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‌‌Prologue: Crying in My Goggles



“I should write a country song called ‘crying in my goggles,’” I mumbled to my expedition partner, Eric Larsen, through cracked lips. Fighting back the tears brought on by exhaustion, frustration, and the 480 nautical miles of Arctic Ocean sea ice we had struggled across over the last fifty-two days since we had left the solid soil of Canada, I was wrung out. With just six nautical miles left to reach the North Pole, it was the only phrase I could think to utter after a desperate, hour-long block of time navigating out front for our small team of two. The clock was ticking, and every minute counted. The ice was continually moving underfoot. Every moment we were not moving toward our goal, I worried that all the effort we had put in could result in failure. This starts to affect your thoughts and emotions, bringing negative thoughts that can end a trip.

After endless days of dangerously little sleep, hopeless visibility, and exhaustion the like of which I had never experienced, I finally showed the first outward emotional crack. The battle with the elements, drifting ice, polar bears, and seemingly every other force in the world that appeared to be conspiring against us was taking its toll. Our mental strength and fortitude as a team and as individuals were waning with every disappointing setback, however minor they might have been.

Everything hinged on us making it there. We were attempting something that fewer than forty-five people had ever done: an unsupported ski expedition to the North Pole. For the last fifty days, it had been just the two of us dragging all our supplies across a broken and battered landscape that was constantly changing. We had made significant commitments—both personal and professional—to be here, and the idea of failing this close to our goal weighed heavily on us.

Eric Larsen also was, like myself, a professional adventurer. His background was built on highly challenging polar skiing expeditions to some of the most remote locations on the planet. He had skied twice before to the North Pole on supported trips, where the team received resupplies of food and fuel dropped in caches along the way. Eric also had become the first person in history to climb Mount Everest and ski to the North and South Poles via full-length trips in a single year.

Our personal and professional commitments basically hinged on finishing this unsupported ski expedition from Cape Discovery (a geographic feature more than an actual place), located on Canada’s far north reaches, to the North Pole. In a sense, the North Pole isn’t really a place either. There is nothing there, just a geographic landmark, albeit a magical landmark on the constantly changing ice map. This point marks the top of the earth with floating sea ice and nothing else.

To complete an unsupported, full-length ski expedition to the North Pole means leaving land with all the supplies needed to make the 480-nautical-mile journey over arguably the most demanding terrain on the planet. It’s often referred to as the most challenging type of expedition to pull off anywhere in the world. No outside help. No resupplies. No assistance of any sort. Our sleds had each weighed 320 pounds when we skied away from the nonexistent ice runway at Cape Discovery, where the ski-equipped Twin Otter aircraft had dropped us and bid us farewell.

With huge sums of money, sponsors, relationships, and family commitments at stake, we had the additional pressure to film our expedition for Discovery Channel/Animal Planet, which had come on as a major sponsor. A trek to the North Pole is arduous to accomplish under any circumstances. But our trip took on an added level of complexity due to the decision to film it. We had to keep batteries charged, constantly stop to set up cameras, and debate the pros and cons of wasting valuable time skiing through a shot and then going back to retrieve the movie camera. It had greatly contributed to our stress level.

The Arctic Ocean is a constantly shifting maze of floating ice. The difficulty of travel in that environment is magnified by the extreme cold that is ever present. Considering our expedition’s unsupported nature, we were forced to travel with extremely heavy sleds that carried all the supplies needed for a planned journey no longer than fifty-five days. The Arctic ice is affected by seasonal temperatures, ocean currents, and wind. It varies in thickness from open water to a thin veneer of flexible ice just millimeters thick to sheets ten feet thick. Regardless, it is always on the move, and blocks, or pans, of ice constantly shift and slowly crash into each other, creating pressure ridges of ice piled up as high as twelve feet.

To travel with a 300-plus-pound sled across that surface is back-breaking work. Constantly navigating and trying to find a feasible way forward is taxing. In temperatures as low as minus 58 degrees F, seemingly never-ending wind, and lurking polar bears, the slightest mistake can be deadly.

