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  To my dad, who I miss so much,




  

    and to Shara for giving me Jesse, our little son,


  




  whom my father would so adore.




  





  mer’cy n. & a.




  1. compassion towards those in distress;




  2. something for which to be thankful;




  3. a blessing – ‘it was a mercy we got out alive’
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  1. DANGEROUS DREAMS




  





  The man who risks nothing, gains nothing.




  Neil Armstrong




  





  We are still no closer to Base-Camp and it’s getting late. I glance nervously around the Icefall. We are 19,000 vertical feet above sea level, in the mouth of

  Everest’s killer jaws. I notice my hand is shaking as I fumble with the ropes through thick mittens. I am scared.




  The sound of the metal climbing devices clinking on my harness is becoming hypnotic. I squeeze my eyes tight shut then open them. I try to breath rhythmically. I dig my crampons into the snow

  and wait. Mick is still ten yards away, stepping carefully across the broken blocks of ice. We have been in this crevasse-ridden, frozen death-trap for over nine hours and we are tiring. Fast.




  I stand up on my feet and take a few more careful steps, testing the ice with each movement. Then I feel the ice crack under me. I hold my breath. My world stands still. It cracks again then

  drops and opens up beneath me. I am falling.




  As I smash against the grey wall of the crevasse that was hidden beneath a thin veneer of ice, my world is spinning. The tips of my crampons catch the edge of the crevasse wall and the force

  throws me to the other side, crushing my shoulder and arm against the ice. I carry on falling, then suddenly I jerk to a halt as the rope somehow holds me. I can hear my screams echoing in the

  darkness below.




  The ice that is still falling around me crashes against my skull, jerking my head backwards. I lose consciousness for a few precious seconds. I come to, and watch the ice falling away beneath me

  into the darkness as my body gently swings around on the end of the rope. Suddenly all is eerily silent.




  Adrenalin is soaring around my body, and I find myself shaking in waves of convulsions. I scream again and the sound echoes around the walls. I look up to the ray of light above, then down to

  the abyss below. Panic is overwhelming me. I clutch frantically for the wall, but it is glassy smooth. I swing my ice-axe at it wildly, but it doesn’t hold, and my crampons screech across the

  ice. In desperation I clutch the rope above me and look up.




  I am 23 years of age and about to die.




  The River Thames, September 2003, five years later. It is raining. I look up and hope for better weather for the day of Jesse’s christening. I have it all

  planned.




  The priest is going to stand on the old wooden deck of our barge, his robes billowing in the autumn breeze that whistles down the Thames, and, right there, with our families all around, he will

  christen our gorgeous son, Jesse, with snow water brought back from the summit of Mount Everest.




  But first there were forms to be completed and my wife, Shara, was gradually working through the questions.




  ‘Occupation?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I have to put your occupation here.’




  ‘OK.’




  ‘Well,’ Shara asked, ‘what is your occupation?’




  I hated this question. What would have been a simple query for most people was anything but straightforward for me.




  It would be so much easier just to be an estate agent. It would be so simple to write.




  Explorer? Sounds self-important.




  Mountaineer? Well I have always climbed, I guess.




  Motivational speaker? Partly, but that’s not all.




  Television presenter? When bribed.




  Writer? Once in a while, but not that brilliant.




  ‘Just put anything,’ I replied unhelpfully.




  In truth I feel rather as though I’m unemployable; but somehow I seem to have carved out this strange existence where I am able to do what feels natural to me, and then earn my living

  speaking about those experiences. And that, I guess, is my job.




  ‘Oh, just put estate agent, my love,’ I told her.




  The two adjectives most often attached to the men and women who live these adventures are ‘brave’ and ‘eccentric’, but to be honest, I dislike

  them both. I am not especially brave: I struggle with so many things and am much too sensitive for my own good. I often feel both afraid and vulnerable in this weird world we live in, and miss my

  family if I leave them for twenty-four hours. As for ‘eccentric’, I am not eccentric: yes, I sometimes take risks, but by nature I am extremely cautious. I am only too aware of the law

  of averages: the more times you get lucky, the worse your odds become.




  What I do know is that I have always tried to live as my dad taught me.




  My father died less than three years ago. Out of the blue, unannounced. He had been recovering from a pacemaker operation and was at home and fine, sitting up in bed. A minute later he was dead

  – just like that. That wasn’t meant to happen; he was only sixty-six. In the blink of an eye, one cold February morning, my dad had gone. All I had now was what he had taught me. I wish

  every day I could remember more.




