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            ‘There’s something ever egotistical in mountaintops and towers, and all other grand and lofty things … which, like a magician’s glass, to each and every man in turn but mirrors back his own mysterious self.’
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         The Beguiling Mirror

Katie Ives

         In April 2011, dark clouds dim the western sky above an unclimbed peak in the Changla Himal of Nepal. At nearly 6,000 metres, British alpinists Ed Douglas, Nick Colton and Julian Freeman-Attwood begin a long retreat down a tilted pane of ice and snow, through the melting drifts of a moraine gully. During the descent, Douglas observes the contrast between his own anxieties about the hazards and Colton’s sheer delight in the wildness of the range. ‘It was not that we were on a different mountain,’ Douglas decides in ‘The Magician’s Glass’, the first story in this collection; ‘We were just seeing different things in the magician’s mirror.’

         The statement alludes to a famous scene in Herman Melville’s novel Moby Dick, when Captain Ahab pauses before the gold doubloon he nailed to the mast of his ship – a prize for the first crew member who glimpses the elusive white whale, the object of their quest. Staring at images on the polished metal surface, Ahab wonders whether any transcendent significance lies behind the appearances of the world. ‘There’s something ever egotistical in mountaintops and towers, and all other grand and lofty things,’ he muses, ‘which, like a magician’s glass, to each and every man in turn but mirrors back his own mysterious self.’

         Like Ahab, climbers have long embarked on their adventures in search of meaning, as if the act of ascent could somehow reflect enigmatic truths about their place in the universe. And since the early days of alpine literature, mountains have lent themselves, as if inherently, to metaphors of giant mirrors: the way the sun glances off a cliff of faceted ice, a wall of burnished granite or a slope of glazed snow; how the light can cast a climber’s silhouette against a shimmering cloud; how the myths of shifting cultures might appear projected over iconic summits.

         Royal Robbins, in the foreword to a now-classic 1983 anthology, Mirrors in the Cliffs, explained, ‘these stories hold the mirror up to nature, as the cliffs do a mirror to ourselves, enabling us to see inside, giving us the potential of a clearer view through to our spirit’. In that same volume, however, a 1937 story by John Menlove Edwards presented a more ambiguous vision, recounting a nightmare in which a climber sees himself split into two figures that spill their innards across the mountains. ‘We will each make a little image from what we like to see of ourselves in the mirror of the hills,’ he concluded, but all mirror images distort reality to some extent, and when the brilliant surfaces disintegrate, we may struggle to face what lies within.

         Part of what has made Ed Douglas one of the world’s best climbing journalists is his willingness to look closely at a multitude of human dreams and delusions, to try to understand what exists behind them and what their consequences might be. In many ways, this collection pieces together one trajectory of that quest. With unflinching persistence, Douglas examines the decades of fantasies that Western mountaineers brought with them to the Himalaya, reflections of their own cultural desires that have often obscured the real struggles of local expedition workers and communities. He describes the proliferation of media that turned some of the bold ascents of Tomaž Humar into a kind of surreal theatre until ‘it seemed the image of himself he had created had started to consume him’. And as Douglas investigates the questions surrounding Ueli Steck’s solitary climb on the south face of Annapurna, he considers the potential impact on the entire perception of mountaineering if someone ‘at the core of the sport’s image around the world’ turned out to have fabricated an important story. 

         At the heart of many of these tales are the unknowns that emerge when illusions shatter and metaphors fade. As Douglas asks, ‘If you look into the magician’s glass and see yourself as you truly are, would you need it any longer?’ Some alpinists, he concludes, might decide the risks are no longer worthwhile and abandon the mountains altogether, ‘no longer [seeing] the sense in what they were doing’. They might come to believe that the beguiling mirror holds only an ultimate void of meaning. And yet the desire remains for something genuine that glimmers beyond all the shadowy reflections – evoked most hauntingly in Douglas’s portrayal of Stefanie Egger, who, decades after her brother’s death in Patagonia, still yearns for facts that vanished amid his climbing partner Cesare Maestri’s disputed tales.

         There’s an indescribably numinous quality to the flow of Douglas’s prose, a sense of radiance in the pauses between words, in the moments when a thought unfolds like a curled leaf, appearing suddenly translucent, golden. And there are hints throughout, of something like transcendence: the ray of light that turns Patrick Edlinger’s body aglow right at the instant of a crux move; Kurt Albert’s magician-like ability to transform the approaches to climbing again and again; Tomaž Humar’s belief that mountaineering might offer a means to enlightenment, a ‘third eye’ that could allow him to intuit danger and glimpse some hidden spiritual reality.

         As a writer, Douglas is often reticent about himself, preferring to focus on the experiences of others. It’s in ‘Lines of Beauty’, the final story in this collection, that he comes the closest, perhaps, to expressing his own ideals. ‘Imagination, creativity and thoughtfulness, the unquantifiable,’ Douglas writes, ‘these qualities ought to be part of mountaineering, or else the pursuit would be diminished. So should a feeling for the mountains, a sense of place, an attentiveness to the world outside your own story.’ Of great artists such as Andy Parkin, Douglas adds, ‘Some climbers, maybe only a few, are still searching for an understanding of our world that breaks through its shiny, commercial surface’. On the other side of those flickering images and self-reflecting walls, they might yet find possibilities of true wildness, mystery and transmutation, the ability to recast themselves – and perhaps the world – into new forms.

