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INTRODUCTION


  Five Simple Words

  Perhaps Christopher Columbus started it all. Sure, there were some Vikings who discovered the New World, and Marco Polo’s journey across Asia was a business trip well before he gained fame as a swimming pool game, but “adventure marketing” arguably started with the now-maligned Italian explorer who in fourteen hundred and ninety-two sailed the ocean blue.

  While revisionists 500 years later charge that Columbus was simply a fortune hunter who left a legacy of exploitation and genocide, and there are some Icelanders—descendents of Leif Eriksson—who believe he was a latecomer to the adventure game, one thing Chris knew how to do was ask for money. So believes sports promoter Michael Aisner, who spoke at an International Events Group conference in Chicago.

  Aisner pointed out that Columbus was getting desperate in his search for a fat sponsor for a high concept. Originally, he went to King John II of Portugal who took a pass after two reviews. Columbus repackaged his dream trip with a Spanish angle, but Queen Isabella I’s review council turned thumbs down three times because pesos were tight—she was underwriting a nasty war against the Moors. But the Italian sailor was persistent. He found an agent who had contacts, and received an audience with the Queen.

  Thus it was that adventure marketing was born—with Columbus, hat in hand, requesting funding from Spanish monarchs Ferdinand II and Isabella I.

  “If we sponsor you on this quest of yours, what’s in it for us?” they undoubtedly asked during the pitch meeting.

  “I’ll carry your flag to the New World and return with great riches,” was the likely reply. Knowing he’d just keep shopping crowns, they put Chris on retainer for six years.

  The rest is history. Columbus sailed. He delivered. He may not have been the first to discover America (it was already inhabited, thank you) but I’m thinking he must have retained a great publicist who carved an honored place in history for his ocean-going client with numerous cities, circles, World’s Fairs, space shuttles, and universities named in his honor.

  Today the spirit of Columbus lives on in the pitch letters, cold calls, faxes, and emails that pour into my office from an endless stream of dreamers, schemers, and legitimate adventurers and explorers who have their own high concepts but little means to personally fund them. They seek to gain fame and make it into the history books, or at least a yellow-bordered issue of National Geographic.

  That’s where I come in. I’m a public relations executive with an unusual specialty called “adventure marketing”—the business of connecting explorers and their projects with corporate sponsors looking to create awareness by demonstrating product performance in extreme conditions. Since my first adventure marketing promotion in 1982 for Du Pont, I’ve seen how a well-told, edge-of-your-seat adventure story can hold millions of Americans spellbound. Think of Sebastian Junger’s fishing boat tragedy, The Perfect Storm, or Jon Krakauer’s Into Thin Air, an account of a lethal storm on Mount Everest.

  As the saying goes, “An adventure is simply a well-planned trip gone awry.” For every scientifically valid, historically significant expedition, there are dozens of wannabe explorers circulating in the halls of potential corporate sponsors throughout the world. Nothing surprises me anymore.

  Not the New York artist who wants to remain at sea continuously for three years without once coming to shore. Not even for resupply.

  Not the Frenchman living in Texas who wants to swim the Pacific Ocean.

  Not the eighty-eight-year-old man who wants to climb a mountain in Antarctica named after himself.

  Not even the Minneapolis explorer determined to cross Antarctica—the long way—without using any form of motorized transport.

  The challenge today is not so much to climb Mount Everest or explore the depths of the sea, but rather to figure out a way to pay for it all. There’s an avalanche of proposals flooding into Fortune 500 marketing departments. Pity the poor brand manager who tries to pitch a Mount Everest expedition to management. Unless the CEO happens to be a climber, corporate decision-makers would rather be on the links than gasping for air at Everest base camp. Golf is well within their comfort zone—they can entertain clients in hospitality tents, run a sweepstakes for a day of golf caddied by Tiger Woods, or place banners that will be seen by millions of television viewers.

  But sponsor a Mount Everest expedition? It takes a brave product manager willing to go to the mat on that one. Climbers can die. High winds can obliterate even the boldest, gaudiest logo printed in 48-point type. Or a blizzard could sweep in ferociously and suddenly create a life-threatening situation, as was the case on Mount Everest in 1996 when eight people died during a disastrous storm, prompting Newsweek to ask, “Are too many adventurers going where they don’t belong?”

  Sponsoring a risky expedition could be a product manager’s career-defining moment, for sure. But planned correctly, with plenty of due diligence performed by the expedition leader and team, the payback can be immense.

