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            Now I was free – morally free, as well as physically free – to make the long trek, the return, which still lay before me. Now the moral obscurity and darkness was lifted, as well as the physical darkness, the shadow, the scotoma. Now the road lay open before me into the land of light and life. Now, unimpeded, without conflict or blocks, I would run this good road, swifter and swifter, into a joy, a fullness and sweetness of life, such as I had forgotten or never known.

            Oliver Sacks

            A Leg to Stand On

         

      

   


   
      
         
            – Foreword –

         

         Paul Pritchard and I met in the early 1990s while on expedition in Argentine Patagonia. We were on Torre Eggar and Paul was on Cerro Torre. He was a riot in Campamento Bridwell and showed the same ‘go for it’ attitude of heady British traditional climbing into the big mountains. Caution was stripped away by the fierce winds but not Paul’s determination and perseverance.

         A few years later Paul was climbing on the Totem Pole, the world’s most iconic sea stack, located in Tasmania. Luck, circumstance, fate or whatever played a terrible card and Paul suffered what would have been a fatal accident had it not been for the strength that brought him to the cliffs in the first place. This was his third serious accident.

         The effect of this harrowing event is hard to fathom unless you have been there. In the days and months after the accident Paul wrote The Totem Pole, in which he revisits the accident and all that has happened in his life since that day. While never directly asking why we climb he tries to make sense of the crazy pastime that brings so much yet at the blink of an eye can take everything away.

         The Totem Pole went on to win the Boardman Tasker Award for Mountain Literature and the Banff Mountain Book Festival Grand Prize. It was November 1999 when we met again, at an American Alpine Club function in Washington DC. My life had gone haywire, after the death of close friend, Alex Lowe, on Shishapangma and my near-death in the same avalanche.

         Paul included an old sailor’s axiom in The Totem Pole; ‘All storms pass’, simple, to the point and with just the right amount of optimism to keep your eye on the horizon. After a few years, the book went out of print. I am glad to see The Totem Pole back in print again, twenty years after it was first written.

         Whether you are a survivor or are fascinated by life this is a must-read book. Thanks Paul, you’re the best.

         
             

         

         Conrad Anker,
Bozeman, Montana.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Preface –

         

         Looking back, it hardly seems real that my accident on the Totem Pole was twenty years ago. In fact I have now spent longer recovering from my injury than my whole climbing career.

         The well-manicured Three Capes Track now goes right to the edge of Cape Hauy and the track has thousands of people walking it every year. It is a very different place from 1998 when one needed to fight through the underbrush to get to the Cape and, on bursting out of the shrubbery, avoid plummeting off a 120-metre-high cliff whose right-angled edge was as stark a delineation between earth and air as I have seen. My children were very fond of squirming on their bellies until, with their heads over the void, they could see the Totem Pole. Now the track has signage to keep people from losing their way and even a lookout barrier to keep the crowds safe.

         I have learned much as I patiently waited for my recovery to complete itself. Of course it never did, how could it. I have word finding problems and hemiplegia still, but I am just as intelligent as I ever was (which was wasn’t very). And when I say patiently, there were moments, well long periods really, of depression, anger and despair. However, I did learn to accept what had happened to me. And with that acceptance came the necessary courage to let life’s inevitable knocks wash over me. Consequently I am stronger of mind now than I have ever been and as such I am much more resolute.

         The Totem Pole may be a different place from 1998, it may have more routes up its sheer flanks, been climbed in a single pitch, tight-roped over and slack-lined too, but the Pole has certainly not lost any of its allure, mystique, or danger for that matter. And to stand on the end of Cape Hauy with Maria Island to the left and Cape Pillar to the right, and beyond it the Antarctic continent, it still very much feels like you are standing at the uttermost part of the earth.

         For this new edition I have used the original manuscript as my guide and restored my authentic voice which had been previously edited out to some extent. This is not to denigrate Margaret Body, my previous editor, who did an exemplary job, but more a statement of the age it was written in – I can think of no mountaineering book from that era that used more than a smattering of expletives. The result may not be obvious unless the two texts are compared but this edition does reveal my sense of humour, which was black, obtuse and insensitive. This simply reflects my disinhibited state of mind at that time.

         I did finally climb the Totem Pole one April day in 2016. It was a warm, strenuous, sparkly day, where every last thing fell into place. But that is another story.