         Parkin’s reflected figure, seen in the rear-view mirror of a car, seems at first like that of an old man. And then, as Douglas watches him talk about a painting, Parkin appears all at once transfigured, his face flush with passion and youth, as if illuminated by a vision that flashes from some other realm. ‘That’s what I want to capture,’ Douglas explains, ‘the art of climbing, the spark of creativity, the shift in perspective that changes the way you – and others – view the world.’
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         The heat is starting to build, and so I hurry on, placing my feet carefully in the crisp prints made by my companion. I can see him in the distance, outpacing me with clockwork efficiency, body stiffly upright, legs moving rapidly, like a toy automaton. Even though I step exactly where he has, at every fifth pace or so, the snow gives way, and I lurch forward, my leg buried up to the knee. I am heavier than he is, and my feet are only a little bigger, but still – it seems unfair.

         Nick Colton and I are descending the trough of a lateral moraine banked out with snow. We woke late this morning at our advance base camp below an unclimbed mountain in western Nepal. After a long and unsuccessful summit bid we balanced aching limbs and a lazy breakfast with the need to descend before the snow softened.

         Lost in the idea that we should have started earlier, I don’t see Nick has stopped until I’ve almost caught him. He’s on the crest of the moraine, reclining on a patch of tough grass, arms folded under his head, a broad grin on his face, his pale blue eyes shaded by a wide-brimmed hat. It will take us another half hour to reach base camp.

         ‘We’ve timed this to perfection,’ he says.

         ‘Mmm,’ I reply, resting on my ski sticks. I’m a little frustrated by our failure yesterday, and fretting about getting down before the snow melts. But Nick is simply happy to be in the moment, among a group of peaks no climber has seen before.

         I crane my neck and spot Julian Attwood a short distance behind us. During an abseil yesterday, he and I had bickered about which rope to pull. We were both anxious about where we were and how to get away from it. Nick lay in the snow and mocked us with the kind of long, drawn-out exclamation reserved for petulant scraps in the playground. Jules and I laughed, but it made me think. It’s not that we were on a different mountain, Nick and I. We were just seeing different things in the magician’s mirror.
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         The day after our walk down to base camp, Nick and I are sprawled out in his cheap, borrowed Russian tent, which is already failing. The rest of his gear – apart from a brand-new pair of boots – is much older but self-evidently more durable. By his head is a tatty book of Sudoku puzzles. At any moment when his full attention isn’t required, Nick will lie down and either start work on his current puzzle or go to sleep. He’s now propped on an elbow lying on a worn, blue sleeping bag, the type I’ve seen displayed in a museum. ‘I got it to go to Alaska,’ he says.

         ‘Remind me when that was?’

         ‘1981.’

         That was the year Nick made the first ascents of the west face of Huntington and the north face of the Rooster Comb, with Tim Leach. They were due to try a third difficult line on the Moonflower after that, but Nick’s toes were battered from too much front-pointing. So they jogged up the west buttress of Denali instead, only to get stormbound in a snow cave. When Nick needed to defecate, his fellow snow-holers forced him out into the wind. He fell through the ceiling of a second snow cave, where he discovered a stockpile of long-abandoned food that kept them going through the bad weather.

         That year was significant for another climb, this time unsuccessful, thousands of miles away at the head of one of the most inaccessible valleys in the Himalaya. Just weeks after their long Alaskan adventure, Nick and Tim and their small team were trekking into a dizzying lost world at the tail end of the monsoon, plucking off leeches and scrabbling through trackless jungle. That expedition is the reason we’re sitting in his tent now. I can’t contain my curiosity any longer. I need to hear the story.

         Waiting at the head of the Seti Khola valley was their prize, the south-east pillar of Annapurna III. Everyone I know who has seen this line speaks of it in the same terms we reserve for eclipses, wild storms, giant waves. There were photographs around from earlier expeditions to easier neighbouring peaks. As an architecture student, Tim Leach knew a good line. But nothing could prepare them for the real thing. ‘When I first saw it,’ Nick says to me, ‘I thought, for fuck’s sake. It was awesome.’

         I knew what he meant. Unlike most people, even some of those who have tried to climb the route, I’ve stood where Nick did thirty years ago, in 1981, at base camp right under the pillar. Unlike Nick, I arrived by helicopter to report on a British team that chose to fly in rather than risk porters on the steep and dangerous ground below the graceful, twisted pyramid of Machhapuchhre. As I peered over the shoulder of the pilot, my words were lost against the noise of the turbine. For fuck’s sake, it’s awesome.

         The view from base camp is too foreshortened to get the required perspective on this behemoth. You need some distance – in time as well as space – to see it properly. Seen from a distance, particularly from the south-west, its architecture becomes clear. The pillar sweeps upward for something like two and a half kilometres, with a near-horizontal step in the ridge at half height, around 6,500 metres – a titanic ogee of granite smeared with dazzling white that leads the eye and the heart ever higher until it is lost in the blue. It has its dark side: the piles of rubble scouring its south face and the séracs poised above the start of the spur itself. But its elegance, the faultless appeal of the pillar, makes it at once perfectly beautiful and wholly indifferent.