  The Coleman Company, which for over 100 years has manufactured camp stoves, lanterns, and coolers, signed up a Denver schoolteacher, a man who demonstrated he knew his way around a climbing harness and knew a thing or two about relating to kids. Not only did he climb Mount Everest in 2007, but he also participated in a rescue on the way down as he encouraged 7,000 schoolchildren to follow along online.

  A successful adventure or expedition sponsorship can generate enormous awareness among a high demographic market interested in the outdoors, the environment, or physical fitness. The visibility is more focused than, say, becoming part of an alphabet soup of sponsors supporting a tennis championship or a marathon.

  An extreme outdoor sponsorship can provide a halo around a brand. Send a sleeping bag to the top of Mount Everest and, assuming the explorer doesn’t die from frostbite, this extraordinary use of the product speaks volumes about the brand, even if the typical consumer will travel no farther than a Boy Scouts weekend at a nearby state park.

  Evidence of the halo effect can be seen on those pesky hangtags dangling from outdoor parkas, sleeping bags, or backpacks lining the walls of Sports Authority, REI, and EMS stores. Buying outdoor gear and apparel “tough tested on Everest” attests to its durability. These tags scream, “Hey buddy, we could protect a climber on Mount Everest. Where are you taking your sorry self that’s anywhere nearly as dangerous?”
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  Expeditions receive the most funding when the sponsor’s product is an important part of the trip: products like Coleman tents, waterproof and breathable parkas containing Gore-Tex fabric, the latest Garmin GPS, and Vibram-soled boots. But there’s another determining factor in whether an explorer will receive outside funding. I call it the “So what?” rule.

  Sponsors want to know about firsts, because being first is news-worthy.

  In other words, “Who cares?” Adventurers and explorers seeking funding have to go out and bite a dog.

  “Dog bites man?” Ho hum.

  “Man bites dog.” Now there’s something new.

  “You want to go where? Climb Mount Everest?” the prospective sponsor might ask skeptically. “Excuse me, but I think it has been climbed.”

  Stacy Allison may have replied in 1988, “Yes, but never by an American woman.”

  Or Erik Weihenmayer of Colorado might have told his sponsor, the antihistamine Allegra, “Yes, Everest has been climbed, but never by someone who’s blind.”

  Then there’s Tom Whittaker of the Ester-C Everest Challenge ’98. Whittaker took great pride in being the first disabled climber on Everest, summiting with an artificial right foot.

  Imagine the pitch by expedition organizer Eric Simonson when he answered the “So what?” question sometime in the late 1990s: “Yes, Everest has been climbed, but we’ve yet to find the bodies of 1924 climbers George Mallory and Sandy Irvine.”

  News of the discovery of Mallory’s body in 1999 netted worldwide exposure for Simonson’s Mallory and Irvine Research Expedition.

  Lately, more and more Everest climbers are slicing the “first” pie increasingly thin as sponsors become increasingly jaded. Two brothers from Locust Valley, New York, hope to someday become the first identical twin brothers to summit Everest at the same time. What’s next? Triplets?

  With all the hype heaped upon Everest, it is hard to believe there are actually tougher mountains in the world. K2, the world’s second-tallest peak at 28,251 feet, is one that immediately comes to mind. Despite some cutting-edge climbs, highly technical new routes are on smaller peaks: “ . . . the general public has never heard of Cholatse or Ama Dablam, and the American newspaper reader has eyes only for Everest,” writes David Roberts in Outside magazine.

  While prospective adventurers and explorers attempt to answer the “So what?” rule in one way or another, corporate funding is getting harder and harder to secure with the dearth of true firsts in exploration, tighter economic times, and fewer and fewer blank spaces on the planet—those areas of the world that were once unnamed and unmapped. Without a significant raison d’être, sponsors will most likely bury your request in their “Help Fund My Vacation” file.
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  Correctly answering the “So what?” question may well mean the difference between an expedition that captures the imagination of millions through the media, and one that trudges along in anonymity.

  Simply put, newspaper, radio, and TV coverage means sponsor pay-back.

  Erik Weihenmayer’s Allegra patch is seen in Time magazine. Polar explorer Will Steger’s Du Pont patch grabs valuable exposure for the company in National Geographic magazine. But those two, and others like them, came rather late to the expedition sponsorship game.