  Throughout my childhood in and around the Isle of Wight, he’d taught me to climb and he’d taught me to sail. I adored every day we spent together on the cliffs, every day on the sea.

  I adored the excitement, the thrill and the challenge, but above all I loved just being close to him.




  I remember those special days all the time, often at odd moments. Maybe backstage at a big conference when I’m nervous, about to go out there and face another sea of strange faces. It can

  feel like the loneliest place on earth. I often think of Dad in those seconds before going onstage. I don’t know why.




  I remember how he once gave me an old 7-foot wooden boat with an even older 1-hp outboard engine. For Christmas he added a steering wheel, so I could potter around the harbour like a real

  captain.




  He guided me, he moulded me and he liberated me.




  ‘Now listen, Bear,’ he would say. ‘There are only two things that really matter in life. The first is to have dreams. The second is to look after your friends. The rest is

  detail.’ That was life in a nutshell.




  If my school reports were terrible, as they invariably were, he would say I should try harder, but it never seemed like the end of the world. He would pull a silly face, speak in a silly voice

  and hold me tight. And I learned more about life in those moments than in all my years of school.




  It was soon after my eighth birthday that Dad gave me a huge framed photo of Mount Everest. This was immediately hung on the wall in my bedroom. I would stare at it for

  hours in the dark, trying to imagine what it would be like to climb up there. What would it really feel like, so far away, so exposed, in those storm-force conditions that inhabit high ice faces?

  In my little bedroom, that Everest dream was born. One day, I swore to myself, I would stand on top of the world.




  After leaving school, I joined the army. During this time I served for three years as a soldier with the British Special Air Service (21 SAS) until a freak parachuting accident almost ended my

  life.




  I was in southern Africa, it was early evening, everything was routine; then my chute failed to deploy properly. I survived the fall, the torn canopy slowing my descent, but my injuries were

  bad. I had broken my back in three places and was deemed by the African doctor a ‘miracle man’ to have survived. It had indeed been a miracle, and one I thank God for every day.




  Six months in and out of military rehabilitation healed the bones but my confidence took much longer to return. The idea of climbing Everest seemed nothing but a pipe-dream now.




  But from where I lay, I began to dream again. And as my movement increased I began to get restless. I soon found that my hunger to climb had returned, and that hunger became the focus of my

  recovery. When, two years later, the opportunity to join a team of three other climbers on Everest came around, every ounce of me knew this was my break. It was crazy, but here was my chance.




  I had been earning about £45 a day as a soldier and I needed £15,000 for the expedition. I sold all I could, took out loans and got lucky with one amazing sponsor, Davis Langdon and

  Everest. The door had creaked open.




  Together with Mick Crosthwaite, my friend since we were kids in the Isle of Wight, and an exceptional team led by Neil Laughton, an old army friend, I spent three extraordinary months on

  Everest. Finally, at 7.22 a.m. on 26 May 1998, exhausted as dawn broke over the high Himalayas, two of us from our team stood on the roof of the world. A strange combination of luck, friendship and

  heart had enabled that moment to come true for me. It was all that I had imagined it would be and more.




  Two years later, I led a team that managed to circumnavigate Britain on jet-skis in aid of the RNLI. It was Shara’s and my first summer of married life together, and not quite her ideal

  holiday, driving around behind us in a camper van laden with jerry cans. She thought it was crazy but we had a blast. We had the proper sponsorship, we were helping a charity, we were with my

  closest mates and we were following a dream. This became my career.




  I had been drawn into the world of expeditions partly because it was what I loved but largely because I found it was one of the few things I could do all right.




  Early in 2000, I read about a British team that had previously attempted to cross the North Atlantic, just below the Arctic Circle, in an open rigid inflatable boat

  (RIB). They had performed heroically in horrendous conditions. Close to hypothermia and fighting frostbite, they had twice had to put out a call for emergency help – once to be brought out of

  the pack ice near Greenland and on the other occasion to be lifted on to a fishing trawler during a storm off Iceland. But they completed their route and had all returned alive.




  I was intrigued.




  ‘Do you think it is possible to complete this North Atlantic crossing in an open RIB without needing such emergency assistance?’ I began to ask various maritime friends.




  Typically, they would laugh. I would look at them and wait, expecting an answer which never came.




  ‘It must be,’ I would then tell myself. ‘It has to be possible to do.’




