Wiesel, The Gates of the Forest







“In the end we all come to be cured of our sentiments. Those whom life does not  cure death will. The world is quite ruthless in selecting between the dream and  the reality, even where we will not. Between the wish and the thing the world  lies waiting.”

—Cormac McCarthy, All the Pretty Horses
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PREFACE

It’s not the top of the world, but it’s close enough. And it’s taken longer than I’d thought it would to get here. Ten hours of climbing into the rarified oxygen at 19,500 feet taps whatever mental acuity I’d retain under normal circumstances. What we estimated would be a six-hour climbing day is stretching to twice that length. Of that much I’m aware, even though my recollection of the day’s events has been reduced to nothing more than a set of mental snapshots. And even these images are more comic strip caricatures than objective impressions with any depth or fidelity. However intense and memorable the morning’s sights and sounds may have been, the color has been bleached out by the physical and psychological strain of a long day.

I lean into a berm of snow, formed by the edge of a deep pit where the glacial ice—deep blue where the snow doesn’t stick—literally peels away from the mountainside. Half reclining and half standing, I pull slack rope through the metal grooves of a rope-braking device. The device, a folded piece of aluminum through which I’ve threaded the rope, is called a Reverso, and it is clipped to my climbing harness with a pear-shaped aluminum snap link called a carabiner. My clumsy hands draw the slick nylon rope through the brake—ready to clamp down like a manual version of the spring mechanism in your automobile seat belt. These machinations safeguard the human chain slowly picking its way up a near-vertical gully of ice 100 feet down the mountain. The figures below are three fellow climbers, and safeguarding their every step is a critical task.

Out of sight, they struggle, loaded down with heavy packs. We are all tied to a single rope. This thin cord, little thicker than a pencil, will stop those below from careening thousands of feet to their deaths should one of them slip and fall. I am not anchored to anything, but I’ve crawled over the berm, a snowy ridge lying perpendicular to their line of ascent. This should hold me—and by default, all of us—in case the worst should happen. The worst would look something like the following: the lowest and least experienced climber slips, dragging the upper two off—loading me, the fourth and highest climber, with the sudden shock of 600 falling pounds of backpack, climbing gear, and human body. Hunkering behind the snow ridge is the equivalent of lashing myself into a marlin chair while deep sea fishing. The only difference is it’s not a trophy fish I have on the line, but human lives.

Despite the risk, I relax long enough to review the day’s events. It all began with a surreal 1:30 AM wake-up leading to a weary struggle up deep snow and steep ice. The morning was cold, maybe 20 degrees below zero. That’s cold enough to burn exposed skin and numb the toes, even nestled as they were within thick mittens and foam-insulated climbing boots. Much of the wee hours were spent plodding through crunchy snow, our footsteps illuminated by the sharp white glow of bobbing headlamps. The terrain was steeper than expected, requiring tedious zigzagging up unrelenting slopes. Climbing some sections required swimming up molasses-like drifts that sucked us one step down for every two steps up. We took turns breaking trail through those sections in a dreary, slow-motion mountaineering rendition of a cycling peloton. As the day wore on, the sun grew to full force, at first a relief from the freezing cold, but quickly assuming an enervating quality. This development was miserably timed, coinciding with our arrival at the point where the ice and snow grew steeper. It was so steep and insecure that we’d then spent hours safeguarding our passage with time-consuming roped belays.

Lying in the snow and recalling the day’s drama is a moment of beatific repose. I’m relieved to have just finished climbing through the ice groove that the others now pick through. That passage presented a snow-choked fracture leading through an otherwise unbroken—and virtually unscalable—200-foot-high ice cliff. The tottering cliff, formed by the toe of a hanging glacier, was festooned with dagger-like icicles the length and lethality of old-fashioned whaling harpoons. The cliff’s surface presented such tenuous snow and ice, as to provide virtually nothing in the way of climbing anchors solid enough to stop an accidental fall. In other words, it was hard and dangerous. To a climber with my experience, this pitch, on an average weekend climbing day, is fairly commonplace. But here—in the body-sapping thin air of the Himalayas and loaded down with a pack full of food, stove fuel, and sleeping gear—the risks are multiplied. Feet can slip, and ice axes can unexpectedly pop from their lodgments in the brittle glacial ice. Compounding the risk is the haste born of climbing thousands of feet under the urgent arc of a racing sun. And it’s at high altitude on what would be moderate snow and ice in one’s lesser local hills, that good and sometimes great climbers meet their demise. Hence the paradoxical need for both speed, and great caution.

