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Ueli Steck, the mountaineer known as the Swiss Machine, was in New York last week to give a talk at the Explorers 
Club. He never knows what to do with himself in big cities. No mountains to climb. You train in basements, lifting free 
weights in a hotel gym. He had just spent two months in Tibet. He and his wife, who live near Interlaken, Switzerland, 
had gone there to climb Shishapangma, the fourteenth-highest mountain in the world—their idea of a vacation—but 
when conditions proved too much for her Steck joined another group of climbers. A few hundred feet from the 
summit, three of them were caught in an avalanche. Two were killed. 
 
On his first morning in New York City, Steck managed to find what he called some “good exercise”: the marathon. He 
hadn’t run at all since August, and finished in three hours and nine minutes. Not much of a result for arguably the 
fastest climber in the world (he once ascended the North Face of the Eiger, traditionally a two-day affair, in two hours 
and forty-seven minutes), but he feels that he has nothing left to prove. A recent exception would be his record-
breaking twenty-eight-hour solo climb of Annapurna’s South Face, perhaps the most treacherous test in the 
Himalayas. “I took too much risk,” he said last week. “I was accepting to die up there.” He’d climbed through the 
night, switching his right mitten from hand to hand (an avalanche had swept the left one away). 
 
Steck’s subsequent vow to cool it a bit (he ended his Explorers Club talk with the self-admonition “Slow down and stay 
alive”) has not deterred him from devising ambitious excursions, what he calls “projects.” And so, as he battled the 
headwind through Brooklyn on Marathon Sunday, he kept seeing, to the west, the shiny new tower at the tip of 
Manhattan, One World Trade Center: the skyline’s highest peak. Two days later, a future tenant of the building 
suggested to Steck that the two of them climb to the top of it and make a viable claim to a first ascent. Taken 
together, the marathon and the summit of One World Trade would be an unprecedented accomplishment, an urban 
analogue to the combination of the so-called Lhotse Traverse and Everest, a feat Steck covets. “This is a good 
project,” Steck said. The future tenant set about securing a permit. 
 
On the day of the climb, Steck and the tenant met up with the expedition’s third member, Jordan Barowitz, an escort 
assigned to them by the building’s landlord. Barowitz had brought along a radio, he said, “in case something 
happens.” Steck is thirty-eight, slight and bow-legged. He had on bluejeans, a light down jacket, and running shoes. 
When he rounded a corner onto Vesey Street and got his first glance of the building close up—the fearsome east 
face—he gasped: “Fucking hell!” 
 
He made a joke about putting in a route up the sheer glass exterior. (He had never heard of George Willig, or Philippe 
Petit.) The day’s program involved taking a more conventional route, one with fixed handrails and established foot 
placements; that is, the stairs. The trailhead was in the basement. Steck stuffed the down jacket in a backpack, 
started the timer on his altimeter watch, and set off in the lead. He’d agreed to keep to a pace that was amenable to 
his teammates, and so the trio plodded upward, one stair at a time. Traffic on the stairway, as on Everest, was 
surprisingly heavy, with groups of construction workers descending a floor or two. Most paid the climbers little mind; 
one, encumbered by a metal case and a tripod, grumbled, “Fucking stupid.” The floors accumulated. Nothing to see: 
the walls in essence a whiteout. The team took a water break on the thirty-eighth landing (the future advanced base 
camp for These Pages). Past forty-four, there were no more workers. “The treeline,” Barowitz said. 
 
“Pretty boring route,” Steck said after a while. “At least they could change the colors.” 
 
After thirty-two minutes and nineteen seconds and twenty-three hundred and fifty vertical feet (according to Steck’s 
watch), and twenty-five hundred and ninety-six steps (according to Barowitz’s Fitbit), and seventeen litres of lactic 
acid (according to the future tenant’s quads), Steck and his team reached the hundred and fourth floor. It was a 
windowless mechanical space. The building’s owner had decreed that the team not be allowed on the roof. There was 
a security guard blocking the door leading up to it. 
 
“We found the Yeti,” Steck said. 
 
The expedition descended by elevator, stopping on sixty-three for sanctioned views: the Midtown Massif, the Jersey 
City Alps, the Dumbo Cwm. “This was a good project,” Steck said. 