  The idea lingered.




  There had been a Hollywood film set in the same seas, The Perfect Storm, starring George Clooney, about a group of fishermen who set out and never came back. I had seen it already and

  been terrified. I watched it again, but this time differently. I scrutinized the scenario and the conditions – the way the waves and the storm formed. I tried to imagine how a small open boat

  would cope. What decisions would I take as skipper? Would I turn round or risk the vessel? Suddenly, almost without knowing it, I was hooked.




  Icebergs, gale-force winds, whales, the Labrador Sea . . . I started to sleep badly at night, my mind a race of imaginings. But most importantly, by day, solid research led me to believe the

  crossing was distinctly possible.




  Three years later, we did it – just. This is the story of that journey across the freezing, ice-ridden, most northerly part of the Atlantic.




  In late 2002, I was invited to write an introduction for Debrett’s People of Today. I felt unsure about what to say. I wanted to explain the essence of

  exploration and why it still appeals so much to me. But that essence is extremely hard to capture. This was my best effort:




  

    

      Exploration, I have discovered, is all about taking that one extra step. When you’re nearing the pinnacle of a high-altitude mountain, breathing wildly, with your

      physical reserves run dry, and are reduced to crawling on your knees, it is heart that matters. It is heart that tips the balance between dragging yourself one step nearer to the summit, and

      turning back for the safety of camp. And it is in these critical moments and decisions that people distinguish themselves.


    


  




  I don’t think any of our team felt particularly distinguished or individually brilliant, me included; we were a group of well-trained and hungry young guys, but we had a

  bond, something special that held us together when it was bleak and cold and frightening. That bond is hard to define, but it’s because of that bond that I explore. It is why I went in the

  first place, and it is because of that bond that we all came home.




  And it is this ‘coming home’ that, in the world of exploration, is all that ever really matters.




  





  2. BUILDING THE BEST




  





  If you want to build a ship, before you give men tools, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.




  Antoine de Saint-Exupéry




  





  The one niggle that I always had was how would I tell one of my crew’s family if something went truly wrong out there? In the middle of the night, 400 miles from

  any landmass, in driving rain and sleet, you are so vulnerable.




  Trying to move around a small, open boat with inflatable tubes that are slippery as hell and freezing is a lottery. But even in the worst conditions things needed to be done. You couldn’t

  really avoid having to move around the boat. One slip, a careless move, and in giant waves in pitch darkness, at 25 knots, recovery of a man overboard would be near impossible, however hard we

  tried.




  How would I tell his family? What words would justify my pursuit of this dream? No dream is worth a man’s life. And I knew the buck would always stop with me. It kept me awake often.




  This expedition was always going to be different. In the past, certainly on Everest, I had been happy to sit in the back row at meetings, to listen to the leader of the

  expedition and do as he asked. It was also my prerogative, every now and then, to have a grumble like everyone else. I was OK at being one of the crew, a follower. I quite liked it.




  Now, suddenly, it was going to be me making those difficult calls, taking the lead. It was a big deal for me and it made me very nervous. I was heading into an infamously dangerous part of the

  world, and men’s lives would hang on my decisions. Not just any men’s lives, but my friends’ lives.




  I did not particularly seek leadership – it just happened. Leadership is a hard thing to learn, but our past experiences have much to tell us. We’ve all known people who have shaped

  our lives – schoolteachers, instructors – but what makes some of them remembered with affection and others so feared? For me, the people who had shown me real leadership – in

  fact, more than that, people I would have been prepared to fight alongside and die with, especially from my military days – were the ones who made me feel special, who went out on a limb for

  me: my patrol sergeant who shared his last capful of water with me after four days in the desert; the man who said I was OK and stood up for me when it counted.




  Neil Laughton had been an incredible leader on the Everest expedition, a friend and a man I could depend on, decisive at times when others might easily have hesitated. I thought of him and tried

  to think how I like to be led. I guessed that was a good place to start. It was simple: I always felt best when I was trusted, when I felt that what I did mattered, when I was responsible for an

  area of expertise. When the rope, or the oxygen, or the food, or whatever it was, was up to me.




  So I wanted each of my team to assume responsibility in his own area and take a real stake in this expedition. I wanted him to make decisions and feel pride in what he was doing. I didn’t

  want to be one of those leaders who tries to do everything, inevitably makes mistakes and ends up being resented by everyone. I didn’t want it to be about me; I wanted it to be about us,

  together, doing our best.




