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‘Technique and ability alone do not get you to the top; it is the willpower that is the most important.
         This willpower rises from your heart.’


— Junko Tabei, mountaineer, and the first
woman to climb Mount Everest
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Introduction


Our lives sit between our first breath and our last. We fill this time however we choose, but one constant is our breath. Breathing, for the most part, is an unconscious motion. We don’t think about it, we don’t control it; it happens, and it keeps us alive. But when our body is under physical stress, experiencing fear or heightened emotions, we become aware of our breath, the rapid inhale and exhale, the elevation of our rib cage, the dry throat.


Our breath is a powerful tool, an in-built switch for maintaining composure. It has a profound impact on both our psychology and physiology. By controlling our breath – slowing down our inhales and exhales – we can become more present, manage our emotions and see situations with greater clarity. The power of breath extends to bodily processes. Techniques like diaphragmatic breathing, or ‘belly breathing’, stimulate the vagus nerve, which links the gut and brain. When practised regularly, this type of breathing can significantly reduce stress levels and improve gut health. Our breath is a resource available to all of us, helping us navigate life with greater control. However, in extreme environments or stressful situations, maintaining control of our breath can become more challenging.


When climbing at extreme high altitude, above 8,000 metres, in what is known as the death zone, there is two-thirds less available oxygen in the air. Every inhalation becomes conscious. Every exhalation becomes all you think about.


I was twenty-one years old when I first entered the death zone. I was climbing towards the summit of Mount Everest from the southern route via Nepal. It wasn’t yet sunrise, but the early morning light was beginning to illuminate the Himalayas beneath me; mountains were appearing out of the darkness as far as my eyes could see. I would take a step, stop and catch my breath, before taking another step and having to once again stop and catch my breath. The extreme high altitude had its grip on me, pawing at my body. I willed my legs to move faster, to take two steps before needing to stop and breathe. But on this day, high in the death zone, my body was only capable of moving at a snail’s pace.


My body was rapidly weakening the longer I spent at altitude. But my mind was still strong; it was resilient. And it possessed the belief that I could make it to the summit.


My first expedition on Mount Everest taught me so many lessons. The most important was the sheer strength of our mind. On the flight home from Nepal, I came up with a theory: Achievement in extreme adventure expeditions is 75 per cent mental.


Over the next eight years, I went on to test this theory with other expeditions around the world. I returned to Everest at the age of twenty-six to attempt to summit the mountain from the arguably harder, colder and windier northern route from Tibet. Then at the age of twenty-nine I took on my biggest expedition to date, skiing solo from the edge of the Antarctic continent to the Geographic South Pole. After 58 days of solitude, storms and endless skiing, I achieved my goal and realised that the amateur psychological theory I had developed as a twenty-one-year-old was widely inaccurate. It was almost all in my head. My theory now ran: Achievement in extreme adventure expeditions is 95 per cent mental.


Like any good theory, it needed to be investigated, to be tested, and I needed to find evidence out there in the world to support or disprove it. My personal journey and thoughts on the matter would create a good story, but I wanted to dig deeper and truly understand my own experiences. I wanted to study the research and evidence behind this theory, to talk to other adventurers and learn from people who had experience of similar situations. I put pen to paper and began Breathe.


Inhale, exhale and begin . . .


*


The writing of this book has allowed me to reflect on my past life experiences. In these pages, I have come to understand my fears, my trauma, how my resilience has grown, how I have learnt to cope with pressure . . . how deep in an Antarctic storm I learnt how to harness the power of my mind to bring me back from the edge.


Breathe began as an investigation into my own mental battles but quickly became a manifesto for how anyone can harness the power of the mind – to increase achievement and well-being, and to live a happy and fulfilled life.


Each section of Breathe is followed by an interview with an adventurer who has faced extreme challenges, overcome adversity and harnessed the power of their mind to achieve the near-impossible. I wanted this book to go beyond my own psychology – to uncover patterns, insights and lessons we can learn from others. I speak with a base jumper who has mastered the art of balancing pressure before stepping over the edge, a mountaineer who has endured unimaginable trauma and found space to grow on the other side, a paddleboarder who has discovered headspace and calm through adventure, and many more. These diverse perspectives, drawn from people of different backgrounds and life experiences, offer us all a chance to better understand the incredible potential of the human mind.


You may be reading this on a bus as you head through the hustle and bustle of a busy city, or in a sleepy village in the countryside as birds chatter above. It might be in the comfort of your home, as the world keeps moving outside your door. Breathe brings together seven life lessons from my time spent on the edge of the world, but they seamlessly transport themselves into everyday life. They are for everyone. My hope is that you can take strength from them, learn a little about how your mind works by sharing the journey with me, and understand how you might harness your mind to live a positive, accomplished and happy life.









1


Control Fear


Crossing the Void: Everest, 2012


As I approach the edge of the void, I begin to feel the now all-too-familiar response of my body. My heart begins to thud against my rib cage. My legs start to weaken. My hands rapidly warm inside my thick mountaineering gloves.


During the last few weeks on Mount Everest, I had crossed these crevasses so many times. In fact, already that morning as I had made my way through the maze of the Khumbu Icefall in the early dawn light, I had crossed many. Each time, as I drew closer to the edge, I would feel my body react. But this particular crevasse was different. Nothing could have prepared me for what came next.


I clip into the somewhat dubious safety line and reluctantly step on to the first rung of the ladder that spans the gaping chasm. I feel the air beneath my feet as the metal of my crampons clinks on the cold aluminium. I don’t want to look down, don’t want to be so blatantly reminded of what could happen if I slipped. But I have to see where I am placing my feet. As I lower my gaze, my breath catches in my chest – the side of the crevasse is smeared by a long trail of blood from deep within the ice itself. Bright red in the fresh white snow.


I will my legs to be strong, but they feel weak and uncoordinated. I remind myself to breathe. Gripping the thin safety line with my thick gloves, I take the final two rungs of the ladder as one huge step, desperate to be away from this crevasse and the death hanging in the air. I unclip from the line and my legs keep moving, taking me away from the edge and the frozen red pool next to the ladder.