         
             

         

         Paul Pritchard,
Taroona, May 2018.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter One –

            ICU

         

         
            My eyelids fluttered open, leaving behind a greasy, blurry film obstructing my vision. All I could make out was a blinding white light shining on me, penetrating my being, or whatever was left of it. It wasn’t my time to die. I knew it.

            Marilyn Manson
The long hard road out of hell

         

         It was about that time the staff nurse tried to kill me. It was so real that it is now etched on my conscious memory, like the engraving on a headstone, like it actually happened.

         There was this very stocky nurse, who was of Malaysian origin. She had her hair balanced on top of her head in a bun, like black bread, and was wearing horn-rimmed spectacles. And then there were these six orthodox Jews. They had been visiting an old woman for a few days, presumably the mother of the woman who was married to the man.

         And there was a little girl too, with red hair and big blue eyes, who sat on a sofa; obviously the daughter. She was wearing a blue dress and stared at me intensely, much more intensely than you would expect of a little girl. This strangely perturbed me and I remember thinking, ‘What piercing blue eyes she has’. She had white socks pulled up to her knees, her feet didn’t reach the floor, and she seemed strangely ancient, ghostly in her appearance.

         They decked out the old woman’s bed in flowers and hid the child in a cupboard. They then had a funeral for the grandmother, there and then, while she was still alive, and they marched toward her bed singing Ave Maria. She was moaning like she was in great pain. There were six others with them now. The nurse, who was looking particularly fearsome, was on the end, syringe in hand. They stood around her, bouquets of roses and carnations all about them. The lethal injection was administered, slid through the skin in the crook of her elbow, and she drifted off into a peaceful and deathly slumber.

         I was shrouded in a grey drizzle of horror. The old woman passed away without a word. I was a witness to murder. I curled up under the sheet and tried to make myself as small as I could or even invisible, which was impossible and I only succeeded in hiding my face. They all climbed into bunk beds and were each put to sleep by the same nurse. Not the long-term sleep that I feared, just Diazepam deep.

         Then they were all stood around me and I was sure I recognised their faces. I felt the same cold, lethal injection enter my jugular vein through the tube. I tried to fight off the terminal moment, but the pain falling from my body was too pleasant to resist. After fighting the drug for one … two … three … four … fi … seconds I drifted happily into oblivion.

         It was difficult to recognise the moment when I came round. It could have been two minutes or two days ago. I didn’t know where I was. Which way was up? Which way was down? Where were all these tubes and wires going? Up my nose. Into the jugular vein in my neck. Into the vein in my arm. On to a peg on the end of my finger. Nurses kept coming over to my bed to administer drugs and I could feel their icy trickle flowing down my neck or up my arm. Then, as if by magic, my pain would disappear, would run off me like water and once again I would drown, in a nice kind of way, in that warm fluid.

         The flexible plastic tube up my nose was choking me and my first thought was to get rid of all this stuff. I began ripping all the piping from out of my nose and arms and neck. I remember noticing that the tube in my nose just kept on coming, as if infinite in length, and was covered in a thin coating of yellow bile.

         When the nurses came back around and saw what I had done, they certainly weren’t pleased. They told me off severely, I was scared, and then it was more painful having the tubes re-inserted afterwards. I had to swallow, gagging, as she pushed it up my nose, otherwise I felt the tube hitting the back of my teeth and saw it coming out of my mouth.

         The first thing I remember was the induced darkness, like twilight, and the bleeping of the heart rate monitors. Then a male nurse came and sat by my bedside, wrapped the first joints of my fingers around a pencil and squeezed tightly. He had an evil look on his face and seemed sinister to me. I only know he was squeezing the hell out of my fingers because I could see him. I could see his muscles flexing. I felt absolutely nothing. I tried to cry out but no sound came. I tried to pull my arm away but it would not move. It was heavy, leaden. He said something about shocking the system back into working. Anyway it didn’t. A rising wave of panic swept through me. What was happening to me? Why was I here? Where the hell was I?

         The whole ward was tilted into a rhomboid shape and all the beds and drip-stands and trolleys tilted with it. And then I was falling and falling and spinning and spinning – faster and faster. The bed was being spun around on its wheels at high speed and the next minute it was being rolled and tumbled. I held on tight with my hand and hooked my foot under the cot sides in fear that I was going to be pitched over the foot-high guardrails on each side of the bed. I then vomited bile, cream in colour, over the clean white sheets.