  When word went out among the maritime community about this project, CVs started to pour in – ten years of experience here, fifteen there, everyone was an expert, and everyone seemed to

  want a piece of the action. But for me they missed what I felt really counted in a team. I wanted people who weren’t ‘experts’, I wanted people, yes, who were well trained and

  competent, but above that I wanted people to whom this expedition really mattered. People who would put their everything into it, their heart and soul, their enthusiasm, their reputation if it all

  went wrong; people who would be there in the bad times as well as the good.




  I wanted people I knew and trusted, people who, when they hadn’t slept for days and their hands were so cold and wet that they were wrinkled, blue and shaking, would still summon up from

  somewhere inside the ability to get on their hands and knees at 3 a.m. during a storm and rummage to find you an energy bar from the sodden food sack. That was the sort of person I wanted.




  I was looking for people who were kind before they were brave, honest before they were brilliant. People who occasionally needed reassurance but who, when the chips were down, I felt would find

  something deep inside them that is special. It’s called heart. I wasn’t interested in people who were never scared – courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the

  understanding that fear is human and that we all have the ability to overcome it. I was looking for people who wanted the chance to find that something inside – that part that often surprises

  us, a part that is gut and instinct, and that is better than we often expect.




  This is a something that people rarely get the chance to find.




  If I was going to take an open, rigid inflatable boat into those inhospitable waters, I was going to make sure that I had people on whom I could rely. In the end, I picked friends.




  The first name on the team was Mick Crosthwaite, first and foremost, if I’m honest, because he was my buddy. We had known each other for as long as either of us

  could remember, from childhood days, all the way through school, the army and then as climbing partners on the Everest expedition.




  Over the years Mick has grown to represent a source of solid friendship, sound judgement and real support. His presence always seems so strong; somehow, with him, I never have to look over my

  shoulder to check, never have to cast a precautionary glance. I just know I can rely on him 100 per cent of the time. And that’s very rare.




  By nature Mick is incredibly single-minded. When he’s at work, running the Tiscali network, the pan-European network-marketing arm of the Internet communications company, nothing else gets

  in his way. Likewise when he is on an expedition, he moves into a different zone and focuses totally on that.




  Sure enough, on the day when he was due to fly from London to Canada for the start of our voyage, Mick arrived at Heathrow airport in his business suit, having rushed from some high-powered

  meeting where he had clinched, to quote him, ‘a massive deal’. To the amazement of several bystanders, he then proceeded to change into his expedition gear right there in the drop-off

  zone at Terminal Four. His mobile was switched off and stayed off until he was back in Scotland, a 6,000-mile round trip away.




  Mick’s demanding work commitments meant he was unable to make as much of a contribution to the planning stages as he knew he should, and on several occasions this irritated me. At one

  point I told him that if he wanted to be part of this, that had to start now: ‘I am not another of your employees to be curt with, Mick, get out of work mode and realize you need to start

  giving a little too much rather than a little too little to this expedition. Everyone is busting a gut and all they see is you leaving early or arriving late. It’s not acceptable and you know

  it.’ The phone went silent, not dead, just silent. He was thinking. ‘Make a choice, Miguel.’




  This was an important and difficult conversation, but it changed everything in the run-up. The others needed to know Mick would start putting his heart into what we were doing now, not just on

  the actual expedition itself. This was different from climbing. The logistics here were more complex than for a small team on a mountain and we needed everyone’s energy in the preparation as

  much as when we would leave. What Mick didn’t do, someone else had to – and it was too early on for people to feel resentment. It was all the more poignant because the others were now

  working so hard towards the expedition.




  ‘I’ve got to go now, Mick.’ And I replaced the receiver.




  Mick arrived at the next meeting with the biggest file of meteorological data you’ve ever seen. As our weatherman, he was now in. He’d been the first to join me on the team but

  really the last to become one of us. But that didn’t matter; what was important was that I had my wingman again.




  I suppose our friendship was genuinely forged on Everest. We climbed together throughout, but in the final moments of those three months, when fate and weather and health proved decisive in

  selecting who finally stood on the roof of the world and who didn’t, fate chose me. I was luckier, that was all.




  Mick had climbed to within 350 feet of the summit when he ran out of oxygen. Soon he was slumped in the snow at 28,500 feet, dying. I had spoken to him on the radio from down at Camp Two. He

  calmly told me he reckoned he had ten minutes to live. Then he went quiet on the radio and wouldn’t respond. I was over 5,000 feet below him, powerless to help as my best friend’s life

  slowly ebbed away. And in my panic all I could think of was how I was ever going to tell his family.