         In Herman Melville’s novel Moby Dick, Captain Ahab heaped all the malevolence of the world and his own bitter nature on the white whale, yet you couldn’t make that mistake with this mountain. Melville’s fish was blood and guts. Annapurna is ice and rock. The visceral compulsion is the same. ‘Madness!’ Ahab’s first officer Starbuck complained as his commander descended into obsession. ‘To be enraged with a dumb thing, Captain Ahab, seems blasphemous.’

         I’d travelled to the Himalaya with Nick before, and I knew something of the story of his attempt on Annapurna III, but once I’d been there, once I’d seen it for myself, I was transfixed. It all seemed so outlandish. What was in their heads as they made the desperate trek in? Not the rage, not the need for vengeance that had driven Ahab, but something had put them there. Their subsequent attempt, for those who know of it, is now just an interesting footnote in the history of alpinism, a brilliant effort, the most successful so far, on one of the outstanding unclimbed lines left in the Himalaya.

         It was now obvious to me that there was much more to this story than just climbing history – even if, like the mountain, quite what that was might prove too difficult to reach. This was dangerous ground, personal ground, on the corniced ridge between fact and myth. I sat in Nick’s tent listening intently while, in Melville’s words, he spun me the yarn, and the idea of Annapurna III seemed as real and present as the mountain outside the tent door.

         Had Annapurna III been Nick’s whale? The towering, adamantine mirror in which he’d seen himself? It seemed to me like an arrival point, a mark of punctuation in the life he’d lived so far. He and Tim had both been at the forefront of a special generation of alpinists, one that revealed a purer form of the game, shedding the fixed ropes and camps of the past, like a moth dragging itself from a hardened chrysalis. Not since the 1930s had alpinism changed so quickly, and at such a cost.

         Had Tim and Nick climbed Annapurna III, the achievement would have rested alongside that of Kurtyka and Schauer on Gasherbrum IV, or Prezelj and Stremfelj on Kangchenjunga. Instead they walked away, not just from the mountain, but from alpinism itself. They’d looked deep into themselves and no longer saw the sense in what they were doing. If a life could have a crux, then this was surely theirs.
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         For Nick, the events on Annapurna III came at the end of a long trajectory that began with his mother’s death. Nick was born in Manchester as the eldest of five brothers. His father James worked for a printing company. ‘He was a machine minder for almost all his working life,’ Nick says. He turns on to his back to stare at the tent’s ceiling. ‘He hated it. Later on, he did an art course in Leicester and it opened up the world to him. He told me: “Never go and work in a factory.” I did, but only to get money to go climbing.’

         Nick’s youngest brother Simeon was just two when their mother was rushed to hospital, fatally ill with pancreatitis. Nick was ten. ‘From the day my mother died,’ he says, ‘I had to be the responsible person in the family. I had to do a lot of shopping. I had to do a lot of cooking and cleaning. We used to get home help at first, ladies from the local church, that sort of thing. But it soon stopped.’

         Some people thought the family should be broken up. A local teacher wanted to adopt Simeon. Their father had to chase off a social worker. The existential threat to his family’s autonomy marked Nick more than their poverty did. He likes to tell a story that could be lifted from a tabloid rant about the feckless poor. Looking to distract his sons, James would take the boys for walks on the edge of Manchester, small adventures to escape the drab city streets. One weekend while they sat resting in a quarry, James lit a cigarette and passed the packet to Nick, then a young teenager. Not wanting to be left out, Matthew took one as well, and so on, down the line, until all five brothers were puffing away, to the outrage of passers-by. 

         James worked in Longsight, a working-class neighbourhood of red-brick houses in a city famous for its rainfall and its brash impatience. The family lived just across the street from the house of Joe Brown, a star of British climbing for two decades, who had torn up its well-heeled social fabric and made it relevant again to the rest of the world. Until he was about fifteen, Nick climbed with his dad and brothers, taking courses in Snowdonia with the Mountaineering Association. Then his dad broke his leg in a fall, and Nick stopped climbing. He became, in his phrase, ‘a lad around Manchester’, going to the football and turning into a bit of a tearaway.

         He got back into climbing through Nick Donnelly and his brother Steve, friends he’d known since his early schooldays. They started exploring for themselves, getting into scrapes down caves or up crags in the nearby Peak District. Nick Donnelly had a mop of blond hair while Nick Colton’s was dark, so in the way of these things they became Blond Nick and Black Nick.

         ‘It was a fantastic thing for me,’ Nick says. ‘I no longer had all that commitment and baggage about my family and looking after my brothers. I’d been bullied at school but was no longer at school. Nobody knew who I was. I wasn’t Nick Colton, this scruffy little urchin. I was just another climber. People accepted me. It was liberation. I didn’t have any high aspirations or big theories. I was just being myself. For the first time in my life, I was free.’

         ‘When did you become ambitious?’ I ask him, almost forty years later.

         He purses his lips. ‘I’m not sure I ever did.’

         ‘You were with the right crowd?’

         ‘I was with the right crowd. I didn’t have any great aspirations.’

         Nick climbed with several key British alpinists from that era, but his most famous connection was with Alex MacIntyre. Tousle-haired, bohemian, notoriously unwashed, ‘Dirty’ Alex dismissed the infrastructure the previous generation left draped on the mountains. ‘The wall was the ambition,’ he later wrote. ‘The style became the obsession.’

