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46Climbs, a national fundraising event founded and 
led by Kolby Ziemendorf ’14 has raised awareness and 
more than $500,000 to support suicide prevention.  

By Suzanne F. Smith 

olby Ziemendorf ’14 likes 
challenges, particularly physical 
challenges that require stamina 
and an enduring commitment.

As a senior at Clarkson, Kolby and 
his girlfriend (now wife) Catherine 
(Zarnofsky) Ziemendorf ’14 decided to 
raise money for the American Foundation 
for Suicide Prevention (AFSP) by climbing 
all the high peaks in the Adirondacks 
during National Suicide Prevention Week. 

“A friend of mine in high school had died 
by suicide,” Kolby says. “It was something 
that was always with me. I wanted to do 
something for him, and to be honest, I 
needed to find some closure for myself.”

Forty-Six Mountains in Seven Days
With help from The Shipley Center at 
Clarkson, the two started a Facebook site, 
a webpage and a donor drive. Their goal 
was to raise $10,000. And while their 
ambitious climbing schedule was thrown 
off course by a persistent black bear and an 
unplanned overnight in the frozen woods, 
the two emerged from the experience with 
stories to share and $15,000 in donations. 

Eight years later, that inspirational 
Adirondacks trek has morphed into 

an annual national fundraising event, 
46Climbs, with mountain climbers across 
the country — and even the world — 
climbing for a cause. 

Under Kolby’s leadership, 46Climbs has 
so far raised more than $500,000 for AFSP 
to support suicide research, education and 
advocacy. 

Participants can climb any time during 
the weeklong event. “We have had 
climbers from California to New England 
participate,” Kolby says. “We’ve also had 
mountain climbers and hikers join us in 
10 countries, including China, Argentina, 
Sweden, Tanzania and Australia.”

Last year, 1,033 people participated, 
raising $187,000. Among those climbing 
and raising money were three Clarkson-
affiliated teams: the Outing Club ($3,338), 
the Clarkson Alumni Team ($3,885) and 
the “Kyle Hates Hiking” team, led by 
Kyle O’Grady ’18. O’Grady’s team raised 
$10,000, earning them a place in 46Climbs 
history as the team with the most funds 
raised and elevation climbed. 

As a fundraiser, Kolby points to the 
amount of money raised as an indicator 
of the success of 46Climbs. But as a 
mountaineer, he also likes to measure its 

success in terms of elevation gain. “Last 
year, participants climbed a combined total 
of 3,152,809 feet, which is like climbing 
Mount Everest from base camp 273 
times,” he says. Since 2015, the combined 
elevation gain is equivalent to ascending 
Mount Everest 774 times.  

The path to 46Climbs began in 2013 
with one of Kolby’s first dates with 
Catherine. “I didn’t really know much 
about the Adirondack Mountains or 
mountain climbing,” he recalls. “I grew up 
in Rochester, which is pretty flat.”

The two met as juniors when they were 
both living on the fourth floor of Moore 
House. They had a lot in common; both 
were native New Yorkers and serious 
athletes. Kolby, a mechanical engineering 
student, played for Clarkson’s varsity 
baseball team all four years. Catherine, who 
majored in innovation and entrepreneurship, 
was a member and captain of the women’s 
D-III cross-country team. 

“The campus was green when we left 

Potsdam to drive to the Adirondacks,” 
recalls Kolby of that first date and first 
climb. “But the mountains — Cascade and 
Porter — were a sheet of ice.”

The experience was hardly ideal. But the 
relationship stuck and a love of mountain 
climbing was born. Today, Kolby and 
Catherine make their home in the Albany 
area, where Kolby is employed as the site 
facilities engineer at the Naval Nuclear 
Laboratory and where Catherine has 
worked as a project analyst at the Knolls 
Atomic Power Laboratory since 2015. 

“It’s a great location for climbing,” 
he says. “The Adirondacks, the White 
Mountains and the Catskills are all within 
driving distance.”

For Kolby, balancing a demanding 
career and a national fundraising event is 
like having two full-time jobs. But he is 

deeply committed to the success of both. 
“Catherine and I have both known people 
affected by depression and touched by 
suicide,” he says. “Today, with so many 
people experiencing new or worsening 
mental health conditions brought on by the 
COVID-19 restrictions and social isolation, 
it is so important to raise awareness and let 
people know that help is available.” 

Climb to  
Conquer Suicide

September 3-12, 2021
To register to climb or  

donate, visit 46climbs.com.

Below: Catherine (Zarnofsky) Ziemendorf 
’14 (l) and Kolby Ziemendorf ’14 (r) on 
a climb in Yosemite National Park with 
Half Dome in the background. Right: 
Photos from the nationwide community of 
46Climbs hikers.
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