The ice cliff is probably the hardest we’ll encounter on our ascent of this particular peak. If the weather holds, it will be two days tops, before we’ll be up the mountain and on our way down. That’s good news.

And the views are spectacular. The mountains march across a panorama that spreads to the north—like a topographic map that’s come to brilliant Technicolor life. I live for these moments. Despite the toil, they provide clarity and purpose in a world too often drowned by requisite ambiguity and unavoidable shades of gray.

Though it’s been clear all day, clouds have begun to billow and spread on peaks that form a distant horizon. I fumble for my watch, paying heed to the brake hand on the rope. The old Casio digital is buried in the inner pocket of my fleece suit. I pull it out, sliding my sunscreen-streaked glacier glasses onto my forehead so I can squint at the dial. It’s around noon. The date is September 23, 2005. It’s been little less than a month since three companions and I left Boulder, Colorado, for this expedition to a remote corner of the Himalayan mountain range. Our goal is to unravel a mystery whose roots are deep, well predating our own lives on earth. And at this moment, I’m convinced that we are at the threshold of success.

We are one long day, or maybe a day-and-a-half, from the summit of a hammer-headed mountain called Nanda Kot. At 22,510 feet high, Nanda Kot is merely one of hundreds of summits of a similar elevation in this great range. Her attraction to us stems neither from her height, nor her beauty—which is ample—but from the fact that somewhere on these icy flanks, lies a tangible vestige of the most bizarre and unheralded espionage escapade of the Cold War . . .













CHAPTER 1
THE GODDESS






“Though a straight line appears to be the shortest distance between two points,  life has a way of confounding geometry. Often it is the dalliances and the  detours that define us. There are no maps to guide our most important searches;  we must rely on hope, chance, intuition, and a willingness to be surprised.” 
 

—Gordon Livingston, Too Soon Old, Too Late Smart










Picture this. At some point during the dark and inhumanly cold Himalayan winter straddling 1965 and 1966, a strange thing happens. A storm blows in off the Indian Ocean, dropping sheets of rain on the dry plains before metastasizing into a raging blizzard as it hits the mountains. On one peak the snow collects. The individual flakes form layers, a light delicate filigree that builds millimeter by millimeter until the particles compress under their own weight. Over hours, the layers coalesce into a firm slab growing first by ounces, then by pounds, and then by tons, and more tons until, at one magic instant—perhaps the impact of a single snowflake—an unseen balance suddenly tips. Something deep in the snowpack snaps, and the entire mass, the size of several football fields, roars to life, sweeping away everything in its path.



In a mountain range like the Himalayas, this event would hardly warrant attention were it not for the bizarre cargo carried in the avalanche’s roiling wake. For somewhere in this ferocious living mass of white thunder is a peculiar collection of box-shaped objects, one sprouting a six-foot, insect-like antenna. Ripped from their moorings, these objects now plummet some nine thousand feet down the sheer flanks of the mountain, the jumbled apparatus sliding down a funnel-shaped hourglass of hard snow. Gaining speed, they shoot over a black cliff band, a helter-skelter clattering mess careening a vertical distance six times the height of the Empire State building. These boxes come to rest on the glacier at the mountain’s base. One, an olive drab casing the size of a fire extinguisher, lies in quiet repose in the dead silence. Then it begins to sink. Trailing a robotic dogtail of torn wires, it slowly burns through the snow, melting into solid blue glacial ice, eventually disappearing beneath the surface. And it’s never seen again.

No one actually witnessed this event. But as you read these words, nearly four pounds of plutonium, locked in the glacier’s dark unknowable heart, are almost certainly moving ever closer to the source of the Ganges River.

That’s enough man-made poison to kill every human on earth, or to produce a radiological dirty bomb capable of paralyzing a large city and contaminating the area around it for miles.


As best I can recall, in 1987 I literally stumbled into the legend on a cold October night. On that night, I sat with five climbers swilling cheap malt liquor around a roaring campfire in Yosemite Valley. The six of us—dirty and destitute, a patchwork of stained pants, stubbled chins, and ratty fleece jackets—were living out our climbing mania on the endless walls of Yosemite granite. Some of us lived year-round in campground tents—members of the Yosemite Search and Rescue Team. Others chased the thin winter sun or cool alpine summers on cliffs, crags, and mountains around the country—a migrant tribe that lived to climb. I myself dwelled in Yosemite year-round, bussing tables at the National Park’s restaurant concessions to earn money. Sometimes, I’d supplement this income with various nefarious schemes to finance my meager lifestyle or, a climbing trip.

