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I n  t h e  a n n a l s  o f
m o u n t a i n e e r i n g
history,  few  figures
evoke as much debate
and admiration as the
Kazakh climber Anatoli
Boukreev.  For  many,
the  name  is  forever
linked  to  the  tragic
1996  Mount  Everest
d i s a s t e r ,  a  s t o r y
popularized  by  Jon

Krakauer’s  bestselling
book,  Into  Thin  Air.
Within  that  narrative,
Boukreev  was  often
portrayed  as  a  lone
wo l f ,  a  gu ide  who
descended  ahead  of
his  clients,  seemingly
abandoning  them  in
the  deadly  storm.
However,  a  deeper
look  at  The  Climb
Anatoli  Boukreev
made  on  that  fateful
day—and  throughout
h is  ext raord inary
career—reveals  a  far
more  complex  and
heroic  figure.  This
article seeks to explore
t h e  f u l l  s c o p e  o f
Boukreev’s  life,  his
climbing  philosophy,
the  controversies  of
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1996, and the enduring
legacy  of  a  man  who
was  a rguab ly  the
strongest  high-altitude
c l i m b e r  o f  h i s
generation.

WHO WAS
ANATOLI
BOUKREEV? THE
MAKING OF A
HIGH-ALTITUDE
LEGEND

Anatoli  Boukreev  was
not  merely  a  climber;
h e  w a s  a  f o r c e  o f
nature. Born in 1958 in
the  Soviet  Union,  he
grew up in the rugged
Ural  Mountains,  where
e n d u r a n c e  a n d
resilience  were  forged
i n  t h e  c o l d .  H i s
b a c k g r o u n d  w a s
u n i q u e .  H e  w a s  a
member  of  the Soviet
N a t i o n a l
Mountaineering  Team,
a  group  of  alpinists
trained  for  extreme
altitude  and  hardship.

Unlike  many  Western
climbers who relied on
supplemental  oxygen
a n d  c o m m e r c i a l
support, Boukreev was
a  p r o d u c t  o f  t h e
“Russian  style”—lean,
fast,  and  incredibly
efficient  high  on  the
mountain.

An
Unmatch
ed
Record of
Summits
Before the world knew
him  from  Everest ,
Boukreev  had  already
accomplished  feats
tha t  bo rde red  on
superhuman. He holds
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
impressive  speed  and
endurance  records  in
t h e  h i s t o r y  o f
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Himalayan  climbing.
A m o n g  h i s  m o s t
notable achievements:

K2 (1993): He
made a solo
ascent of the
notoriously
dangerous
"Savage
Mountain" in less
than 24 hours
from his high
camp, a feat that
was years ahead
of its time.
K2 (1994): He
returned to K2
and successfully
summited again,
proving his 1993
climb was no
fluke.
Dhaulagiri and
Manaslu: He
summited
multiple 8,000-
meter peaks
without
supplementary
oxygen, often
climbing alone or
in extremely

small teams.
Summits
Without
Oxygen:
Boukreev
climbed ten of
the fourteen
8,000-meter
peaks, and he
did most of them
without bottled
oxygen. This is a
physiological and
psychological
feat that few in
history have
matched.

This  background  is
c r i t i c a l  t o
understanding  The
C l i m b  A n a t o l i
Boukreev  made  in
1996.  He  was  not  a
typical guide; he was a
high-altitude  athlete
who believed that  the
mountain  should  be
c o n q u e r e d  w i t h
strength  and  wit,  not
wi th  a  mask  and  a
tank.
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THE 1996 EVEREST
DISASTER:
SETTING THE
STAGE

The  story  of  May  10,
1996,  is  well  known.
Multiple  commercial
expeditions,  including
Adventure  Consultants
(led  by  Rob Hall)  and
Mountain Madness (led
by  Scott  Fischer,  who
h i red  Bouk reev ) ,
converged  on  the
summit  of  Everest  on
the same day. A series
o f  d e l a y s ,
overcrowding,  and  a
sudden,  violent  storm
led  to  the  deaths  of
e i g h t  c l i m b e r s ,
including  Hal l  and
Fischer.
In  the  aftermath,  a
narrative emerged that
cast  Boukreev  in  a
negative  light.  Critics,
most notably Krakauer,
p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t
B o u k r e e v  h a d
descended to Camp IV

(the South Col) before
his clients, that he did
not  use  supplemental
oxygen,  and  that  he
was  not  present  to
assist  clients  during
the  descent  in  the
storm.