*


During that same season in 2012 when I first climbed Everest, ten climbers died on the mountain. The first, halfway through April, was that of guide Namgya Tshering Sherpa. Early one morning Namgya was travelling between Base Camp and Camp One through the Khumbu Icefall. While crossing one of these crevasses, he slipped on the ladder and fell fifty metres, the equivalent height of a fifteen-storey building. There followed a huge rescue effort by his teammates, but he didn’t survive. His battered body was recovered from the crevasse and flown home to his family to be buried in line with his Buddhist beliefs. As Namgya’s body was extracted from the void, it was pulled up the side of the glacier, leaving a vivid smear of blood. This was the bright red I had seen against the white of the icy environment.


I had to cross this same crevasse en route to Camp One. As I reached the site where Namgya had fallen to his death just hours before, and looked down at the harrowing scene, every one of my senses was alert.


*


I have a fear of heights – a heart-thumping, leg-shaking, clammy hands type of fear. I have always been afraid – since long before that day in the Khumbu Icefall on the south side of Mount Everest. I believe I will always carry this fear with me; it’s just another psychological load to lug up mountains and drag across continents.


The American Psychological Association defines the word fear as ‘a basic, intense emotion, aroused by detection of an immediate threat’. Fear is an alarm reaction; it mobilises us to act through changes in our body: we can stay and fight the threat or run from the danger.We have all experienced a physical response to fear: a subconscious and intense reaction to something that frightens us, be it heights, spiders or a horror film.


An immediate response can be our heart beating harder in our chest. Our legs may feel weak – we might experience ‘jelly legs’ – as blood flow is directed to the large muscles of our legs, preparing us to run. We may also sense fear in our tummy; when this response is triggered, digestion is reduced as blood moves away from the stomach and intestines to more important places. This is what causes the feeling of ‘butterflies’. We might also feel hyperalert; the levels of glucose within our bloodstream can suddenly spike, providing us with a readily available store of energy, if we need it. We might feel ‘goosebumps’ on our arms, as blood moves away from the skin. There is a tightening of the tiny muscles at the end of each hair follicle, making the hairs stand on end. For (most) humans, our small hairs standing on end makes little difference to how scary we look, but for many other mammals this response can make them look larger and much more threatening.


Fear is a defence mechanism. A subliminal and relatively extreme reaction in our bodies to protect us from threat. It is ancient, it is primal, and some psychologists have argued that it is innate. People may think of fear as a negative experience – something to avoid, to shy away from – but fear, this subconscious response, should be celebrated as humankind’s key to success. Throughout human evolution it is this that has led to the success of our species. Any human who did not run or hide from a predator, who did not walk carefully along the edge of a steep cliff, or who didn’t avoid fast-flowing water will not have been added to the human gene pool.


Specific fears that we experience today may well have been inherited from our ancestors. Hunting and being hunted were daily events for our forebears. Maybe not sabre-tooth tigers every day, but there were plenty of creatures in search of a tasty meal. This made our fear of predators a strong generational response, but we also developed phobias of the inanimate to help us avoid certain situations. Take our very human fear of the dark, for example; it is thought that this stems from early humans. When the sun would set, our ancestors’ key senses would be dulled, putting them at a disadvantage against nocturnal predators. Hiding at night, feeling afraid of the dark, was key to our survival and it stays with us to this day.


I have always been afraid of heights. Throughout my life, the feeling has increased and decreased in response to certain experiences, but it has always been there in the back of my mind. My main aim has been to not let this ancient, biological response prevent me from achieving my dreams, however hard this can sometimes feel.


The Allure of Everest


Exactly one year before that terrifying day in the Khumbu Icefall, I was up late at my university house in Bristol, doing last-minute revising for my final ever exam. I was eager to complete my degree, to finally leave education, but most pressingly I was desperate to enjoy the next few weeks, celebrating with my classmates.


I was twenty years old and had spent the last sixteen years in education. I now found myself at a very intimidating and confusing crossroads. I didn’t know what I wanted out of life, and I didn’t know the extent of what life could offer me. There was so much pressure from my university, from my peers, from society to secure a graduate job, to earn a decent income, to pay off student debt . . . and then what? Buy a house and get a mortgage? The idea of this linear, practical and ‘normal’ existence scared me more than anything.


However, I was feeling lucky. The prospects for my immediate post-university life had all very recently changed. I had been inspired.


‘Inspiration’ can be defined as ‘the process of being mentally and emotionally stimulated to a level of high activity’. But, to me, true inspiration is more than that; it is an event which flicks on a switch in your psyche, lights a fire and changes you. It opens up the extent of your previously-thought ability.


I had spent the last three months writing my dissertation, a process that, for me, had lit that fire of possibility. It had encouraged me to wipe away all the barriers I had created to what I thought I could achieve.


When deciding what to write about for my final piece of university work, I had the choice of any subject within the bracket of ‘sports psychology’. It quite quickly occurred to me that if I was going to be able to write 10,000-plus words on a single subject, it would have to be an interesting one or I would never complete the task.


Mountaineering was quickly becoming my passion. There-fore, to me, the only option for my dissertation was to investigate the psychology of mountaineering. But how should I do this? What should be my inclusion and exclusion criteria? All mountains are so very different; people have so many different styles of climbing and so many different experiences while climbing.


As I was pondering these thoughts, I found myself in the mountaineering literature section of a bookshop. I picked up a large hardback, with a beautiful mountain scene on the front – perfect blue sky, bright white snow, wispy clouds. This book was Higher than the Eagle Soars by Stephen Venables. I felt an urge to buy it. I took it to the counter and was served by a cheery chap in his late twenties whose badge told me in capital letters that he went by the name of DAN. Dan turned the book over in his hands and stared at the picture on the front cover for a few seconds too long. I saw the wonder in his eyes; he too felt the allure.


‘Wow,’ he said quietly. ‘Just imagine being able to climb something like this!’


I paid and took my new book from him, walking out of the shop on to the busy high street with those words echoing in my head. But why, Dan? Why do we have to just imagine? I don’t want to just imagine, I want to feel, I want to see, I want to experience.