         I came around again and felt down below my waist with my left hand, as my right arm felt like wood, well there was no feeling in it at all. I felt down past my cock, which had a tube coming out of it as well, stretching it. I then felt lower down the bed. My left leg was intact, all the feeling of a normal leg and I could move it, too. Bend it at the knee and hip, pull my ankle up and drop it down again and wriggle my toes.

         But where the hell was my right leg? I frantically felt around the mattress, groping, unseeing. I couldn’t sit up to see what they’d done with my leg. A thousand thoughts ran through my head. They’ve amputated the fucker! Am I going to be in a wheelchair for the rest of my life or could I get by with a wooden leg? Images of me walking down the pavement on my prosthetic limb started to flash through my brain. ‘WHAT IN FUCK’S NAME HAVE YOU DONE WITH MY LEG!’ I screamed out silently to a passing nurse.

         I intended to ring the bell but the plug came out of the wall and there was no way I could work out how to plug it in again. For an interminably long time I waited for the nurse to come and make everything better. But I knew she couldn’t, this was my own private nightmare.

         After an eternity the nurse came in and I tried asking her what she’d done with my leg, but nothing came out of my mouth. I tried the most powerful scream my lungs could muster. Still nothing. She walked straight past. Confused and bewildered, I couldn’t work anything out.

         Why do no words come out of my mouth? Not even an unintelligible sound. I became desperate. Then she came back and I beckoned to her frantically with my only functioning hand. I could tell she didn’t understand so I pointed to where my leg used to be. She threw the sheets back and gasped apologies.

         She asked me how long my leg had been like that. I couldn’t answer and anyway I didn’t know what the hell she was on about. There was no leg there to be ‘like that’. Then as if by some miracle my leg appeared again – now you don’t see it, now you do. I was amazed. It had the appearance of someone else’s leg. I didn’t recognise it at all. In fact, I knew what it was; it was a corpse’s leg. It was pallid, a deathly grey, like no other limb I had ever seen. A funny-looking splint on it made me think that I’d broken my leg. I couldn’t care less.

         I wept and wept and wept. I tried my damnedest to move my leg but it wouldn’t budge. There was no feeling in it and I couldn’t tell where it lay. My arm was no different either. No feeling in it at all and I didn’t have a clue as to where it was. It felt like it wasn’t there at all when I had my eyes shut, then, when I opened them again, I could see where it was.

         Then, all of a sudden, there was Celia’s face, full of compassion and sorrow. She shed a tear and hid her face behind her hands. Again, I tried to speak. I wanted so much to comfort her. ‘Don’t worry. It’s going to be all right. Just fine.’

         I hadn’t a clue what had happened to me. I couldn’t even remember the last place we had been.

         ‘And by the way, I love you.’

         Nothing came out. I began to panic as frustration set in. I couldn’t even ask the nurse whether I would be like this for the rest of my life. It just seemed obvious at the time that that should be the first thing they tell you. It didn’t register that they couldn’t give me an answer. They just didn’t know. And there was Celia not knowing either and wondering what kind of a vegetable she was going to have to live with for the rest of her life. I drifted into a loneliness that only the guy who is on the other side of the world from his own country can experience.

         She left the room and came back with a piece of card with about twenty different pictures on it. The choice seemed bewildering at first. There were drawings of a dinner, a red cross, an ambulance, a needle, numbers from zero to nine. I had double vision and the card seemed like a mosaic of tiny squares and patterns. I realised what I had to do. Eventually I managed to block off my right eye with my left hand and focus on the plastic laminated card for long enough to point to the symbol for house and the word ‘please’ – Home, please.

         With a lot of difficulty we developed some semblance of sign language. Thumb up meaning yes, thumb down meaning no, and a circle symbol joining thumb and index finger, well I never really grasped what that was supposed to indicate. That only confused me and, frustrated to hell, I would break down in tears. I would shake my head as furiously as it could be shaken, trying, without words, to explain about the nurse who tried to kill me. Celia would ultimately leave, to get a drink or something to eat, and I would be left with the nurse, who I was becoming significantly terrified of by now. She would prey around the foot of my bed and cackle.

