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– Prologue –


Storm at Sea


Days when the shit hits the fan, more often than not, start like any other day.


We set sail from Dale, on the south-west coast of Wales. The day was unremarkable; I vaguely remember some dampness in the air and the sun had yet to make itself known.


The water was calm as we moved gently out into the open sea. Astern, Milford Haven and its giant oil refinery, an incongruous sight on the otherwise naturally beautiful Pembrokeshire coast, slid slowly from sight. We would be fortunate to see land again.


I never sleep well on boats and in my half-awake melancholy, aided by the murky uninspiring scene around me, I was reminded that my previous knowledge of the area was through a story my father told about being refused permission to land the bodies of fellow seamen at Milford Haven, when he served in the Royal Navy during the Second World War. Death at sea, like in the mountains, is a very raw experience.


All around, the view was one of differing shades of grey. Even the land, before the sun illuminated its true colours, appeared in various dark hues and, ahead, softer shades of grey gradually blurred the sky with the sea, with no clear sign of the horizon. For the last two days a depression had been forming out over the Atlantic, but we felt we were well beyond its reach and, as we glided out to sea, we had little to worry us.


The yacht was a ten-metre Macwester Wight, a seaworthy craft with a centre cockpit. We were a crew of two. The skipper and owner, Dave, was my flying instructor on the army helicopter pilot’s course, and he had asked me to help him move the yacht from Northern Ireland to my home town of Gosport, on the Solent. It was August 1979 and we were on our summer flying course break. I wasn’t sure how much I could commit to the voyage because my wife was due to give birth in early August, but my son Tom arrived on time and, although I had missed the sail from Northern Ireland to Wales, I joined Dave on 11 August in the ferry port of Fishguard.


On 12 August we sailed down the coast to Dale, a small village with some 200 inhabitants and a very hospitable yacht club. Henry Tudor landed here in 1485 before the Battle of Bosworth, after which he became Henry VII of England. From Dale we planned to head out into the southern part of the Irish Sea, heading to Penzance on the south-west tip of Cornwall.


I was twenty-seven years old and had been in the army for eleven years. I wanted to follow in the footsteps of my father in the Royal Navy, but when his objections to that way of life became clear, I joined the army instead. Even so, I guess I still inherited his wanderlust and perhaps a career in the navy may have kept me out of trouble a little better than the army did.


There was not much work to be done on board. The weather conditions were favourable, the sails had been trimmed and we continued on a relatively straight course, away from the coast, out into the Irish Sea. I suffer from mild seasickness and prefer to remain above decks, particularly when the sea starts to roughen, and to make sure I can do this while being gainfully employed, I am happy to spend extended periods on the helm. Dave on the other hand was content to attend to the sails, cook the food and to navigate. We soon settled into a small, content team.


By mid-morning we were still surrounded by shades of grey murkiness and it did not look as if the sun was going to appear. If anything, the grey hue had become gradually darker as the morning wore on. We decided to have an early lunch and, as we sat there drinking our soup, we watched, almost with detached interest, as the sky changed from a dark shade of grey to inky blue. We were not unduly alarmed – this was, after all, the British Isles where the weather conditions frequently change and we were still optimistic that the changing sky was indicating nothing more sinister than a shower or two. There was certainly no thought about changing our plan to reach Penzance in one go and we happily sailed onwards, out into the Irish Sea, ever further from land and the safety of a harbour.


During the next hour, however, our pleasant day of sailing rapidly changed as the weather worsened at a pace that caused some significant concern. The sky continued to darken, menacingly, as if the sun had suddenly been eclipsed, and the previously placid sea started to simmer. It was not just the onset of bad weather that was giving us concern, it was also the speed with which we had to adjust to the worsening conditions. Within an hour we had gone from being on a relaxed cruise to having to cope with extremely heavy weather and it was getting worse by the minute. We put on foul weather gear and harnesses and shortened sail.