         ‘He had a plan,’ Nick says. ‘He wanted to be good at what he did.’ 

         Today, almost thirty-five years after Alex’s death on Annapurna, photographs of him still exude wildness and swagger. He has the aura of a lost rock star, one of those who flew too high then crashed and burned. Even Alex’s friends acknowledge he lagged behind on rock climbing ability, but he trained hard and focused on his greatest talents: commitment and daring.

         During the winter of 1972, Chris Bonington, Dougal Haston, Mick Burke and Bev Clark attempted a new line on the Grandes Jorasses. A skiplane flew their equipment and supplies up the Leschaux Glacier, and they spent a fortnight fixing ropes. There was nothing exceptional about their style; this was an era during which Himalayan siege tactics crept into the Alps and plenty of new climbs were done this way. But Nick and Alex saw it as an ethical dead end.

         ‘We had a vision,’ Nick says, ‘and it was so easy to follow. It came from free-climbing routes in Britain. It was an extension of that into the Alps, and later into the Himalaya.’

         In Mountaineer, one of his autobiographies, Bonington states that with one more day of good weather his own group would have finished the route. He adds that Nick and Alex completed the line four years later ‘in early autumn when the stone-fall danger is reduced’. Bonington’s statement is incorrect. It was, as Nick explains, ‘the height of summer’, and the danger of rockfall was at its highest.

         He and Alex climbed the Dru Couloir to prepare themselves. ‘I became so tired that somewhere near the top I fell asleep,’ Nick says. His gear loop snapped, sending their rack tinkling down the cliff. ‘At the summit, Alex said: “That was all right, we’ll do something bigger next.”’ They had a rest day and headed for the Jorasses.

         Setting out in the late evening, Nick and Alex soloed from the toe of the Walker Spur to the start of a long, steep ice runnel. After Alex led the first pitch, Nick headed up some hollow ice that had separated from the rock below. Alex belayed from a single tied-off peg. ‘I was stood on this detached ice, and the rock above was dusty and loose,’ Nick says. ‘A handhold snapped, and before I knew it I was flying. I was thinking, fuck, he’s on a tied-off peg. We didn’t have belay devices in those days either, and the rope was round his waist. Then I stopped.’

         There was nothing to say. They’d entered a world of total commitment. Nick climbed back to the belay and completed the pitch. Alex led a second ice runnel and a section of hard black ice that gave way to mixed ground. It wasn’t so much the difficulty of the climbing, as its seriousness. They were totally strung out. Finally they reached the long gully spearing down from the top of the Walker. They stopped at a ledge just below the cornice at around six in the evening, less than twenty-four hours after setting out from the hut. Then, with the stove out for a brew, they fell asleep.

         ‘It felt like a real step up,’ Nick says. ‘The length of the thing: on and on and on. It was the route that crystallised Alex’s ambition. He talked about his place in mountaineering. We thought we’d made a name for ourselves having done this big climb. Bonington and that lot had gone past their sell-by date.’

         In the red glow of our tent, he laughs, a man now in his mid fifties, his once-black hair now silver-white. ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could take those routes that had been done with fixed ropes in siege style and do them without? We identified three, the Desmaison Route on the Jorasses, the Direct Route on the Whymper Spur and the Harlin Route on the Eiger. Those were seen to be the routes that crystallised the old way of looking at things. But it was our time now.’

         Even so, they didn’t climb together in the Alps again. Nick tried René Desmaison’s climb with Gordon Smith instead. High on the face, a flake of rock trapped and broke Smith’s foot, and they were forced to retreat. Alex made the first alpine-style ascent of the Eiger Direct with Tobin Sorenson, freshly returned from smuggling bibles into Bulgaria. Perhaps the aura of Messianic zeal surrounding Sorenson chimed more closely with Alex’s sense of destiny. 

         After the Eiger, Alex was pretty much done with the Alps. He had bigger objectives in mind, first in the Hindu Kush and then the Himalaya. He did hard new routes on mountains like Changabang in the Garwhal and Dhaulagiri in Nepal, in the company of the Polish visionary Voytek Kurtyka. Both men had turned their backs on how their contemporaries in their respective countries were climbing. Style really had become the obsession.

         ‘Why didn’t you go, too?’

         ‘It didn’t occur to me that would be my next step,’ Nick says. ‘Alex was on a trajectory. I just didn’t intellectualise these things. I was with a group of mates and we were having a good time.’

         Climbing was about light and escape, like opening a window to a sunny day. It was not about stress or pressure. Even the danger seemed unreal. ‘When I was seventeen or so, it felt safer than a football match in Manchester. It wasn’t like getting cornered in a street and beaten to bits, which happened. Climbing was just enjoyable.’

         By the time he arrived in Nepal in the late summer of 1981, that attitude had changed. Nick was now in his mid twenties and he’d been at it long enough to understand the nature of the game. Even so, the immensity of Annapurna III, its prodigious vastness, must have been a shock. He’s staring at the wall of the tent, remembering all this, and then he says simply: ‘The commitment was terrible.’

         There were just four of them, with Tim’s girlfriend Ros Finch and a third climber, Steve Bell, followed by twenty porters. Local people hadn’t bothered much with the Seti Khola because the valley was so inaccessible. Consequently, the expedition soon got lost.

