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Ueli Steck, 38, is perhaps today’s most acclaimed alpinist. Known as “the Swiss Machine,” Steck’s solo speed-climbing 
feats in the Alps are the stuff of legend – under three hours bottom-to-top-to-bottom for the North Face of the Eiger, 
and under two hours for The Matterhorn. Last year, he topped all that by climbing Annapurna’s treacherous South 
Face roundtrip in just 28 hours. 
 
I caught up Steck, a 2014/15 nominee for National Geographic’s “Adventurer of the Year.” He was presenting at New 
York’s Symphony Space as part of a Mountain Hardwear nationwide lecture series. The following are edited excerpts 
from our conversation. 
 
JC: What do you think of Reinhold Messner, in some ways your predecessor? 
 
US: He’s a legend. Back in the day, he pushed alpinism into a new dimension. He had all these visions to try the 
impossible. And, of course, in the end he was one of the few alpinists who did it for a living, made money – something 
special. I don’t like the word hero, but he’s a guy I looked up to, still do even now. It’s really impressive what those 
like Messner and Walter Bonatti have done – they are a big part of the history of alpinism. 
 
JC: How do you handle fear? 
 
US: During the climb, I never get afraid. But you can’t lose your fear – it is really important. If you lose it, you are 
going to die. When you can have it is just before the climb, when you are thinking about it, preparing. But once you 
start if you’re still afraid, don’t do it. Either it’s too hard or you’re not prepared. I’ve never done something when I 
was scared. 
 
JC: So even ‘the Swiss Machine’ gets scared? 
 
US: Some routes I’ve been at the start like 10 times, then said, ‘no, not today, it’s not good.’ I went back home. On 
other days, you feel like, ‘yea, I’m ready’ and go for it. There are things you cannot explain rationally, but this feeling 
in your stomach is very important. 
 
JC: Your Annapurna climb is one of the great solos in the history of alpinism. 
 
US: Annapurna was a special situation for me. It was like a lifetime dream to finish that route. When I started 
climbing the South Face, I really accepted not to come back alive. This is the first time in my life where I did that. If I 
look back now, I would say it was wrong. But back then for me, it was completely right. 
 



 
JC: How do you top something like that? 
 
US: After Annapurna, I had a hard time because for me it was the ultimate climb. Then you have done it, and it’s 
gone. I lost my hope, my motivation. Last winter I didn’t train at all. I was climbing a little, was thinking, ‘what should 
I do?’ I have to find a new way because I cannot push that far again. Annapurna like that you can do only once. If you 
try twice, it’s almost 100% sure you’re not going to survive. I have to make a step back to find other projects with 
less risk that are more physical. The projects are there, it just takes time. Yesterday Ed Webster showed me 
something interesting. 
 
JC: What Everest, on the Kangshung Face? 
 
US: No, no Kangshung Face [laughs]. I’ve looked at that face so many times and haven’t found a good line. But it is 
on the same mountain [Everest]. 
 
JC: Does your speed climbing in the Alps help much on the bigger, 8,000-meter peaks? 
 
US: Speed climbing itself is like a game. If you are able to move that fast, you have so many more options. Whether 
you climb the Eiger North Face in two and a half or three hours doesn’t make much difference. But there is a 
difference between three hours and two days. So that is the benefit of speed climbing: You can go to big mountains 
like Annapurna and, if you are able to move so fast, it’s much simpler. If you climb an 8,000-meter peak from base 
camp to summit and back, even if it takes 20 or 24 hours, you can recover better, too. If you stay three or four days 
high on the same mountain, you get more tired. The risk of making mistakes is bigger, and it’s harder on your body. 
 
JC: Talk a bit about the mess on Everest this past spring. In particular, what did you think of the Chinese woman who 
used a helicopter to fly over the Khumbu Icefall? 
 
US: Everybody can do what they want. You can climb Everest with oxygen, fly to the North Col, South Col – I don’t 
care. It’s your own decision. Everest is how it is right now. We have to fix ropes up there, we have the commercial 
expeditions. If you don’t like that, go on another mountain or choose another part of the mountain. There’s still space 
for everybody. 
 
(Ueli Steck is part of the American Alpine Dinner annual gala in New York Jan. 31, which Reinhold Messner is 
keynoting. For information, click here). 
 
 