Dave was the skipper and the far more experienced sailor and I fully accepted any decisions he made. The yacht was without a radio (quite common at the time) and, therefore, without an up-to-date weather report, but with several hours of daylight left, we delayed any decisions about changing course until we were certain that what we were facing was more than passing heavy weather. The need for a quick decision, however, was forced upon us as the sky changed to a frightening, dirty black colour, and the sea changed from simmering bubbles to a churning mess in what seemed the same time it takes for placid water in a kettle to become a bubbling threat.


There was only one decision – to be fair, given the direction of the storm, there had only ever been one option, even if we had taken the decision earlier – and this was to run before the storm, from our position, which was by now well out into the Irish Sea, north-eastwards to reach shelter. Dave decided that Tenby on the south coast of Pembrokeshire, tucked in behind a small headland, would offer a safe haven.


An hour earlier I had been a participant in a pleasant sail, but now I was becoming concerned, although not yet frightened – that would come later. We were now at the mercy of the sea and enormous waves carried us forward until their acceleration overtook us and we fell down into a trough to await the pity of the next wave.


Nature is a powerful force. We surged forward, then seemed to hover before falling off the top of the wave into the trough, where we would stall as successive waves took their turns in taking a grip of the yacht before driving us forward. Each time we thought conditions could not get any worse we were proved wrong. We could only hang on and do everything we could to keep the yacht from turning sideways and broaching, which in such an almighty sea, could well have seen the end of us.


We neared the coast, some ten miles or so to the west of Tenby, but instead of giving us comfort, the visual reference of landmarks hurtling past made us appreciate just how fast we were moving in such a monstrous sea.


At this stage our feeling of concern changed gradually to one of fear. How were we going to stop? We were totally at the mercy of the sea and in such weather conditions there was no hope of gliding safely into Tenby’s small harbour with its protective sea wall and tidal basin. We could only hope that somehow we could pick up an offshore mooring and ride out this huge monster of a storm.


Our opportunity to pick up a mooring off Tenby, in the lee of the headland, would need to come soon. The boat raced forward as we repeated over and over again a series of reactions that kept it pointing forward as each successive wave threatened to capsize us. We couldn’t endure this much longer and we couldn’t afford to miss the mooring. Unbeknown to us, out in the Atlantic off the coast of south-west Ireland, boats were going over, crew and lives were being lost.


Suddenly, we were sweeping past what we thought was a small headland, but which was actually Caldey Island, just before the small headland that sheltered Tenby. Ahead, after what was some five hours of hard sailing, but seemed far longer, we spotted the series of mooring buoys which lay several hundred metres out to sea from the small protected harbour at Tenby.


We were right – there was no chance that we would be able to get into the small, protected harbour, which was clearly being battered by the giant storm. Our only option was to pick up a mooring and ride out the storm – but this was easier said than done. Even with the headland providing shelter, the mooring buoys were being lifted through at least six metres as successive waves swept in.


David had long before taken over the helm and the plan was for me to hang over the bow, which was also swinging upwards and downwards through the same arc as the buoys, and to grab a mooring which I would then secure to the yacht. The only place I could successfully do this was at the bottom of the wave in the trough, where there would be slack in the chain holding the buoy to the seabed. The problem with all of this was that Dave had to make sure that my arms hanging over the bow reached the buoy at the moment when the bow and the buoy were both at the bottom of the trough. To do this, and to stall the boat long enough, Dave would have to turn into the wind at just the right moment.


The first attempt was a complete disaster as I tried to grab the buoy, only to find that we were suddenly surging upwards, which nearly pulled my arms out of their sockets and I started to think that picking up a mooring in such conditions would be impossible. Miraculously, however, we managed to pick up a buoy at the second try, but this was followed by a fearfully violent manoeuvre which threatened to capsize us as we and the buoy were lifted by the following wave and swung around into the full anger of the storm.


We had said little in the last few hours as the storm took hold. There was only one option open to us and, after we discussed what we were going to do, it only then required us to follow a simple plan, run before the storm and pick up a mooring. We hadn’t planned beyond that, but we both knew by this stage that this was no ordinary storm and we were still a long way from feeling completely safe. All we could do was batten down the hatches and hope that we would survive the night ahead.


