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Introduction


THE WIND WAS BITING. My lungs were bone-dry, heaving effort with each inhalation, but there was no air.


Our lead guide, Scott, leaned against a rock, green-faced with eyes bulging. “I don’t think I can do it, I don’t think I can summit. I’m not feeling good…”


“Vivian, are you okay?” Bill, our other guide, shouted across the howling wind as he slowly passed. His mouth hung open like a sagging drawbridge and his distant eyes were squinting through the blowing ice crystals.


“No air, Bill, no air!” I replied.


Our small team had just reached the South Summit of Mount Everest, better known as the false summit. Hillary Step filled my entire vista—an endless, almost vertical wall of jagged rock smothered intermittently by angled, wind-sculpted ice cornices. Outlines of distant climbers, like ants against the imposing rock, hauled their exhausted bodies up on a single rope. Between me and Hillary Step was a knife-edge ridge, about one boot-width across that I would need to walk along. On either side was pure air—thousands of meters falling away in both directions—Nepal to the left, Tibet to the right.


Suddenly I could not move. The remaining vestiges of energy in my body rapidly hemorrhaged away. I was unable to wake, not from a nightmare but from reality, which was infinitely worse. We had climbed for almost two months on the mountain to get to this point.


What if I don’t survive this? What if I never make it off this mountain? The cold grew as fear filled me, followed by intense and piercing loneliness. The horizon darkened as a cloud grew over my head. The tears that welled up in my eyes instantly froze my eyelids shut as the elements attacked me from all sides.


“Why are you here?” The unfamiliar voice came from deep inside me with a piercing tone. “Why are you trying to prove how good you are? How smart you are? How accomplished you are?”


It grew louder. “Why are you here?”


Its pure, unadulterated judgment stripped me bare. I felt like a fraud. Yet I could not change my reality—I was here.


“Why are you here?”


I had no answer.


I would die leaning against this rock with this reckoning filling my head until my last breath.


I had never felt so alone in my entire life.


As leaders, how many times have we felt like this? How many times have we been in a situation where we felt trapped, overwhelmed, and alone with our own thoughts and emotions? It is this loneliness that has led me to write this book—a loneliness that most of us feel in different forms throughout our lives yet rarely speak about publicly. It’s as if there’s a shame associated with it.


Sometimes it’s crystal clear, but oftentimes it’s a subtle feeling that is quickly smothered by distractions, reactions, and impulses that pull us in one direction or another. Rarely is it explored and unpacked so that we reveal its core, what’s causing it, and what can be distilled into a valid resolution. Perhaps the biggest anesthetic is our ambition and inner drive, which, while lauded in the corporate world, can be equally at odds with smart, effective, and emotionally intelligent awareness and leadership. And though we can achieve great success externally, we may be living in great denial internally.


Climbing the world’s greatest summits, I learned not only about leadership but about the summits inside ourselves. As much as Everest is a team sport, with a huge reliance on climbing colleagues and support teams, the biggest mountain is within us. Nobody can carry you up Everest. You are fully accountable for your own journey. People think the ascent is a momentous physical challenge, which it clearly is, but it is much more than that. It is the mind that allows a summit to happen. And this same mind unravels quickly and relentlessly when drive and determination become evidently hollow attributes on their own. Our insatiable appetite for achievement ultimately leads to a place in which we don’t know where or who we are in life. It’s often referred to as “imposter syndrome.” The ego, what we want to believe about ourselves, and the persona, what we want others to believe about us—two core pillars of education and conditioning—quickly become undone, revealing our true inner selves.


Many compelling books about climbing tall mountains tell detailed and insightful stories about the physical challenges. This one will seek a different route. Reflecting on my experience as an individual and as an executive coach working with business leaders around the world, I’ll show how Everest serves as a powerful metaphor whereby vulnerability and leadership are inexorably linked.


Climbing Mount Everest taught me more about myself than anything I had done in my entire life up to that point. I had to find a way both to let go and move forward in order to survive, which is an intrinsically difficult thing to do in the moment. What I learned from the experience is one of the things that inspires me to do the work I do today. My specialty requires me to help people find their own Everest—their own true north—and in doing so, harness the best of themselves. It’s not easy. It’s a hard process, and life throws all kinds of obstacles in the way. But it’s a journey to be traveled, and if I can do it, you can do it too.