  Supported by the National Geographic Society and some of the wealthiest men of his day, Admiral Robert E. Peary promised his North Pole expedition benefactors, “And if I win out in this work, the names of those who made the work possible will be kept through the coming centuries floating forever above the forgotten and submerged debris of our time and day. The one thing we remember about Ferdinand of Spain is that he sent Columbus to his life work.”
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  When sponsors want to gain a finger hold in adventure marketing, they turn to their marketing consultants—public relations agencies, ad agencies, or the chairman’s brother-in-law who may happen to own a backpack and some hiking boots. They also seek advice from one of three leading exploration organizations: The Explorers Club, the American Alpine Club, or the Royal Geographical Society. Sometimes they contact the agency I started in 1980.

  Where did this journey of mine begin? How does one specialize in adventure marketing? For me, it took a long and winding road to arrive here. I was raised about ninety miles northwest of New York City in Monticello, the county seat of Sullivan County, New York. A small town of 5,000, it had very little going for it by the time I arrived in 1964, transplanted there by my father, a menswear retailer, who went into business for himself by purchasing a southern Catskills department store.

  Monticello was the center of the so-called Borscht Belt, close to the predominantly Jewish resorts that lured city residents to the mountains for the cool air (a big plus in the days before residential air conditioning), and top-name entertainment from the likes of Danny Kaye, Milton Berle, Jerry Lewis, Don Rickles, and other greats of comedy. In fact, I worked with Milton Berle at the Concord Hotel. Indeed. He was on stage while I was waiting tables in the back row of the 3,000-seat Imperial Room, serving club soda with a “bissell of lime” to Yiddish-speaking senior citizens in wheelchairs.

  While most people knew the area best for its resort hotels, that would change with the 1969 Woodstock Festival that roared into the county just ten miles away from my home. This hippie tsunami disrupted travel, overtaxed local services, and made a folk hero out of a local farmer named Max Yasgur, a customer of the Blumenfeld family department store who defied local authorities by allowing “ . . . three days of fun and music,” as he famously said during an address to the crowd.

  Woodstock was a fun diversion, but what intrigued me most about my hometown area was a simple exhibit at the Sullivan County Historical Society that opened in 1974, dedicated to a local native, an infamous polar explorer named Dr. Frederick A. Cook (1865–1940).

  The Frederick A. Cook Collection and exhibit in Hurleyville, New York, included a small video library and artifacts from Cook’s various expeditions, including a polar sled made by his brother Theodore at their nearby homestead. A library of some 400 polar volumes, including many first editions owned by Cook, is also in the building. It was an early introduction to the rich history of exploration that would later form the basis of my career.

  After studying TV and radio at Syracuse University, and a stint as a writer for two local newspapers (most memorable interview: screenwriter and Twilight Zone host Rod Serling), I entered the public relations field, eventually starting my own agency.

  It was a long, hard road getting established, working at first for an eye doctor, a manufacturer of underwear for incontinent men, and an Eagle Clothes store in Ohio that scored a coup when it hired retired astronaut Buzz Aldrin for the store opening (“The Eagle Has Landed,” said the ad campaign rather sheepishly).

  Then came the call that would catapult my career. A client, the president of Cevas, a now-defunct ski-apparel manufacturer in Quechee, Vermont, asked that I contact Bob Bednar of the Du Pont Company to determine how Cevas could take advantage of the promotional money Du Pont might offer (Du Pont insulation and fabrics were major ingredients of Cevas cold-weather parkas and pants).

  Bob, a lanky, fast-talking runner and tennis buff, soon took me under his wing. He became my mentor, despite the fact that he often took great glee in my personal lack of fashion sense. Going to work with one black shoe and one brown shoe, then on another occasion wearing a collar pin with a button-down collar (who knew?) are gaffs that Bob, now a jazz D.J. at a Jacksonville, Florida, radio station, razzes me about to this day.

  Once my nose was under the Du Pont tent, and Bob introduced me to others; I learned about a Himalayan climber, John Roskelley of Spokane, Washington, who Du Pont sponsored. They turned to me for a strategic marketing plan that best maximized their sponsorship.

  John had been retained to help Du Pont promote its new polyester sleeping bag insulation called Quallofil, said to be “the softest, most thermally efficient insulation ever produced from a Du Pont fiber.”