Sustained fear is like a long-term pain – you can learn to put up with it but you are desperate for it to go away. The intensity of the storm did not diminish. We were continually lifted, dropped and buffeted. I lost count of the number of bruises I received as I fell uncontrollably around the cabin. Sleep was not an option, but neither was tiredness – the fear was too intense to allow any retreat from full, alert awakeness.


At some stage a change of light indicated that day had broken and although the storm seemed to have abated slightly, on the grand scale of storms, ours was still a monster. We had, however, worked out that we had a limited window of opportunity when the tide would work in our favour to help us to escape this mayhem, by allowing us to enter the protective custody of Tenby harbour.


The plan to release ourselves from the mooring was similar to the one for picking it up, but this time, given that we were already attached, we mistakenly thought the process would be relatively easy. The bow continued to rise with the waves and then crash into the following troughs, and with David back at the helm and the engine running, my job was to reach down from the bow and release the line which attached us to the buoy. The yacht continued to rise and fall through an arc from the top of a wave to the bottom of the trough. At the lower end of the drop of the bow the pressure would allow me to release the line while David used the engine to keep us pointed into the weather to prevent us turning sideways and risking capsize in such a violent sea. This had to be co-ordinated and done in a matter of seconds before the next wave lifted us, and the buoy, and the chains lying on the seabed.


It was always going to be a lucky shot. There was not enough time for anything other than a perfect release from the buoy and as I started to cast off, and as David increased the forward thrust of the engines, we were lifted violently upwards towards the crest of a wave. The boat was now attached via my arms, which were the weakest link, to the seabed chain, and I was simply unable to keep us in contact with the buoy despite a scream from David telling me that I could not let go. Within a split second I dropped the buoy and, as the boat was thrust forward as the engine power was increased, the line which I had used to secure us to the buoy wrapped around the propeller. The engine stalled and without any propulsion we were now at the complete mercy of the monstrous sea.


David instantly reached for an emergency flare which he released skywards. There was no other option; we needed help. We were mentally exhausted and time seemed to stand still as we hung on and prayed as the merciless sea churned around us. It seemed an age but it was only a matter of minutes before our prayers were answered, as out of the storm a lifeboat emerged. The crew must have been waiting to be called as the giant storm battered the area.


My most vivid memory of the moment the lifeboat arrived was when a member of their crew armed with a pair of giant bolt croppers leapt onto our foredeck and immediately started cutting through anything which would prevent a towline being secured. I also recall thinking that he knew exactly what he was doing in order to sort out the situation. We had involuntarily experienced some of the worst conditions the sea could throw at us, but these brave volunteers who quickly took control of our predicament willingly put their lives at risk. Lines were cut and a tow secured and we soon found ourselves being pulled mercifully towards the inner sanctum of the harbour.


The storm continued to rage for much of that day outside the harbour walls, before it gradually faded. Over the next two days we repaired damage to the yacht and to ourselves before setting sail again.


In the same storm, the yachts competing in the Fastnet Race had been battered. Twenty-four yachts were abandoned, five sank and fifteen lives were lost. Of the 303 boats in the race, a quarter turned over and another third were knocked far enough over for their masts to touch the sea.


We had been very fortunate.









– Chapter 1 –


Deskbound:


Mourning and Angry


It is better to travel well than to arrive.


It was late May 1996, seventeen years after the Fastnet storm. I had returned from an expedition to Everest to my office in Hong Kong, where I was working as a corporate communications manager in the giant container terminal, a job which allowed me to take part in at least one major expedition each year. Waiting for me was that all too full in-tray and its pile of unopened mail.


I felt very odd. Just over two weeks earlier I had been involved in the co-ordination of a rescue on Everest after a storm had hit the mountain. Eight climbers had died. The events of that day were still making worldwide headlines and many of us who had been there were coping with daily requests from the Press to give our personal views about what had happened. I had already given television, newspaper and magazine interviews and I was totally fed up with explaining to people, who had absolutely no understanding of mountaineering, what it was like to cope with events on the mountain during such an extreme storm.