We were so close to completing our objective after skiing, snowshoeing, and even swimming the frigid Arctic seawater in survival suits for 480 nautical miles. But a never-ending series of obstacles kept tearing at our thin veil of optimism, threatening to destroy it. Polar ski travel is a combination of many skills, the most important being the ability to follow a compass bearing. Ever since humans first laid a set of latitude and longitude lines across the globe to assist in maritime navigation, we have been able to locate ourselves with a group of coordinates. In the past, before the modern-day Global Positioning System (GPS) did all the work, explorers and sailors used a device called a sextant. Through a complicated series of steps to measure the horizon in relation to stars and sun, time of year, and time of day, one could locate themselves on the map via their coordinates and thus figure out what compass bearing they should be traveling to reach another set of coordinates.

GPS has made the process so much simpler. Using satellites to pinpoint your location, you plug in the coordinates you want to reach. The device can then calculate a compass bearing that you should follow to reach your destination. On a polar ski expedition, having a good compass bearing to follow is crucial when whiteouts make it impossible to distinguish the difference between the snow you are skiing on and the air surrounding you. It’s like traveling in a bowl of smoke; everything is upside down, and the only thing you can focus on is your compass or the person directly in front of you leading the way. I had been skiing in the lead, navigating for the last several hours, and the visibility was down to about sixteen feet due to the dusty snow swirling around us. I had to constantly keep one eye on my compass, following its bearing toward 90 degrees north to the top of the world. The problem was that after so many days on the ice with so little sleep, coupled with so much physical and mental exertion, we were shot. It was difficult to make any progress.

When there is no visibility, you just move forward in a direction that feels three-dimensional. Nothing really makes sense. Skiing through a maze of looming chunks of ice that forced us to change direction, filled with smaller blocks of ice that kept hooking our ski tips, tripping us up, I was disheartened. In the whiteout conditions, we’d often ski right into a large block of ice before we even knew it was there. Or we’d ski forward horizontally just fine for a while, then realize our ski tips had gone nearly vertical after running into an elevated pressure ridge. Worse would be a sudden fall through a lead or crack in the ice into the Arctic Ocean. Wearing clothes soaked in near-freezing water while standing in an ambient air temperature of minus 22 degrees F would put an instant stop to any forward progress, if you could manage to get out of the water at all.

﻿After swapping leads over the course of six hours, for the first time on the trip I felt wholly finished, physically and mentally. My steel reserve finally broke and allowed a dangerous thought to enter my mind: Maybe we were not going to make it.

As another hour wound down, this time with me leading in the muck, I heard Eric ski up behind me. He was equally frustrated, depressed, and overly tired. I began to explain that I couldn’t see anything, and every time I thought the surface would open up and we’d get a break, it just got worse. “I know, man, I’m sorry,” Eric said to me with a sad crack in his voice, intimately knowing the feeling I was going through. I cried for the first time that I could remember.

How do you continue on when you feel broken? Even though we were so close to our goal, I felt like quitting. The last fifty-two days did not matter. It did not matter to me that we had begged and cajoled the flight company via satellite phone to give us an extra two days to get to the Pole—even though they were wary about their ability to pluck us off the rapidly changing ice pack and there was a chance we might be stranded. I thought maybe we should just give up and call them in to get us. It would not be the first time I had failed at a major expedition objective. A valiant effort of almost reaching the North Pole, for what might realistically be the last time anyone could accomplish the feat because of global warming, should still count for something.

In my youth, wandering the mountain streams and relatively forgiving mountainous terrain of northern Georgia, did I ever in my wildest dreams foresee such a major outdoor accomplishment within my grasp? The North Pole trip is a dream trip in itself, but I was also just six nautical miles away from becoming the first American to complete what is known as the “True Adventurers Grand Slam,” which comprises climbing the Seven Summits (the highest mountain on each continent) and skiing unsupported (no resupplies or outside help) and unassisted (no mechanical, wind, or guide help) on full-length ski expeditions to both Poles.

I drew upon an internal mental strength and commitment that I had gained over fourteen years of climbing and polar expeditions worldwide. I had learned the stinging lessons of turning back short of major mountain summits. I was sure I could somehow get over failing here, but I had made an internal pact with myself and carried not only a goal but a commitment that no matter what happened, I would not give up on the Arctic Ocean.

