
T h e  C r y s t a l  S n a k e
Overlooking the Everest circus and ye t a world away,  a rivulet 

of water ice plunges down the huge north face o f Nuptse, N epal

W i l l i e  B e n e g a s

O ne phone call changed our lives. It came from  a guiding com pany in January 2003, w ith an offer 
to  guide Everest in the upcom ing spring. It was the fiftieth anniversary o f the first ascent, and for 
me this was an offer tha t evoked mixed feelings. I knew that this year could be the biggest n igh t
m are in the m o u n ta in ’s history. There were going to  be too  m any expeditions, too m uch press, 
and too  m any ego-trippers. And, having personally guided this Big M am a, I knew tha t w hen it 
comes to “Sagarmatha,” people have far too m uch ego.



From  my experience, a mix of 
poorly run  private expeditions m eet
ing in base cam p is a form ula for dis
aster. In the spring o f  2002, after 
sum m iting  and arriving back at the 
South Col, I had to  go back up the 
m ou n ta in  to rescue a H ungarian in 
trouble . It seem s his “friends” had 
decided tha t in som e mystical way 
he would m anage to return  safely to 
cam p, even though he had collapsed 
at 8,200 meters. The rescue excursion 
could have cost m e my fingers, and 
the bo tto m  line in 2003 was tha t I 
refused the offer.

W hen that phone call came in 
January, I decided that it was time for 
Dam ian, my twin brother, and I to 
em bark on o ur own quest in the 
search for the ultimate art o f suffering. 
We would pursue one o f my deepest 
dream s: “Fatai Sarpa Nuptse,” the 
Crystal Snake o f  Nuptse. My in tro 
duction  to the Snake cam e in the 
spring o f 1999 during my first trip to 
Everest. I will never forget that day 
when I arrived at C am p I, at the top 
o f  the infam ous K hum bu Icefall. A 
layer o f  clouds covered the entire 
W estern Cwm , but suddenly the sky 
partially cleared, show ing the C rys
tal Snake th ro u g h  the m ist. I was
looking at the m ost impressive and beautiful line that my eyes had ever seen. A couloir o f perfect 
ice, faultless and clear as crystal, ran from bottom  to top.

During my next two journeys to Sargamatha, I studied Nuptse, becom ing alm ost obsessed. 
We clim bers arc really good at im agining lines up  a m ou n ta in , o u r little brains connecting 
couloirs, ram ps, and chimneys. Im agining myself on that route seemed easy because everything 
looked like it m ade perfect sense.

T he C rystal Snake is on  the flank o f  the im posing  n o r th  bu ttress  o f  N uptse , w hose 
m ain sum m it rises to  7,855 m eters. The nam e N uptse is T ibetan  for “west peak.” W hen you 
en ter the W estern C w m  you are looking directly  up at N uptse. W hile the p rim e objective o f 
m ost c lim bers on  th is p lanet is Sagarm atha, co nsid er this: Everest has had m ore than  1,000 
su m m ite rs , w hile its n e igh bo ring  peak, N uptse, has seen only six ascents since it was first 
clim bed in 1961.

The following is the account o f o u r expedition.



M arch 21. We m anaged to  escape K athm andu at long last, flying to the village o f  Lukla, and 
decided to take our tim e reaching base; no t having m any responsibilities there seemed no point 
in arriving early. The trek w ent perfectly. At every tea house we m et hordes o f clim bers on their 
way to Everest, and endured the endless question: “So, you’re climbing Everest?” To which we tire
lessly responded, “No, we’re trying a new route on the north  face o f Nuptse.” It seemed that our 
answer wasn’t interesting, because few people wanted to know more.

April 4. The m om ent we had arrived at base cam p, an Irish-A m erican expedition invited us to 
their puja. It was a good excuse to drink a lot o f rakshi, and, o f course, to meet some of my dearest 
friends, Phenden, Nima Sheri, Nim a Undy, and Pemba Gelgen. Each o f us had managed to set our 
feet on the top o f the world two or three times. After settling into camp our friend Lama Jambu 
offered to do a personal puja for us in order to ask perm ission o f the m ountain  to allow us to 
enter and have a safe journey. It was a big honor. We have know n Lama for alm ost five years and 
shared m any expeditions and adventures together. A retired m onk w ith seven climbs o f Everest, 
he’s a world-class clim bing Sherpa. We had an am azing puja w ith our friends, just a small group 
o f people who got together to enjoy a good tim e in the pursuit o f a Him alayan m ountain. While 
the party  and laughter were growing, Sherpas from  other expeditions came to wish us good luck 
on our adventure. The o ther W esterners had com e to reach the top  o f the w orld, bu t we were 
different. We were the weirdoes o f Everest Base Camp.