I tried very hard to concentrate. It seemed so unreal, sitting there in my sterile office, clean-shaven, wearing a shirt and tie, and reading correspondence which ranged from complicated and urgent issues to junk mail and trivia. I couldn’t help thinking about the families of those who had died on Everest, who would still be coming to terms with the deaths of their loved ones. To me they had been friends and climbing companions, but to others they were much closer: nappy changers, children, lovers, and breadwinners, not dead frozen tissue which would in some cases act as route markers for future generations of climbers challenging themselves on Everest.


Someone had sent me a postcard, which was a welcome change from both the serious and the routine mail.


I glanced at the picture on the front and, without fully comprehending which mountain it showed, I idly flipped it over. Was this some joke? There was Rob Hall’s signature, staring back at me, but Rob was dead, and his body was lying somewhere near the summit of Everest. Three members of his team had also died on our side of Everest, along with another expedition leader, Scott Fischer.


The message was brief. It stated, actually boasted, that Rob Hall’s commercial climbing company, Adventure Consultants, had been successful yet again in guiding clients to the top of the world. It went on to encourage the reader of the postcard to join Adventure Consultants if they too wanted to achieve success on future expeditions.


It was obviously not a joke and my emotions simmered, then boiled, into anger. How could anyone be so crass? People die climbing Everest, but here was a company so confident that they would achieve success that they had pre-written postcards to advertise the feat to encourage others to join them on future expeditions. I was particularly incensed that the postcards had been sent in the brief time between Rob getting to the top and him becoming trapped with his client, Doug Hansen, not far below the summit. Was it so necessary and vital to get such news out so quickly, considering the time it would take the world’s postal systems to deliver the cards?


This was the second postcard I had received from a climber who had died by the time the postcard arrived. My friend Peter Boardman had written to me shortly before his death in 1982, when he disappeared with Joe Tasker on the north side of Everest. But that had been different: Pete was alive when he wrote the card, still confident about the future, using the card to arrange to have a drink when he passed back through Hong Kong.


Had climbing now become a competitive business to such an extent that expedition organisers had started adopting aggressive marketing techniques?


For the first time since arriving back in the office, I turned on my computer, and pulled up my news service programme. I entered ‘Rob Hall’ and ‘Everest’ and double clicked the search button. Up came a report which I had not previously read, written by the doyenne of mountain journalism in Nepal, Elizabeth Hawley. The report mentioned Rob Hall’s team’s ‘success’ and the achievement of Taiwanese climber Makalu Gau. But there was no mention of the climbers in Scott Fischer’s team and there were more of Scott’s team than there were of Rob’s on the summit that day. Was this simply an overconfident, pre-organised marketing ploy which had been assisted by the respected Hawley, whose report had been circulated before the facts were confirmed?


Hawley’s report stated that two New Zealanders, two Nepalese, one Australian, one American and one Japanese had reached the top. Actually, two Americans, from Rob’s team, had reached the summit on the afternoon of 10 May. More noticeable was the complete lack of any mention of any of the members of Scott Fischer’s team, most of whom had reached the summit before the majority of Rob’s team got there.


Elizabeth Hawley is a legend amongst high altitude climbing circles for her recording of Nepal mountaineering expeditions. Although she has never climbed a big mountain, her knowledge of the mountains of Nepal is second to none. If you are named as the leader of a mountaineering expedition you can be assured that not long after your arrival in Kathmandu – or on your return at the end of an expedition – Liz Hawley will have left a message at your hotel to arrange a meeting. Some climbers see the Liz Hawley interview as being a rubber stamp which proves that what they are intending to do is a worthy mountaineering venture. But unless you are amongst the world’s climbing elite, the purpose of the interview is simply to add you, your team and the expedition to Liz Hawley’s database.


My first interview with Liz Hawley was when I was leading an expedition to Annapurna II and IV in 1992. The interview served no benefit as far as I could see other than adding information to the database, and I didn’t even get a thank you for giving up my time, which would have been better spent on last-minute logistics before we left for the mountain. I have since met Elizabeth socially and she is a charming and intelligent lady, but on many occasions I have ignored her requests to meet, simply because expeditions in my view are about people and emotions and this is something that Liz isn’t in the business of recording.