Over the next few days, I devoured Stephen Venables’ book. He wrote of his life, his childhood, his introduction to mountaineering, his many brilliant expeditions to far-flung mountain ranges across the globe, and then the climax on the slopes of Mount Everest. He described an expedition where he, along with a team of North Americans, attempted the notorious Kangshung Face of Everest. The sheer extent of their adventure was captivating: Venables became the first British man to summit Mount Everest without supplementary oxygen. He then told the story of his heroic decent, tantalisingly close to death, balancing on the tightrope of human physiology and psychology. He took his body to the limits.Turning the last page of this book, I knew I had a subject for my dissertation. I was going to investigate the psychological experience of climbing Mount Everest. From this moment onwards, I felt something brewing inside me. I knew this was the start of something big – 8,848 metres big.


*


I grew up almost as far from the mountains as you can get on mainland Great Britain – on the south coast of Devon in the seaside holiday hub of Torbay. I was relatively happy at this altitude; there was a lot of adventure to be had growing up next to the sea, from exploring the beaches to surfing and kayaking. My fear of heights was barely tested, apart from the odd time I found myself standing on a bridge or looking down from a tall building, or even abseiling on a school trip.


But as I got older, my sunny corner of Devon began to feel smaller and smaller. I knew the rest of the world was out there and travel began to hold a huge allure over me. When I was seventeen, I had the opportunity to join an expedition to East Africa.At the school I went to, there weren’t many opportunities. It was a large, noisy and often chaotic comprehensive with well over two thousand students, many from some of the most deprived areas of South Devon. Africa felt like a million miles away – I could hardly comprehend what it would be like there, but I knew I wanted to go. My friend Cheryl and I spent a year raising the money for this trip: we did bag-packing in supermarkets, we sold all our worldly possessions (and some of our parents’) at car-boot sales, and we wrote letters to celebrities, charities and trusts asking for support. Our hard work paid off. During the summer, between Year 12 and 13, we were on a plane to Nairobi about to have our small-town minds blown away by the vibrancy and vastness of Kenya.


The expedition involved some work in local schools, an incredible safari and the opportunity for my first experience of altitude. We climbed Mount Kenya to Point Lenana at 4,985 metres above sea level, higher than every mountain in Western Europe. As I stood on this lofty summit, the clouds were swirling around me, but periodically gaps would open and I’d catch a glimpse of the incredible view down to the savannah below. In those moments I was hooked – mountains had captured my imagination.


Throughout the rest of school and university, I would save up as much money as possible during the year with part-time jobs and then spend it all on an expedition over the summer months. I travelled to and climbed in the Indian Himalayas, the volcanoes of the Andes, the high Atlas Mountains of North Africa and the Alps, and then went back again to East Africa a couple of years later to climb Kilimanjaro with friends. The more I travelled and the more mountains I climbed, the more I wanted to experience.


I remember the feeling as I held my bound dissertation in my hands. Inside these 54 pages were 294 paragraphs, 12,682 words and 65,292 characters of pure inspiration to me. I had interviewed seven male climbers who had all summited Mount Everest between the years of 2000 and 2010. I had probed their motivation, their self-belief, their experience of fear, of anxiety, of teamwork, and what factors they believed had aided their success. I then analysed the interviews, drew similarities, differences and conclusions. During those months of researching and writing, I had been on a journey. Combined, these were a series of interconnecting, awakening moments. The men I interviewed all had such beautifully intriguing stories to tell. They’d had such different human experiences while completing the same challenge: climbing the highest mountain in the world.


By the time I reached hand-in day, Everest had me well within its grips. I felt its allure. I had to experience it for myself. I wanted to walk through the Western Cwm, to scale the Lhotse Face, to climb the Hillary Step . . . but most of all I wanted to stand on the summit of Everest and look out over the whole of the Himalayan mountain range.


The Tattoo


I set myself a target: twelve months after handing in my dissertation, I would leave the UK for the Himalayas to start my own Everest expedition. I was just twenty years old at the time. I’d just finished my final year of university, achieving mediocre grades. I had no material wealth and a large student debt. The day of the week I always looked forward to was Wednesday; in the afternoon, I played netball for my university team, and in the evening I went out and partied. I enjoyed life, but I was shy and had little self-confidence; I would never be the one to answer questions in lectures for fear of getting it wrong. I cared way too much about what people thought of me. I didn’t know who I was, and I didn’t know what I believed in or what I wanted from life. The highest mountain I had previously climbed stood at 5,895 metres above sea level and was more of a long walk than a climb. But I had been inspired: the fire in me was burning and I was determined that I would climb the highest mountain in the world. I, therefore, had a lot of work to do.


I very soon realised that I had three main challenges to over-come before I would even be considered to take part in an Everest expedition. First, I had to train. I had to become fitter than I had ever been in my whole life. I had to prepare my body for the physical ordeal of climbing Everest. Over the next twelve months I would spend countless hours in the gym, running up and down hills, hiking along steep coastal footpaths and spending as much time as possible in the mountains of the UK.


Second, I had to find a seriously large amount of money. Mount Everest is incredibly expensive to climb. A 70-day expedition on the Nepalese side of the mountain can cost a climber anywhere from £35,000 to £100,000. As a university student who had been living off baked beans for the last three years, this figure was completely incomprehensible to me. I had been told that the only way to secure this money would be to attract corporate sponsorship. I needed to get a company or a few different companies on board who would contribute to my expedition, and in exchange I would take their logo to the top of the world. This was no easy task. It would involve months and months of sending out proposals, meeting with companies, following fruitless leads and coping with constant rejection.


My third challenge to overcome in twelve months was to increase my mountaineering experience. I had been climbing mountains around the world for the last four years, but I had never attempted anything even half as demanding as Everest would be. On my twenty-first birthday, just weeks after finishing university, I flew out to the French Alps and worked with a British mountain guide in these beautiful yet challenging mountains, honing my skills and deepening my understanding of what climbing Everest was going to be like. However, I knew that the Alps wouldn’t quite cut it. I needed to go higher.