PART 1 FROM SKYSCRAPERS TO BASE CAMP














CHAPTER 1 AVOIDANCE



I LET OUT A ROAR and sat upright in my bed, eyes wide open and still half asleep. The sweat poured off my forehead. A searing picture ran through my mind: my bare feet on Everest, frozen solid, the paleness of the skin punctured by black rims of frostbite encasing all my toes. I could feel the cold and the pain as it reverberated up from my extremities.


I rubbed my face with hands shaking uncontrollably and walked into my living room. The relative quiet of the Manhattan skyline at 4:00 a.m. calmed me. In the guest bedroom, I gazed over my climbing and expedition gear, all neatly laid out and ready for final packing into duffel bags. I would be leaving for Nepal within forty-eight hours.


Everest, the seventh and final peak of the Seven Summits I’d faced—the highest peak on all seven continents of the planet. Everest, the culmination of fourteen years of expeditions and preparation. I had always said I’d climb six of the seven summits but never Everest. I innately believed Everest was beyond my capacity—too steep, too dangerous, too many obstacles that could not be planned for, not to mention the amount of time, training, and money needed to disappear from my work life for at least two months. Who was I to be climbing this mountain? I felt truly out of my league just thinking about it.


I was brought into the world of mountains by my father while growing up in Ireland. He was passionate about the great outdoors, and hitting the hills was his way to unwind after a long week at work. As a child, I didn’t share the same passion and preferred to be at home doing warmer things or spending time just being a kid and playing with friends. At Sunday Mass, while those around me were praying for the repose of souls and world peace, my little hands were firmly clasped together praying for rain. That was when my mother would put her foot down and overrule the excursions. It’s funny that once I grew up and left Ireland, those memories of being cold and uncomfortable were superimposed by memories of family, time spent with them and of missing them. In building my career around the world, mountains became escapes where I, too, could find space to unwind and appreciate who I was and where I came from.


It began when I was a young man living and working in Johannesburg, South Africa. I had a business trip to Tanzania coming up, and Mount Kilimanjaro was just a short hopper flight from Dar es Salaam. As an invincible twenty-six-year-old who didn’t know much apart from drive and ambition, I decided to give it a go, despite my severe fear of heights. The folly of youth. I made it to the top and experienced the invisible barrier of altitude for the very first time. I became acutely aware of the disconnect between mind and body—my mind and fitness level were ready, but my lungs and body had something else to say.


On that climb, soaring above the plains of East Africa, I met a group of other climbers from Europe who were talking about the Seven Summits. And so the idea took root: an intriguing way to push myself physically beyond my comfort zone and perceived capability as well as a unique excuse to travel to and experience all seven continents on the planet. My father had summited Kilimanjaro and Mont Blanc when I was a teenager, so if I am honest with myself, underneath it all, undoubtedly, was also an unconscious need to prove myself to him and my family: that I, the shy young guy who left Ireland when I was twenty years old, was capable of equally high achievement and even surpassing it. It’s these unconscious drivers from our childhood that control so much of who we are, if we allow them.


Over the next ten years I climbed five more of the peaks.


I attempted Aconcagua in Argentina (South America) in 2004, but I failed to reach the summit. On Day 17, pounded by 200 kmh (125 mph) winds and with food and tents destroyed around us, we had to retreat down the mountain with the peak in sight.


Elbrus (Europe) involved a two-week trip to the Russian Caucasus region in 2005—as much a geopolitical adventure as a physical one. The ascent was strenuous but steady, apart from a very cold summit day. We witnessed some other teams with badly prepared and ill-equipped climbers suffering from exhaustion and frostbite, which was a disturbing experience.


Denali in Alaska (North America) the following year was in effect a mini-Everest in terms of technical and weather-related challenges. My fear of heights was truly challenged here. We withstood a long and punishing 55-degree headwall (an almost vertical wall of ice) with fixed lines, unstable ice fields, and crevasse valleys, together with highly exposed knife-edge ridges.


In 2007 I summited Carstensz Pyramid in Indonesia (Oceania), a highly technical climb involving rock-climbing skills, which I learned and honed in the Catskill Mountains near New York City. At one section, an earthquake years before had broken off part of a ridge, and we had to attach ourselves to a rope and, in an upside-down and flat position, pull ourselves across the gaping hole and 500 meters (1,650 feet) of air below.