         It was about then that something very strange happened. I didn’t realise that my left leg was working, even though it was probably waving all over the place, I couldn’t see it, maybe it was the blurring of my vision. I couldn’t feel it either. So I perceived that I had nothing from the waist down. And, of course, my right arm didn’t exist. I only had a sense of my left arm and my head. Abject horror gripped me as I lay with my left ear on the pillow, observing my one functioning limb. I pictured bloody entrails coming out from my waist, with organs, the pancreas and the liver spilling out, tendons trailing out of my shoulder socket. I couldn’t even sit up to look at myself because my legs weren’t there and the weight was all to one side of my fulcrum. Like a torso with one arm, I thrashed around under the sheet, utterly terrified. It reminded me of the movie where the guy gets sedated and wakes up with a leg missing, screams, and then the nurse sedates him again and he wakes up with another limb missing, and so on.

         We are now in the bottom of an infinitely tall, twilight-dark lift shaft and there are pipes and tubes rising all around us. We are swaying around, pitching and yawing like we’re on a ship. Wait … I can hear the engine. We are on a ship! We can feel the vibration of a loud clanging, like an empty drum being hit with one of those mallets you see at strongman contests. Perhaps it’s a crane lifting crates into the hull and banging them against it. If you listen carefully, inside the din of the banging and engines and crates knocking together, if you put your ear to the side of the lift shaft, then you can just make out a soft lapping of the waves. Like when your head’s underwater and you can hear the bubbles rising and when you shout it sounds like someone else.

         There are all these cables covered in thick, black grease that start coiling around us. And another noise. Let’s place it, shall we? It starts off high in pitch but then lowers and stops. Every time it stops we find more cables around us, until we can’t even climb over them. The filthy black grease covers our hands and clothes but that’s the least of our worries.

         The ceiling is coming down toward us floor by floor, slowly, until it is right upon us. The floor of the lift, which is also the ceiling of the ward, crushes my right side and I can’t escape. This is no dream, this is for real. You haven’t gotten away so lightly. Your head is smashed in and your brain is oozing out.

         Then I realise that I’m looking at myself and get mighty scared. Still the pitching and rolling and that noise of engines and clanging, and the ever more distant sound of the waves. I wait with you ‘til dawn, which isn’t really a dawn at all on the ICU, just a vague lightening through the curtains. And you evaporate, but the crushing of the lift remains even though the room is back to its normal dimensions.

         I thought I would be back to the mountains and crags in no time. It didn’t occur to me then, it never has done, that I probably wouldn’t go climbing again. Ever. I had built a life of rock climbing for myself. I was passionate about it. I had been a full-timer, living for the rock. I’d been all over the world with one motivation: climbing. Pakistan, India, South and North America, the Pamirs. I’d been to those places that dreams are made of. The midnight sun summit of Mount Asgard on Baffin Island, straddling the top of the slender pole that is Trango Tower in the Karakoram mountains, or with the puffins on the summit of the Old Man of Hoy in the Orkney Islands, looking down like all the world’s below you, when everyone else is looking up. It didn’t once occur to me that I might never climb again.

         Celia is attempting to communicate with me. She is saying that I am in Tasmania, in the Royal Hobart Hospital, and that I was trying to climb the Totem Pole, on the Tasman Peninsula.

         ‘You had a rock hit you in the head and you have just gone through a six-hour surgery.’

         It doesn’t make any sense. I understand the words but it just seems weird that I can be on the ‘Tote’ one minute and then here, in hospital, with all these tubes coming out of me the next. I put my left hand to my head and have a feel around. It feels as though it’s caked in congealed blood and it has loads of sticky tape on it. My hairstyle is like a monk’s, bald on top but long on the sides and I can feel there’s loads of blood matted into my hair, which makes it impossible to run my fingers through it.

         There’s a huge, squishy hole just left of the centre on my skull and I can feel metal staples through the tape. My neck hurts like hell. Any movement, an inch to the left or right, leaves me in agony. At first I couldn’t understand why but then it dawned on me that it must be the whiplash from the stone.

         I remember the day now. Waking up in the tent, breakfasting on mangoes, bananas and oats and walking the eight kilometres out to the Totem Pole. I remember the Tyrolean rope traverse on to the ‘Tote’ itself and rappelling down it.

         There, I hear the roaring of the waves like distant bombs exploding. I remember clipping the belay bolt at the end of the first pitch and carrying on down. There was a two-foot square dry piece of rock in all that turbulent swell; I can still smell the seaweed, like iron tastes.

         I had no sooner got to it than I was up to my waist in the sea. Soaking wet. I shouted to Celia to come on down, but to stop at the ledge and to tie the rope off there. At least we’d get a stab at the second pitch. I remember putting my rope ascenders on and making two moves on the rope before swinging to the left … then nothing. I don’t remember anything else about the next fifteen minutes.