The blaze subsided, and the raucous bullshit artistry—about epic climbs, girls whom’d spurned us, infuriating politics, and yet more climbing—ebbed and flowed. As the fat logs shrank to glowing embers, the tone of the night shifted from strident and profane to mellow and contemplative. Suddenly, my friend spoke up, filling a pensive silence that, in the absence of worthy banter, had stretched to the point of discomfort. My friend, let’s call him Tucker, had a stout, low-slung build, lending him an authoritative air, the appearance of someone firmly anchored to the ground or, as was more often the case, the side of a cliff. He was one of those types whose expression becomes more earnest and animated with each passing drink. And that night he recounted the most outrageous climbing yarn we’d ever heard.

His rich, slurred delivery was peppered with the usual hyperbole—vilification of those in power, disparagement of mainstream values, glorification of our own climbing lifestyle. But somewhere before falling from buzzed eloquence to drunken rambling, the swaying Tucker managed to cast a spellbinding tale of brave climbers, CIA spooks, radioactive poison, and mountains bigger than we could imagine.

Tucker’s story went something like this: A select number of elite climbers had apparently been trained by the CIA and paid huge sums of money to carry an atomic-powered spy camera to the top of an undisclosed peak. The stage of this 007-esque drama was none other than the greatest mountain range in the world, the Himalayas. But somehow this plutonium-powered device had been lost or stolen and was now either providing the fissile material in a secret Pakistani nuke or else threatening every man, woman, and child in India with deadly radiation poisoning. Not surprisingly, the CIA had apparently covered the whole thing up. That was to be expected. But for the five of us listening, the real grabber was the fact that six or seven of our own had been spies—sworn to secrecy on penalty of death. We wondered who had actually been recruited, what amount of money could possibly compel them to sell their souls for such a sinister scheme? And yet, inside, we were somehow consumed with envy at the thought of such a mission.

Morning came, the sun rose, and we scattered in search of the next climb. A few wisps of lonely smoke rose from the ashes of the previous night’s blaze. And by now Tucker’s campfire tale had taken on the hazy glow of legend. To me, the lost plutonium affair remained exactly that, a campfire fable of little substance, played out on an unnamed mountain and embellished with enough unbelievable details to remain nothing more than a myth. In the end, I don’t think that any of us really believed that the CIA had ever paid climbers to spy on Communist China. Nor could we believe that several pounds of the deadliest substance known to man lay buried at the source of the Ganges River. One might just as easily have supposed that a Himalayan peak could glow in the dark.

Only years later would I learn the mountain’s name. I would be told that the unnamed mountain had been revered by Hindus since the beginning of recorded history. It was—as I read in an old mountaineering account—the abode of their bliss-giving goddess. And I’d be inexorably drawn to this great mountain by the urge to delve beyond the shrouds of myth and legend and discover the true mystery.

My father once said something important to me that didn’t mean much at the time. As a math professor with a philosophical bent, he must have read it in one of those books that tries to reconcile something timeless and esoteric like Zen with the murky real-time swamp of American living. He said it one evening as the two of us sat at the dinner table in Boise, Idaho. This was after my mom died of cancer and my only sibling, a brother, was off at Yale. My father said, “A man must embrace his fate, or at least accept it.” I acknowledged the statement with a polite grunt and let him run with it. His monologue was like a background beat to the immediate business of chewing, swallowing, and finishing dinner. I was anxious to hook up with my friends—middle-class suburban kids like me who wanted nothing more than to burn up another evening passing the bong. Sitting there at the table, I wasn’t nearly stoned enough to bounce such a far-out concept in my mind, nor did I really much care what came out of his mouth just then. Embracing fate was the last thing on my mind.

By the time five years had passed and I’d landed in the dirt, just in time for Tucker’s fireside address, what I had embraced was climbing. I was a “troubled youth”—I got into scrapes with the law, and caused my family undue stress. As for many other immigrant children, it was hard for me to reconcile the pressures of an old culture—one that I never knew and one that originated many thousands of miles away—with the immediate reality of America in the 1980s. I was a natural rebel, adrift and unsure, and climbing gave me a creative and physical outlet. It gave me structure, goals, a peer group. This was before climbing had been defined as a “lifestyle,” pursued with deliberation, or pandered to through marketing. In other words, it predated the era in which you saw down jackets by The North Face worn as hip-hop chic or the term “climbing” creep into the mainstream middle-class lexicon. But whether it was embracing fate or merely prolonging adolescence, mine wasn’t the typical path of a young, middle-class Asian-American kid.