Vinson Massif, in Antarctica, was a wonderous two-week adventure in 2008 to one of the most extreme and hard-to-reach places on earth. A small plane dropped us off on an exposed glacier from where we pulled 70-kilo (150 pounds) sleds for three days, carrying our full supplies to get to Base Camp for the climb. Weather-impacted travel delays and an explosive storm at high camp pinned us down for days.


In 2009, I made a second attempt at Aconcagua. The weather gods were with us; this time we reached the summit in just ten days. I had been stretched beyond my limits on each of the summits, and each mountain represented uniquely different challenges. My fear of heights was ever present and created much discomfort both leading up to and during the expeditions, where I had to face it. I had dug deep and learned to live with the fear while trying to balance the energy it sapped in the process. I believe a fear of heights is real and something you are born with. It does get better through resolute practice in calming the mind, but once you are back in normal life the fear resets itself, and you have to start all over again during a new climb. But that fear did not stop me from climbing another mountain.


So what was truly holding me back in attempting Everest? I had gained confidence from my experiences and had broken through many mental and physical barriers. But Everest was beyond comparison with the other summits—a vertical ultramarathon with wildly steep and exposed sections, innumerable obstacles and uncontrollables, topped off with an ever-increasing list of failed expeditions and deaths that numbered in the hundreds. My intuition told me that Everest was its own force—a mountain not to be reckoned with but rather one to be negotiated with, the climbers representing the subservient party.


Still, maybe, just maybe, I would consider it. While in Antarctica I had met Scott Woolums, a guide who was planning an expedition from the south side of Everest through Nepal in 2010. This would be Scott’s fifth summit of Everest—a level of achievement that induced multiple questions of curiosity around the what, how, and when. His answers were consistent with my thinking: that it’s a highly challenging mountain with great risk. He was clear that the expedition he was planning would be small in number but nimble and agile, and he would be handpicking his climbing team. I could tell he was a man of detail and process—harder to discern was how he would lead a team under the unique pressures of Everest.


Life seems to be a river of challenges and opportunities, and one way to handle them is for the human mind to get busy so you don’t have to think too much. This busyness is a great anesthetic for not having to come to terms with doing something you fear or that causes anxiety. Within a few weeks of returning from Antarctica I was in touch with the climbing company, Mountain Trip, through which Scott would be leading the expedition. I completed the paperwork and wired my hefty deposit for the 2010 Everest expedition. It was a classic case of ambition superseding reason and intuition.


The next fourteen months were mostly about training and getting fit.


I have always been fit, so I amped my regime up about 20 percent to stretch myself without risking any training injuries. This entailed a mix of gym work, running, and swimming. One of my good friends, Dan McHugh, is an ultramarathon runner, and I was particularly lucky to train with him in Central Park on weekends. He has incredible drive, focus, and, above all, discipline. Dan broke down his training into a system of priorities combined with consistency. Even though physically I knew I would be ready, it’s rarely fitness that carries you through Everest. Everyone on my team would be committed, disciplined, focused, and in great shape. The reality is that 70 percent mental focus versus 30 percent physical focus is what allows you to be in a position to attempt the summit.


I was navigating an exceptionally busy work schedule. I had come to the United States and as an entrepreneur started my own executive coaching consulting business just three years prior. Eighteen months after I arrived, the financial crisis of September 2008 hit. I rapidly had to rethink and reinvent my offering in line with the massive fault lines appearing in corporate America. The job market cratered while corporate restructuring went through a seismic transformation. It was a period of immense challenge, and the delicate economic recovery in 2010 was still very much a work in progress.


One operations leader at a large client, an American multinational bank, laid it all out: “Vivian, let me be raw and blunt with you; we are in turmoil right now. Amid the economic chaos, we have restructured and layers of management have been stripped out. The surviving executive leaders and managers have much larger responsibilities and expectations to deliver, without the resources and with demotivated teams. More burden on the shoulders of fewer leaders—the pancaking effect. Add in the immense new scrutiny from regulators on every aspect of our business, past and present, and we are at risk of leaders either giving up and fleeing or being unable to make decisions, like deer in the headlights. Our demise is a real possibility.


“Why you are here is that we believe this is a transformation opportunity, a must-change path. We believe in our leaders and we need them to believe in themselves and to act, lead, and execute. We are investing in executive coaching to give them support and head space to internalize this, each to their own needs. If you deliver results, we will remember you. If you don’t, we will never work with you again.”