For nearly two weeks we had been working on our acclimatization, going up to Cam p II on 
Everest and helping to fix ropes toward the South Col. There were soon to be crowds o f climbers 
heading up, including those who simply dream ed o f being climbers. For me, this trip was a culture 
shock. For the last three years, I had come to this base camp as a guide in charge of big expeditions. 
This involved lots o f  decision-m aking for o ther people. Now, it was so different: my brother, 
myself, and E durne  Pasaban w ith  her Lhotse team  were the only m em bers o f  the team . The 
co n trast o f the two styles was astonishing. Big expeditions aren’t bad— after all, I’m  a guide and 
such expeditions bring bread to my table— bu t yes, they are certainly different.

There were about 500 W esterners in base camp, with a total o f over 1,000 people, counting 
the local staff. An internet café with four com puters offered remarkably fast connection for $1 per 
m inute— Sherpas from  Nam che had decided to take advantage o f the small tow n o f Everest BC. 
There was also a clinic and a small store tha t sold yak m eat from  the previous season. O h, and 
don’t forget the French massage guy. Yes, this was Everest Base Camp, where everybody was m ore 
interested in the top o f  the world than in its majestic surroundings.

The first weeks o f o u r acclim atization proceeded w ithout problem s o ther than the classic 
issues that arise from  discussions with other teams. Expedition Sherpas had a habit o f running up 
the m ountain, all the way to Cam p II, w ithout harnesses or cram pons. I found this trem endously 
disturbing, especially when a South African team  told me that it was none o f my business. It soon 
became my business when I rappelled into a crevasse looking for the body of a Sherpa.

But it’s tim e to stop com plaining and to start the clim bing story.

M ay 6. The bergschrund looked like a gigantic fence, ready to protect the Snake from  intruders. I 
got the first pitch, and as I started clim bing a huge, overhanging, steel-hard and cave-like wall, I 
imagined I was an insect biting at the tail o f  this gigantic snake. It seemed she was irritated.

I tried to think of every position I could use to help me to set ice screws. The first 45 feet went 
okay, bu t the last 15 feet went over a lip. Dam ian, across from  me, sent words o f encouragem ent.



He kept telling me to place m ore 
gear, bu t o f course that was too 
m uch to ask. I was hardly able to 
hold myself, m uch less spend 
precious tim e try ing to set a 
Russian titanium  screw in the ice. 
Slowly but surely, I m anaged to 
go over the overhang and then 
clim b 80 feet o f steep ice. I finally 
set the anchors, and the first lead 
o f the clim b becam e history. 
W hile we still had at least 40 
m ore pitches to go, it was a good 
in troduction . For the m om ent, 
o u r Snake had tolerated a pair o f 
m osquitoes on her back w ith a 
m inim um  o f com plaint. We rap
pelled and headed back to camp.

But the Snake was not 
going to let us get away that easily. 
W hen I arrived at the tent, Dam i
an was about 40 feet behind me. 
I d ropped my tools and back
pack, turned around, and looked 
back. Surprise! All I could see o f 
Dam ian was his head. The rest 
had vanished into the glacier. “ I 
don’t understand,” he said .“ I fol
lowed your steps!” Perhaps he 
had eaten m ore cookies than I.

After carefully studying 
our route, we realized that the 
clim b would be divided into 
m any sections. The first step, the 
Snake’s tail, was about 2,000 feet 
o f hard ice and mixed clim bing.
There appeared to be no possibilities for bivvies, and it seemed to be the crux o f the route. The 
m ain body o f  the Snake was about 2,000 additional feet. O ne rock step in particu lar looked 
directly at us and seemed to be whispering, “If you prick me with your sharp tools I will shake you 
off!” Finally, there was the neck and  the head. It was clear tha t we w ould have to  be fully 
d e term ined  to once again em brace the art o f suffering.