         After diverting up the wrong valley altogether, the team had to force their way through what seemed like untouched forest. ‘Leeches and blood and rain,’ Nick says. Above the trees, on a steep open moor below the south face of Machhapuchhre, the badly shod Nepali porters faced a dangerous traverse on steps carved out of rotten rock with an ice axe. While they did so, they could look straight down into the frothing white of the Seti Khola thousands of metres below. They promptly quit, leaving the climbers marooned halfway up the valley, their objective tantalisingly out of reach.

         ‘Tim was brilliant,’ Nick says. ‘He was only a young lad, but he negotiated with this handful of young Tamangs who were dressed in sacks, nothing on their feet. These kids said that for whatever our porters were going to get, they’d do it. They kept going, up and down, up and down, until we’d got to base camp.’

         Although on Annapurna III Leach was just twenty-three, he’d climbed Gauri Sankar the year before by a committing new route. His experience proved essential as they struggled to get their equipment and supplies to the mountain, to put advance base camp in the safest place at the foot of the spur and to pick a route that might give them a modicum of safety.

         Nick’s hands are billowing above him as he describes the huge avalanches and rockfalls that swept away gear caches and threatened the climbers. ‘It was like looking into hell. Everything [on the south face] was scoured and ripped away for thousands of feet. All the time there were rocks going off to the left and right, all the way up. It was a spooky place.’

         The only option was the system of gullies leading up the front of the spur, which for the most part gave straightforward snow and ice, except for a couple of difficult pitches of rock climbing. It was the overwhelming scale that pressed down on them. Steve Bell joined their first two efforts to stash gear and reconnoitre the route, but he stepped back from the final try. He waited at base camp to offer support should the climbers succeed and then have to descend the long and committing east ridge.

         With supplies running low, Nick and Tim climbed the lower spur in two days to the large step at half height – the first curve of the ogee. The rock above, leading up to a smaller second step, wasn’t hard, and after a couple more days they were established on the upper section of the spur at 6,500 metres, a thousand metres below the summit. The top of the pillar seemed close, but there was still the long summit ridge and an exhausting and protracted descent. They’d marched boldly up to the monster, and now they felt it stirring. They were suddenly, horribly, vulnerable.

         Then, during the night, Tim got sick. ‘He said it was a bit of gas he’d inhaled,’ Nick says. The stream near our base camp is muted. Outside the tent, the light is starting to fail. Nick’s voice drops a little. ‘I said the game’s up, we’ve got to go down.’

         ‘What did he say?’

         ‘He was resigned to it. When we got down, he said he was glad I’d told him to go down because he couldn’t have done it. I don’t think he’d have given up like that.’ There’s a pause, and then he says very firmly, ‘I made the decision, not him. I thought at the time, and I think now, and I also think Tim would back me up, he would have kept on going until he died.’
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         Next morning, I left base camp with a couple of porters to head home early. I had forty miles to cover in two days, but Nick’s story kept me occupied. I knew that he’d quit climbing for a while in the early 1980s and I’d often wondered what prompted his decision. I’d assumed it had something to do with the deaths of Alex MacIntyre and Roger Baxter-Jones in 1982. But Nick had just told me that it was after Annapurna III that he stopped.

         ‘I came to feel that I wanted more out of life than just this,’ he said. He recalled a scene from one of the construction jobs he’d used to fund his climbing. ‘I was working with this really lovely Irish guy in his sixties, and spent a lot of time with him, chatting. He’d talk about the bog in Ireland and I had no idea of what he was talking about. It was a particularly vicious site, in lots of ways, and people treated him like shit. There was racism because he was Irish, and ageism because he was an old man, and I thought, I don’t want to end up like that.’ 

         Nick went back to school to get the qualifications he needed to study philosophy at Manchester University. He had got married just before going to Annapurna and he wanted to start a family with his new wife, which they soon did. The deaths of his former climbing partners didn’t surprise him. ‘People were dying every year.’ But they did make him reconsider why he’d been a climber, and why others had. Why Alex had. He came to think that many of them were seeking recognition. To look in the mirror and feel they’d become somebody. ‘But it was clear to me that you could just as easily die. The risk was disproportionate to the rewards, as far as I was concerned.’

         Nick tried to capture his thoughts in a ten-page essay he wrote not long after Alex died. His conclusion was that competition climbing offered a way for young people to find recognition without risking their lives. Competition, he argued, was already a big part of climbing – ‘People used to nick routes off each other.’ – but the fascination with risk was ‘like religion in its fervour, and just as mistaken.’

         ‘You mean it was like a cult?’ I asked him.

         ‘People have a huge range of motivations and the satisfaction from a climb can be incredibly complex,’ he told me. ‘It’s to diminish the activity to say it’s about one thing. Where does the risk fit in? For me, climbing isn’t about risk. It’s something I accept as part of the activity. But it’s not a motivating factor at all. It’s a much richer thing than that. If I wanted risk, as a boy from Manchester, there was no shortage. I could go and nick a car. Risk was just a by-product.’

         I wasn’t sure if I believed him. The appeal of Annapurna III, the source of its grandeur, lay in the gravity of its position and the hazards involved. Style, too, the way in which it might be climbed, was essential. Conrad Anker once wrote: ‘my hope for this amazing route is that it will be climbed by fair means. If climbing were about finding a solution to an engineering problem it would cease to be an art. Art is the beauty in mountaineering, and our attraction.’