I looked at Eric through my tears; they were hidden behind my goggles, but I knew he knew they were there. He had had his own moments on this expedition when everything seemed hopeless too. He reached into his pocket and fished out a piece of salami and cheese, our go-to ration on this trip, and tossed it to me. I unwrapped it and took a bite, and just focused for a moment on chewing the half-frozen ration. I gazed at the desolate wasteland, and my mind wandered to another time when things seemed hopeless, when I did not know if I could go on.

Undertaking the challenge of skiing to the North Pole unsupported is not some rash decision. Adventurers need years of experience, not only in polar environments but also in the outdoors in general. There are so many skills that one must have in their quiver. With thousands of tiny details all making up a larger goal, it is imperative that a team can troubleshoot and resurrect suddenly dormant stoves and damaged ski gear, administer first aid when needed, be able to navigate in all kinds of conditions, and continually make judgment calls while assessing current situations that are constantly changing. There are so many obstacles to overcome each day, it can be overwhelming, and only the most seasoned outdoor people can draw upon their days in similar situations to fix problems.

You don’t get that kind of experience overnight. For me, it was a thirteen-year journey to get to the Arctic Ocean. I had spent countless field days in charge of clients in Patagonia’s mountains and the Andes of South America, guided people on mountains on every continent, led around fifteen Himalayan expeditions, and skied across Greenland and Antarctica. Each of these experiences was an integral piece of the puzzle in my quest for the North Pole. Not all were successful. In fact, the failures in my past often taught me the most valuable lessons in the outdoors and helped me gain practical experience and judgment. One of the most important lessons was to know when to turn around, which I learned in the most unforgiving and dangerous mountain range on the planet.


Karakoram Range, Pakistan, 2006

The four of us had been climbing for roughly six hours up the treacherous slopes of K2, the second-highest peak on the planet. Since we left Camp Three at 23,700 feet, we had been swapping positions in the front, taking turns kicking steps for the others to follow ever higher. This is the worst position to be in when climbing, especially on the 50-degree slope we were traversing. The snow came up to our knees with each step, making the effort to kick a step to stand on even more exhausting than it usually was. With sixty-six-pound packs riding on our back, none of us could stay up front long before exhaustion kicked in. When the man behind you took the lead, and you could fall to the back of the line and follow the freshly blazed trail, you were immensely grateful.

We were trying to pioneer the route from Camp Three at 23,622 feet upward to Camp Four, located at 25,080 feet on the Abruzzi Shoulder. This was in 2006, back in the day when K2 was still relegated to mountaineers from around the world, all pitching in from different teams to make the route in a collective effort. All the rope fixing was done in a patchwork assembly of agreed-upon terms. Which team would put in how much rope and who would push the route upward was decided at unbearably long meetings in unheated tents at base camp.

Although I had just finished climbing two 8,000-meter, or 26,247-foot, mountains within the previous month and a half—Cho Oyu at 26,906 feet, the sixth-highest mountain in the world, located in Tibet; and K2’s towering neighbor, Broad Peak at 26,401 feet, the twelfth-highest mountain—climbing another of the fourteen mountains in the world over 8,000 meters seemed like a perfectly normal course of action. I was in my early thirties with no real commitment to speak of other than a storage unit in Boulder, Colorado. I was armed with an insatiable thirst for climbing the world’s highest peaks in the most incredible mountain ranges. Over the last month in the Karakoram, I had spent time working with my team and climbers from other international expeditions to fix ropes and stock successively higher camps on the Abruzzi Ridge route of the infamous K2, a place that climbers call the “Savage Mountain” for its relatively high failure and death rate.

As one of the more complex and dangerous mountains globally, summiting K2 is highly dependent on the weather and high alpine conditions. All the teams attempting to summit must work together to successfully prepare a pathway upward. But even if the ropes are set and steps cut, success is not guaranteed. Often a season will end with no successful summits.