A second report by Hawley, filed on the same day, said the team members had reached the summit at 8.30 a.m. GMT. This was 1.15 p.m. local Nepal time, over two hours before the second American team member, Doug Hansen, reached the summit. So the information must have been transmitted to Kathmandu sometime between 2.15 p.m. and 3.45 p.m. Nepal time.


By Elizabeth Hawley


KATHMANDU May 10 Two foreign-led teams scaled Mount Everest on Friday, one day after a Taiwanese climber died following a fall, the Nepal Tourism Ministry said …


Two New Zealanders, two Nepalis, one Australian, one American and one Japanese reached the top first. It was not the first time that two teams had reached the summit in one day …


New Zealander, Rob Hall, 35, a mountain guide from Christchurch who has scaled four other 8,000-metre (26,250-foot) peaks, led the 11-member first team, ministry officials said.


It was his fifth successful ascent of Everest.


The others who reached the top were Andrew Harris, 31, a climbing and skiing guide from Queenstown, New Zealand; Michael Groom, 36, a climber and lecturer from Brisbane, Australia; Jon Krakauer [42, a journalist from the United States]; and Yasuko Namba, 47, a courier service employee from Tokyo.


The climb made Namba the second Japanese woman to reach Everest’s summit. The first woman of any nationality was Junko Tabei of Japan, who gained the summit in May 1975.


Why was it so important to get out this news, without even waiting until all team members had reached the summit? And why wasn’t the success of Scott Fischer’s Sherpa guides reported, along with the one Russian, seven American and one Danish climber? Would it have made any difference if the news had been more accurately reported the following day? Had Rob Hall made a deal with Hawley?


My mind was still in distant Nepal, rather than in the far-removed urban world of Hong Kong. I felt so many different emotions. What was happening to the sport of mountaineering which I loved? I had seen nothing wrong with commercialism in climbing, which gave those with the necessary experience the chance to climb big mountains which had previously been restricted to the elite of the sport. But in one bound, a leap had been taken into something crude, and unwelcome – it had become more like a horse race. The report should probably have said, ‘seven climbers made the top of Everest today, there were five fallers’.


Reading the report from Hawley while flipping over Rob Hall’s postcard in my hand was perhaps, for me, the moment that I realised that mountaineering was no longer a pastime, for many it was becoming a business.









– Chapter 2 –


Boy Soldier


I joined the British Army as a ‘boy soldier’ at the age of sixteen in 1968. Some thirty-nine years later I was head of a United Nations team tasked to remove ‘soldiers’ of a similar age from the ranks of the Maoist army at the end of the civil war in Nepal. While my friends at the grammar school I had just left were enjoying their final two years of education, I was part of a hard regime which was ‘beasted’ from before dawn until well after normal people would have gone to sleep.


Most of the instructors who guided us through those embryonic days of our military service were experienced soldiers, well-skilled in passing on their knowledge, but there were the exceptions. The last post-Second World War conscripts had left the British Army in 1963 and in 1968 the odd instructor still relied on harsh bullying from this era to guide their charges.


I have few fond memories of those exacting days, except for the times, every three months, when we were given the opportunity to take part in adventurous activities. I canoed, climbed and went on a parachute course, but it was my experience at the Army Outward Bound School that was to have the most long-term effect. In those days we were graded on the course and I was fortunate enough to be given a rarely awarded ‘A’ grade, which was to have an impact on my career. It certainly helped to counteract the report I received at the end of my time as a boy soldier, which to some extent reflected my response to an ogre of an instructor. At some stage during most weeks of my last term, I appeared for a disciplinary interview in front of my company commander, on a trumped-up charge made by a particular bully of an instructor.