         Still, the question remains: how much risk is it worth taking for so beautiful a prize? And if you properly understand the game, if you fully understand your motivation, does that prize justify the risks? Or would you simply no longer want to take them? If you look into the magician’s glass and see yourself as you truly are, would you need it any longer? Is that what Nick had done?

         Competition climbing carries its own baggage of rules and commerce. By extolling it in his essay, Colton became a pariah to some old-school commentators, a reputation that would dog him far into the future. I considered the idea that Colton had been lured into something that he was too young to understand properly, and then turned on by those who had led him, but I didn’t want to put it so bluntly. So I asked him a less definitive question.

         ‘I wonder if older people have a responsibility to younger people to point out the truth of a thing?’

         He wasn’t falling for that.

         ‘When I was twenty-six,’ he said, the age at which he’d gone to Annapurna III, ‘I was fucking grown up.’ The loss of his mother, the years of helping his dad care for his brothers, of running wild and then working casual jobs so he could climb hard gave him a different perspective to the university crowd he hung out with. Nick knew what he was doing. ‘I don’t want to make life hard for people,’ he’d told me just before we left his tent that afternoon for a cup of tea. ‘But sometimes hardships and difficulties make people stronger.’
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         Even before I left Nepal, I realised I would have to try to track down Tim Leach. Nick had eventually taken up climbing again. After years of teaching, he was now earning his living as the deputy CEO at the British Mountaineering Council. But Tim had simply disappeared, at least as far as the climbing world was concerned. Why? It seemed a mystery to me. Had he reached the same conclusions on Annapurna III as Nick? They hadn’t met again after their expedition to Nepal, but Nick had recently been in touch with Tim, and he gave me an email address.

         Two months after returning home, I waited in the lobby of a prestigious, multinational architecture practice at the northern extremity of Farringdon in the City of London. It was early evening, and people were leaving for the day. I passed the time leafing through a book about the company’s history, recognising several major buildings I’d visited, both in Britain and abroad. On the walls were photographs of glass and stone in elegant proportions that drew the eye. Around me, I felt that tremor of energy you get in a large enterprise with a strong common purpose. They weren’t just discovering beauty here. They were making it: ogees to order.

         I also felt apprehensive. My only knowledge of Tim, beyond what Nick had told me, was Peter Boardman’s account of their expedition to Gauri Sankar. Boardman, whose name and literary reputation is memorialised in the Boardman Tasker prize, cast Tim as an archetype: the tight-lipped Yorkshireman focused utterly on difficult climbs.

         ‘Since I had been going on a succession of expeditions,’ Boardman wrote, ‘I felt I was losing touch with hard technical climbing. I was aghast when Tim said that routes like Right Wall and Citadel were “all right”. We used to tease him about his descriptive vocabulary and the way he divided the quality of life into five tiers: “superb”, “magic”, “all right”, “rubbish” and “crap”. The eight years’ difference between us was a climbing generation, and to me Tim seemed very youthful in his black and white judgments.’

         The man who greets me is thirty years older, dressed in a crisp white shirt, a little softer round the edges than he appears in climbing photos, but in good shape. He speaks quietly with a polite smile, but I soon realise that he also speaks directly. As soon as we’re settled with a beer, I ask him about Boardman’s description of him as dour and intense. 

         He laughs. ‘I probably was then.’

         Tim’s father, George, was a bank manager. His mother Mary taught at a local nursery school in their home town of Guiseley. George was involved with the local Scouts, and it was on a Scout trip that Tim discovered climbing, aged sixteen. He showed an immediate natural aptitude. Hitching back from the crag one day, he got a lift from Dennis Gray, then the general secretary of the BMC and living across the street from Tim, who was soon climbing the hardest routes of the day, and adding his own.

         ‘If you were a good technical climber, and if you grew up in Yorkshire you tended to be, then alpinism was pretty straightforward,’ Tim says. ‘In my third season, I was soloing the north face of Les Droites, that kind of thing. You had a ‘jug’ in each hand, so it was about stamina and keeping cool.’

         He was barely twenty when he went to Gauri Sankar, his first encounter with the Himalaya, invited by his mentor Dennis Gray, who had almost climbed the peak in 1964, and wanted another try. But Gray had to pull out, and without his mentor, Tim struggled to fit in with his older, more experienced companions.

         ‘We rushed into base camp and I got bad pulmonary oedema. After a week, I was in and out of consciousness. I had to be helped down to a lower camp. I was pretty pissed off with them for not recognising sooner that I was really ill. Pete with his experience and as the leader should have picked up on that.’

         After Tim recovered, he climbed with the others for about three weeks, pushing the route in a very demanding style. ‘There was a massive, long traverse that took about a week, and by the end of it we were committed to the next bit. It got very stressful. John Barry fell near the top and broke his arm. It came very close to getting out of hand. It was a good experience, but it should have been a group of mates going away, from the same age group with the same ability. It was all quite formal.’ 