  During this time Neil Laughton found him, helped him to stand up, and together they stumbled down the ridge under the south summit. Exhaustion was too much for Mick though and two hours later,

  delirious, he slipped and fell almost 500 feet. In truth he should have died, but he survived, was rescued and eventually came back down from the mountain. He knew exactly how close he had been to

  death.




  His response to our time on Everest, particularly after I finally reached the summit, underpins my admiration for him. I think it is a credit to him that he has never felt the need to go back to

  Everest and try again. He just feels lucky to be alive. To risk everything again to try to climb that extra 350 feet is not a risk worth taking. As so many climbers have learned the hard way, our

  team included, if you play the odds of one in eight climbers not returning alive from Everest’s summit too often, you don’t always win.




  Some people say the summit of a mountain is everything. They’re wrong. Staying alive is everything. The press had no interest in the fact that Mick climbed higher than K2. To them he

  ‘failed’ to reach the top. But to me, we reached the top together, there was no difference.




  I once read that a true friend revels in your success when things are going well and is there for you in difficult times. Well, Mick has been exactly that kind of friend for me. And that’s

  why it mattered so much that he should be with me this time.




  The next challenge for both of us was to tell his parents. I thought he should do this himself.




  ‘Mick, you’re grown up, for God’s sake, don’t be a wet blanket,’ I told him, eager that it should be he who announced the news and faced his mother’s

  disquiet, not me. ‘And don’t just procrastinate and let them find out through a newspaper. You’re unbelievable. You’re like an ostrich, burying your head in the sand. Well,

  I tell you, I’m not getting the blame for this one while you walk quietly by smirking.’




  Our families had been extremely close and had known each other for as long as I could remember. Mick’s father was my grandfather’s godson and both our mums are called Sally. However,

  despite all this, I was always a little bit nervous around his mum near expedition times. This had all started when, aged sixteen, Mick and I had announced that we were saving up to do a parachute

  jump together and we were off the next day. For some reason, this wasn’t Mick’s fault but mine. In the Crosthwaite household it had somehow become accepted wisdom that it was always

  unreliable Bear who got honest Mick into dangerous situations. They bought into it every time.




  The parachute jump, unsuitable girls, the army, Everest – to this day, somehow, it is all my fault.




  Nigel Thompson lives not much more than 100 yards away from our barge on the Thames in London. He knew Shara first, and shared a house with her while we were going out.

  But since then he has become a close of friend of mine as well. We eat far too many Danish pastries together in our local square, laugh lots and talk about Hussein and Mohammed, the local

  curry-house waiters, on a daily basis. He has the wickedest sense of humour of anyone I know, and a vulnerability that is gorgeous.




  What is it that makes some people get along? Well, we laugh at the same things, we laugh easily. I think that’s important. But there’s more to it than that. We’re comfortable

  together, and that’s a good thing in a friend. Nige is also godfather to our little son, Jesse.




  He has always had a passion for sailing and boats, and was a fanatical rower at both school and university. Despite my being a bit suspicious of his worryingly high level of interest in

  navigational gadgets, his favourite pastime was getting into trouble in little boats – and naturally, as so often happens with the sea, this made us the best of boating buddies.




  I have been to more boat shows with Nige than with anyone else, and have talked more with him about RIBs than is healthy. I knew he had never tasted the extreme environments that the expedition

  would encounter to such a degree before but he had this latent hunger to do more with his life, to be a bit different. His knowledge, his energy, his enthusiasm to be part of this adventure would,

  I knew, make Nige the most lovely of people to share the dream with.




  I will never forget one particular day at the London Boat Show with Nige. We had been wandering around, chatting to as many different RIB builders and designers as possible. I was beginning to

  flag, but not Nige. He was in full swing.




  ‘But can the sheer bow still allow sufficient water clearance in a following sea?’ he would ask. And they would be off. Talking terms I could hardly understand. I needed some

  air.




  ‘Nige, let’s come back here later maybe?’ I suggested.




  He reluctantly agreed; the boat-builder reached out to shake his hand and passed him his business card.




  ‘If I can ever help in any way, any advice, whatever it is, just let me know. If you are really going to do this expedition, you need the best RIB ever built. Just give me a

  call.’