I had been to the Himalayas once before, when I was eighteen, on an expedition to Ladakh in India. I remembered how the sheer magnitude of this mountain range was aweinspiring. The Himalayas stretch from Afghanistan to China. That’s almost 2,500 miles of the highest mountains in the world, the deepest valleys and some of the greatest biodiversity on the planet. This would be the best possible place to prepare for climbing Mount Everest. So, at the beginning of November 2011, four months before I was hoping to head to Mount Everest, I wanted to fly to Nepal and join an expedition to climb Ama Dablam, a beautiful and challenging mountain in the Khumbu Valley and brilliant preparation for Everest.


However, at the beginning of October 2011, I was still a million miles away from setting foot on Ama Dablam, let alone Mount Everest. I had sent out a ridiculous number of sponsorship proposals, but my target was still at a grand total of zero. I had to fund my training expedition and I needed a quick £4,000 before the beginning of the following month to enable me to take part.


I decided to hold a fundraising event in my hometown of Torquay. Selling tickets for £10 and inviting 200 people seemed an easy way to make some money. However, I soon realised event planning is tough! The next three weeks saw me in a mad panic to choose a venue, design and print tickets, find some entertainment, and most importantly convince people to attend. If I managed to sell all the tickets, I would earn £2,000, a huge amount of money. However, I needed double that to leave for Nepal.


I decided to hold a fundraising auction during the event. I visited all the local businesses to try and scavenge some prizes. I received a meal at a restaurant, a painting of a stern-looking owl, a flying lesson, and the one that went down very well with my friends – forty Jäger bombs from a local bar. However, these prizes were never going to make me enough money. I had to act.


I needed a crowd-pleasing, money-grabbing, must-have auction prize – and I found it . . . right behind me. From this one auction lot alone, I raised £1,000 and was able to fly to Nepal the following month. But this auction prize is something that I will never be able to forget, as it is now a permanent fixture on my right bum cheek. I decided to auction my bum as tattoo space to a willing buyer. Whoever bought my bum in this auction would be able to have tattooed on it anything they wanted – absolutely anything.


The bidding started. I was petrified. The price quickly rose above £200, £300, £400 . . . Luckily – and unluckily – for me, I had invited a couple of Royal Marines I knew, and it turns out it was pay day and they’d had a couple of drinks. My dad was also at the auction, bidding against these Marines to make sure I didn’t have to get a tattoo, however when the auction hit £500 he was out. I was on my own. £550, £650 . . . There was a bidding battle going on – every auctioneer’s dream. £850, £950 . . . Then the price finally rested on £1,000 and my right bum cheek was the property of Sam and Andrew, two slightly inebriated and now very poor Royal Marines.


They then proceeded to taunt me with what they were going to have inked on my bum – a stamp saying ‘100% British Beef’, a tattoo of their faces . . . but after sobering up and a few days to consolidate their ideas, I think I came off lightly. I am looking forward to the day when I have to explain to my children and grandchildren why I have two kissing chickens tattooed on my right bum cheek!


A matter of weeks later, I left the UK for my first expedition to Nepal and to climb Ama Dablam. I spent three weeks on this beautiful mountain, and I learned some of the hardest and most valuable lessons of my life.


Returning to the UK just before Christmas, the sponsorship pressure was building. I now had just three months to secure all the funding to enable me to join an Everest expedition in the spring of 2012. I persevered. I kept sending out proposals, kept making phone calls, and the money slowly began to trickle in from various companies and organisations. Many people had told me that sponsorship money often comes through at the last minute and that you can’t give up until the day you are meant to be on a plane. For me, this happened just four weeks before I was hoping to leave for Everest. When the final sponsorship money came through, I could book my flights, purchase my kit and celebrate at last the fact that soon I would be climbing the highest mountain in the world.


The Himalayas


On 31 March 2012, I waved goodbye to my family at Heathrow airport and, along with my forty kilos of luggage, I boarded a plane to Nepal. I had the feeling in my stomach of excitement and apprehension all twisted into one; it was a bit like a weight – but it was a feeling I would soon associate with the start of a big adventure.


Arriving in Nepal’s capital city, Kathmandu, I met my team and spent a couple of days shopping for last-minute pieces of kit, getting to know my teammates and drinking far too much coffee in the various cafés and restaurants in the tourist district. Kathmandu is a vibrant city. As one of the oldest continuously inhabited places in the world, the depth of history and culture there is incredible. Today, it is home to one and a half million residents within fifty square kilometres; it is bustling with a mix of religions, cultures and nationalities. I fell in love with this city the first time I visited, with the organised chaos of the road systems, the jumbled buildings, the ancient monuments, and the generosity and openness of the inhabitants.


Far too quickly it was time to leave Kathmandu and head out to the mountains. We boarded a small twin-engine plane from the capital to Lukla, an airport located at 2,845 metres altitude and the starting point for the trek to Everest Base Camp. I have never been good at flying. I feel the same sensations as when I am standing looking out of a window in a multistorey building, but on a plane there is nothing to connect you with the ground and all control has been given over to the pilots and crew. This flight I really did not enjoy. Lukla airport was once rated as the most dangerous in the world. In 2008, a Yeti Airlines flight crashed on its final approach to the runway, killing eighteen passengers and crew. In 2010, an Agni Air flight crashed as it returned to Kathmandu after being unable to land at Lukla due to bad weather. All eleven passengers and three crew died. But after forty-five minutes of eyes closed and nervous sweating, we touched down at Lukla. Stepping off the plane into the thin air of almost 3,000 metres, I felt very relieved not to have aided this airport’s deadly reputation and become another plane crash statistic.


From Lukla, we trekked for nine days up through the beautiful Khumbu Valley. We would spend the nights in teahouses run by Sherpa families, and the days climbing up and down steep hills, over fierce rivers of glacier meltwater on rickety cable bridges, through deep valleys, woodlands and clear plains. We gained almost another 2,500 metres in altitude and finally reached Everest Base Camp on 12 April 2012.


For two months each spring, Base Camp becomes a large, tented community. Teams from across the globe set up home, side by side, at the foot of the mountain. As colourful Buddhist prayer flags flutter in the wind above their heads, they are all united in one common goal: to attempt to reach the top of the world.


