
“One person’s poor judgment 
can take out an entire team 

   or organization.”
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i n 2001, adventurer Alison Levine 
got a call that changed her life. 
Levine, who has climbed the 

highest peaks on every continent,  
was asked to lead the first-ever Amer-
ican women’s expedition to the top  
of Mount Everest.

Levine, who was already an experi-
enced mountain climber, faced a 
number of challenges before even 
getting her team to the mountain.  
The main obstacle was finding finan-
cial support. With other factors 
weighing on her shoulders, Levine  
said she didn’t feel ready to lead  
a high-profile attempt on Mount  
Everest but she also knew she  
couldn’t pass up the opportunity. 

“There are times in your life  
when you just need to step up, even  
if you feel like you’re not ready,” 
Levine said.

With support from the Ford Motor 
Company, Levine and her team began 
the arduous, two-month journey to 
the top of the world’s highest moun-
tain. The first step, however, was 
acclimatizing. Climbers who attempt 
Mount Everest have to make a series 
of ascents from base camp up the 
mountain to designated points only to 
turn around again and go back to base 
camp — all in an effort to acclimatize 
their bodies to the extreme altitude.

“Sometimes you have to move 
backwards to get where you want  
to be,” Levine said.

When Levine’s team was finally  
in place to make the attempt at the 
summit, a large blizzard swept 
through and Levine and her team 
had to turn around only 200 feet 
from the summit.

“Turning around and walking 
away from the summit was much 
tougher than going on,” Levine said. 
“It doesn’t matter how much blood 
and sweat you put into something.  
If the conditions aren’t right, you  
have to wait for another time.”

However, like any team leader, 
Levine said, her main priority was 
taking calculated risks. “One person’s 
poor judgment can take out an entire 
team or organization.”

With all of her years of experience 
climbing the world’s highest moun-
tains, Levine has found a number of 
parallels between success on the 
mountain and in the business world. 
Number one, Levine said, is building 
relationships. As she says, “no one 
makes it to the top of Everest alone.”

She has also learned that fear is 
healthy and may be the one thing  

that keeps you moving forward or in  
a particularly tough time. Looking 
back on the Mount Everest expedi-
tion, Levine recounted the number of 
times her team had to scale the 
Khumbu Ice Falls, which is one of the 
most dangerous parts of the ascent up 
Mount Everest.

The ice falls is filled with chunks of 
ice the size of school buses and even 
buildings. Between these massive 
chunks of ice, deep caverns form and 
to make it even more difficult, the ice 
moves about three to four feet a day. 
Levine said fear was necessary when 
crossing the ice falls because it focused 
her and the team on the task at hand 

“Fear is ok, complacency is what 
will kill you,” Levine said. “You  
can’t afford to stand around when 
everything around you is moving  
and shifting.” n

Adventurer Alison Levine draws important parallels between  
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