Understa
nding the
"Descent"
Controver
sy
To the uninitiated, the
i d e a  o f  a  g u i d e
descending  ahead  of
paying  clients  seems
like  a  dereliction  of
duty.  However ,  to
understand The Climb
Anatoli  Boukreev
intended,  one  must
understand the logic of
a  "summit  day"  at
8,000  meters.
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The Role of a
High-Altitude
Guide: Boukreev
saw his role
differently than a
typical Western
guide. He was
there to lead, to
fix ropes, to
assess
conditions, and
to be in a
position to help
from above. On
summit day, the
guides from
Adventure
Consultants (Hall
and his team)
stayed close to
the back of the
line, guiding slow
clients.
Boukreev, being
faster, climbed to
the front.
The Oxygen
Issue: Boukreev
did not use
bottled oxygen
on summit day.
This was not

laziness or
recklessness; it
was his standard
practice. He
believed that
using oxygen
created a false
sense of security
and that a
climber should
be able to
function without
it. Furthermore,
he knew that if
he did not use
oxygen, he
would be colder
and slower, but
he would also be
able to stay out
longer without
running out of a
finite supply.
More
importantly, he
was saving his
oxygen bottles
for potential
rescue missions.
The Strategic
Descent:
Boukreev



6

6 The Climb Anatoli Boukreev 2026-07-11

descended
ahead of the
main group
because he was
cold and because
he was running
low on energy.
His plan was to
get to Camp IV,
get hot drinks
ready, and then
be rested enough
to go back up to
help anyone who
was struggling.
This was not
abandonment; it
was a strategic
repositioning. He
knew he was the
strongest climber
on the mountain,
and his best
contribution was
to be at the
camp, ready to
launch a rescue.

THE NIGHT OF THE
STORM:
BOUKREEV'S

HEROIC RESCUE

While the debate about
his  leadership  style
rages on, the actions of
Anatoli  Boukreev  on
the  night  of  May  10,
1996,  a re  beyond
dispute.  When  the
storm hit and climbers
began  to  collapse  on
the  Southeast  Ridge,
Boukreev did what  no
one else could do.
As  the  storm  raged
with  hurricane-force
w i n d s  a n d  z e r o
visibility, Boukreev left
the  relative  safety  of
his  tent  at  Camp  IV
(7,950  meters)  and
walked  back  up  into
the storm. He was not
a  gu ide  f o r  t hose
cl imbers;  he  was  a
competitor and a fellow
professional.  Yet,  he
went out alone, without
a  rope ,  w i thou t  a
headlamp  that  could
pierce  the  whiteout,
and  without  a  radio
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that could guide him.

Rescuing
the Lost
In  the  chaos  of  that
night,  Boukreev  found
three  climbers  from
Scott  Fischer’s  team:
Tim Madsen, Charlotte
Fox,  and  Sandy  Hill
Pittman.  They  were
h y p o t h e r m i c ,
f r o s t b i t t e n ,  a n d
delirious.  They  were
ly ing  in  the  snow,
u n a b l e  t o  m o v e .
Boukreev  dragged,
carried,  and  shoved
t h e m  d o w n  t h e
mountain.  He  made
multiple  trips,  going
b a c k  a n d  f o r t h
between them, keeping
them  moving.  He  did
this for hours, exposed
to the same storm that
was killing others.
He  saved  their  lives.
Period.

Without  Boukreev's
strength  and  courage
that  night,  the  death
toll  would  have  been
significantly  higher.  He
acted  with  a  level  of
selflessness  and
physical  prowess  that
is  rarely  seen  in  any
field. This is the core of
The  Climb  Anatoli
Boukreev that is often
f o r g o t t e n  i n  t h e
controversy.  He saved
people  who  were  not
h i s  c l i e n t s ,  i n
conditions  that  killed
professional  guides.

DEBUNKING THE
MYTHS: A
DEFENSE OF
BOUKREEV

T h e  c o n t r o v e r s y
surrounding  Boukreev
largely  stems  from  a
cultural  clash.  The
American  climb  was
about  "service"  and
" h a n d - h o l d i n g . "
Boukreev  was  about
"survival"  and  "self-
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reliance."  He  was  a
Soviet-born  climber
who believed that  the
client  had  a  personal
responsibility  for  their
own safety.
In  response  to  the
criticism, Boukreev co-
wrote his own account
of  the  disaster,  titled
The  C l imb:  Trag ic
Ambitions  on  Everest.
I n  h i s  b o o k ,  h e
provides  a  detailed
rebuttal  to  Krakauer's
narrative.  He  explains
his  decisions  not  as
selfish  actions,  but  as
calculated  survival
tactics  honed  over  a
lifetime of  climbing in
extreme conditions.

On not guiding
clients down:
He argued that
the clients were
moving at a pace
that was
painfully slow.
Staying with
them would have

increased his
own risk of
hypothermia and
exhaustion
without
necessarily
improving their
safety. He
believed his role
was to get down
first and prepare
for rescue.
On using
oxygen: He
maintained that
using oxygen
created a
"cocaine-like"
high that masked
the body's true
condition. He felt
it was safer to
climb clean.
On Scott
Fischer's
death: Boukreev
tried to save
Fischer. He
attempted to find
him in the storm
but was unable
to locate him. He
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later expressed
profound regret
that he could not
save his friend.