Base Camp is surrounded from all angles by humongous, white-peaked mountains. The Khumbu Icefall is sprawled out in front of camp, carving the route to the summit, which hides elusively just out of sight behind the West Ridge. At an altitude of just below 5,500 metres, there is 50 per cent of the level of available oxygen at sea level. By the time you reach the summit of Everest at just below 8,900 metres there is 33.3 per cent. This has a huge effect on every cell in the body; its physical and mental functions are greatly reduced.


We, therefore, must very slowly let our bodies adapt to this lack of oxygen to avoid the adverse effects of altitude sickness, also known as Acute Mountain Sickness (AMS). At its most minor, AMS can include headaches, nausea, dizziness and shortness of breath, symptoms that can usually be resolved by descending to more oxygen-rich air, or a few days of rest. However, at its most serious, and at higher altitudes, AMS can lead to life-threatening conditions that affect the brain and lungs. High Altitude Cerebral Oedema (HACE) is a swelling of the brain caused by a lack of oxygen. High Altitude Pulmonary Oedema (HAPE) is the build-up of fluid on the lungs, again due to the exposure to low oxygen levels at altitude. Both conditions can develop quickly and be fatal if untreated.


Climbing Everest isn’t as simple as most people might think. You can’t just climb from the bottom to the top in one go. We were going to spend the next four to five weeks yoyoing up and down the mountain to acclimatise. My first real footsteps on Everest would involve a short foray into the Khumbu Icefall to gain a little altitude and cross my first crevasse on the mountain.


After a few days’ rest, we would then climb from Base Camp to Camp One laden with heavy kit to drop off at the camp before heading back down to Base Camp again, where we would rest and recover for a couple of days. The next trip on to the mountain would be with the aim of spending a night at Camp One, located at the foot of the Western Cwm, before heading back to Base Camp. We would then climb from Base Camp to Camp Two, picking up our kit from Camp One en route and spend a night or two at Camp Two, before heading back down again to Base Camp, where we would rest and recover for another couple of days. We would then climb from Base Camp to Camp Three, located at 7,100 metres and halfway up the Lhotse Face. This would be the highest point we would touch before it was time to head to the summit. This was partly because it is not thought that the human body can acclimatise much past 7,000 metres; the amount of stress it puts on the body can reduce your chances of success on your final summit attempt as well. After touching Camp Three, it would be time to head all the way back down to Base Camp again to rest, recover and wait for a weather window to make our summit attempt.


On one of my first days on the mountain, my guide Kenton told me that climbing Everest is all about the extent to which you can suffer. If I had the capacity to suffer day after day, to push my body to keep moving forward, even when it screamed at me to turn around, to carry heavy loads and to control my fears, I should make it to the summit. I quickly laughed this off, but for the next six weeks I was confronted head-on with my fear of heights and he was right – I suffered every minute of every day while climbing; I suffered more than I ever imagined it was possible to withstand at twenty-one years old.


The Exploration of Fear


We experience fear in our minds, but the strength of this emotion sets off a cascade of physical processes within our bodies. Faster than the blink of an eye, and without conscious thought, our bodies are physiologically preparing for fight or flight. The fight-or-flight response, also known as the Acute Stress Response, was first described by Walter Cannon in the 1920s and is well respected today.


The stress response begins with the sounding of the alarm. On Everest in 2012, when I was faced with a scary situation – staring down a crevasse – my eyes sent information to my amygdala, the emotional processing centre deep within my brain.When the amygdala perceived the threat – a huge, gaping crevasse covered in blood – it alerted the command centre of my brain, known as the hypothalamus. The hypothalamus quickly hit the big red button and activated the sympathetic nervous system by sending signals to the adrenal glands. The adrenal glands released the hormone epinephrine (also known as adrenaline) into my blood stream. The adrenaline was quickly pumped around my whole body and the physical reaction that we all recognise began: weak legs, goosebumps, increased heart rate. The highly efficient work of the amygdala and the hypothalamus often happens so fast that our brain’s visual centres haven’t yet processed what is happening. Our body’s response to fear is intrinsic; we are preparing to either stay and fight, or flee the situation – or in my case, attempt to control this hard-wired system and take that step on to the metal ladder spanning the crevasse.


As ancient and intrinsic as the fear response is, not everyone experiences it the same way. Some people have managed to condition themselves to control the unconscious physiological reaction to a fear-inducing situation. Alex Honnold is an American rock climber who shot to fame after the release of the 2018 documentary Free Solo. The film follows Alex as he attempts to climb a famous and incredibly demanding rock-climbing route called ‘Freerider’ on El Capitan in the Yosemite National Park in California. El Capitan is a gigantic vertical rock formation with a sheer granite face rising 1,000 metres from the ground. This particular route on El Cap can take experienced climbers days to complete, but Alex completed it in less than four hours. His speed is thanks to the form of climbing he most enjoys, free soloing. It’s a completely natural form of climbing, without ropes or protective equipment. A slip or a fall from twenty metres above the ground would almost definitely equate to death, but Alex would be climbing hundreds of metres above the ground, relying solely on his physical and mental prowess to keep him connected to the rock.


The scenes captured in the documentary are simply mind-blowing. Alex grips with the tips of his fingers on to the smallest of rock features and presses down with his climbing shoes on to edges no bigger than a coin, all the while with hundreds of metres of air beneath him. Interestingly, throughout the documentary Alex appears to show no fear whatsoever.


Alex Honnold is of interest to rock climbers celebrating his achievements, but he is also fascinating to scientists looking to understand how his brain may differ to others’. Alex underwent an experiment where he was hooked up to an fMRI machine to measure his brain activity when shown a series of images. These ranged from inanimate objects and landscapes to exciting and potentially horrific or fear-inducing scenes. For the other – ‘normal’ – participants in this experiment, who included another rock climber of a similar age and background, the fMRI scan showed the amygdala glowing when they looked at the most emotional images. This activity showed that their amygdala was getting to work and beginning to initiate the fight-or-flight response.


In contrast to the other participants, Alex’s fMRI scan showed absolutely no reaction whatsoever. These images did not affect his amygdala, meaning the cascade of the fight-or-flight response did not begin. It is hypothesised (since scientists unfortunately can’t link him to an fMRI scan while he is 3,000 feet up a rock face!) that during his free-solo climbing his amygdala does not respond, and his fight-or-flight response does not activate. He doesn’t feel fear.