  Nige thanked him. There was a pause as the designer waited for his response. Nige fumbled. Finally, he reached into his pocket, pulled out one of his property surveyor business cards and handed

  that over.




  ‘Likewise,’ he said, ‘if I can ever offer you any help with . . .’ He paused ‘. . . with buying a shopping centre. Just let me know,’ he finished

  buoyantly. The man stood bewildered as we walked away. Shopping centre? What the hell was he on about?




  Nige’s sense of humour never faltered. In the cold times ahead, when he began to suffer frostbite in his feet as we emerged from the Icelandic storm, he still managed to mumble to me over

  the wind, ‘How do you think Mohammed the curry waiter would cope with this right now, right here, balancing forty poppadoms on his trolley?’




  I asked Nige right at the start if he would join the expedition, and he didn’t hesitate. He was working for Lunson Mitchenall, a firm of London surveyors. But this was his chance to do

  something more, something extraordinary, and he knew it. Most important, he went for it, and that’s not always easy to do.




  For me, one of the most rewarding aspects of these adventures is that they can become a genuinely life-changing experience. I’ve seen it so often. It gives people pride. It may be very

  quiet but it’s there. And it’s a great thing to see.




  Right from the start, Nige proved a huge support to me. We discussed the expedition endlessly, and he helped me prepare the brochures that we sent out to prospective sponsors. He would stay up

  late at home on weeknights to print out another batch for me. They’d always be dropped off at the barge by morning. I know that I would never have got the expedition off the ground without

  him.




  It was with Nige that I’d spend hours gathering information, constantly weighing up the pros and cons of routes, boat designs, equipment and every aspect of the expedition. Some of what we

  were doing as a team was new to him, and he was one of two team members who had not had the benefit of a military training, but as time went on he responded and picked things up remarkably

  quickly.




  My nature is to speak my mind – I always have. I dislike petty jibes or undertones, I would prefer someone to say what they mean up front. It comes from having an older sister. I think

  it’s best to try to be honest and clear the air, even if it makes us very vulnerable. What matters is that I know everyone in the long term appreciates honesty.




  One evening I felt Nige was being difficult about something and I just came out with it. ‘What’s up, Nige? Why did you say that?’ He mumbled something and we carried on, and to

  be honest I forgot all about it. Until three o’clock the following morning, that is, when Nige rang to say he couldn’t sleep because he’d been worrying about what he’d said.

  He was sorry and hadn’t meant it. I told him it was fine, it was nothing – it wasn’t. I was impressed though. That sort of thing is not always easy to do. But Nige is that kind of

  sensitive, endearing person. He makes the calls we all so often put off. I knew he would be an important man to have on board.




  Charlie Laing was a year ahead of me at school. We’d always known each other and got along pretty well, but we’d never been close friends. I probably only

  saw him twice during the ten years that had passed since we had left, maybe across the room at a party.




  Then he telephoned me out of the blue. Shara and I were living in Chamonix, in the Alps, at the time, and Charlie had gone to considerable lengths to get our telephone number. He asked if he

  could meet me to talk about this next expedition and said he would email over his CV. Since school he had become a freelance cameraman, and had put together an impressive portfolio: among other

  projects, he’d worked on Tonight with Trevor McDonald and Stars in their Eyes and had produced a twelve-part documentary on the eccentric side of American life.




  When Charlie called I was frantically busy travelling around doing talks to companies and then racing back to France to be with Shara. I hardly ever had much time in London. But he insisted.




  ‘I’ll meet you at Gatwick for a coffee,’ he suggested.




  I was impressed, and we eventually met at Finnegan’s Bar at the airport. I told him about my plan to try to cross the North Atlantic but said I had already made a commitment to another

  cameraman.




  ‘I’ve got to be honest with you,’ I said. ‘This other guy is the most likely to be our cameraman. He’s hugely experienced and fired-up and it looks ninety-nine per

  cent certain that he’s going to come along. I’m sorry, buddy, but it’s gone.’




  Charlie said he understood. ‘Just keep me in mind,’ he added as we said goodbye.




  He rang me every week from then on. ‘Any changes?’ he would ask . . . again.




  I’d tell him nothing had changed, and I would hear the disappointment in his voice.




  Then, in October 2002, complications arose in the arrangements with our original cameraman, Will Ingham. It became clear that the production company due to film the expedition couldn’t now

  pay him for his time, and at that stage we were in no position to pay him a market-related fee ourselves. The expedition bank account that Nige had helped me set up still had zero in it. Not one

  measly penny. We couldn’t make any sort of commitment to a cameraman now without the support of a production company; I mean, we didn’t even have the funds for a lifejacket.