I knew a lot about the weapons of the British Infantry when I became an ‘adult’ soldier in 1970, but I knew very little about life outside of the army. I was naïve and rightfully failed a selection process to become an army officer, and this led to disillusionment with my chosen career. It wasn’t, however, a case of giving a month’s notice. Having ‘signed on’ for a number of years, the only way to get out of the system – and even this took many months – was to purchase a discharge and the army made sure that this was a very expensive option.


I transferred to an air despatch unit at Thorney Island on the south coast of England. This was the start of four very happy years, during which I changed from a disillusioned teenager into an ambitious adult. The unit was tasked with delivering supplies and equipment by parachute to forces around the world, and also with providing support during civilian emergencies, such as the distribution of food during the famine which hit Nepal in 1973 – a task I sadly missed.


In the early 1970s Britain’s army was focused on operations in Northern Ireland, a necessary security role, but somewhat separated from the type of soldiering I dreamed of being involved in when I joined the army. The enemy could have been anyone who you passed on the streets of Belfast, a city hardly different from any other part of the United Kingdom. The extreme verbal abuse – which would have offended a sailor in Nelson’s navy from the mouths of children not old enough to go to school – through to elderly people older than my grandparents, was a sad reflection of the depth of hatred which existed in post-war twentieth century Britain. It would be years before I would experience a similar level of hatred in the war in the former Yugoslavia.


One of the tasks of 55 Air Despatch Squadron was to support Britain’s Special Forces, and in the early 1970s the opportunity to be attached to an SAS squadron during the war in Oman’s southern province of Dhofar was as emotionally exciting at one end of the spectrum as soldiering in Northern Ireland was emotionally depressing at the other end. I first went to Dhofar in 1971 when our crew of four was attached to G Squadron of the SAS. Our arrival was delayed because the enemy was firing at the airfield at Salalah, but we got down eventually after the guns defending the airfield located and destroyed the enemy.


This was Britain’s secret war, unpublicised by the government of the day, fought against the tribes of the Dhofar province who had been encouraged to rebel by a Maoist group, the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf. It was so secret that when two SAS soldiers were shot and evacuated to Sharjah, where they died, we were tasked to load the coffins, ‘camouflaged’ by a surrounding crate and fly with them to Bahrain, where I last saw them as they were trundled, like any other piece of cargo, on a forklift from the aircraft to the hangar.


I returned to Dhofar in 1973 attached to B Squadron 22 SAS. By this stage of the campaign the SAS, and the local forces they led, had established bases across the mountains bordering the coast of southern Oman. This part of the world suffers from the ‘Khareef’, a seasonal monsoon which starts in June and lasts for some weeks. This weather system causes the mountains to be covered in cloud down to ground level for much of the time, which prevents daily supply flights to the small bases in the mountains. For a large part of the time I was located at a base called White City, which was usually reached by an easy thirty-minute flight in normal weather. During the Khareef it took two long days to get there, first on a flight over the mountains into the desert, then in a convoy led by vehicles designed to detonate mines, and protected by guns and overflying jet aircraft and, lastly, as part of a heavily armed foot patrol through thick fog with the potential for ambush at any time.


Our position was commanded by Fred Marifono, one of several Fijians in the SAS, and a giant of a man in both body and personality. A year before, two of these Fijians, ‘Laba’ Labalaba and ‘Tak’ Takavesi had displayed great courage at the Battle of Mirbat when a large enemy force attacked the coastal town. Nine SAS soldiers were largely responsible for holding off an enemy force numbering hundreds until being reinforced by G Squadron who had just arrived in Oman to take over from B Squadron. At the height of the battle Laba had single-handedly loaded and fired a vintage World War Two artillery piece. After Laba was wounded Tak volunteered to move hundreds of metres to the gun to support his friend. Together they continued to fire the gun at point blank range, until Laba eventually received a fatal wound. Propped up against sandbags and having been shot through the shoulder and stomach, Tak continued to fire his rifle at the enemy. For his part in the action Tak was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal and Laba was mentioned in despatches – many of his comrades believe this should have been a very well-deserved Victoria Cross.