The amygdala is often known as the primitive brain; it helped early humans to survive and thrive on instinct. However, in our modern world, where we are not constantly fighting off those pesky sabre-toothed tigers and where we may want to climb mountains or rock faces for fun, we need to learn to control its response. Alex Honnold, through experience, through training and conditioning, has switched off this primitive physiological system and in turn has achieved some incredible feats. He has shown that we do have control over our emotions and our psychological and physiological responses, no matter how deeply ingrained into our psyche they are.


The Ice Maze


The first stage of climbing Mount Everest on the south side is getting through the notorious Khumbu Icefall. As soon as we stepped out of the safety of Base Camp, we were climbing in this gigantic, unstable, frozen maze. Located at the foot of the Khumbu Glacier, the icefall is created by the sudden steepening of the glacier bed and the consequent compression of the ice. This creates a jumble of ice blocks, ranging in size from a small car to a large house. Being a glacier – simply a frozen river – the Khumbu Icefall is continually moving, often shifting up to a metre a day. As we travelled through it, climbing over, under and between these monstrous blocks of ice, some of them teetering on the edge of collapse, we could hear it creaking and cracking around us.


The icefall is often thought of as the most dangerous part of climbing the mountain and it is unfortunately the site of many deaths each season, the worst in recent history being in 2014, when sixteen Sherpa guides were killed by an avalanche from the glaciers along the west shoulder of Everest. These glaciers hang precariously over the icefall route itself, threatening all who climb beneath them.


For me, the instability of the glacier and the threat of being flattened by a house-sized block of ice wasn’t the most fear-inducing part of the icefall; it was the crevasses. These large, deep cracks in the glacier surface – some four, five or six metres wide and terrifyingly fifty metres deep – are crossed with nothing more technical than the metal ladders you might find in your shed at home. Between Base Camp and Camp One, I counted twenty-eight of these crevasses. Over the two months on the slopes of Mount Everest, we would undertake several forays onto the mountain, edging higher each time before returning to Base Camp to rest. I wasn’t going to be travelling through the Khumbu Icefall just once, but four or five times. I would, therefore, be crossing these chasms more than a hundred times.


The route you follow through the Khumbu Icefall is set and maintained by a group of elite local Sherpa guides known as the Icefall Doctors. Throughout the climbing season, it is their job to secure the ladders, fix ropes over the gigantic blocks of ice and choose the most straightforward route through this frozen maze. These men spend days upon days in the firing line, as they work each spring. Being an Icefall Doctor can be thought of as one of the most dangerous jobs in the world. If it wasn’t for their hard work and bravery, people would very rarely climb Mount Everest via the southern route from Nepal.


As my expedition progressed, I knew that I had to take control when crossing these crevasses. Being gripped by fear, so much so that my legs wobbled, was not safe and it was not the way I wanted to climb this mountain. While resting in my tent at Base Camp one night, with the prospect of once again venturing into the Khumbu Icefall before sunrise the following day, I thought carefully about what my fear was.


Fear is simply an emotion. It has evolved as a defence mechanism – an emotional and often physiological response to a stimulus. I needed to start viewing it as a positive. It was on my side, and sometimes it just worked a little too hard to look after me. I tried to imagine my fear as an overprotective parent, shielding me from danger. I just needed it to loosen its grip so I could achieve my potential.


I decided that the next morning, when I was once again faced with a gaping void and felt the fear rising inside my chest, I needed to stop and breathe. Our breath is one of the most powerful tools we have to combat unwanted emotion.


First, I would slow it down. I would concentrate on my breathing and begin to control my fear. Once my breath had slowed, the physiological response of my body would also slow down. I could calm myself. I would create space to be more mindful of the situation I was in. My mind could begin to act more rationally. Yes, there was risk here in crossing these crevasses, I would tell myself, but I was doing everything possible to dampen that risk. I would visually check the ladder and the ropes; I would double-clip into the safety line. I had my team around me, so if I did get into trouble they could assist me. I also knew that the emotion I was experiencing was exaggerated. I could appreciate the intrinsic response to fear and all it had done for humankind, but I decided the next day in the Khumbu Icefall I needed to breathe and control this ancient emotion.


Habituation


A fear of heights is known as acrophobia, which comes from the Greek word acron, meaning heights, and phobos, meaning fear. Acrophobia is an anxiety disorder which effects around 5 per cent of the population and is twice as common in women as it is in men. Most people will experience a sense of uneasiness when standing on the edge of a cliff – this fear is natural and has been passed down to us from our earliest ancestors. But when this feeling is exaggerated, when symptoms include dizziness, nausea, shaking, almost paralysis, or even a full-blown panic attack, this can be diagnosed as acrophobia. Its origins are thought to include trauma, such as experiencing or witnessing a serious fall; genetics – some people are genetically predisposed to a fear of heights; or parenting. It is common for a fear of heights to be a learned response from our parents’ own phobias.


Unfortunately, I believe I experienced two, if not three, of these potential causes of acrophobia before my expedition to Mount Everest. From an early age, I remember my mum being afraid of heights. She would never go too close to a cliff edge or look out of the window of a high-rise building. If my siblings or I went too close to a drop, I remember her getting very worried and quickly encouraging us away. Early in my climbing career I also witnessed a traumatic mountaineering accident, which I am sure only increased my levels of acrophobia going into my Everest expedition. However, I was determined not to let this fear prevent me from achieving my ambitions. Climbing mountains, for me, was about so much more than the heights; it was about the sunrises and sunsets, the views out over a spectacular mountain range and, most of all, it was about the immersion into the natural world. Having to cope with heights was a hurdle to overcome, enabling me to experience the rest, and on Mount Everest it was added to a whole lot of other hurdles I needed to jump.


On the south side of Everest, I needed to work through my fears and I needed to do it quickly to get the most out of this expedition. Luckily for me, the style in which we climbed, going up and down the mountain to acclimatise, as well as multiple forays into the Khumbu Icefall and the crossings of its crevasses, helped me to habituate my fear.