I was part of a small team that worked feverishly to put in the route to Camp Four. The group consisted of myself, Ger McDonnell and Mick Murphy from Ireland, and Wilco Van Rooijen of the Netherlands. Since we had spent the last month climbing nearby Broad Peak, the lines were already laid to Camp Two by the time we arrived. This allowed us to spend a few weeks getting our own teams prepared by hauling supplies up to the lower camps.

Knowing that a small weather window was forecast to open soon, which would allow attempts on the summit, all the teams realized that the final ropes had to get placed on the route to Camp Four, the last high camp before the summit. Since we were the new guys to camp, we drew the short straw. We were okay with heading higher, loaded down with ropes, to help the collective on the mountain. Plus, we would get to set the ropes to the summit after a night at Camp Four.

As we struggled upward, saddled with huge loads of our own equipment and heavy coils of rope for fixing lines above Camp Three, we realized something was wrong. The other teams that were supposed to be helping us had turned around somewhere above Camp Two the previous day. There would be no help. Instead, the four of us carried the hopes of all the teams below on our backs. If we did not get the ropes fixed and the route laid, the fragile weather window might be missed, as others would have to ascend to finish what we could not complete. The pressure was immense; we did not want to let everyone down.

We were just below the shoulder, close to cresting out and reaching the Camp Four location but mired in waist-deep snow. Beat down by our heavy loads and the difficult route-finding, we started to question our ability to complete the task. I had already amassed a little bit of experience and judgment by this point in my climbing career, having climbed Everest and other major peaks in the Himalayas and other mountain ranges. A voice in my head began to tell me, “This probably isn’t your time on K2.” I was exhausted from the two recent expeditions to the summit of Cho Oyu and Broad Peak. Still, as a serious mountaineer, so close to Camp Four on K2, it was hard to admit that an extremely long and dangerous summit day just over the horizon might not be so safe.

As we slogged ever higher, each of us battling our own inner demons and voices, something slowly became clear to the four of us: We were probably off course. Looking around, we realized we were likely off the planned route and instead in a very tenuous spot that was prime for avalanches. We started to move in the direction we were sure would put us back in safer conditions. Let me tell you, being high in the Himalayas, clinging to the side of a mountain in a dangerous spot is not somewhere you want to be. It provided us with a boost of energy as we worked to remedy our situation. But, just as quickly, the high, thin air started slowing our pace again, and we began swapping out positions in the lead more frequently. The adrenaline high dissipated, and things got even more challenging.

Eventually, at a break, I told my teammates that I was done. I did not have enough energy to stay at the altitude of Camp Four and help carry and fix ropes to the summit. With the weight of the situation filling the cold air between us, we debated our next course of action. Should we continue on or turn back? Eventually, all agreed that we should go back down to Camp Three and reassess our individual and team plans. After a long night full of thought and contemplation, not made any easier by the fact that we were four tired climbers jammed into a tilted, uneven three-person tent, we decided to head back down to base camp the following day. I questioned the decision. After all the work it took to get to this spot, was it in vain?

I got the definitive answer from the mountain gods that this was not my time to reach the summit of K2 soon. That morning, as I rappelled down the fixed line toward Camp Two, concentrating on the terrain below me, I heard the familiar, high-pitched whine of a falling rock coming from above. In a split second, it crashed into my left knee. I was stunned. I immediately thought my knee was broken, and my mind automatically went into triage mode. How was I going to get myself down the thousands of vertical feet to advanced base camp? I kneeled over and breathed, slowly moving my leg; it was excruciating, but I could tell it was not broken, though a severe bruise would follow. That was the final sign I needed. It was time to go. I could come back another time; the mountain would always be here.

As the expedition leader, I made the difficult call to officially end our trip. The most realistic summit push had fallen short for us. In my opinion, we were facing dangerous late-season conditions and time constraints. I had failed. It was a tough pill to swallow. K2 had proved too challenging that season. Maybe because of trying to climb three 8,000-meter peaks in a row, I had exhausted my body.

Once we got to base camp, I talked quite a lot with Ger, Wilco, and Mick, who were thinking about staying for one more shot at a summit push. They discussed the idea with our liaison officer and were able to switch places onto another climbing permit. This allowed a patchwork of climbers from various teams a chance to spend more time there and give it another crack.