  On top of this, something didn’t feel quite right. I felt uneasy with the idea of paying anyone to join the expedition. People had to want to be aboard our RIB. It wasn’t about the

  money. This couldn’t be a job – I wanted it to be someone’s everything.




  In that sense Charlie was our man. He was the one who had chased me and chivvied me. I called him soon after Christmas and asked if he was still keen on the idea. It would be unpaid, and would

  cost him the best part of six months’ work. I’d pay for everything for him on the expedition – kit, flights, etc. – but his time and expertise would have to be for free. It

  was all or nothing.




  I promised myself that if he agreed to come under those conditions, I would make it up to him if I could afford it when the time came and would buy him the smartest camera available as a

  present. In the end, I could afford it – just – and I hope that Charlie’s commitment to us paid off for him too. Certainly the money I shelled out on that camera was the best

  I’ve spent in a long time.




  Just like Nige, Charlie leaped at the chance. He didn’t hesitate for a moment. I liked that. He had been determined enough to hunt me down in Chamonix, resolved enough to meet me at

  Gatwick and gutsy enough to keep asking. It worked.




  Charlie might have had little knowledge of the ocean, or much real experience with boats, but he compensated with enthusiasm and grittiness. He was like a sponge, so eager to learn and master

  new skills. I’d catch him reading books on rough-water boat-handling and asking Nige endless questions about navigating in the fog that we knew would be so prevalent in the Labrador Sea.

  Whatever it was, he wanted to know – from EPIRB frequencies and emergency call-out procedures to knots and magnetic variations. Above all, he seemed to get a real buzz out of everything.




  I remember one specific moment during the sea trials when I looked across the boat and saw him just grinning to himself. He was loving every moment.




  Charlie recalls:




  

    I had just got back from Australia, and I heard about Bear’s plans. I wanted more than anything to be involved and thought I would give him a call and see what happened.

    I had no idea what to expect because I had only ever been on a yacht off the coast of Africa, but I just had the feeling it would be amazing.


  




  In selecting Mick, Nige and Charlie, I suppose I had essentially based my choice on character, people I knew well, people in whom I had trust, people who knew me and who I felt would bond

  together. Really, they were my mates.




  The only exception to this rule of thumb was my choice of engineer. There was a brief and pretty desperate period when we thought Mick could be the engineer. This was mainly because he was

  interested in tractors. Fortunately for all concerned, this folly evaporated like mist in the morning sun when I caught him failing to jump-start his old 1940s tractor down a hill, with clouds of

  smoke billowing out. ‘Mick, I love you,’ I told him, ‘but we need a professional.’




  As the plans gained momentum it became blatantly obvious that for a boat that was going to be single-engined, due to the sheer distance we were going to be travelling and hence the limitations

  on the amount of fuel we could carry, finding a professional engineer was critical. That one engine would be our lifeline – literally – and without it working, it mattered very little

  how big and brave our team was.




  I wasn’t used to having to rely so heavily on machinery – before, it was the human factor that had been critical on high mountains. But this time, keeping that precious sole engine

  working was going to be the most important job on the expedition. I needed somebody who could keep it working in what would possibly be the worst conditions such an engine had ever been in.




  Mick and I had both served in the armed forces, and it became clear that it made sense to try to involve the Royal Navy.




  I approached a naval friend, Captain Willie Pennefather. He put me in touch with the navy’s PR team, who seemed to get right behind us; and, with the promise of the main front slot at the

  Schroders London Boat Show assured, we had some pulling power for them as well. But it was more than that. If the expedition proved successful, the navy’s involvement would demonstrate its

  core values of adventure, teamwork and professionalism. So we formed an agreement whereby we would take a Royal Navy engineer with us as one of the crew.




  The navy would also help with the berthing of the RIB at the RN Sailing Centre at Portsmouth, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Bill Rothwell. In addition, the navy offered to supply us

  with 20 tonnes of fuel for the sea-trialling. It was more than I had ever hoped for.




  In the end the navy’s commitment to us far outweighed even this, and their proactive support was crucial, especially in linking us up with the Danish and Canadian navies, who we knew were

  the only people who operated the rescue ships up in the Arctic. It was slowly becoming apparent that the naval side of the expedition was fundamental to our chances of success. (That is, of course,

  if you can manage to restrain the navy boys from taking you out drinking, which bitter experience has taught me is always a bad idea.)