Habituation is defined by the American Psychological Association as ‘growing accustomed to stimuli’, which in turn diminishes its impact on us. With repeated exposure to the same stimuli – for me, crossing the crevasses in the Khumbu Icefall – our nervous system arousal is decreased. The way in which my body responded to the fear of the crevasses was much more extreme the first time I crossed compared to the 91st time. Habituation has some key evolutionary advantages to humankind, as it lets us adapt positively to the world around us. If we can habituate a fear, our physiological response is reduced and so is our energy expenditure, allowing us to then put more into new stimuli or new potential threats.


Most people will avoid a situation that is likely to make them feel fear; it is human nature to side-step something that scares us. Without the stimuli (heights, spiders, public speaking, for example), our nervous system does not respond and we do not feel the associated unpleasant sensations. This avoidant behaviour unfortunately prevents our nervous system from habituating, which guarantees that the stimuli will always trigger this same response. Additionally, when people avoid doing something that frightens them, they tend to feel a sense a failure afterwards. This compounds every time they do it, greatly reducing a person’s self image and increasing their anxieties. I have seen this take place countless times in outdoor adventure settings: the person who, through fear, avoids the abseil, or decides not to do the biggest jump, comes away with their confidence reduced. On the other hand, those who are fearful but manage to take that step and face what it is that scares them, come away with a huge sense of pride and an ever-growing confidence.


Doing scary things is good for us, but it isn’t easy. To learn to cope with a specific fear or phobia, it is essential to accept what fear is and why you yourself are particularly susceptible to it. It’s an emotion – an ancient, and often overactive, defence mechanism that constantly attempts to promote our survival. In the modern world, we may not need it to work quite as hard as it does to protect us. If you believe your fear comes from trauma, this can be addressed with the help of professionals. If your fear reflects a parent’s or caregiver’s fear, then this needs to be accepted.


Overcoming a fear can be achieved through exposure to that specific stimuli, a technique often used in psychotherapy and known as exposure therapy. It can be wise to start slowly. If heights are the fear, slowly increase your experience with heights. Making it a little harder for yourself each session can be a great tactic. Alternatively, like in my situation, perhaps circumstances lead you to deal with it head-on and quickly. This is a type of extreme exposure therapy known as flooding, where the individual is thrown in at the deep end and exposed to their fear all at once and for a prolonged period. If this is the route you choose, it would be advised to have a professional lead you through it.


The Khumbu Icefall is one of the most terrifying places I have ever travelled through, from the crevasses to the movement of the glacier and the threat of avalanche from above. But through habituation, the more time I spent in it, the more my fear reduced. I became more accustomed to the environment. I now knew what lay ahead and I had learnt that when I began to feel the fear response trigger, I had to stop, breathe and focus. I could begin to see the mesmerising beauty of this place. The icefall is sculpted by the movement of nature: strange ice shapes lurk around every corner, glistening in the bright sunlight. Its beauty is enchanting, and it was a real honour to have witnessed it.


On the south side of Everest, the only route to the summit for me was through the Khumbu Icefall; it could not be avoided if I wanted my chance to climb to the top of the world. Likewise, if I was to defeat my fear, then the only route was to go through it – to understand it and confront it. It could not be avoided.


The emotion of fear is ancient; it is hardwired into our psychology from our earliest ancestors, and it can often feel unsurmountable. Fear, more often than not, is the main factor stopping us from achieving our potential. However, it is simply an emotion, a cascade of changes within our physiology that greatly affects how we think and feel. But like all emotions, once we understand their origin, we can execute control over them. It took all of my courage and focus to conquer my fear, but I was determined not to let it stop me from achieving my goals.


Analyse where your fear comes from, face it head on in a supported environment, reflect on your experiences to learn from them and, most importantly: don’t forget to breathe.





The Deep End


Ayo Akinwolere


Fear is our body’s natural physiological and emotional response to certain situations. Most of us experience it in some form: it could be animals, such as spiders or sharks; or flying or visiting the dentist. It might arise from environmental factors, like my own fear of heights, or my friend Ayo Akinwolere’s fear of water. The trick is to gain control over it and not let it stop you from achieving your goals.


I first met Ayo in a field in Devon while attending a Bear Grylls family festival. I was delivering talks about my adventures, and Ayo was scheduled to lead a sunrise wild swimming session for a group of eager campers. I made my excuses and skipped the early wake-up, but I was intrigued to learn more about his connection with swimming. To my astonishment, Ayo revealed that just a few years prior he had battled a debilitating fear of water. Even more surprising was that he now held a world record, as the first person to swim across the Palau Trench, an 8,000-metre-deep oceanic channel located at the edge of the Mariana Trench. It became clear to me that Ayo was the perfect person to talk to about fear and the process of overcoming it.


Ayo Akinwolere is a TV presenter and broadcaster, with an impressive career hosting shows for BBC Sport, Channel 4 Sport, the Premier League and CBS Sports in the USA. He also made history as the first black man to host the iconic children’s programme, Blue Peter. During his five-year stint on the show, Ayo travelled the globe, tackling daring challenges that pushed him both physically and mentally. Yet despite his adventurous spirit, he had long avoided confronting one of his deepest fears.


During his final year on Blue Peter, Ayo faced it head on, not only learning to swim but also setting a world record in the open water. Fear can stem from a variety of sources, as we know, including parental influences, childhood experiences and sometimes deeply buried trauma. I wanted to know more about Ayo’s early life, before he stepped in front of a camera, and how these formative years may have shaped his journey.


I grew up in Nigeria in a middle-class family. My dad was training to be a paediatrician and my mum was a nurse. It was a lovely existence in many ways, filled with happy memories.When I was eight, we moved to the UK.The main reason was that my dad received a scholarship to work on a meningitis vaccine; there was a significant epidemic in the 1990s, and he was conducting research. But beyond that, I think my dad always dreamed of travelling with his family and building a life for us somewhere else.That dream was expedited, though, by an event that nearly cost my family our lives.