         Then it all comes flooding back to me. Kinabalu, on the island of Borneo, the Malaysian Peninsula, Kuala Lumpur, Sydney, the Blue Mountains, Mount Buffalo, Melbourne, and finally Tasmania. Our round the world trip. What had become of it? I was going to spend two months in the American desert, in Utah, two weeks of which Celia would be there with me. After that Dave Green was going to meet me and we were going to drive up the Alaskan Highway towards the Lightning Spur on Mount Thunder. Another summit that dreams are made of.

         There. I see the Totem Pole. The void below the Tyrolean. Tying the knots in. Feet walking down the wall above the tossing swell. Aiming for that two-foot patch of dry rock. Taking the descender off and putting the clamps on. (I still harboured secret thoughts of continuing on our round the world trip).

         Now I am remembering shrugging my rucksack off into the sea, Celia is shouting at me, saying that I’ve got to help her if we’re going to get out of this. I’m being held upright in slings, the grunting and laborious haul up, and now I’m getting dragged on to the ledge over that right-angled edge, making noises that sound nothing like me, I am realising for the first time that my right arm and leg aren’t functioning.

         In a state of delirium, I began thinking that my pyjama trousers had all the makings of a fine shark fin soup. I had all my things around me. Pots and pans, ladles and stirring spoons, a potbellied stove and a stack of firewood and the right ingredients. I managed to get my left trouser leg off but my leg brace was keeping my right one from coming off. And the fact that I couldn’t move my leg meant that I had to resort to straining on tiptoes with my left to try and remove them. The catheter tube going down my trouser leg didn’t help matters either. I rang the bell for assistance.

         The nurse came in and I declared, ‘Ark fin oup, yamas.’ They were the first ‘words’ I recall uttering. She pulled my trousers back up whilst, with some dismay, she asked the other nurse in a low voice what I’d been drinking. I seemed to be ringing that buzzer every five minutes on the ICU, asking other deluded and incomprehensible questions, the vast majority of which I’ve completely forgotten.

         Then there was the time when a herd of Friesian cows walked past on the ceiling, which had turned from white, I think, to meadow green. There were lots of long shadows like trees close to sunset. And drystone walls, stretching as far as eyes can see, in near perfect quadrangles. It was like I was floating in a hot air balloon across farmland, looking down on the world, from my floating basket.

         It’s now time for my bed bath. The hot towels feel wonderful down my whole left side. I do not feel any sensation of temperature down my right side, hot or cold. Now they flip me over and wipe my back down. I feel the cool draught on my back and then my front as they remove the towels. They roll me over as clean sheets are slid under me and over me. They fluff up my pillows and put new pillowcases on them. I have to lie on my back in here. It makes me feel clean and fresh to be out of those sweaty sheets, though my headache doesn’t improve. It feels like a wild animal, a serval perhaps, trying to claw its way out of my head.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter Two –

            Summit of Borneo

         

         
            If you think you’re something special in this world, engaging in a lofty inspection of the cosmos from a unique vantage point, your annihilation becomes unacceptable. But if you’re really part of the great cosmic dance of Shiva, rather than a mere spectator, then your inevitable death should be seen as a joyous reunion with nature rather than as a tragedy.

            V.S. Ramachandran
Phantoms in the Brain

         

         I had to win the Boardman Tasker award with Deep Play if I was going to go on this round the world trip. It was the most prestigious award for mountain literature and my immediate future depended on it. The prize was a cheque for £2,000 and if I won I could visit a place I’d always dreamed of – Borneo. If I did win, and it was a big if, I would continue my trip to Australia; another country I’d always wanted to see, and then on to America. A grand for the air ticket and a grand spending money for six months sounded reasonable but I was up against the toughest opposition in the history of the award. And never before had six books been shortlisted.

         As it included a Krakauer, a Simpson and a Perrin I surely didn’t stand a chance. But I hoped that the judges, two of who were big-name alpinists, would perhaps be bored of reading books about Everest. It didn’t occur to me to wonder why the bigwigs of the Alpine Club, where the award ceremony was being held, had asked me to invite a bunch of friends. I thought that they just wanted an injection of youth into the ageing ranks of this cobwebbed club.

         I took a team of the loudest girls you could imagine and as they laid into the sparkling white they only became louder. Chairman of the judges Peter Gillman’s speech was unbearable. He dissected everyone’s books and pulled my book apart the most, saying that it had a ‘banal first line.’ The women made pistol-shooting impressions with their hands and he had to pause frequently to wait for them to quieten down.