I’d quit college several years before, as well as a paid internship at the local PBS affiliate. This was after the producer told me that if I’d played my cards right I’d be running the studio some day. I looked around and saw my future. I was running studio cameras and taping shoots for the station. I was convinced that only dead fish go with the flow and through my young, and naïve eyes, I saw future peers who were professionals in their forties, some settled into lives of diminishing possibilities, whose greatest joy came from jockeying for advantage and, when necessary, backstabbing their way into the next promotion. Most others were convinced, with credibility I might add, that they were doing something of service to the community. Regardless, to me what they did looked cool. But right then, not cool enough.

I left a few weeks later while taping a live show. I literally abandoned my camera—one of three refrigerator-sized monsters, the kind wheeled around on the big pedestal dolly—leaving it trained on the on-air commentator as his image pulsed away on the flickering blue monitor. The last thing I heard was the faint crackle of the director’s voice calling for a two-shot on my pair of headphones, which now hung draped over the camera lever, right where I’d left them before walking out the door.

Immediately after I took that final walk out of the PBS studio, I moved to California. I went climbing, and I never looked back. I didn’t speak to my father or brother for over three years. To this day, for a number of reasons, my father and I are completely estranged. He was orphaned in World War II and, in a remarkable journey, came to the United States and went on to be a mathematics professor. His tenacity and sheer will to survive and succeed became ingrained deeply in his children. But those qualities alone could not help me thrive, especially in face of a family, fragmented by the lingering illness and ultimate death of my mother.

Though at the time I would have venomously denied it, looking back, I reinvented myself in a latter-day version of my own father. Where he chosen to boldly leave his native land as a teenager for the land of freedom, I’d chosen to drop out of the conventions of society and joined what Jon Krakauer has called, “a self-contained, rabidly idealistic society.”

Climbing had given me a new family—one that acknowledged and embraced the absurd, one that didn’t ask for too much in return. Life in the Yosemite Valley changed me. I became confident. I climbed well and got positive reinforcement from like-minded peers. My gait shifted from downcast shuffling to the kind of cocky, self-assured strut that only youth can carry off. I met girls, I got drunk, and I lived my dreams to the hilt.

Five years after Tucker’s campfire yarn, I moved from Yosemite to Colorado, becoming a frequent contributor to climbing journals. Somewhere along the line, while I wasn’t looking, this passion of ours had become a sport, and besides churning out first-person features and departmental pap to feed the new climbing boom, I’d gotten married. My wife was a cute, quirky ER nurse from Northern California. By all accounts, I was living the dream, but when you stripped the façade away what you really had was a semi-famous twenty-eight-year-old whose lack of professional training compelled him to bus tables for the bulk of his living. Somehow, it was getting harder to strut the strut. I could pick up the phone and have a pair of the latest high-performance rock shoes FedEx’d overnight, all for free. But a living? When it comes to scoring a paycheck, climbing, with very rare exceptions, just isn’t worth a whole lot to anyone but the climber.

Regardless, the flame still burned, and my climbing interests grew from rock climbing to tackling frozen waterfalls and snow-clad mountains. I don’t know what my wife had expected when she married me, but it probably wasn’t this ongoing obsession with climbing. It wasn’t that I didn’t love her, it was just that I still burned for other things. If I have one regret, it is from having wasted her time with my own vacillation towards marriage. Indeed, my true desire arrived in the form of a savage, unclimbed peak that few climbers had ever heard of. This fixation led to three expeditions, a divorce and some major credit card debt.

The peak, called the Sharksfin by virtue of its sleek dorsal fin symmetry, lies in what’s called the Garhwal region of the Indian Himalayas. This mountain range is generally lower in altitude than the Nepalese and Karakorum ranges—home of the Himalayan giants of Everest and K2. For elite climbers, however, what the Garhwal peaks lack in relative stature, they more than compensate for in raw technical difficulty. The steep granite faces of the range form spear-like spires and fantastic needles of rock scraping the sky above 20,000 feet. When I first saw the Sharksfin in a picture, I knew I had to try.

I failed on every attempt. It wasn’t just me, of course. To this day, despite more than twenty tries by the best alpinists in the world, the line remains unclimbed. What’s its secret? I don’t know. The climbing is hard, the air is thin, and the weather generates the kind of heavy snow that the Garhwal Range sheds like incessant volleys of heavy artillery. The only thing I can tell you is I know what it’s like to spend six months of my life spread over four years watching all my hopes and dreams get pissed away by a flood of avalanches and endless streams of storm cloud. I can tell you what it’s like to sit, stapled in place, as an avalanche roars your way with cold, implacable, inhuman speed.