The rest of our group spent a few days in the K2 base camp, organizing gear and making plans for the trek out. It would be an arduous walk over rigorous terrain for several days to reach a basic road. My job was to work with our logistics organizer from Pakistan to arrange porters to assist in the load carries of personal and group gear. I briefed the group on the route we would trek over the next few days. We had to go over the Gondogoro Pass and then descend into the small village known as Hushe, located at the extreme end of a remote valley in the Ghangche District. Hushe was our exit point, where we would meet four-wheel-drive vehicles prearranged to return the group back to Skardu, the larger city where most Karakoram expeditions begin and end.

Our principal high-altitude Pakistani porter for the expedition was named Tashe. He was a strong and humble young man who was very proud. He looked forward to showing us his home village of Hushe, where many of the older males have grown accustomed to working as cooks and porters for climbing expeditions. We made the high, snowy traverse of the Gondogoro Pass, which at an elevation of 18,323 feet feels like climbing another mountain, and slept for the night in our mountain tents. Another extremely long and hot day hiking down into the rocky valley’s lower elevations brought us to the village.

Tashe invited us into his home. He was eager to show us his simple but neat room and introduce us to his family. We drank tea, with water heated over an open fire, on the dirt kitchen floor. His mother proudly displayed her cooking pots and utensils on the wall of the dimly lit room. She offered crackers and soup to the strange foreigners that had assembled in her kitchen. I realized there are other experiences on expeditions that are just as meaningful as a summit. The relationships you build, the starkly different cultures you encounter, and the simple kindness of warm tea stick in your mind long after you get home.

Upon reaching Skardu, the closest real town to the great Karakoram mountains, I settled into our lodge and finally began to relax and unwind a bit. Three of our expedition team members had decided to stay on and give the summit of K2 one last-ditch effort. I got word that while climbing back up to Camp Two, Ger had been hit in the head by a falling rock. His climbing helmet was the only thing that saved his life, but reportedly he was in very bad shape.

I was switched back on.

Even though the guys were on their own, I still felt a part of their effort in some small way. Our local logistics operator had dispatched a military helicopter to airlift Ger out of base camp back to Skardu for treatment. More bad news followed with the news that a Russian team trying for the summit triggered an avalanche, killing several of their team members. I finally processed my personal decision to turn around and discovered it was the right one for me at the time. This was a fundamental building block in my experience as a mountain climber.

That expedition led to great friendships that would fuel emails and marathon Skype sessions about big dreams on other mountains and eventually another planned attempt at K2. This was the beginning of a standard set of circular paths that developed in my world of adventure. These circles would bring familiar people and themes into my personal life and professional career. Sadly, I would lose some of those same friends to K2 in a 2008 tragedy that took eleven lives. It was one of the deadliest single days in mountaineering history and an expedition that I was supposed to be on.

I was on one of the climbing permits for K2 in the summer of 2008. I was offered a spot with Ger and Wilco’s team, one I had climbed with before and liked, but I declined the offer. I decided to go with a small American team instead. I wanted the intimacy that a smaller team provided. I knew all the teams would be helping each other to climb the mountain, and so it did not make too much difference which permit I was actually on. I was just eager to get back on the slopes and give the mountain another shot. I also knew that a Norwegian climbing and polar superstar friend I had met in 2007 named Cecilie Skog would be there. She also had been planning to go back to K2 that summer. (After the season was over, I found an email from her where she said, “You should go to K2. I hear it is going to be a great summer.”) Little did either of us know then what was about to happen on the mountain that year. Of course, there was no way for anyone to know what conditions would be like so far ahead.

I was already signed on to guide Everest in the spring of 2008. I figured it would be a great way to get in shape for K2. All I would require was some downtime between the two expeditions, and I would be ready for a strong climb in Pakistan again.

On our Everest summit evening late in May 2008, I had an issue with the oxygen regulator that sends the vital air from the bottle to the oxygen mask. At the time, we were still using the older Piosk regulators, which were standard and reasonably reliable. However, every now and again, people would have an issue with them freezing up. This was why we always carried spares on the summit morning.