The
Climb
Anatoli
Boukreev
: A
Lesson in
Controver
sy
T h e  l e s s o n  o f
Boukreev’s  story  is
that  heroism  is  often
m e s s y .  T h e  1 9 9 6
disaster was a tragedy
of  multiple  causes:
o v e r c r o w d i n g ,
ambition, bad weather,

and  poor  decision-
making at many levels.
To  s ing le  ou t  one
man—especially  the
m a n  w h o  s a v e d
lives—is a disservice to
the  complexity  of  the
event.  Boukreev  was
not a perfect guide by
Western standards, but
h e  w a s  a  p e r f e c t
rescuer.
He  was  a  man  who
could  ascend  Everest
i n  a  d a y  w i t h o u t
oxygen,  and  who  had
t h e  p h y s i c a l  a n d
mental  fortitude to go
back out into a deadly
s t o r m  t o  s a v e
strangers.  That  is  a
legacy  that  deserves
respect,  not  scorn.

LEGACY OF THE
SNOW LEOPARD

Anatoli  Boukreev’s  life
was tragically cut short
on December 25, 1997.
He  was  ki l led  in  an
a v a l a n c h e  o n
Annapurna I, one of the
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m o s t  d a n g e r o u s
mountains in the world.
He  was  39  years  old.
He died doing what he
loved—cl imbing  a
fierce peak in the heart
of winter.

Honors
and
Recogniti
on
D e s p i t e  t h e
controversy  in  the
W e s t ,  B o u k r e e v
remains  a  hero  in
Kazakhstan and among
high-altitude  climbers.
An  airport  is  named
a f t e r  h i m  i n  h i s
hometown.  He  was
awarded  the  "Snow
Leopard"  award  for
climbing  all  five  of  the
Soviet  Union’s  7,000-
meter peaks.  In 1997,
he  was  awarded  the

American  Alpine
C lub ’s  Dav id  A .
Sowles  Memorial
Award  for  his  rescue
efforts  on  Everest  in
1 9 9 6 .  T h i s  i s  t h e
h ighest  honor  fo r
h e r o i s m  i n
mountaineering.
In  2015,  the  film
Everes t  f ea tu red
B o u k r e e v  a s  a
character  (played  by
I n g v a r  E g g e r t
S i g u r ð s s o n ) ,
presenting  a  more
ba lanced ,  he ro i c
portrayal of his role in
the disaster.

ANATOLI
BOUKREEV'S
CLIMBING
PHILOSOPHY

For those studying The
C l i m b  A n a t o l i
B o u k r e e v ,  i t  i s
essential to understand
his  mindset.  He  was
not  a  thrill-seeker.  He
was  a  professional
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athlete  and  a  deeply
spiritual  man  in  his
own way. He wrote in
his diary:

"Mountains
a r e  n o t
s t a d i u m s
w h e r e  I
satisfy  my
a m b i t i o n
f o r
achieveme
n t ,  t h e y
a r e  t h e
cathedrals
w h e r e  I
p r a c t i c e
m y
religion."

T h i s  q u o t e
encapsulates his view.
The  mountain  was  a
place of truth, a place
where  the  mask  of
civilization  fell  away
a n d  o n l y  t h e  r a w
reality of strength, will,
and  nature  remained.
He  did  not  climb  for
f a m e  o r  f o r  a

paycheck;  he  climbed
because it was the only
way  he  knew  how  to
live fully.

Why His
Story
Matters
Today
In  an  age  of  guided,
l u x u r y  E v e r e s t
expedit ions  where
Sherpas  fix  lines  and
clients  are  towed  to
the  summit,  Boukreev
stands as a ghost of a
b y g o n e  e r a .  H e
represents the purity of
the struggle. He was a
"high altitude porter of
the soul," carrying not
just equipment, but the
weight of responsibility
i n  t h e  h a r s h e s t
environment on Earth.
Today,  as  the  debate
over commercialization
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of  Everest  continues,
Boukreev ' s  s to ry
serves  as  a  powerful
reminder. It reminds us
that  the  mountain  is
indifferent  to  our
schedules, our money,
or  our  ambitions.  It
r e m i n d s  u s  t h a t
survival often depends
on the strength of the
individual  and  the
selflessness  of  a  few.
The  controversy  over
his  guide  techniques
has  faded,  but  the
story  of  his  rescue

remains  a  beacon  of
human endurance.

CONCLUSION: A
FINAL WORD ON
THE CLIMB

The  Climb  Anatoli
Boukreev  made  in
1996  was  not  just  a
physical  ascent  of
Everest. It was a moral
c l i m b ,  a  t e s t  o f
character  under  the
most  extreme  duress.
He  made  mistakes,
yes.  He  was  brusque,
he was solitary, and he