Something in the mountains draws out the deepest emotions. The vast emptiness peels back the layers of pretense, leaving you with nothing but the bedrock of your psyche. You wrestle with fear, doubt, and uncertainty. What you do with those discoveries is a whole other issue, of course. For me, the ability to understand the price of a passion touches on every other issue in life. Some dreams need to be followed to the end, and I value the understanding that only comes after trying hard. So were those four years in the Garhwal worth it? More than I could have dreamed, actually. Just not in the way I’d expected.

On the last day of my final Sharksfin expedition in India, I happened upon a poster of a peak called Nanda Devi. It was tacked to the peeling wall in the sweltering hallway of the New Delhi office of the Indian Mountaineering Foundation (IMF). I knew a little about the peak already. It was surely one of the most awe-inspiring mountains in the world, a crown jewel set within an impenetrable ring of jagged peaks. My fuzzy recollections told me that wasn’t until the 1930s that a human being even set foot in this true-life Shangri-La—a huge terrestrial bowl-shaped fortress of jagged peaks called the Sanctuary. And the first successful ascent of Nanda Devi itself, also in the 1930s, though virtually unknown to the general public, was a legend among my climbing peers. Indeed, to hard-core climbers it was a feat greater than the conquest of Everest. My familiarity with the feats surrounding this area of the Garhwal was more than academic; in 1999 I’d won the coveted Shipton-Tilman Grant to support an expedition to the Sharksfin. The award was named after both the first explorer (Eric Shipton) to enter the Sanctuary and first person (H. W. Tilman) to climb Nanda Devi.




Depending on whom you talk to, Nanda Devi is somewhere between the eighteenth and twenty-fourth-highest mountain in the world. While noteworthy, neither rank is particularly distinguished on its own merit, especially in a world obsessed with simplistic, misleading, and often meaningless absolutes. But, within India’s two-million-square-mile landmass, Nanda Devi is the highest mountain. As such, she holds the bygone glory of being the highest point in the British Empire—making her, up to 1947 at least—the crown jewel of a mythic dominion upon which the sun never set. If mountains held a beauty pageant, then the Himalayas—the greatest range in the world—would be the stage and Nanda Devi, the most demure and alluring of contestants. Indeed, Nanda Devi has been called “the most beautiful mountain in the world,” and earning such repute is no mean feat.

Around 45 million years ago—give or take a few million—the vast tectonic pie wedge called the Indian subcontinent collided with the Asian mainland. The voyage started nearly 150 million years earlier when the Indian plate began arcing across the globe at a lightning fast six inches per year (it was seriously fast in relative terms—faster than any other plate). One of the effects of this two-thousand-mile migration was a long-awaited collision with mainland Asia, resulting in a tortured geologic uplift of what became the Himalayas. Though tens of millions of years old, the subcontinent is still so vast and geophysically unique, it’s retained the title of subcontinent. And the Himalayas still grow a couple centimeters every passing decade.

Even in India, the land of spiritual, physical, and mythical superlatives, Nanda Devi reigns supreme. No single natural feature in all the vastness of the “subcontinent” has been looked upon with such veneration and unrequited longing. Only the mythic Ganges might claim such a hold on the Indian imagination, but millions come in personal contact with the river after all, and on a daily basis. While Nanda Devi, though seen by many, is generally seen only from afar; indeed only a mere handful have felt her power in person.

The truth is, Nanda Devi is more than just a mountain. Long before the first awestruck human ever laid eyes on her majestic form, it is said that the Goddess, Nanda Devi, reigned over a pantheon of a million deities. And thus, as Mother of the Universe in the world’s oldest surviving religion, Devi is worshipped by nearly a billion Hindus worldwide. To those who venerate her, Devi symbolizes all things feminine. She is the creator of life and purveyor of destruction—absolute ruler of the cosmic cycle of birth and death. As such, she balances beauty and spite, compassion and vengeance, grace and ferocity, benevolence and merciless retribution. India’s Hindu tradition places Devi along side the most powerful male gods. In Hinduism, the male aspect, without Devi, is impotent.

That’s a lot. But consider this. If we were to look at Devi through our Western trained eyes, we might see a divinely potent amalgam of the Virgin Mary, New Age Earth Mother, Lolita, and The Bride (Uma Thurman’s character in Kill Bill ). But even that’s a crude and misleading simplification. Here’s what Bruce Hathaway wrote in Smithsonian magazine, “She has a thousand names and faces—and countless tasks and talents. Even as a fierce warrior heroically slaying the most vicious demons, she retains her composure and radiant beauty. Westerners accustomed to a “Heavenly Father,” and to seeing virginal, subdued images of the Madonna, might find Devi and her wildly vigorous feminine power quite startling. . . . Mother Goddess of India and local protector for innumerable villages, she can be quiet and nurturing. . . . On occasion she is voluptuous and alluring—a playful temptress, a passionate lover.”