         Still, buoyed by their success, Tim put his studies on hold but he chose new routes with the same aesthetic rigor that would dominate his professional life, roping up with friends from his Alpine climbs, like Steve Bell, whom he’d met during his first season, and Nick Colton. Like Alex, Tim had a sense of where the future might lie. It was a vision that harmonised with his chosen profession of architect, of imaginary lines fleshed out in stone, but in this case with total, even deadly, commitment. ‘We were consciously coming up with the best game imaginable,’ he told me. ‘It was a deliberate attempt to perfect alpinism. To make it the best it could be.’

         Tim was precociously far-sighted when it came to objectives, and technically brilliant, but he remained cautious. He would never have gone near the Andes, he told me, because while the mountains were beautiful, conditions were so poor it seemed suicidal. Alex was the opposite. ‘He was basically necky,’ Tim says. ‘He put himself in situations where if he pulled it off, it was a fantastic coup.’

         That sense of theatre attracts an audience, I think, whereas Tim’s brand of cold judgment is usually practised alone.

         ‘Did you want to be famous?’ I ask him.

         ‘Respected is the word I would use. I wanted to be respected by my peers. I was never interested in being famous.’

         It soon became obvious to me that Annapurna III had been a magical glass for Tim, just as it had for Nick. Recalling many of the same incidents, Tim described the huge flakes of loose granite and blobs of frozen snow that blocked their path on the ridge, and how he had dropped one axe – they were using the legendary Terrordactyls invented by Hamish MacInnes – and broken the pick on the other. Their stories began to intertwine in my head, complementing and amplifying each other, until the moment they decided to abandon their climb.

         The night before, Tim had changed the gas cylinder on the stove and stuck it in the bottom of his sleeping bag to keep warm. Then he tucked the cowl of his sleeping bag – just like the one Nick had used on our expedition – over his head. Next morning, Tim woke with a headache. He felt nauseous. When he came to light the stove, he discovered the canister was empty. The stove had leaked. He believes that breathing butane all night, rather than the altitude, left him feeling ill.

         ‘I looked at my axe, and I looked at the dollops of snow stuck to the ridge, and I looked at Nick, and I said, “What do you want to do?” I have a very clear recollection of him saying, “It’s your expedition; you make the decision.” I found that unnerving. You want someone to make a rational decision, rather than say, you organised it; you sort it out. So I said we’ll go down. I don’t know why because it was a perfect day.’

         This recollection was pretty much the opposite of what Nick had told me. Anyone who has spent time at altitude understands how memories can be distorted. It’s plausible Nick said something to Tim he hoped was definitive about going down without sounding critical, and that Tim failed to understand this. It’s possible Tim needed to rationalise their failure, which soon became the fracture line in his climbing career. It’s equally conceivable that Nick or Tim – or both of them – was already, unconsciously, at work on the narrative. Self-deception is an intrinsic part of human nature. We are consummate liars, not just in a malevolent sense, but also as an unintentional consequence of hunting out comfort, justification, meaning for what we do. It seemed likely to me that both these men looked up and at a visceral level knew death was waiting for them.

         How much do these moments change things? Beyond revealing our true natures? For an instant, we recognise we are not capable, or willing. That this is not what we want, that we would rather something else. And that instant of recognition, of revelation, defines us, just as much as the realised dreams do – perhaps more so.

         Two things occur to me as Tim tells me his story. Had there been lines of fixed ropes and camps below them, I feel sure the clarity of that crucial moment would have been diminished or even dispelled. It also seems likely, even probable, that their reluctance to push on saved their lives. 

         ‘We came down to base camp and it started snowing,’ Tim says. ‘And it was a massive epic to get out. It reached the stage where if we’d been a day later we wouldn’t have got the porters out. I don’t know why I made the decision to come down. But it was nagging in the back of my mind. If we’d continued it would have taken us two days minimum, probably three days to get to the top, then it’s a very hard descent down the east ridge.’

         Tim’s life wasn’t at the same tipping point as Nick’s. He was still only twenty-three. But what he faced on Annapurna III had a similar impact. ‘When we got home, I thought to myself, do you want to keep doing this? It wasn’t a wholly conscious decision. I thought this is too risky. I need to get back and finish my studies.’

         Then the bleak toll of famous names that characterised British alpinism in the early 1980s began. Pete Boardman died in the spring of 1982, along with Joe Tasker on the north-east ridge of Everest. That autumn, Alex MacIntyre was killed by a stone falling from the south face of Annapurna. ‘It really was like Russian roulette. You could be in control completely of how you were operating and still die. Look at Alex. It just seemed unsustainable. You can’t keep putting yourself in those positions and expect to get away with it.’

         Nick continued to turn events over in his mind, attempting to understand them. Tim set a new course. ‘It wasn’t enough to scale down and do a bit. I had been completely obsessive about climbing. So I decided to do something else. To be an architect.’ He sips his beer. ‘It was probably a good move.’

         Unencumbered by the past, Tim prospered. In the late 1990s, he was responsible for the team that remodelled the Royal Opera House in London, at a cost of £200 million. In Tim’s line of work, it would be hard to conceive of a project with more public exposure. I asked him whether the anxiety and doubt he’d experienced on Annapurna III had helped.

         ‘Oh, absolutely. Most of my colleagues are petrified about failing professionally. Of cocking something up. And I think, how bad can it be? You’re not going to die, however embarrassing. Whether climbing teaches you that, or whether you go climbing because of it, I don’t know. But climbing did give me the confidence to say, do what you want to do and create the environment in which to do it.’