M ay 15. We were acclim atized and ready to go. I will never forget looking up and seeing only 
an endless snake o f  ice. The m orn ing  sun gave her a terrifying shine, an aura o f im possible ice 
surro unded  by reckless rock towers. Everything looked way too steep. The ice was so brittle that



it rem inded  m e o f  all the wine glasses I had broken at hom e. We quickly reached a little cave 
visible from  below. Looking at it from the glacier we fantasized that it could hold a set o f twins. 
In fact it was barely big enough to fit one o f us. At least now we had a good belay station that did 
a fine job o f  protecting D am ian from  all the dinnerplate-sized shards o f ice that I sent straight 
dow n at him  each tim e I struck the ice with my tools.

We clim bed nine m ore pitches, each hard. There was no th ing  less than M3 W14 w ith a 
couple o f 5.9 M4 WI5 pitches throw n in. Let’s just say that I was in need of adult diapers. At 6,100 
m eters my lungs were bursting  in the constant search for any and all tiny molecules o f oxygen. 
Time passed and the sun began to leave us. Every belay became an endless search for bivy spots. We 
were beginning to think that we had m ore chance of winning a lottery than finding decent bivvies.

The day at last came to a close. We were now at the bottom  o f the snake’s main body and it 
was getting dark and chilly. Not able to find a decent bivy spot, we hung in our harnesses— our 
bed for the night. It ended up being a sleepless night where every 20 m inutes o r so we needed to 
move in order to keep the circulation m oving in our legs. Tim e passed slowly.

We both com plained a lot. M elting snow becam e the m ost serious business at hand. Since 
we couldn’t sleep, hydration was the next priority. At 2 a.m . we decided to start m elting snow 
again, bu t I scream ed when I looked at the stove. Surprise! I saw a burner bu t no gas canister. I 
scream ed again, and then D am ian started scream ing with me. O ur sim ultaneous scream s were 
probably loud enough to create an avalanche in the Khum bu. O ur m ain tool— the only thing that 
would keep us alive in this environm ent— had, for som e mysterious reason, broken w ithout any 
explanation. (Note to self: next tim e stick with an MSR.)

I found the canister 10 feet below us, stuck in a crack. W hen finally I was able to retrieve it, 
the valve broke in half, probably from  the cold. I co u ldn’t believe it. After so m any years o f



dream ing and preparing for this climb, were we going to fail because of this dam ned stove? Damian, 
who is really good at fixing things, thought it might be possible to repair it. W ith not m uch o f  my 
brain functioning, I said we should drop 90 percent o f  the gear and give the route a single-push 
try. D am ian spent an hou r working w ith his knife and duct tape. He tried hard to fix the thing, 
but to no avail. We suffered ou t the rest o f the night.

M ay 16. In the m orning, as the sun reached our stiff joints, we came to a decision. We would leave 
all ou r gear and head down. This was a good way to blackmail ourselves, because we would have 
to return, if for nothing else than to retrieve it. The thought o f re-leading all the previous pitches 
brought chills to the back o f my neck, but 10 rappels later we arrived at the base. Looking up, I 
swore that we would not allow ourselves to let this failure discourage us. We would be back!

We decided to drop into our friends’s camp, where we reloaded our tum m ies with dhal bhat 
(food o f champions). We realized that we were going to be short o f ice screws, and set about begging 
som e from other teams. But the only screws we could find were cheap Russian ones. The last tim e 
I tried  to use one o f  these it ended up as a tw isted piece o f  m etal ready to be dum ped  in to  a 
recycling container. The ice we were going to encounter on this route was way too hard for these 
screws. Finally, an obliging Indian team  agreed to send up two screws from  base camp. It was a 
good excuse to rest while we waited in cam p for one m ore day.

M ay 17. We spent our rest day organizing gear and discussing final preparations for the journey 
up the Snake. In the nam e o f super-light alp ine style, we agreed to take only enough food for 
four days. We also decided to take a rack o f  six pins, a handful o f  stoppers, a half-dozen cams, 
six ice screws, and two 60-m eter ropes.



M ay 18. We departed  early in the m orning. D am ian had cracked a rib as a result o f  the classic 
“K hum bu Cough,” and  he was in a trem endous am o un t o f  pain. As a result, we agreed tha t I 
w ould lead the hard  sections. I was personally okay w ith this because it m eant I w ould be safe 
from the big rockets one norm ally sends dow n while leading. Dam ian deserves way m ore credit 
than  I do, considering he was clim bing this hard, at this altitude, on  top o f  feeling bad already; 
he definitely deserved the m edal for the Art o f Suffering.