In Nigeria, there’s a stark divide between wealth and poverty, which often leads to high crime rates. Burglaries were not uncommon in our area. I remember one night vividly – I was about seven years old – when my dad woke us, grabbing us and urgently whispering, ‘Get under the bed. Now!’ From our hiding spot, we could hear people tearing through the house. I’ll never forget the sight of twelve feet – six men – rushing around the room, ransacking everything. It was terrifying.We stayed silent, watching from beneath the bed as they searched through our belongings, unsure of what would happen next.


Suddenly, they lifted the mattress. There we were – my dad, my two siblings and me – looking up at these men wielding machetes, ready to kill us. My dad, desperate to protect us, started pleading for our lives. ‘Take everything,’ he said. ‘Just don’t hurt my family.’


For reasons I still don’t fully understand, they spared us that night.


I think this incident was the final push that made my parents re-evaluate our life in Nigeria.They decided it was time for a more permanent move.


My memory becomes a blur after that – it all sped by in the way childhood memories sometimes do.The next thing I remember is landing in Birmingham, England, on a cold winter day in December 1998.The contrast was stark: Birmingham felt so distant from the warmth, vibrancy and familiarity of my home in Ibadan, Nigeria. For me and my siblings, it was a real wake-up call; a new reality we had to adjust to.


Coming to England was phenomenal in some respects. Maybe because my dad had travelled so much, or because I had an uncle who lived in Germany, I wasn’t scared of the idea of travel. I liked it. At home, we were brought up on French music, and my mum loved opera, so for a Nigerian family we had quite a worldly outlook.


Looking back, I don’t know if ‘depressing’ is how I would describe our new life, but there was something about it.We were brought up in working-class Britain and lived in a council house.This country was supposed to be a bit more prosperous for me and my family, but I couldn’t help feeling like the opportunities just weren’t there for us. We got on with it, though: I made friends quickly, I loved football, and primary school was good in England, much less strict than I had been used to in Nigeria.


For me, growing up by the beach on the south coast of Devon, swimming was a huge part of childhood. I learned to swim at the age of two, had regular swimming lessons with my older brother, and later, as a teenager, competed in swimming competitions, became a pool lifeguard and seized every opportunity to get into the ocean for swimming, surfing or kayaking. Swimming always felt second nature to me. Some of my favourite childhood memories were spent at the pool or the beach.


Looking back now, I realise just how much of this came down to privilege – our socioeconomic status meant that my siblings and I had the opportunity and resources to prioritise these activities. We were white, middle-class, and had the freedom and access to enjoy them. Ayo’s childhood was very different to mine, and I was curious to understand whether swimming played any role in his upbringing, or if it was the absence of it that shaped his relationship with water.


In Nigeria, swimming was never part of my childhood. There weren’t many national swimming pools and access was quite limited.We were middle class, but my parents weren’t part of any clubs where there might have been a pool. So as kids we were never taken to swimming pools; actually, I don’t think I even saw the sea while I was in Nigeria.


One of my most traumatic experiences was trying to learn to swim in the UK at the local swimming baths. I arrived in England when I was eight years old and by that time all the other kids my age were already quite proficient swimmers. But there I was – a young black kid from Nigeria who couldn’t swim. I think that’s where some of my phobias around swimming came from.


When I arrived at the baths, I was absolutely petrified of water. My mum hated the water, so I think her anxiety about it had trickled down to me too. The way kids were taught to swim back then wasn’t exactly effective either: the process was basically to put me in the water with armbands on and hope for the best.


I remember being left to my own devices while the other kids, who could already swim, were being challenged and taught. There just weren’t enough teachers to look after everyone. The coach would sometimes shuffle back, glancing at me paddling away with armbands and leg bands on while focusing on the others.


So my fear just built and built. I left school without ever learning how to swim properly. I was completely petrified whenever I was in the water. No one had taught me how to stay calm in it. I was just told how to swim, but now, having worked with so many people, I realise that conquering the fear first is probably the most crucial step. It all starts in the mind, right?What happens in your brain directly affects your body. Until you can isolate those thoughts, empathise with the fear and address the worry, it’s so hard to get your body to respond physically.When you’re afraid, you freeze.You just clam up.


In my teenage years, swimming still wasn’t something I did. Growing up in working-class Britain, swimming was a luxury. Holidays were a luxury – things that the middle-class families in Birmingham or the wealthier kids at our school could enjoy. For me, I either stayed at home or played football with my mates. It was just what we did.


What a lot of people don’t realise is that families who come to settle in England are often wary of their new environment. My parents weren’t comfortable letting me go out and play with others the way some of my friends could.They were so fearful of this new world we were in that I wasn’t really allowed out much as a kid. So I spent a lot of time indoors, which did make me quite proficient with my studies. I’d also play games on my Super Nintendo. I wasn’t really an outdoorsy kid.


Ayo went on to study at Sheffield Hallam University, where he graduated with a degree in Media Studies in 2004. Shortly after, he got a job as a TV runner at the BBC. Originally, his plan was to pursue a career in radio or documentary filmmaking. However, a chance encounter with the producers of Blue Peter changed the course of his life. They encouraged him to audition for the show and, before long, Ayo found himself in the iconic role of Blue Peter presenter.


When I auditioned for the job, they casually asked me, ‘What might you be afraid of – just so we know what to avoid?’ But they were probably just thinking, how can we make you scared on TV?! One of the most incredible things about Blue Peter was that I got to see the world. In five years, I visited 115 different cities, travelling across Asia, Africa, Europe, and North and South America – it was phenomenal.


But being a Blue Peter presenter was also mentally challenging for me. I was the first black man to host the show in its fifty-year history, and I felt a strong sense of duty. I haven’t told many people this, but I actually turned down Blue Peter when they first asked me to audition. I had watched it a little as a kid, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a TV presenter. However, I was persuaded to give it a go. In my mind, the only way I’d do it was if I could help reshape the narrative around people of colour.


I remember being really bothered by the fact that, as a kid, whenever I looked at TV, I would often see black men portrayed in hoodies, associated with crime, or young kids in African countries suffering and starving. Even things like Comic Relief seemed to reinforce these images of ‘poor Africa’ or ‘how do we help poor black kids?’. For me, I knew that being black didn’t have to be depicted negatively. This was my chance to change how people saw young black people.
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