Devi is a force to be reckoned with, approached not with timidity, but with humility. That in mind, one can safely speculate that Devi, said to reside in her namesake peak Nanda Devi, chose her home as much for its preeminent location as for its remote austerity. It’s an appropriately symbolic and literal locale, for indeed her peak is the hydrological source of the Alaknanda River. The Alaknanda is one of the three tributaries feeding the sacred Ganges. Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of India, himself born on the Ganges, had this to say of the river that has been exalted for millennia:




The Ganga, especially, is the river of India, beloved of her people, round which are intertwined her memories, her hopes and fears, her songs of triumph, her victories and her defeats. She has been a symbol of India’s age-long culture and civilization, ever changing, ever flowing, and yet ever the same Ganga.




As the terrestrial pinnacle of an eternal chain, it’s not a stretch to say our Goddess resides at the very source—or at least one of the sources—of life for all Hindus. That’s saying a lot, when we remember that the religion is over 4,000 years old and, behind Christianity and Islam, is the third-largest in the world. A religion that seeks no converts, Hinduism seems tied to India’s very ground, water, and air. Ninety-eight percent of Hindus live in India, so from her high abode, Devi is their bridge between the earth and heaven—the physical and the spiritual. She dwells at the transitory link where water, purified by its passage from land to sky, turns from cloud vapor to pure snow—reentering the earthly chain of life as the snow becomes a glacier, the glacier becomes a stream, and the streams join to become the Ganges.

That being said, it is also fitting that the divine reside in such remote and unattainable splendor. And the mountain is remote. Visible even from the distant foothills, Nanda Devi, a stunning, ice-encrusted tower of mythic stature and majesty, for thousands of years could be seen, but never touched. Unrecorded history probably holds scores who died attempting to get a closer look. Recorded history tells us that despite exploratory forays by Westerners as early as 1905, it wasn’t until the 1930s that the ring of mountains guarding Nanda Devi, was ever actually breached by man.

Part of Nanda Devi’s appeal comes from this self-same remoteness. For what is more alluring than beauty glimpsed, yet beauty untouched. Imagine a colossal eggshell whose jagged rim is formed by peaks 18,000 to 21,000 feet high. This serrated and nearly impenetrable ring encompasses a 100-square-mile basin of pristine alpine landscape. The moist microclimate within this core zone, known as “The Sanctuary,” provides an oasis for flora and fauna found nowhere else on earth. Endangered Himalayan musk deer, snow leopard, and black bear roam lush alpine meadows and pine scented glades of Himalayan cedar. Though plainly seen for hundreds of miles year round, the only practicable way in and out of this Shangri-La is a through the Rishi Ganga Gorge, a narrow, singular slot cut by torrents of glacial melt water piercing the bedrock of the Sanctuary’s western wall.

Nanda Devi’s summit fell to prominent English climbers Noel Odell and Bill Tilman in 1936, and their first ascent was to become the stuff of mountaineering legend. So fixated was Tilman on the mountain’s beauty, he’d spent the preceding several years just figuring out how to enter the Sanctuary. And their mammoth climbing route—nearly ten thousand feet long—was completed without the bottled oxygen that would later become a mainstay on high peaks like Everest and K2. It was also an unusually small team. Their conquest was heralded by Himalayan climbing visionary Eric Shipton as, “. . . the finest mountaineering achievement ever performed in the Himalaya.”

It is worth noting that on summit day—August 29, 1936—scores of people died in nearby flooding. Observing this, one particularly respected Indian newspaper editor printed what many could not help but think—that the Goddess, having been provoked, had avenged her violation, “blindly but terribly.” Even the usually taciturn Tilman was stricken with a sense of remorse. “It is the same sort of contrition,” he would later write, “that one feels at the shooting of an elephant. . . . [The summit] was bought at the too high cost of sacrilege.” Vengeance and contrition aside, however, Tilman’s successful climb set an unbroken altitude record that would last for fourteen years.


Standing in the pressing heat of the IMF hallway, I stared at the poster, vaguely remembering what I’d heard—that Nanda Devi moved people in strange ways and made them do crazy things.

Later research would reveal the details. English explorer Hugh Ruttledge wrote,



So tremendous is the aspect of the [Sanctuary] gorge that Hindu mythology described it as the last earthly home of the Seven Rishis [these are the seven wise men of Hindu mythology said to be represented by the seven stars of the constellation Ursa Major]—here if anywhere their meditations would be undisturbed.”




