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When asked why he wanted to climb Mount Everest in 1924, George Leigh Mallory famously replied, "Because it's there." However, it could be that Mallory fundamentally (or intentionally) misunderstood the question. What's often lost in the retelling of his snappy retort is the subtler meaning behind the original question posed to him: "Why the hell would you want to risk your life trying?" 

Both senses of this essential question are at the root of Jennifer Jordan's survey, "Savage Summit." Jordan, writer, producer and former anchor for NPR's "All Things Considered," brings passion to her task, imbuing the question of "why" with a sense of import matched only by the ultimately tragic answers she finds. 

There are no higher stakes in the world of professional mountaineering than K2, the world's deadliest mountain. A mere 200 people have reached its peak, while 56 have died trying, for a 1-to-4 death-to-summit ratio. These figures become even more daunting when compared with Everest's more than 2,000 summits and 1-11 death-to-summit ratio. Yet the shadowy terror of K2 lies not simply in its deadliness but also in its singular affinity for female sacrifice. Five women have achieved the peak of K2, and all five are now dead. Three of the five died descending K2 (a figure more akin to leaping from the Golden Gate than climbing down a mountain), and the two others died in subsequent climbing accidents. 

Jordan wrestles with the notion that, for women in the testosterone- addled world of high-altitude climbing, overcoming the culture of sexism in the sport was like another, invisible mountain they had to conquer anew with each climbing partner, each team and each peak. Yet both sexes openly played the exploiter and exploited. In one case that seems almost criminally insane, a couple openly carried on an affair during an expedition on which one of their spouses was also a team member. In reading such accounts it appears that ego, pettiness and ambition (all gender-neutral traits) were often mistaken for gender bias, or bias was blamed for them. These traits got in the way of the climbing, harming everyone's ability to function and, in several cases, leading to true tragedy. 

The idea one is left with is that this level of climbing, for both women and men, isn't so much a hobby -- or even an obsession -- as it is an (often fatal) addiction. For some, Mallory's famous answer has stood as a kind of perfect statement of purpose, a testament to courage. To others, it is a laughable declaration of bravado quickly elevated to hubris by the fact that he and his climbing partner perished in their attempt. The difficulty in reading these superbly researched portraits of the first five women to summit K2 is that their raw humanity makes them frustrating people to observe. The women are finally junkies mesmerized by the romance of destruction, locked into an all-or-nothing gambit in which the specter of almost certain death becomes transmogrified into state of bliss. 