A year to the day after the battle I was based at Mirbat, where I was responsible for the airfield operations. Having been soundly defeated a year before, the enemy didn’t reappear, but as the anniversary dawned I was struck by an emotionally charged visualisation of the great feat of arms which had taken place a year before on that July day in 1972.


I had decided to make the army my career, which was a significant change from my period of disillusionment some four years before, and I applied again to become an officer. While waiting to attend the Commissions Board I was posted as an instructor to the Joint Services Mountain Training Centre, which was based on the windswept west coast of Wales. It was partly a result of my performance at my Outward Bound course in 1969, and of my participation the year before in the annual joint British/Italian mountaineering exercise in the Italian Alps, that I was able to secure this job. Every year a group of British army climbers would spend two weeks in the mountains of Wales or Scotland undergoing a tough selection process to decide who would then go on to spend three weeks climbing in the Alps with the Italian Alpini (mountain regiment).


As a keen climber this was a fabulous opportunity to spend weeks at the army’s expense doing what I did most weekends at my own expense – it was a no-brainer. I had previously taken part as a relative Alpine novice in 1972, but in 1974 I was back as a climbing group leader. The Alpini were superb instructors and we were given their best to work with. Two of our instructors, Virginio Epis and Claudio Benedetti, were particularly note-worthy having become, in 1973, the thirty-fourth and thirty-fifth climbers to reach the summit of Everest, and it was this experience to climb with such outstanding mountaineers that moved my interest in climbing up another gear. It was also my first experience of just how fragile life in the mountains could be. I had led a steep but straightforward ascent on hard snow when the second climber, who I was belaying from above, slipped just short of my stance. I watched with horror as he fell down the slope, very concerned that I wouldn’t be able to stop him falling and even more concerned about what would then happen to me because I wasn’t overly confident about my belay. I soon had my concerns answered as my belay gave way and I rocketed out into space and then tumbled downwards before coming to an abrupt stop some twenty-five metres down the slope, overlooking a series of deep crevasses. The number three on the rope, who had been belaying from below, was fortunately a very experienced Alpini climbing instructor, whose strength and skill certainly saved us from serious injury, or worse.


Interestingly, there was a link between the 1973 and 1996 Everest seasons. In 1973 the Italians had used a Hercules aircraft to fly a helicopter into Kathmandu which they subsequently used to supply their expedition up to Camp 2 in the Western Cwm. During a rescue mission on 17 April the helicopter crashed, fortunately without loss of life, and its remains stayed in the Western Cwm until it was recovered in 2009. The next time a helicopter landed in the Western Cwm was twenty-three years later, in 1996.


During my time as an air despatcher I had spent my free weekends climbing on the cliffs near Swanage in Dorset or on the crags of Snowdonia, and to now be able to do this full-time and get paid for it was more than I could have wished for. All instructors had to be at least sergeants in rank and in one of the strange ambiguities of the British forces, my records showed that at the age of twenty-one I was a substantive lance-corporal, acting paid corporal and a local acting sergeant all at the same time.


It wasn’t all about canoeing, rock-climbing and hill-walking in the Welsh mountains. The centre still ran the occasional outward bound course for boy soldiers. These lasted three weeks and although it could be the middle of winter, on the first day of the course and on the last day of the course all of the instructors had to run the mile to the beach at dawn with their groups, where they all had to submerge themselves fully in the Irish Sea before running the mile back to camp before breakfast. The students had to do this every day and, besides the first and last day of the course, only the duty instructor had to accompany the students on the other days. Oh how I hated the experience – if only the students knew what was going on behind my cheerful expression when it was my turn to lead them to the beach. I rarely slept the night before each brutally cold plunge and I have had an aversion to cold water ever since.


