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CU Sports Med’s John Hill among the survivors of killer avalanche 

Tragedy in Nepal – and a Stroke  
of Luck
By Todd Neff  

down the mountain. Chlouber, though in excellent condition at 
age 73, had nonetheless suffered a pulmonary embolism that Hill 
diagnosed at 19,000 feet.

Avalanche. A sharp gust shook Hill from sleep, and the collapse 
of his and a climbing partner’s tent provided the full wakeup call. 
They reflexively pushed up against the snow that had piled on. 
Must have snowed, Hill thought. Should have gotten up in the 
middle of the night and brushed it away. 

But as they pressed, Hill noticed a gaping hole in the tent. He 
reached up to close the zipper. But there was no zipper. The tent 
had sprung a hole the size of a sunroof. Through it and the tent’s 
shell arrived the sound of commotion. He scrounged for his boots 
and stepped out into the predawn light. Camp 2, where they had 
settled for the night prior to heading another 2,000 feet up to Camp 
3 the next day, was a scene of destruction.

“Everything was flattened,” Hill said. “Tents were exploded like 
balloons that had been squeezed. The Sherpa in the tent next to us 
had a concussion from an ice chunk to the head.”

Soon, a sherpa in a snowsuit and socks came running down  
the mountain. 

“Camp 3’s gone! We need a rescue!” he cried out.

A glorious morning was in bloom by the time Hill and others 
reached Camp 3, wiped out by a massive avalanche. In its place 
was a chunky snow field scattered with debris. Hill and his partners 
checked bodies still in sleeping bags to see if, maybe, they were 
still alive. Survivors walked around in socks, their boots buried and 
scattered. The first helicopter arrived an hour later, followed by a 
second. The choppers made 12 trips. It took a while to sort it all 

John Hill lay asleep in a neon-orange tent. It was only Sept. 23, but 
beyond its nylon, temperatures had plunged to perhaps 20 degrees 
below zero. With each breath, his lungs took in just half the oxygen 
they would have expected in mile-high Denver.

Hill, DO, a University of Colorado Sports Medicine specialist, was 
in Nepal, on a mountainside 22,000 feet above sea level. He was 
no stranger to high slopes, having summited 51 of the 54 Colorado 
14ers – some of them multiple times. But this was something else 
entirely. His climb up the 26,759-foot Mount Manaslu would be his 
first shot at a peak taller than 8,000 meters (26,247 feet). 

The world’s eighth-highest mountain, Manaslu is pretty much two 
14ers stacked up. Hill had been on Manaslu for the better part of a 
month, acclimating to the altitude and moving to higher and higher 
camps as he did. 

Hill, 56, had already accompanied his old friend Ken Chlouber, 
the Leadville 100 race founder and former Colorado state senator, 

A view of the crevasse that saved Camp 2 – and John Hill –  
from an avalanche that killed 11 in a camp 2,000 feet higher up  

Nepal’s Mt. Manaslu.
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out, but of the 31 people at Camp 3 that night, 11 had perished.

Back home. An accident of geography, combined with wise camp 
setup, had saved Camp 2 and Hill from the worst. The untold tons 
of snow that had torn down the slope with Camp 3’s remnants had 
mostly fallen into and then filled a crevasse – a multistory cleft in 
the snow – just above the camp. Had it not been for the crevasse, 
the wall of snow would have pushed Camp 2 over an 800-foot cliff 
just downhill. 

He and many others gave up on the idea of summiting.

“I just wanted to get back to my family and the people who  
love me,” Hill said.

Back in Academic Office Building 1 more than a month later, Hill 
described his terrible morning in Nepal to yet another inquisitor. 
His head was shaven, enhancing his contrast to the black Nike 
base layer he wore. Below that, his Leadville 100 belt buckle – 
which can’t be bought, but rather must be earned in one of the 
world’s toughest races – sparkled under the fluorescent lights of 
his windowless office.  

His wife of 30 years, he said, is “not a worrier, but this really  
kind of triggered it.” He has daughters ages 19 and 20. He might 
have been taken with so many others during the terrible ordeal.  
But here he was, in a climate-controlled office, preparing to work  
with patients, leading the CU Sports Medicine fellowship program. 
Geographically and psychologically, he was a world away  
from Manaslu.  

The experience hasn’t changed him so much as reinforced the sorts 
of beliefs that get buried amid the everyday bustle. 

“It just gives me a complete commitment to the life I’m living,”  
Hill said. 

Climbing an 8,000-meter mountain is still one of his goals. Were  
it not for the prospect of extended time away so closely on the 

heels of the Manaslu trip, he might have taken up a friend’s offer 
to climb Everest in May. In the meantime, he’s happy to be back 
practicing medicine.

“I feel good about what I’m doing. This is where my gifts are  
and what God has called me to do,” Hill said. “I feel it’s my purpose 
in life.”

University of Colorado Sports Medicine’s John Hill, DO, in his tent as he 
prepares to climb Mt. Manaslu, the world’s eighth-highest peak.

John Hill’s and his climbing partner’s tent, torn open by the remnants  
of the avalanche.


