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Praise for Gary Scott and Summit Strategies


“Gary Scott lives his life to the absolute fullest and climbs both literally and figuratively in a way that inspires an extraordinary legion of followers. It is hard to imagine a better guide.”


—KIM AND DEMETRI COUPOUNAS, COFOUNDERS OF GOLLTE, BOULDER, COLORADO


“We all have an Everest to climb and master in our lives. This book gives the steps to take to help you overcome your doubts and fears and move closer to your dreams.”


—DAVID BREASHEARS, LEADER AND CO-DIRECTOR OF THE EVEREST IMAX FILMING EXPEDITION


“I can think of no one who couldn’t benefit from reading Summit Strategies.”


—PETER ATHANS, TECHNICAL DEVELOPMENT FOR THE NORTH FACE AND SEVEN TIMES EVEREST SUMMITER


“No matter what your goals are, Summit Strategies will help and inspire you to climb your personal Everest.”


—ED WEBSTER, MOUNTAINEER AND AUTHOR OF SNOW IN THE KINGDOM: MY STORM YEARS ON EVEREST


“Every person who is concerned about living life to its fullest ought to read this book. The life lessons are so simple, and yet at the same time, so profound.”


—PASTOR RON L. VIETTI, VALLEY BIBLE FELLOWSHIP


“Gary Scott is a rock solid person—as stable as the mountains he has climbed. Listen to the ideas and principles in this book. They are true, forthright, and can apply in your own life.”


—MICHAEL A. BOYLAN, AUTHOR OF THE POWER TO GET IN
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Gary Scott’s Summit Strategies is a succinct and penetrating, even profound, analysis of what he has learned about himself—and, in turn, human nature—from living an extremely adventurous, physically demanding, risky, and spiritually rewarding life. I kept saying “Amen” to one piece of wisdom after another, on page after page. I marveled at how clearly and meaningfully he expressed his hard-earned strategies for climbing not only truly challenging, daunting, literal mountains, but also the most important and difficult one of all—every person’s unique and figurative mountain of life.


Many self-improvement books are written by authors who are mostly spectators and academics but Gary has walked his talk. He stands out as an exceptionally qualified and completely believable spokesman for his convictions. In short, he is truly a life enhancer who obviously believes that to participate is to live and learning shared is multiplied.


I happen to have memorized many poignant and inspiring poems and aphorisms that I love dearly. I use these quotes daily as a conditioned reflex to cope with life’s “downers” as well as to increase the joy of the “uppers.” All through this book I was often reminded of these favorite and often-used standbys. Many of Gary’s insights and perspectives will now be added to my mental mentoring method, for which I thank him deeply. And I expect that his other readers will do the same as everyone can find useful, timeless benefits within the pages of this very significant summary of Gary’s mountain odyssey.


—Dick Bass
First summiter of the seven continental highs,
developer of Snowbird Ski and Summer Resort,
and co-author of Seven Summits





Introduction


THE STORY BEHIND THE LESSONS


At times grueling, even boring brother.


Keeping one step in front of the other;


But know beyond any doubt.


That’s what success is all about.


—DICK BASS, “FROM MY PERSPECTIVE”


 


Mountains have been good to me. Over the past thirty-five years, climbing has taken me far and wide across our magnificent planet—extreme rock climbing all over Australia; alpine climbing across the United States; and guiding groups up Mount Aconcagua in South America, Kilimanjaro in Africa, Elbrus in Russia, and the volcanoes in Mexico. I’ve been on over thirty expeditions to the Himalayas, including successful trips to Mount Everest and Mount Kangchenjunga (the third highest peak in the world), plus many solo ascents and speed climbs of smaller peaks in Nepal and elsewhere.


When you spend a great deal of your life focused on one activity—especially one as mentally, physically, and emotionally demanding as Himalayan mountaineering; when you’ve lost more than two dozen friends to the mountains, and had to make life-and-death decisions over and over again, as quickly and easily as choosing what to have for lunch; you can’t help but gain some valuable insights into life. Extreme adventures provide extreme lessons. Nature is an unforgiving classroom, and nowhere on earth are the forces of nature more unforgiving than in the highest mountains on the planet. From my experiences I have learned a great deal about myself, including how to set and achieve goals, how to overcome my doubts and fears, and how to achieve peak personal performance.


Contrary to popular belief, I do not have a death wish. I simply love climbing mountains. I’ve never felt more alive than when on a Himalayan peak heading for the summit. I joke that what I do best is carry a pack up steep snow slopes when there is no air and the weather is at its worst. The higher I get, the better I do, and the worse the weather, the better I like it. For people like me, climbing satisfies the need for accomplishment—that irresistible urge to challenge ourselves against nature and experience victory by getting to the top of something. All we have to do is overcome our doubts and fears to do it!


Mountaineering closely parallels other aspects of life, and that is why we can learn so much from it; there’s a reason that holy men go to the mountains to find the meaning of life. I have experienced as many problems, weaknesses, and disappointments as anyone else, but my experiences in the mountains have taught me a unique way of dealing with what life throws at me. With this book I hope to impart some of what I have learned. The lessons formulate an “Everest Climber’s Guide to Success,” if you will. They have changed my life, and I’m confident that they can change yours.