It was a nerve-w rack in g  tim e, leading w ith  m arg in al gear. The w eather was unstab le  
and delivered a constant sp indrift tha t attacked m e from  all directions. We arrived back at our 
precious gear stash and had no other choice than to bivy again at the same spot. At least this time 
we had a little m ore tim e to get situated, and we m anaged a better bivy. Though still hanging in 
ou r harnesses, we were at least protected from  the spindrift.

M ay 19. Entering the m ain body of the Snake pu t us in a m ost extraordinary couloir, surrounded 
by orange granite with a perfect streak o f sm ooth green and blue ice stretching above and below. 
The climb had becom e mostly hard ice, and the plates I was sending down onto  Dam ian grew in 
size. Safe belays for my b ro ther proved alm ost impossible to find. The ice would bounce all over 
and finally strike h im  w ithout mercy.

As we approached the first rock band, the spindrifts became an annoyance; I found myself 
wishing I had scuba gear. After four pitches we saw that the weather had becom e so bad that we 
decided to look for a safe bivy spot. Once again we were dream ers— there was no such thing as a 
good bivy. After some digging we managed to make a small ledge that was agreeable to both  o f us 
since we were able to escape from  the harness to rtu re . Unfortunately, we were forced to spoon 
each o ther and to spend the night getting h it by spindrift and being pushed off the ledge. By 
m orning our sleeping bags were totally wet.

M ay 20. We realized that if this weather was no t going to change, we were going to be in a world 
o f pain and trouble. C ontinu ing the climb w ith frozen, wet gear was a bad, bad idea. We hoped 
that the next bivy would be better. As it turned out, it was a great day o f climbing, but we were still 
plagued by our ever-present com panion: spindrift. We entered the first rock band, a hard, mixed 
section. Luckily for us, ano ther perfect couloir ran th rough  the m iddle, followed by the m ost 
am azing ice-skating field. It was a 55-degree face, sm ooth and shiny as a m irror.

Halfway through the rock band, it was tim e to bivy again. Now we were really high on this 
gigantic face, with little gear left to get back down. O ur sleeping bags were once again totally frozen, 
and melting snow on the stove proved extremely difficult. We had no choice bu t to close our bivy 
bags as m uch as possible and put positive energy into our thoughts. I fell asleep thinking, “Please 
do no t let the next avalanche be big enough to pull us off this face.”

M ay 21. You know you’ve had a cold night when both  you and the sleeping bag are covered with 
a layer o f  ice.

We now followed the neck o f  the Snake. Steep ice, followed by m ixed clim bing, finally 
brought us to the head. We were entering the final part o f the journey. But what a big surprise the 
Snake had for us! She tu rned  out to be a cobra, w ith poison in her fangs. The terrain had tu rned  
easy enough for us to climb simultaneously, but soon I realized that the 55-degree slope was poised 
to avalanche. It was impossible to tu rn  back, so we had no choice but to continue. W ith every step 
I sank to my thighs, wondering when she would strike. Looking back at Dam ian, I realized that at



any m om ent he could be swept away. I scream ed down to him , “This thing is going to slide at any 
m om ent. I’ll let the rope loose and try  to get over to the right!” He replied, “No way will I let you 
do that!” Since the ropes where frozen and I had big gloves on, I decided to use my knife to  cut 
the ropes close to my harness.

I waited for D am ian at a single rock in the m iddle o f  this huge bowl o f  snow, where we 
rested for a few m inutes feeling like castaway sailors not w anting to let go o f  a tiny island. W ith 
no idea how the snow was still holding in place, we stepped onto the face and continued clim bing 
for about 300 meters m ore until we were finally in the clear.

Fortunately, the weather was the best o f the climb. After a few hours we arrived at the base 
o f the first rock band on the ridge. Here, at last, we found a great bivy site!

M ay 22. The m orning weather was dreadful. W ith trem endous winds and heavy spindrift, visibility 
was alm ost zero. We were having a hard  tim e reading the ro u te— and there was no room  for 
m istakes, as we were exhausted from  too m any days o f hard clim bing at high altitude with little 
sleep. O u r theory that 400 calories a day would be sufficient tu rned  ou t to be far from realistic.

I began a one-p itch  traverse to the right, but the rock becam e crappy; com bine that with 
fresh snow, and I had a hard tim e finding even psychological protection. Som ehow I m anaged to 
create a psychological belay, and soon enough Dam ien came traversing. He is a good clim ber and 
I knew he was in a lot o f pain. I looked at him  with adm ira tion  as he passed the crux w ithout a 
single problem .