  The head of Fleet Corporate Communications, Captain Alistair Halliday, placed an advertisement in the Navy News. ‘One naval engineer volunteer needed for arduous northerly

  expedition. Well paid, extra leave, but cold and misery guaranteed, with no ward room to escape the wind and waves!’




  We received three replies and prepared to run some form of selection process. The first candidate was Lieutenant Andy Leivers, who came to visit me on our barge in London. He seemed to enjoy the

  environment, telling Shara she had a lovely galley and referring to our loo as the ‘heads’. He was very polite, and very naval.




  It was a sunny day, so I suggested Andy and I should take the little RIB that we keep on the Thames out for a spin. I quite often take people down the river and they invariably flounder aboard

  rather uncomfortably and take some time to settle. Andy was different. He was obviously completely at ease on the water and I remember how precisely and professionally he tidied away the rope,

  tying a perfect bowline round the stanchion with one hand.




  While we were preparing to climb on to the RIB, Shara had been inside the barge, on the phone to her mum. She had heard us clambering around on deck and quickly jumped to conclusions.




  ‘I don’t believe it, Mum,’ she gasped. ‘Bear said he would put these guys through this selection process, and I think he really means it. I can hear them on deck and

  he’s making the Lieutenant do press-ups. Poor guy’s dressed in his best trousers!’




  Luckily for Andy that wasn’t the case. I wasn’t that harsh (although I subsequently found out he would have loved to have done some press-ups) and in any case I was quickly becoming

  convinced that Andy Leivers was exactly the kind of person we needed. He had joined the Royal Navy as a marine apprentice at the age of seventeen, risen through the ranks to become an officer, then

  read engineering at Southampton University. He was now serving as Deputy Marine Engineer on HMS Newcastle. He was eminently qualified, and he seemed fun, diligent and cautious.




  I didn’t even see the other two candidates.




  Andy recalls:




  

    I have my mother to thank first of all, because as an avid Daily Telegraph reader, she had read an article by Bear about his forthcoming record attempt across the North

    Atlantic. The article was titled: ‘Is this the frozen limit?’ She sent it to me saying it looked up my street and maybe I should apply.




    I soon found myself up in London ready for an interview. I got an interview of sorts, but an interview the Bear Grylls way: on an RIB going up the Thames at forty knots! We had a blast and the

    more I heard about it all, the more I began to get seriously excited about the prospect of joining the team.


  




  I knew Andy was the right guy. So we worked out a deal with Captain Halliday, whereby Andy would essentially be seconded to us from the Royal Navy.




  I sought two assurances from the navy: the first was that they would allow Andy to be 100 per cent committed to our expedition and would not call him away for other duties or operations. I felt

  it was essential for Andy to understand that if the men he had been in charge of were sent to Iraq, or elsewhere, his commitment was still to be to this expedition. I understood how hard this might

  be for him if war broke out. They were his men, whom he’d looked after. But he knew what I was after and agreed. As it transpired, his men were used in coping with the fire service strikes at

  home, and not in the Gulf, so Andy really only missed an alternative way of getting soaked.




  The second assurance I needed from the navy was that they would support me as leader of this expedition and I would have the authority of the navy behind me if I needed it. I felt it was

  important to lay this down early and for Andy to know he was on secondment and that I was in charge.




  Both these conditions were agreed.




  I was immensely relieved to have pulled this off. It was a huge deal for us. I felt tremendously privileged to have secured the services of a first-rate engineer from the finest navy in the

  world.




  Through the weeks that followed, I became increasingly impressed by Andy’s professionalism. He took total responsibility for the engine and fuel systems, and

  regularly brought me charts indicating how we could maximize the boat’s performance. Cautious by nature and conservative in his analysis, he seemed to provide the ideal counterbalance to me.

  But on top of this, I reckoned that he was the kind of person who would help me make the right decisions under pressure in the middle of the ocean.




  Mick had really pushed me to involve the Royal Navy somehow. He felt that it provided important security. He said that if the navy were just ‘sponsors’ and it all went wrong, they

  might be less inclined to send out the search-and-rescue than if we had one of their personnel on board. I agreed; but it was more than that. We now had an engineer who had been trained to the

  highest level, a man who also had a real understandingof the sea, weather and fuel management. And I knew that the more knowledge we had on this little boat, the better.
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