The message was stark but authentic. And I respected it—a lot. This typifies the work I do and the people I work with. They are smart, driven, ambitious, and most often, lonely. Sitting high on the hierarchy, responsibilities lie on their shoulders and they have few people with whom to share their worries, concerns, and insecurities, so they tend to internalize their burdens, stresses, and vulnerabilities. Since intellectual energy is a finite resource, any unnecessary drain or waste can have exponential impact on decision-making, reading situations, and managing people effectively.


My training was a healthy distraction from this environment and helped me focus on what was physically awaiting me. It also put things in perspective: success on Everest meant avoiding death and coming home alive. A binary but sobering reality. It was a careful balancing act to carve out the time and pull myself out of bed to train well before dawn most mornings, but the resulting endorphins and fitness transformation sustained my intellectual energy levels. Running alone in Central Park under the streetlights also provided lots of time to think and solve—driving me to be more creative, more challenging of the status quo, and more open overall to my work as an executive coach.


The months passed, and the more people became aware of my ambition, the more they asked about it. I resolutely avoided going into details. In fact, I could feel myself beginning to block out the questions in my own mind. Friends and clients started referring to movies and documentaries on TV about Everest expeditions and asked whether I had seen them. My answer was always “not yet,” which must have created a head-scratch about how nonchalantly I was approaching the trip. Here’s a guy going to climb a scary mountain and he hasn’t even bothered to watch anything or read up on it.


The truth was very different though—I was terrified just thinking about how I would handle the heights and get through it. I knew of the famous book Into Thin Air by John Krakauer, which describes in graphic detail the disaster of the 1996 Everest season when a violent storm on a packed summit day killed some of the world’s most experienced guides and their climbing clients. There was also a slew of Discovery Channel–type documentaries about the mountain, again highlighting the ever-present danger and risks involved through the eyes of actual climbing teams. I didn’t want my subconscious mind to start spinning around the dangers, so I simply blocked it out. Fear suppression was maximized with impressive efficiency. I limited my mind aperture to believing that I would be fit and driven enough to handle the obstacles—taking them one day at a time on the mountain. Avoidance and denial can take you only so far. It’s something I had become good at—ploughing ahead fearlessly toward my goals and avoiding anything that might raise concerns or detract from them. When I was younger, it didn’t matter as much—sheer drive paid me back in spades, and achievement soon followed. Yet for Everest, where the scale of the goal was so large and the risk so high, my avoidance of any books, video clips, or reports about the climb itself was a poor and ultimately futile strategy.


One incident punctured this cocoon of compartmentalization. One month before leaving New York, I was sent a form that required me to sign waivers ahead of the climb. It was titled “Body Disposal and Repatriation” and stated the following:




If you die on the mountain above 7,800 meters (25,590 ft), your body will be left at that location.


If you die on the mountain above 5,300 meters (17,390 ft), your body may be put in a crevasse and possibly marked with a rock or cairn in a respectful manner by an expedition team member.


If you die lower on the mountain, it may be possible to get your body down, where it could be cremated by the locals. This will cost several thousand dollars, including the cost of recovery labor, transport and body preparation, wood, and appropriate donations to the local monastery. This cost is usually between $5,000 and $10,000. It will not be possible to bring your ashes home due to the cremation process.


If you die lower down on the mountain or on the trek to Base Camp, it may be possible to get your body down for repatriation to your country of residence. If you elect repatriation of your body, it would be via helicopter and would be quite complicated and expensive, and might take several weeks.





Climbing tall mountains is inherently dangerous. It’s not that climbers don’t think of bad things happening and the risks associated with the sport—of course we do. But it is an implied risk, one that comes to the fore in real time when negotiating a knife-edge ridge, encountering a rockfall, or sharing experiences with fellow climbers on the mountain. This single document blew all that out into the open in a brief but unnervingly direct statement of scenarios. These facts had to be processed and understood by me alone before making my choices.


Anxiety flooded my conscious mind for the first time since signing up for the expedition. What would I want done with my body? What would be the impact on my family and my loved ones? What would I leave behind if something happened to me, and what would my legacy be? This theme would open up dramatically on the mountain, spinning me into dark and unfamiliar places. But I didn’t know that then. I checked my preferences, signed, and returned the document, my busyness still a lifeline to distraction.