If the Sanctuary held religious significance, it was as a lightning rod in an area holding (in one scholar’s words), “a mythically charged geography.” The Garhwal—named after the ancient “garhs” or forts dotting its unbelievably rugged landscape—was unified in the fifteenth century as a mountain kingdom, bordered by the Indian plains to the south, Nepal to the east, and the Tibetan plains to the north. Prior to unification, the Garhwal was a jagged chunk embedded in the northern boundary of the third-century Mauryan Empire (an empire spanning the Indian Subcontinent into Central Asia and encroaching on Southeast Asia). The eighth century saw the establishment of several sacred mountain shrines near the four glacial tributaries of the Ganges. These shrines grew to religious centers, becoming focal points of Hinduism. As such, the towns that grew around these centers, Badrinath, Kedarnath, Gangotri, and Yamunotri drew the faithful over the centuries with the same pull that Rome draws Catholics or Mecca draws Muslims. To this day, tens of thousands of Hindu pilgrims migrate annually from the stifling Gangetic plains to seek absolution in the crystal air and water of the Garhwal. Though later fragmented into five modern political districts, the Garhwal retains to this day both a rural backwardness and the spiritual aura of the holiest landscape in India—a true abode of the gods.

Eric Shipton—hailed as “Everest’s senior statesman”—participated in all four of the legendary British Everest attempts of the 1930s. Still, he found Nanda Devi so compelling he took the 1934 hiatus from Everest attempts, jeopardizing a very real chance to be the first to stand on the world’s tallest mountain (a year prior he’d turned back at 27,890 feet, 1,100 feet from the summit). This new challenge, he felt, superceded even that posed by an unconquered Everest. He wrote:



I determined to make an attempt to force the hitherto inviolate sanctuary of the Nanda Devi Basin. At first this seemed as if we were flying too high. Here was a mountain whose summit was the highest in the British Empire. For centuries it had inspired worship and propitiatory sacrifice as the “Blessed Goddess” of Hindu philosophers and scribes. For more than fifty years it had been the inaccessible goal of explorers who, attracted by the impregnability of its surroundings, had failed in repeated attempts to reach even its foot, the reason being that around the 25,660-foot mountain itself stretched a huge ring of peaks, more than thirty of them over 21,000 feet high, that constituted themselves unrelenting guardians of the great mountain and defeated penetration.



Shipton, an explorer at heart, went on to delve into the mountains of China and Patagonia after so many years spent in the Himalayas. He was to regretfully miss the first ascent of Nanda Devi—in 1936, he was back on Everest. Tilman, not to be lured away by the pomp and prestige of the highest mountain in the world, leveraged his exploration of Nanda Devi’s environs, successfully climbing the peak in 1936. He wrote simply of his and Noell O’Dell’s incredulity on the summit (they had good reason to be dumbstruck, the altitude record, set without the use of supplemental oxygen was to remain unbroken until 1950), “I believe we so far forgot ourselves as to shake hands on it.” Shipton, gracious even in regret, put the ascent of Nanda Devi in perspective, writing in 1937, “In my opinion the climbing of Nanda Devi is perhaps the finest mountaineering achievement which has yet been performed in the Himalayas, certainly it is the first of the really difficult Himalayan giants to be conquered. This expedition was a model of what such an expedition should be; the party was a team consisting exclusively of mountaineers; they avoided the great mistake which, to my mind, nearly all the major Himalayan expeditions since the war have made, and did not handicap themselves with a vast bulk of stores and superfluous personnel . . . above all, they avoided newspaper publicity.”

Conquered or not, Nanda Devi continued to amaze and obsess. Another climber caught a mere glimpse of her in the 1940s, launching a saga whose final outcome held all the pathos and drama of a Sophoclean tragedy. The climber, Willi Unsoeld—later to become a national hero on the first American ascent of Everest (via a new route in 1963)—was at that time just an itinerant twenty-one-year-old, slumming through Europe and Asia on what we would now call a Dharma-bum tour.

Unsoeld’s tale, recounted in Robert Roper’s book, Fatal  Mountaineer describes the pivotal moment,



Sick, broke, and dressed like a beggar in rags, [Unsoeld] was eventually rescued by a medical missionary. And then one day, as Willi likes to tell audiences, “I went wandering up on a windy ridge, and from afar off I saw this superb peak, and I was absolutely smitten by its symmetry and its mystery. And the thought occurred to me, twenty-one years old and a little retarded, ‘You know, I need a wife,’ a logical first step in the acquisition of a daughter. Because I suddenly wanted a daughter badly, I wanted her so that I could name her after that captivating mountain.”