         Adrenaline was rushing through my arteries. It had finally dawned on me that they would want to have the winning author there in the hallowed halls of the club, even if it meant flying him in from abroad. Two of the shortlisted authors were from North America and were not present. It suddenly occurred to me, as I’m a bit slow on these matters, that of the six that had been shortlisted, only Joe Simpson and myself were there in the room. I thought, ravenously excited, that it was a toss-up between Joe and me. I was already intoxicated and when the moment came I could hardly believe my ears.

         ‘The winner of this year’s Boardman Tasker award is … Paul Pritchard.’ To the screams of my entourage I walked up to the stand to collect my certificate and gave a very short speech because I was told to. ‘Ta, I’m made up,’ was the extent of it.

         It turned out that Simon Yates’s book, Against the Wall, about a trip he made with me to Patagonia, was a very close second.

         I posed for photos with Maggie Body, my editor, Ken Wilson, my publisher, Mary Metz, the representative of my US publisher and Graham Cook, the production manager. With Celia by my side I felt like I had it all. We went crazy at a Salsa club in Brixton, squirming and gyrating to the strains of the Lambada, rolling home in the daylight of early morning. And I knew that I was surely going on my round the world trip. Nothing could stand in our way now.

         
            ***

         

         Celia surfaced from the wash. It was dawn and she was practising her dives off the jetty. Kinabalu was an ever-present entity that dominated the skyline like no other mountain I have seen. At sunrise, about 5.30 a.m., the mountain was silhouetted against reds and oranges, the shades of which you only witness on the equator.

         We had decided to go snorkelling on the coral islands of Mamutik and Sapi, before going on the mountain. We were a little stressed out by life at home and felt we needed a short holiday before committing ourselves to it. I’d never seen anything like it. Shoals of thousands of stripy fish. In fact, fish of all colours and sizes swam amidst equally brightly coloured corals. The fish in the tank in the Unit reminded me of those happy days in Borneo. Angelfish and tiger barbs were the only ones I recognised from that coral paradise though. However, it was far from paradise above the swell. An air compressor run from a generator put compressed air into the divers’ tanks. It ran all night and we couldn’t get any sleep. After two days we returned to the mainland exhausted.

         We had found digs in Kota Kinabalu for fifteen ringgits a night each, that’s about two quid. Due to the rather unfortunate economic crisis in Asia at that time the cost of living was very inexpensive for us, but it meant all sorts of problems faced the Malaysians. Half-finished hotel blocks stood ghostly quiet in the hot afternoon sun. The tourist trade would have been booming were it not for the pillars of smoke rising into the atmosphere from enormous forest fires in Kalimantan. We went on grand tour of the marketplaces. Toads in fish tanks with their eyes just above the waterline and crabs likewise. Sea cucumbers, lobsters and eels, all alive, lined a massive square. Dogs, sharks’ fins, any manner of exotic fruit: the marketplaces went for a good mile.

         We bought a selection for our trip, packing the produce into two big hessian sacks – mangoes, melons and all sorts of vegetables, plastic bags filled with lentils and rice and beans, biscuits, savoury and sweet, bread, fat and suntan lotion. We only made a couple of mistakes, namely confusing some kind of fish dumpling for tofu. Then it was load the stuff on to a bus and leave the hot and sticky coast for the cool high villages of the Dusun. We hair-pinned up and up through the deforestation towards Mount Kinabalu.

         I was sat next to a guy who worked for the Sultan of Brunei as an architect. He seemed to spend all his time building swimming pools and jacuzzis for him. He explained to me about the traditional way of building houses on stilts here, so that you get maximum air circulating and somewhere shady to work in the heat of the day. Brunei is the wealthiest country on Earth and the Sultan even has Radio City, a London station, transmitted to all his subjects.

         There was a great waterfall up to the left that came off Kinabalu, and there was an open-topped wagon in front of the bus, which had a group of teenage boys in the back that kept slinging their empty beer cans into the road. This inflamed my anger until I noted that everyone was throwing cigarette packets and Coke cans out of the bus windows. This wild, tortuous road over the mountains was lined with refuse. I then became aware of the futility of my anger. I thought, it’s no good preaching superficial tidiness when the West is responsible for massive deforestation leading to the vast fires that were raging in Borneo at that time.