  The year was 1982, and John was best known for having climbed more Himalayan peaks than any other American at that point. He was also somewhat controversial, highly principled, and called a “staunch misogynist” in a profile by writer David Roberts for Outside magazine (which prompted me to jokingly suggest that John either buy up all the issues or hide the dictionaries from his wife Joyce).

  Our fledgling public relations and events agency, just two years old by then, convinced Du Pont to host a luncheon in John’s honor at New York’s Lion’s Rock, an Upper East Side eatery with a large thirty-foot-tall boulder in the backyard.

  Invited were the top consumer and outdoor trade writers in New York. It was a home run. The restaurant overflowed with trade press from DNR, Sporting Goods Business, and WWD. Even consumer publications such as the Christian Science Monitor, Field & Stream, Ski and Skiing magazines, and the New York Post came to learn how Quallofil was “quallofied” to keep people warm. John was there to vouch for the product, while offering a personal account of the 1981 American Everest Expedition—the first attempt to climb Everest via the East Face.

  It was the halo effect writ large. In fact, John claimed he could slip into a sleeping bag containing Quallofil, dressed in clothes still damp from a sweaty day of climbing, and wake up warm and dry the next morning. I couldn’t have scripted it better myself.

  Later, in a shameless bit of puffery, we had John attend the national Boy Scout Jamboree to run a sleeping bag stuffing contest called “Huff, Puff, and Stuff” to demonstrate how well Quallofil would compact into stuff sacks. Over 500 Scouts and their leaders participated, much to our delight.

  The success of these two events led to more work with Du Pont until the company comprised 80 percent of our business. It was a financially dangerous, overly dependent position to be in, but the money was hard to resist.

  Within a short time, we were reviewing hundreds of adventure sponsorship requests, while selecting only a few for implementation. Our staff was organizing press conferences, luncheons, trade show appearances, and speaking engagements. We sent an account executive to staff a remote base station in the High Arctic; convinced ski instructors in the Andes to test a new type of thermal underwear; and once took reporters on a climb up Mount Washington, New Hampshire, home of the world’s worst weather and site of the highest recorded surface wind on earth.

  Our reputation grew, and we became inundated with sponsorship requests we knew Du Pont would never accept. One day it dawned on us to create a list of available sponsorships that Du Pont previously declined, a list we could share with other potential corporate sponsors.

  This led to the creation of Expedition News in October 1994—initially just a fax that we sent out to dozens of potential sponsors, hoping they would, in turn, hire Blumenfeld and Associates to plan and implement their own adventure marketing programs.

  The fax led to an early form of an email newsletter sent, somewhat awkwardly, via MCI Mail. Expedition News then morphed into a printed publication distributed to hundreds at a subscription cost of $36 per year. Today EN is back to email distribution, is excerpted in The Explorers Club’s Explorers Journal, and is available on the Web (expeditionnews.com and expeditionnews.blogspot.com) for the estimated 10,000 who read it monthly.

  [image: images]

  The Web is packed with obscure advice. There are over 1,300 Dummies books covering everything from dating to low-fat cooking to beagles. Most people, as part of their everyday lives, can seek advice from accountants, lawyers, doctors, clergymen, and financial planners. But where do you turn for advice on how to raise $100,000 for an expedition to discover the sea serpent said to live between New York and Vermont in Lake Champlain? Or what if you need a sponsor to help you blog your way from New York City to Ushuaia, Argentina, the southernmost city in the world?

  That’s where this book comes in. Within the following pages I’ll take you from the North Pole to the South Pole, from the tallest peak in the world to the lowest point in North America, and across and under the seas. You’ll learn from some of the most famous explorers of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, plus a few in the twenty-first now slogging their way into the record books.

  Despite the late Colonel Norman D. Vaughan’s ambitious and endearing plan to climb a mountain in Antarctica named after himself, the sponsorship search was hardly easy for the octogenarian. It wasn’t smooth sailing either for New Yorker Reid Stowe who scrounged enough funds to eventually achieve history’s longest continuous sea voyage. How was Minnesotan Will Steger able to convince W. L. Gore & Associates and the French insurance company UAP to each pony up $2 million to sponsor the first dogsled traverse of Antarctica? A master at obtaining sponsorship, Will admitted to Mike Cannell of the New York Times during the planning of his $11 million Trans-Antarctica Expedition, “The biggest struggle is behind the scenes. It’s not just a question of whether I can ski thirty miles in one day, but can I actually raise the money and get this thing organized?”