Everyday life can be an incredible adventure when you truly challenge yourself. The stories and lessons in this book will help you discover and commit to your life’s purpose with renewed passion, because you will be clearly reminded of the importance of staying true to yourself. With the reassurance of knowing that everyone, even a world-class mountaineer, faces fears, you will learn what you can do to control, manage, and overcome your own. You will see more clearly how the little decisions that you make affect the biggest results in every area of your life, and why it is vitally important to carefully choose who helps you achieve your ambitions, and to discover, acknowledge, and eliminate the obstacles that hold you back and the baggage that slows you down. As you identify and rise to your own standard of excellence, you will realize that what you learn—and what you become—while you pursue your goals is more important than actually achieving them.


Life can and should be an incredible adventure. It is of the utmost importance for all of us to follow our hearts, so that we can be true to our selves and live the life we were meant to live. Life shouldn’t be measured by the work we do or the sport we play, but by who we are. I feel fortunate to have discovered the focus of my life at an early age, and I’m thankful that I chose to act upon that dream, but I know that many people are derailed from their deepest aspirations. Conflicting responsibilities, lack of encouragement, and any number of other interferences can get in the way. Fortunately, it’s never too late to start, regardless of your age or how settled you are. All you need are some practical steps to help you reach the summits in all areas of your life.


Each chapter of Summit Strategies opens with a piece of the story of my first expedition to Mount Everest—a lifelong dream. The story captures my eager anticipation—and the overwhelming reality, as I battle for my life, lost in a raging blizzard at 26,000 feet, in the part of the mountain known as the “death zone,” where the air is so thin that it barely sustains life. The insights gained from that experience represent the culmination of all the wisdom that I have gained from the mountains. The experiences of that expedition, and of the many others that I will share, are the foundation for this book; the simple lessons in each chapter, ten in all, serve as a sort of base camp from which you can set out on your own inner journey.


We are all climbers by nature, whether physically, professionally, or spiritually. As children, many of us are naturally attracted to climbing whatever we can; as we grow and find broader aspirations, that desire to ascend grows with us. We may go on to achieve great things, or we may find that something stops us from achieving our dreams. In climbing, the “crux” is the hardest move or section of a climb; in life, people experience cruxes with their health, their relationships, and their work. These cruxes are defining points at which we must decide to accept the challenge and move forward, or retreat. Many people turn back, out of habit. Over time, these retreats erode their self-confidence and belief in themselves, and they eventually stop trying. Of course, we have another, much more exciting option in these defining moments: we can confront the challenge, and keep moving forward.


Climbing—literal or otherwise—is an intellectual, emotional, and spiritual challenge. The strategies I put forth here are tools that will help you take the steps you need to realize any dream. The concepts are as straightforward as climbing is: you get started and learn from whatever comes your way. As you climb, you conquer the smaller summits of doubts, fears, and insecurities—the obstacles that hold all of us back. I hold the world record for a one-day solo ascent of one of the coldest mountains on earth, Alaska’s Mount McKinley, a record that has stood for seventeen years—but I didn’t start there. In my climbing career, each lesson that I have learned has helped me to move to the next level of success.


Taking risks provides the building blocks to self-knowledge. This is true in climbing perhaps more than any other activity on earth. During a couple of hours of climbing you can experience more emotions than in a month of day-to-day life. Your senses are completely alert. A climb has a clear purpose and a clear outcome: either you reach the summit or you don’t. You know whether you have made it, or if you backed down and cheated yourself out of your summit. The sharpness of the attendant insights has helped me spot the less dramatic, but no less important, milestones in life, when I’m not physically in the mountains. I have also seen how people achieve similar growth by challenging themselves in different arenas.


One of the things that sets climbing apart, and makes it so satisfying, is that only you can do it—no one else can do it for you. Climbing is dangerous, uncomfortable, demanding, stressful, frustrating, difficult, painful, lonely, sometimes boring and monotonous, and often without tangible rewards, much the same as life in general. Dealing with hazards and challenges of ascent forces us to focus and forget other cares. Doing this successfully is incredibly rewarding—and the victory is all yours.


Your life is really one big mountain, one that makes Mount Everest look like an anthill. So get your climbing gear and grab your pack—we’re going climbing. I look forward to taking this journey with you, your personal mountain guide, as we boldly ascend the mountains of life together.





The First Lesson



CHOOSE YOUR MOUNTAIN


“I have my most intense feelings of existance only when, through strain and most extreme exertion, I achieve the bounds of human possibility, and attempt to push these bounds still further.”


—REINHOLD MESSNER, THE WORLD’S GREATEST MOUNTAINEER


 


The wind roared past me like a locomotive, tearing at my freezing body. I didn’t know if this howling blizzard would last six hours or six days, and I didn’t know how much longer I could hang on. I risked frostbite every time I took off my glove to wipe the icy snow from my goggles and headlamp, hoping the tiny beam from the lamp would pierce the blinding snowstorm and show me the way to safety. I had been on the move for more than twenty hours when the realization hit me: I was going to die. I had no food, no water, no oxygen; only a rib-breaking cough. I was lost and alone on Mount Everest at 26,000 feet, trying to get to Camp Four in the worst storm I had ever seen. I was mentally and physically exhausted, and desperately needed to rest, but sitting down meant risking that I would never get back up. In the dark and the snow I couldn’t see where I needed to go, and I was losing the willpower to keep moving. I put my head in my hands and whispered, “God, help me. I don’t know where to go.” I was living my dream—finally on Mount Everest, proud to be part of the American Expedition team—yet wondering whether I would make it out alive.
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“Everyone will find useful, timeless benefits in this very significant book.”

—DICK BASS, from the foreword
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