         Then we saw the plush centre that had been built; you pass a sign shaped like the mountain saying ‘Welcome to Kinabalu National Park, Summit of Borneo’. There was a swish hotel and private chalets with restaurants and there was a bunkhouse, which is where we would stay.

         There were miles of forest walks and a rainforest garden, which we paid to enter, but because we had no personal guide, it looked just the same as all the other forests. We tried to latch on to some Japanese tourists and listen to what their guide was saying, but he soon got wise and politely asked the tourists to make way for us. The line parted and we had to walk through, slightly embarrassed.

         We had dinner, a stir-fry, in one of the restaurants, and I drank a glass of extra strength Guinness that tasted like gravy. I awoke in the dead of night feeling feverish. We arose at 5.30 a.m., packed and ate a hearty breakfast of cold, greasy fried eggs and beans. It was then into buses to be shuttled the four miles up the steep climb to the start of the path. The first thing we saw was a sign of the record times for running up and down Kinabalu. Four hours and thirty-four minutes was the fastest time for the full 2,000 metres of ascent all the way up to Lows Peak and then down again. It is a local Dusun lad who holds the record.

         That day was the most hellish of my life, as I was experiencing it. You know what I mean; you would give anything for it to end. It’s the biggest flight of stairs ever, 2,000 metres of stairs, and here’s me with a fever feeling like I was going to pass out any time. Celia left me at my insistence and ran all the way to the summit. At least she was fit. She dumped her bag at the West Gurkha hut and returned to the halfway hut, Gunting Lagadan, just as I was arriving.

         Diary entry

31 December 1997 

         I am sat in a hut halfway up Kinabalu, the Gunting Lagadan Hut (3,300 metres). I feel like shit. My nose is always blocked and I have terrible nights of sleep. My ears ache and my throat hurts. I must have picked something up snorkelling on those bloody coral islands. People have brought their guitars up and it looks like there will be New Year celebrations tonight.

         We have hired three guys to help porter our stuff up the mountain and carried hefty packs ourselves. As we passed through the many altitude zones we discovered different forms of plant life. At about 2,500 metres we got into pitcher plant territory. Such outrageous plants deserve some special mention. Picture a thin branch about the diameter of a bootlace and attach a litre container, a shapely vase, to the far end of it. Put a lid on it, hinged only at a narrow point, and you perhaps get the idea. This is then used for the drowning and digesting of insects and small mammals.

         Tomorrow we will watch the first sunrise of 1998 from the summit of Kinabalu. I can imagine it, being up there, the sun blinding us and casting long shadows. The shadows getting shorter as the heat of the sun intensifies. Her by my side.

         As I lie here on the bed feeling grim, Celia is cranking, carrying loads up to Sayat Sayat Hut with our two porters, Spine and Jimmy. They earn three RM per kilo and carry twenty kilos to Sayat Sayat. They said eight RM for a carry to the West Gurkha Hut, which is almost the same altitude but the other side of the plateau, so we decided on the Sayat Sayat option.

         Spine is lithe with short-cropped, black hair, nylon flares and a colourful shirt with a massive collar. And sizeable lips frame a set of teeth as perfect as though they were made of porcelain. Apart from the hair he was the spit of Jimmy Hendrix. He was just a few minutes off the record for running up and down Kinabalu. Jimmy was dressed similarly but with an even more colourful shirt, a flower-pot hat and an absolutely trashed pair of trainers. He has the typical look of the Dusun. His lips frame a shocking set of teeth, like fence posts rotting in a muddy field.

         We had been told by everybody that we would come up against a stone wall of bureaucracy before we would ever be allowed to climb on this mountain. Sam Lightner, in his article for the American publication Climbing Magazine, stated that climbing was totally banned, ever since there had been trouble with the British Army in Lows Gully. That’s the gully that became famous after all those squaddies got lost in it.

         However, Najib Tahir, president of the Malaysian Alpine Club, told us we would be able to climb as long as it wasn’t anywhere near Lows Gully. Brian Hall, who was making a film about one of the soldiers who got lost returning to the Gully, said that he had all sorts of problems getting permission to go down there. Robert New was the first person to descend it, all 4,000 metres of it, to sea level. The army in their version of events fail to mention this. The less said about that fiasco the better.

         So, we turn up and say, sheepishly, that we want to go climbing. We were sent to talk with the head of the park, James Liew, resplendent in full military dress and medals who smiled at us and told us in a very friendly manner, ‘No problem. Just a couple of formalities.’ A form to be filled in and park insurance worth three and a half RM – about fifty pence!