  In the following pages I’ll explain how many of the adventure world’s most famous boldface names humbly took hat in hand, traveled to attend pitch meetings with potential sponsors, and attempted to sell their dream of adventure and exploration. You’ll learn how they raised the funds they needed and how you can Get Sponsored as well.

  Then I’ll explain not only what to do with the funding before, during, and after your project, but even suggest a few adventures and expeditions to consider launching on your own.

  This is the story of dedicated individuals who have expanded our understanding of the earth and the limits of human performance. It’s the story of extraordinary adventurers and explorers who have enriched our lives through their tales of perseverance despite incredible odds. It’s also the story of the author of this book, really no more than an armchair explorer himself, who leveraged both his time and communications skills to join two dream trips, one to Antarctica, the other to Nepal.
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  Usually my first conversation with these brave, if ofttimes eccentric, individuals begins with five simple words:

  You want to go where?


  
THE “SO WHAT?” RULE


  THIS BOOK MAKES A CAREFUL DISTINCTION BETWEEN ADVENTURES and expeditions, and it’s important to understand the difference between the two. An expedition is a journey that involves scientific study or field research—an effort to better understand the planet, determine what lies over the next hill, or test the upper limits of human performance, whether that entails jumping from the edge of space, diving 560 feet on a single breath of air, or climbing Mount Everest without oxygen. In short, it’s a trip with a purpose.

  A visit to Iceland to enjoy hiking, soak in hot tubs, and pursue members of the opposite sex in some famed Reykjavik nightclub is clearly a vacation. But travel to that same island nation in the North Atlantic, arrive as a citizen scientist to help uncover homes covered in ash during a 1973 volcanic eruption, and then write a magazine article or lecture about it, and you’ve got yourself an expedition.

  An adventure, on the other hand, is a trip with, say, a potentially unexpected or unwanted outcome. It involves an unusual and exciting, typically hazardous experience or activity. Or to put it another way, an adventure is often what happens when you make a mistake. According to the late adventurer Edward “Ned” Gillette in an Outside magazine interview, “Adventure is looking at old subjects in new ways. None of us are explorers anymore. We’re guys who dream up things that might be fun to do.”

  Sponsors are called upon to constantly make the distinction between an adventure, an expedition, or simply someone’s fun time in the great outdoors.

  Time magazine’s John Skow referred to this search for other people’s money as a process whereby “ . . . idlers with powerful legs try to persuade achievers in powerful suits to pay for their vacations.”

  Du Pont executive Felix P. Connolly’s interview in Adweek magazine years ago still holds true for many corporate sponsors besieged by requests: “We turn down ninety-nine percent of them. It seems every college kid who ever climbed a mountain and decides that he’ll assault Everest before settling down calls us.”

  Is sponsorship funding available for projects that answer the “So what?” question? Yes. Is it easy to secure such funding? Not in the least. But it is possible, as I am about to explain.
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  The phone rings one day in the fall of 2008. It’s a cold call. On the line was Len Waldron, the former vice president of a major financial services company just outside Manhattan. That was his day job. In his spare time Len, a former U.S. Army infantry officer in his mid-thirties, likes to write about fishing for enthusiast magazines such as Destination Fish and Flyﬁshing & Tying Journal.

  For months, he had been percolating an idea for a fishing adventure, one that he hoped someone else would help fund. As an avid fly fisherman, I was immediately intrigued. I’ve been on a number of fly-fishing adventures myself, personally paying for them all, right down to the very last wooly bugger. These were fun vacations. What I lacked was an angle, a “hook” if you will, something to help the project stand apart.

  “You’re going on a fishing adventure? So what?” a potential sponsor might say. “How will that help our company move the needle?” Anticipating this kind of corporate pushback, Len told me he worked hard to develop the adventure’s raison d’être. After much research and numerous conversations with conservationists, he would dedicate his trip to the roadless and wild areas of the Pacific Northwest, urging balanced use and conservation of what he calls “one of the continent’s greatest natural resources.”

  To make the project even more compelling, he would hire a pilot to fly a film crew and himself to remote fishing lakes in a refurbished Grumman G-21 “Goose” amphibian airplane, originally built by Grumman Aircraft in 1936. It’s the ATV of the land, sea, and air, able to take off and land on paved runways, dirt strips, grass strips, and in water as shallow as three feet.