And so we continued, with m ore puzzling clim bing, always guessing where to go next. At 
least it was easy terra in  at this po in t, w ith only an occasional hard  section. The w eather was 
tu rn ing  horrendous, and we desperately looked for a bivy site. The only safe place we could find



was at the base o f a rock step. Dam ian started digging a platform  while I began climbing another 
pitch, looking for a better spot. My pitch started with a mixed section, nothing really hard. Gigantic 
spindrifts threatened, and once, if I hadn’t decided to move to the side, I would have been back 
next to D am ian in an unconventional way. Finding the clim bing too dangerous to continue, I 
decided to return  to my brother while I could still do it under control. O nce there, I m anaged to 
find the best spot to sleep. D am ian had the w orst place, and I knew he w ould spend all night 
m oving back and forth. At least I was cozy.

M ay 23. We woke up early and started clim bing into a very bad day. We knew that there was only 
one way off Nuptse, and that was to traverse to  the o ther side o f  the m ain no rth  buttress. High 
w inds and the constant sp indrift attacked us from  all d irections. After a couple o f  hours we 
found  ourselves at the top  o f  the buttress. At a roun d  7,575 m eters we saw the sum m it was so 
close that it gave us new energy and enough excitem ent to say, “Let’s do it!”

And so, after six days o f  constant battle with spindrift, wind, and hard clim bing, the Snake 
granted us perm ission to reach the sum m it. The w ind ceased and the clouds cleared, and soon it 
was so w arm  that we even removed our dow n jackets. I reached the sum m it at one o’clock and 
D am ian arrived 20 m inutes later. The view was one o f the m ost am azing that we had ever seen: 
Everest, Lhotse, Pum ori— yes, life was good.

As with any sum m it, the top is only the halfway point, and we still needed to get down. We 
started rappelling the 1979 British route, and after endless dow nclim bing we arrived at Everest’s 
C am p II at 10 p.m. There, the crew from Alpine Ascents was waiting for us with warm  food and a 
beautiful dry sleeping bag for me. Damian shared his girlfriend’s bag, and we both had a fine night.



E p il o g u e :

We’ve been told that clim bing the Snake m ust have been one o f  the m ost difficult things we had 
ever done. In fact it wasn’t the climb itself tha t was the m ost difficult, bu t what happened to us 
after th e  sum m it, w hen we spent 12 hou rs try ing  to save the life o f Sherpa Karm a. We called 
desperately over the radio for assistance, b u t it seem ed everyone was too  busy w ith his o r her 
ow n tribu lations. The only team  w ho cam e to help us was the Alpine Ascents expedition and 
M anuel Luigi, an Italian climber. After 10 hours o f continuous effort, Sherpa Karma sadly passed 
away at the beg inn ing  o f  the icefall, at 5,790 m eters. As the Sherpas say, “T he G ods o f  the 
m ou n ta ins followed him  in his journey to the after life.”

Just a couple o f  days after this m isfortune, a M17 helicopter w ith eight clim bers aboard 
crashed into Everest Base Camp. Again, we found ourselves desperately trying to save lives. Yes, 
m y friends, what was hard for us was not the climb. It was the continuous effort to save the lives 
o f  hum an beings, and not being able to achieve it.

S u m m a r y  o f  S t a t is t ic s :

A r e a : K hum bu Him al

A s c e n t : N orth face o f Nuptse (7,861m), The Crystal Snake (1,500m, 42 pitches and m uch 
soloing, 5.9 M 4 W I5). Six days in May, 2003. Willie and  D am ian Benegas.

A  N o t e  A b o u t  t h e  A u t h o r :

Born and raised in the wild heart o f Patagonia, Willie Benegas (34) has pursued a long apprentice
ship in the mountains. Willie has pushed his craft on the big walls o f  Yosemite, the airy summ its o f  
South America, and the loftiest peaks o f the Himalaya. Willie completed his first major ascent in the 
winter o f  1989 with a route up Patagonia's west face o f  Pitriquitron (V I 5.9 A3 WI2/3), which is still 
unrepeated. In the following years, Willie made the first ascent o f the north face o f the Nameless Tower, 
record speed ascents in Yosemite Valley, and attempted major new routes on the north faces o f  Thalay 
Sagar and Jannu. In 2001, he set the world record speed ascent/descent o f  Aconcagua (22,831’), 
sum m ited  Everest fo r  a second time, and ran the legendary Leadville Ultra 100-mile Race. In the 
spring o f  2004, Willie reached the Top o f the World a fourth time.