I was at the Balcony of Everest, located at around 27,560 feet. When I changed my bottle for a new cylinder, I realized the air was not getting through the iced-up regulator. My Sherpa team, which had our spares, was about forty minutes ahead of me, except for our Sirdar, or head climbing Sherpa, who was behind me with one of our clients. I had been trying to stay in the middle of the team, but the last client, along with our Sirdar, had turned back. So I climbed without oxygen for about thirty minutes, trying to catch the rest of my team at a break. But the clients were moving quickly, so the Sherpas with the spare regulators were far ahead. I was climbing without oxygen after having used it for several hours—a bad idea at the best of times. The result was that I got freezing feet, and unknown to me, I had developed frostbite on my big toe.

I was on the radio with my Sherpa climbing staff up ahead. Everyone on the team was doing very well and climbing fast. They were about to summit and turn back. There was no way I would catch them—especially switching from using oxygen to not using it, which can be dangerous at high altitudes. Since we had one guide for every client and they were moving quickly, I felt confident that I could descend and be a support person for the team. I descended to Camp Four to wait for them to arrive safely back down.

That afternoon, my team had either already started down with Sherpas or were safely back in the tents at Camp Four. So I figured I might as well head back up that evening to nab the summit. With a new regulator and some spare oxygen left over for an emergency, I started up again that night by myself. I felt surprisingly strong all the way and reached the summit in a pretty fast time. However, I believe the damage of climbing earlier in the day without supplemental oxygen had taken a toll without me realizing it, and the cold toe had already done its damage. When I got back to the tent at Camp Four, I was by myself. I was drained and feeling some serious effects from staying so long at altitude. I pulled off my boots to reveal a small bubble developing on my big toe’s skin. I quickly made a pot of hot water and submerged my toes, trying to rewarm them before getting into the sleeping bag for much-needed sleep.

The descent the next day was terrible. I had to pack up all the remaining gear and head down with a pretty heavy backpack. I knew our team was doing well and on its way from Camp Two back to base camp. I knew the clients were in good hands with our staff, so that was a relief. My feet were hurting, and I felt miserable from what I later learned was the onset of pulmonary edema. I carried my personal gear and part of the group’s gear back down from Camp Four to Camp Two, a long downhill slog. When I finally got close, I had to call a teammate on the radio to bring me up some more oxygen. I spent a long night consumed with coughing fits to expel the liquid trying to invade my lungs. But the next morning, I felt much better. So I started down to base camp and arrived with no issues. In the end, this was yet another learning experience of what not to do, another entry in my mental journal of experiences to draw from. I have gone on to climb and guide Everest and many other 8,000-meter mountains numerous times since and have never again had cold or altitude issues.

Once I got back to Kathmandu after the successful climb on Everest, I was in great shape, but my toe had begun to turn funny colors. I had to call my K2 team and tell them I was out for this season. Little did I know how fortuitous that frostbitten toe turned out to be.

If I had gone to K2, I would have been right there with the climbers who were killed or trapped high on K2’s unforgiving slopes in one of the worst mountaineering disasters in recent history. Perhaps one who saw the serac release right above the infamous bottleneck below the peak’s summit and result in chaos. Several more avalanches followed soon after. Eleven climbers lost their lives on the mountain. My North Pole partner, Eric, likes to say that I am the luckiest unlucky guy in the world.

The events of that tragedy, the recurring circles of the Savage Mountain, and this wild and crazy adventure life would eventually lead me to strap skis on my feet and discover that there are more adventures to be had—this time on the horizontal ice of the polar regions. Accustomed to going high, this mountaineer would try to go far: to ski across Antarctica and eventually end up just six nautical miles from the North Pole, crying in his goggles.
















‌‌‌‌Chapter One



What, Me Grow Up?

There are times when I am guiding clients on a trip in some faraway landscape or remote mountain location around the world when I have a sudden, powerful remembrance of being a teenager. Suddenly my imagination takes me back there, to the days of wondering what I would someday do for work and how I could make a living in the outdoors. Even at a young age, I felt such a draw to natural places that, deep down, I knew I needed to find a way to have a career that would allow me to be outside.
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