         ‘Do you miss it?’

         ‘I missed the freedom. But maybe that was to do with how old I was. The one thing I was convinced by, and maybe this is my character, is that if you’re going to do something you should do it really well, and if you can’t then don’t do it. That’s perhaps why I dropped out of climbing so quickly and so efficiently.’

         ‘Did you pay attention to it afterwards?’

         ‘No.’

         When he started work, Tim says, he carried on rock climbing for a while, but with a new career, he couldn’t reach the necessary level of fitness, and he found he no longer felt the necessary drive. So he quit, this time for good. Yet talking about the wild, about mountains, he is still animated. ‘If you’re interested in the aesthetic, the aesthetic drives you. I’ve just come back from cycling in Scotland, and I look at the hills and they’re just gorgeous. I see a line and I think: I’d love to climb that. The attraction is still there.’
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         Leaving the pub, we shook hands. Tim headed north while I walked west to the Underground. Before we parted, he said that I should really contact Steve Bell, the third climber on their expedition, for his view. I’d thought that what had happened on Annapurna III was just between Tim and Nick. That moment of decision, the unfolding shape of their lives in the decades since, the beauty of Annapurna III, still unclimbed – these were the things that fascinated me. Yet the discrepancy between their accounts of what happened that morning made me think again. Perhaps Steve remembered what happened and could offer a neutral perspective? I also knew Steve was living in Australia, so I put the suggestion to one side for later. I left for India on another trip.

         A few weeks after my return, I discovered Steve was back in Sheffield to visit the guiding company he part owns. I hadn’t seen him for a couple of years, and knew he had suffered ill health, but when we met for lunch he seemed as fit as ever. He explained that while he could no longer shoulder a rucksack, he was cycling and rock climbing a lot near his home at Arapiles. Like Nick and Tim, he had vivid memories of the expedition: how psychologically hard it had been, how committing their location had felt in the days before satellite phones and powerful helicopters. After we’d talked for a while, I told him about Nick and Tim’s conflicting memories of the moment they decided to bail. Could he remember anything?

         He smiled. ‘It’s thirty years ago, I’m sorry. I can remember that they both thought it was too much. That’s all.’

         ‘I guess you didn’t have the same emotional connection to that moment,’ I said.

         ‘No, but I did feel very emotional about my decision to pull out.’ He had gone part way up the pillar to stash some gear, and he’d realised the objective was too much for him. The climbing was fine, but up above the pillar the ridge stretched on and on, and then there was the descent. It was clear he had made the same decision as Tim and Nick had, only without leaving the ground. In the years that followed, Steve qualified as a guide, and he maintained his connection to the mountains, but when I suggested the expedition wasn’t a turning point for him as it had been for the others, he disagreed.

         ‘After Annapurna III, I ceased to be a climbing bum,’ he told me. ‘I realised I needed to do something else.’ When he got back from Nepal, he applied, simultaneously, to university, the Royal Marines and the British Antarctic Survey. After his spell in Antarctica, he served four years in the Marines before setting up his business with Steve Berry. 

         Nick and Steve Bell had been good friends on the expedition, but Steve had found Tim almost austere in his commitment to the mountains, focused on the prize ahead of him rather than the world around him. When I told him about how contented Nick seemed roaming around western Nepal that spring, he nodded and suggested that was ‘the mature approach, the right approach’.

         Walking back to his office, we gossiped about mutual friends, but I felt strongly the amount of time that had passed – ninety years between them – since they’d all trekked home from Annapurna III. I thought about the things they’d done and the kids they’d had. The lives they’d led. I thought about the famous photographs I knew of Alex, frozen in time. Annapurna III had been a crisis for all of them, and they’d all responded in different ways. Tim, driven by ambition and his strong sense of the aesthetic, had moved on to a new world that welcomed his intense dedication, seemingly without a backward glance. Nick had pondered the same events, and finally made sense of them and of the world he’d inhabited. Family had always been important to him, and after Annapurna, as a new father, he had plenty to occupy him. These days, it seems to me, he understands what he loves about climbing, and what he needs from it, while remaining extraordinarily open-minded. Steve also built something of lasting value, returning from Annapurna to make the life he wanted.

         George Eliot once said that landscape gives the self more room to move in. What if that landscape is yours and yours alone? What if the trail you leave through the frozen kingdom is unique? What couldn’t you do after that? The steps these men had taken halfway up this mountain had left a trail of bootprints in their minds they could follow again and again. Never mind that they led nowhere.

         No doubt someone will one day climb the south-east pillar of Annapurna III. The next Kurtyka, perhaps, or the next Steve House. I hope they do it in good style. No doubt they will be admired and praised. It had been a year since I had stumbled so awkwardly in Nick’s footsteps, a year spent thinking about what he and Tim, and also Steve, had achieved. I remain full of respect for their decision, and for their halfroute. They went out and found the line. Then, recognising their limits, they stepped back.

         Some mountains are better left unclimbed.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         
            In May 2016, three of modern alpinism’s biggest talents, Hansjörg Auer, Alex Blümel and David Lama attempted the south-east ridge of Annapurna III. They reached the same point as Nick Colton and Tim Leach in 1981.
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