It was during my time at the centre that I met and became a friend of Peter Boardman, one of the greatest mountaineers of his generation. I was planning to climb with another instructor in Alaska and sought advice from Peter Boardman, who at the time was the national officer at the British Mountaineering Council. In 1974 Peter and his climbing partner Roger O’Donovan had made the first ascent of south face of Mount Dan Beard, which was also the second ascent of the mountain. Pete had a generous personality and was always unassuming – seemingly embarrassed by the fame caused by his brilliance on a mountain. In September 1975 at the age of twenty-four he became, after Doug Scott and Dougal Haston, the third British climber to reach the summit of Everest, when he climbed the south-west face of the mountain with Pertemba Sherpa, who was also to become a close friend of mine in future years. Mick Burke also reached the summit on that outstandingly technical expedition, but sadly died on the way down. Of the other four who made it to the top, two more died in mountain accidents during the next eight years. Dougal Haston was killed in an avalanche on 17 January 1977, while skiing close to Leysin in Switzerland, where he was director of the International School of Mountaineering. My friend Pete Boardman took over as director of the school until he too died in the mountains on 17 May 1982, when he and his climbing partner Joe Tasker perished while attempting to climb the north-east ridge of Everest.


In April 1975 my plans to climb in Alaska were cancelled when I entered the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst for the start of what was then a six-month course to become an officer. Sandhurst was as tough as it was fair. All the instructors were carefully chosen to play their part in turning raw material into what we euphemistically called a ‘chappie’. We called the warrant officers and non-commissioned officers by their rank and they called us ‘sir’. Given that warrant officers were also addressed as ‘sir’ it did lead to some strange conversations between themselves and the cadets, but, as the traditional explanation goes, the difference between the two was when a cadet called a warrant officer ‘sir’, he meant it.


There were generally two types of cadets on the Standard Military Course, those who had already been in the army for some time and those who were fresh from school. In the first few weeks the old military hands had a significant advantage as those new to the military learned to accept its discipline, to polish their boots to a high gloss and to press their trousers to achieve a razor-sharp crease. This advantage, however, was eroded as the two groups progressed to learning the skills needed to command groups of soldiers, which was readily picked up by the often more intelligent former schoolboys than by those with previous military experience, who had to change from their previous ways of soldiering.


Sandhurst accepted overseas cadets for training by charging ‘fees’ to their governments. Many came to be schooled for future royal duties as leaders of their nations rather than to be turned into soldiers. Had they been British, many would have been sacked from the course at a very early stage, but Britain’s need to retain good working diplomatic ties with certain governments and the additional income meant that many completely incompetent overseas cadets finished the course. I recall one afternoon when we were due to take part in a particularly tough cross-country competition: an hour before the start a Rolls Royce turned up with embassy staff to snatch a ‘prince’ away for duties at the embassy, to save him losing face by failing to complete the competition course.


I was sponsored to go to Sandhurst by the Parachute Regiment, but during my time there I became impressed by the soldiering skills of the Gurkhas, who were used to demonstrate military tactics as well as play the part of the enemy in exercises. When it came to the part of the course where we applied to join regiments, the Gurkhas became my first choice.


For me there was a huge contrast between the thought applied to training boy soldiers, and the science applied to training officers at Sandhurst. The training of the former in the late 1960s was often unnecessarily brutish and lacked finesse which ignited my rebellious side, while the latter built on lessons learned over 300 years of producing officers, and was an environment in which I thrived. Fortunately, or unfortunately, I was awarded the Sword of Honour at the end of my course, the first former boy soldier to gain this prize, but it was, and still is, a double-edged accolade. On arrival in your regiment you are more closely watched and more is expected of you, when all you want to do is get on with learning the trade of being an officer.


The first task on joining 2nd King Edward VII’s Own Gurkha Rifles was to learn the language, without which it would be difficult to command Gurkhas in peacetime, and almost impossible in war, when the need to communicate clear understandable commands in the heat of battle would be essential. The second task was to transfer from my working class background to a way of life which had changed little since the days of the Raj in India. Many of my fellow officers had ancestors who had served in the regiment well back into the nineteenth century in battles which impacted on the growth of the British Empire, while mine were toiling in the rigging of Royal Navy ships or trying to crawl out from the slums of cities in the British midlands. Most of my new colleagues looked beyond family background; there were some who could not, but this didn’t overly bother me. I was in the Gurkhas, in Hong Kong, and a new and exciting way of life lay ahead.
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