I had plenty of other things to occupy my mind. Taking a sabbatical from my own business for two months was unfamiliar territory for me; it felt like the game Whac-A-Mole in the week leading up to departure. There was a lot of contingency planning and client communication to ensure the company stayed on track and people were looked after. After that restless night the day before departure, with bags finally packed and zipped, I took one last walk through the city I loved. It was a perfect spring day in late March, and unseasonal warmth brought New Yorkers out of their apartments to fill the green expanses of Central Park. The leaves were not yet on the trees, but people had ecstatic looks on their faces, aware that winter was finally in full retreat and summer was beckoning. I strolled through the lawn in the Sheep Meadow. All these people were experiencing their structured day-to-day lives, which would continue for the next two months, whereas I was embarking into the abyss on an adventure that had limitless uncertainty and unknowns.


I felt a deep sense of appreciation marred only by a hint of loss in leaving my grounded life. I was unable to fully visualize (and internalize) what was ahead. Busyness had proven a highly effective distraction for me. But this strategy would return to haunt me over a month later when I faced the mountain and, above all, myself.










CHAPTER 2 DISCOVERING THE TEAM



I WAS FINALLY ON MY WAY. I had hauled two massive duffel bags, a large backpack, and a carry-on into a cab and taken one final glance over my shoulder at Manhattan slowly fading into the distance as we passed over the Queensboro Bridge, the iron struts and metalwork whizzing by.


As I waited for my flight at JFK, I opened my email and saw a message from Mountain Trip about one of our Everest guides, Heidi Kloos. Heidi had been a guide on my expedition to Antarctica just over a year before. She was inclusive, decisive, resourceful, and empathetic—innately knowing when to push and when to support—representing some of the key qualities for a mountaineering leader.


According to the email, she had set out from her home a few days ago for an afternoon ice climb, accompanied by her dog Menke. When she didn’t return the following day, friends alerted Search and Rescue, who found her dog, her backpack, and one ski amid a mass of avalanche debris. An avalanche had killed her fiancée ten years before, and Heidi was known for having a very conservative approach to moving in avalanche terrain. As night fell, the rescue party had to descend the mountain, but her dog refused to leave with them and remained at the site overnight. The following afternoon they recovered her body, buried under several meters of snow. The north-facing slope where she was located was largely known to be safe and unexposed. It’s believed she was ascending on skis when an overhang of snow and ice from a cliff above broke off and she was encased with debris.


The news stunned me. I could still hear her voice and infectious laugh in my head as I recalled the almost three weeks we spent together in Chile and Antarctica. She was an avid nature lover, and I remember her being enthralled looking at the penguins near Punta Arenas in Patagonia. Her assured leadership style was totally disarmed by these waddling birds, and in its place were sheer wonderment and childhood curiosity. She was one of the strongest climbers I have been on an expedition with. Experienced, confident, humble, and safe, Heidi was mentally and physically strong and someone who was living her dream. It felt impossible for her vibrant spirit to be extinguished within seconds. I felt my own emotions bubbling within me around her loss. I knew I would have to somehow emotionally prepare for the journey ahead by making peace with all the uncontrollables and the fears that came with the climb.


OEBPS/e9781637630785/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction



		Part 1: From Skyscrapers to Base Camp



		Chapter 1: Avoidance



		Chapter 2: Discovering the Team



		Chapter 3: Breaking the Cord









		Part 2: Face-to-Face with Everest



		Chapter 4: Houston at 5,400 Meters



		Chapter 5: Icefall Adventures



		Chapter 6: Enduring the Storm



		Chapter 7: Hurry Up and Wait









		Part 3: The Summit Reckoning



		Chapter 8: Breaking for the South Col



		Chapter 9: The Summit Mirror









		Epilogue



		Photographs



		About the Author



		Glossary



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Introduction



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Glossary



		Copyright













		1



		2



		3



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192











OEBPS/e9781637630785/images/9781637630785.jpg
“A spellbinding story of resiliency, fortitude,
and perseverance while facing one of the most
dangerous climbs in the world.”

‘ —ADENA FRIEDMAN, President and CEO, Nasdag, Inc.

- ‘ WHAT EVEREST TAUGHT
ME ABOUT LEADERSHIP
AND THE POWER OF
VULNERABILITY

;{’“\“‘ | NA KED

7 *‘\ AT THE
i I(NIFE
X EDGE

VIVIAN
JAMES RIGNEY






OEBPS/e9781637630785/images/title.jpg
NAKED
AT THE
KNIFE-
EDGE

WHAT EVEREST TAUGHT ME
ABOUT LEADERSHIP AND THE
POWER OF VULNERABILITY

VIVIAN
JAMES RIGNEY

-----