Roper describes Willi’s daughter, Nanda Devi Unsoeld, as, “a good-looking, big-shouldered, pearly-toothed dreamboat very much in the counter-cultural style of the seventies . . . a feminist pioneer in a way, since women are still extremely rare on Himalayan climbs.” Devi’s lifelong ambition was to climb her namesake peak Nanda Devi. At twenty-two, her chance came in the form of a climbing expedition whose goal was to establish a difficult new route up the mountain’s northwest face.

Some, including the native porters—to whom every aspect of the world was permeated by gods, goddesses, and myth—believed the Unsoeld daughter was the incarnation of the Goddess Devi herself, returning to her summit abode. To others (including not a few of her veteran teammates), Devi, despite her raw physical prowess and youthful indomitability, was dangerously naïve and lacked the experience to climb, much less survive, a serious encounter with the peak. They contended that Devi’s presence on the trip was an act of hubris perpetrated by her father, whose unbending belief in spiritual growth through mortal risk was unreasonably supported by his legendary stature.

But if opinions varied, the earthly outcome could not be disputed. Devi fell ill after reaching the 24,000-foot level, 1,500 feet below the summit. The cause of her death cannot be precisely determined, though mountain medicine experts suggest an arterial clot or a heart attack was precipitated by gastrointestinal bleeding, further aggravated by altitude, exhaustion, and anemia. Her last act was to calmly utter, “I’m going to die,” before lifelessly slumping forward in her sleeping bag. Devi’s body was committed to the mountain with all the solemnity of a burial at sea—or, indeed, of the Goddess returning to her mountain. Later, an Indian member of the expedition wrote, “Devi lives; she has not died,” adding, “She was the Goddess personified.”

Though I was yet unaware of all the details, back in the IMF hallway, my unformed recollections flashed through my mind along with Tucker’s late-night ramble. And they pressed in upon me at that moment like the mildewed heat of the heavy air I was breathing. I was depressed, both my physical and emotional defenses down. I’d lost 15 percent of my body weight and was now shelling out the last of my Visa-converted rupees for a third failed expedition to the Sharksfin.

Embracing fate was the last thing on my mind, but looking back, it was exactly what I was doing. I was about to return, empty-handed, to a small rented room in Boulder. There would be no one picking me up at the airport and nothing waiting for me at home save the discomfiting realization that I’d traded everything for nothing.

From past experience, I knew what lay ahead. Jet lag would induce a surreal nocturnal existence. Wake up at 3:00 AM, the mind racing with that desperate litany of self-doubt and recrimination. It had been that way from the beginning. Four years earlier, the last words I’d heard from my soon-to-be-ex wife as I was leaving for my first trip to the Sharksfin were “I can’t wait around for you. I hope you have a really bad trip.” And how.

The IMF staffers were well aware I was leaving after a third failure. To my face, of course, they were quite polite—solemn, in fact, to the point of condescension. But they were clearly embarrassed for me, astounded that someone could afford to squander so much money on such an obscure passion. We were either incredibly wealthy or incredibly stupid. One of the staffers now caught me looking at the image of Nanda Devi, a bold snow-draped crystal, presiding over the orange glow of a dying day. “This is Nanda Devi,” he said in the deft lilt of Indian-accented English, smiling as he tapped the picture with an ink-stained finger, “She is quite closed to climbing.” I asked him why. With a conspiratorial wink he said, “They say she’s radioactive.”

In that instant it dawned on me that Tucker’s tale might be more than a campfire yarn. The mystery peak I’d heard of while sitting around the fire in the Yosemite Valley almost a decade prior must be Nanda Devi.

My curiosity piqued, I began pursuing the story. But the details of the Nanda Devi affair were so strange that they raised more questions than they answered. I pursued the story further, collecting dribs and drabs of information, even going so far as to interrogate older climbers I thought might have been involved. And when every climber I spoke with either claimed ignorance or simply stonewalled me, my suspicions were raised only higher. What exactly happened on Nanda Devi back in the days when the Beatles were singing “Love Me Do,” and I blissfully slept in diapers? Did I know the climbers who’d risked their lives? When was the device going to re-emerge, and what would the fallout be?

Cursory research over the course of a year brought things into sharper focus. The puzzle pieces began to assemble themselves—a paragraph from a old mountaineering book; a moldering article from the Hindustan Times; a declassified typewritten memo from the sixties, its key passages blacked out with a wide-tipped felt marker; the grainy image of a plutonium power pack bolted to a NASA weather satellite. Gradually, it began to dawn on me that, however myth-enshrouded Tucker’s tale originally sounded, its most incredible aspects were almost certainly true.
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