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When George Bell, who made signifi
cant first ascents in the Andes and 

the Karakoram, died on May 28, in Los 
Alamos, New Mexico, from leukemia 
complications following routine surgery, it 
was a quiet end to a remarkable life. 
George is survived by his wife Ginny, and 
his children, Carolyn and George, Jr.

On Masherbrum in 1960, a group of us 
was standing in the snow between Camps IV 
and V looking up at the great southeast face, 
which led to the summit. The face was 
impressive enough, but what really caught 
our attention was the giant ice cliff that ran 
across most of it—high up. We were going 
to be spending a lot of time underneath it. 
There weren’t many avalanche scars, but it 
was not a reassuring sight. So we stood there 
contemplating the significance of it. Finally



George said, “If that thing comes down it will be an act of God.” It was typical George, quiet, 
humorous, and, fortunately, absolutely right. The man was a tower of calm competence.

George excelled at two things, theoretical physics and mountaineering. He was born 
August 4, 1926, in Evanston, Illinois. He first started climbing in high school when he visited 
the Tetons while attending a summer camp. Then he went to Harvard University, where his 
smoldering interest in the mountains was stoked into a roaring fire by the Harvard 
Mountaineering Club. In the late 1940s he made numerous climbs in the Tetons, Wind Rivers, 
and Cascades. He went on the Harvard expedition in 1948 to the Waddington area of the Coast 
Range of British Columbia, where he made four first ascents. But the start of his major moun
taineering began with the remarkable expedition to the Cordillera Huayhuash of Peru that suc
ceeded in making the first ascent of the very difficult and dangerous Yerupaja (21,769'). 
George was a prime mover of the expedition and reached the high camp at 20,600 feet.

This was the beginning of a series of expeditions to the Andes in which George was a key 
participant. In 1952, he made the first ascent of Salcantay (20,574') in the Cordillera 
Vilcabamba of Peru, another outstanding achievement. Later, after losing some toes on K2, 
he made the second ascent of Chopicalqui (20,998') in the Cordillera Blanca in 1954 and 
returned again to the Pumasillo group of the Vilcabamba in 1956. George also was the chron
icler of those expeditions. In the 1950s the Saturday Evening Post liked to run one article a 
year on mountaineering expeditions, and George wrote four of them.

When Charlie Houston and Bob Bates were picking their team for K2 in 1953, they 
included George Bell in that elite group. After the accident in which Pete Schoening held 
five falling men, George managed to crawl down the mountain with frozen hands and feet. 
He had to be carried out to Skardu on the backs of porters. When they came to the rope 
bridge over the Dumordo River, George sat on the bottom strand and pulled himself across 
using the two side lines. When asked about his ordeal, he said, “I would have walked if I 
could.” Two years later he was on an international expedition that attempted Lhotse under 
the leadership of Norman Dyrenfurth.

George graduated from Harvard University in 1947 with a degree in physics and received 
a doctorate in theoretical physics from Cornell University in 1951. He moved to New Mexico 
and worked at the Los Alamos National Laboratory until his death. Most of his work was in 
nuclear physics, but he was also involved in biology and biophysics and was a founder, in 
1988, of the Center for Human Genome Studies. He married Ginny Lotz in 1956, and for the 
rest of their lives the two of them went on many family climbing and backpacking trips, 
including dozens of treks to the Himalaya and other mountain ranges. George also was active 
in The American Alpine Club. He joined in 1950 and served on the council in 1956 and 1957 
and as Central Vice President from 1959 through 1961.

We knew Masherbrum (25,660') would be hard, so with George as leader, we got some of 
the finest climbers in the country, including Dick Emerson, Tom Hornbein, Dick McGowan, 
and Willi Unsoeld. Again and again, the expedition was hit by storms and avalanches. Again 
and again, we regrouped and started back up the mountain. It was a tremendous group of 
climbers and the quiet catalyst of the effort was George, leading by example. He could hold 
his own with anyone. George and Willi reached the summit together on July 6, 1960, and all 
of us had had an unforgettable experience of effort, hazard, comradeship, and success.

No one in that group of characters was ever at a loss for words. Yet it was George who 
made the most memorable remark of the expedition. He and Willi were on the summit, and 
Willi had put a small cross given to him by a friend into the snow. He was saying a prayer 
over it when George said, “Well, Willi, shall we go down—or up?”



There is no question which way George went in his life. Whether it was at work, in the 
mountains, with his family, or with his friends, George always went one way: up. We all were 
lucky to have had him.

Nicholas B. Clinch


