
Last Climb: The Legendary Everest Expeditions o f  George Mallory. David Breashears and 
Audrey Salkeld. Washington, D.C.: National Geographic Society, 1999. Numerous archival 
photos. 240 pages. $35.00.

How would the discovery of George Mallory’s body have been reported and marketed if 
it had occurred before Everest went to the top of the charts in 1996? Probably the way 

it was when Wang Hongbao reported seeing “old English” near his 1975 camp where Conrad 
Anker found Mallory in May, 1999. The new context of the discovery has led to a lot more 
romantic speculation obfuscated through the fog of hero worship. Nothing discovered reveals 
more than we already knew: Mallory and Irvine died in an accident of unknown cause dur­
ing an unsuccessful yet courageous and prudent attempt that reached an amazing height on 
Everest, even by modern standards.

Thanks to the maturity of these seasoned authors, Last Climb treats the discovery with an hon­
esty of perspective that will stand the test of time and accords Mallory and Irvine the respect and 
dignity they deserve by recognizing them as real humans rather than sensationalizing and mythol­
ogizing them. The result is a much more powerful tribute to their efforts than the simultaneously 
wishful and gratuitously brutal analyses of the more commercial exploitations of the discovery.



Salkeld and Breashears, while not on last year’s expedition, both have a long-standing 
involvement with Everest in general and Mallory in particular. Salkeld is an eminent moun­
taineering historian and winner of last year’s AAC literary award, while Breashears has on 
various occasions climbed and guided the mountain and filmed the IMAX Everest movie (not 
to mention highly acclaimed documentaries on Tibet). Rather than focusing on the current 
rediscovery and forensic analysis, Breashears and Salkeld emphasize the far more interesting 
and significant circumstances of the three British expeditions of the early 1920s. The adven­
ture and camaraderie that marked these expeditions is apparent in the abundant selection of 
striking photographs supplemented by judiciously researched background material. The 
images alone, of early Himalayan mountaineering and the undisturbed Tibetan civilization 
through which these expeditions approached, make this book a great addition to the coffee 
table, while the text provides substantial insight into the attitudes held by Mallory and a vari­
ety of his contemporaries toward their dream of climbing the virgin Chomolungma.

The tone of the book is set in a dignified forward by Mallory’s son, John. He puts the trag­
ic cost of his father’s boldness in perspective, which reminds us of the more recent deaths of 
Alison Hargreaves, Rob Hall and Alex Lowe and the consequences for their families.

Consideration of the mysterious final day is deliberate and reserved. I’m sure the authors 
would have liked no less than anyone else to be able to conceive of a way that Mallory and 
Irvine could have summitted without attributing to them a reckless “glory or death” attitude. 
Going on to the top when the consequence is certain death is no more praiseworthy on an 
unclimbed Everest than it is today, and the authors do not demean Mallory and Irvine by sug­
gesting such a scenario. (Breashears is only too aware of the numerous ways a summit 
attempt could have ended early and turned tragic.) Regarding the famous step on the ridge, 
which Odell last saw the climbers ascend through a break in the clouds, Odell later pointed 
to what we now call the First Step on a Brad Washburn photo. Conrad Anker, whose own 
first-person account, Lost Explorer, demonstrates the same realistic and sensitive under­
standing of his fellow climbers that Breashears brings to Last Climb, recognized that the 
Chinese ladder provided significant psychological protection for his ascent of the Second 
Step, even if he hadn’t stepped on it when it blocked a resting hold. (Breashears also under­
stands that the off-width technique involved is a specialty of Anker’s; while holding the high­
est regard for Mallory’s ability, he also understands it was still not the equal of Conrad’s “on 
a bad day.”) Guided by Carl Sagan’s dictum, “Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evi­
dence,” the authors resisted the increased sales potential of the summit fantasy, and instead 
produced an infinitely more worthy record of historic adventure turned tragic only by acci­
dent. (It is also worth noting that Breashears turned down offers for photos of the bodies of 
friends Hall and Fisher, the kind of situation others have been less reticent to exploit.)

In the conclusion of Last Climb, the authors quote Mallory’s friend Howard Somervell who 
prophetically “saw their deaths as ‘a clarion call to a materialistic age.’ ” Fortunately, their own 
book lives up to the better impulses that guided— and still guides—the true adventurers.
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