         When we asked where we should meet our guide, because all trekkers must employ one, we were answered with another, rather jovial question.

         ‘Tell me, are you not experienced climbers?’

         ‘Well … yes.’

         ‘Therefore, you do not need a guide’.

         Never once did he check our credentials. Our plan was to stay in the remote West Gurkha Hut for ten nights and climb around the plateau picking off several of its summits. In the perpetual fog that shrouds the mountain we wondered if we would be able to find this hut on the mile-broad plateau, and asked at the ranger station, ‘Excuse me, do you have a map of Kinabalu?’

         ‘Of course we do,’ came the answer.

         We were handed a very rough photocopy of a sketch that had no West Gurkha Hut marked on it at all.

         ‘Where is the West Gurkha on here?’ we asked in unison.

         ‘Can you point to the position of where it is, even approximately?’

         The ranger answered, ‘Just follow the piles of stones down from the other side of the summit. There is no water at West Gurkha. Are you aware of this?’

         That could present problems. ‘We are taking bottles up,’ we lied.

         Well, I didn’t see that sunrise from the summit of Kinabalu. I was dry retching. Celia came back on that evening having carried a load all the way to the Gurkha Hut. She was tired and not interested at the prospect of a 2 a.m. start to see the first dawn of the year. I had deteriorated and could barely get myself out of bed. We both awoke around midnight in our little dorm and wished each other Happy New Year, me grumpily. What a crap start to 1998.

         We breakfasted together and Celia left to carry loads from Sayat Sayat to West Gurkha. It started to rain torrentially. The waterfalls coming off the slabs opposite had to be seen to be believed, and it happened virtually the instant it started to rain. A wave of white water came over the top of the slab and then crashing down. If you happened to be climbing there when it started, god help you. There was an enormous roar from the weight of water. I found several trees washed down from up on the slabs. Celia later informed me that the rivers formed by the run-off threatened to wash her into Lows Gully. I was really fretting.

         She almost became lost on the plateau in a whiteout and, when she eventually found the hut, soaked, couldn’t get the key to work in the door. Eventually, crying with despair, she kicked the door and it unlocked.

         That night she slept alone up there whilst I sank into the depths of fever and misery in this six-by-six-foot box. I wished I could be Superman for her but I failed at moments like this. That night my epiglottis swelled up to the size of a slug, which I kept choking on; it was touching the back of my teeth and I lapsed into delirium. ‘Where is Celia?’ I would mutter, thinking that she had forsaken me, though in reality I knew she was better off up on top of the mountain humping loads. ‘Where is Celia?’ … I dreamt back to Patagonia …

         
            ‘“There it is, “The Shark’s Fin”.” That was the first time we had climbed alone together. It was in remote Patagonia, where a great dorsal blade of granite rears up out of the French Valley in a range of mountains called Torres del Paine. We approached the mountain, coming up out of Antarctic beech forest and strolled across bouncy meadows of guanaco shrub with purple Calafate berries scattered here and there. The silver threads of rivulets all had the same matrix, a distant glacier, but after only a short while dissipated as a premature delta before rejoining again to pour into the main artery.

            We climbed without the rope for the first 250 metres, but I felt increasingly worried should she fall. I knew this to be irrational because Celia wouldn’t climb anything she might come off. She was always well in control. If she didn’t feel that she was, then she’d back off or ask for a rope. We arrived at a ledge below a steep crack and made a joint decision to rope up. This crack was obviously the crux of the climb and I wanted her to lead it. It is the most gracious thing a mountaineer can do, offer your partner the hardest lead on the climb. I can hear her saying eagerly, “I’ll have a bash at it!”

            She was up it in a flash, all knees and elbows, and we halted to survey the scene. We were poised on a knife-edge, slabs running convexly out of sight to our left and an overhanging wall of 600 metres to our right. A rock cornice, like an overhung deck of cards, projected a full three metres out into space. We noticed this only when we went towards the edge on our hands and knees and found just a few centimetres of biscuity granite separating us from certain death. And as we traversed the knife-edge we kept seeing summits that weren’t summits at all, only false ones. And then there we were, stood together on the real summit, a block that looked like it could sheer off down the overhanging face at any moment. We looked around at The Fortress, The Cathedral, The Spade and The Leaf and we laughed and laughed and laughed …’
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