  When you take an accomplished freelance writer, a worthy cause, and combine it with an aircraft that looks like it flew out of the pages of a Dashiell Hammett novel, then wrap it into a proposal that promises magazine publicity, photography, video, and daily blogs, it becomes an almost irresistible package. Or so he thought.

  He was targeting adventure clothing manufacturers, liquor companies that use geese in their name and logo, and other categories—digital cameras, footwear, GPS navigation systems, and major outdoor retail chains.

  Unfortunately, the Goose trip never panned out for a variety of reasons, including financial problems at the aircraft manufacturer.

  Undaunted, he continues to go on dream trips—his visit to Patagonia was covered by Fly Rod & Reel, the magazine that assigned him the story; he traveled to Africa in 2013 on behalf of a Trijicon Optics, maker of riflescopes and sights. His bags hardly unpacked, he continues to develop new expedition projects that will resonate with the right corporate sponsors.
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  Now let’s say you’re an avid golfer. You dream about the sport. You read golf magazines, own a collection of inane Tim Conway Dorf on Golf videos, and have a mounted-golf-ball clock in the office right above the little carpet putting green you bought for yourself.

  Travel to Myrtle Beach for the weekend and we’d call that a vacation. But what if you combined a passion for golf with a love of adventure? An adventure like hitting a golf ball across Mongolia, the small Asian nation landlocked between China and Russia? The lads back at the club will seethe with jealously when you return with stories of using a three-iron to hit hundreds of golf balls across the treeless steppes. Explain that someone else paid for at least part of the trip, and your green-panted buddies will likely become speechless, practically incontinent.

  Sound far-fetched? Well, that’s exactly what an American civil engineer in his early thirties named Andre Tolme accomplished during the summers of 2003 and 2004.

  Andre came up with a simple title, “Golf Mongolia,” established a website, and contacted corporate sponsors for in-kind and cash donations. Sierra Designs, the Colorado Yurt Company, and the Neighborhood Mortgage Company all came aboard, along with many friends, family, and international admirers who sponsored balls for $25 to $50. Out of a total shoestring budget of $4,000, including airfare, he raised about 50 percent through cash and in-kind support.

  To reach the first “tee,” Andre took a train north from Beijing to Ulan Bator, then bused to the eastern city of Choybalsan. From there, he spent five months, hitting 510 golf balls 2.322 million yards (1,319 miles)—a par 11,880—until he reached the western city of Khovd.

  A resident of Berkeley, California, Andre decided “winter rules” would apply—he allowed himself the luxury of taking a preferred lie within one club length of where the ball lands. He said, “This avoided having to hit every shot from the rough, which would be tedious and uninteresting.”

  Still, like all good adventures, the ninety-day project wasn’t entirely risk-free. He had to contend with 509 lost balls, hitting into hazards, a harsh climate, marmots carrying bubonic plague, and four species of poisonous snakes that could strike at any time. Not to mention a diet of mutton fat, fermented horse milk, and schmears of sheep brain on slices of sheep’s liver.

  He blogged, “Some may call this extreme golf, adventure expression, or just plain crazy. One thing is certain, this has never been done before and may never be done again.”

  Various national media apparently agreed. Andre appeared on The Tonight Show, The Today Show, CNN, and conducted numerous newspaper interviews. “You hit the ball, then you go and find it. Then you hit it again,” he told the New York Times, who called him “Golfer of the Year.”

  A guest appearance with Jay Leno became an opportunity to confess he was “independently poor” and will be looking for sponsors for his next adventure, once his three young children grow up. He told us in fall 2013 that eventually he hopes to golf through North Africa, where he expects to encounter the world’s largest sand trap.
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  Andre’s adventure in extreme golf provides hope for all of us who want to convince someone to pay for a trip, but find an expedition to Everest base camp, Kilimanjaro, or the North Pole somewhat daunting. Truth be told, “Golfing Mongolia” is a great adventure, but an expedition it’s not. No field research, no scientific studies, just a great story to tell. Which is fine. It abides by the “So what?” rule. You’re not just traveling to Mongolia, you’re accomplishing a feat of endurance. It was a simple idea executed flawlessly.

  Clearly, less is more when you’re trying to raise funds for an expedition. The explorer H. W. “Bill” Tilman (1898–1977) is famously credited with saying, “Any worthwhile expedition can be planned on the back of an envelope.”

  In the late 1980s one adventure came along that could be summarized on the back of a postage stamp. It passed the “So what?” test with flying colors, and it began with one of those “cold calls.” I lifted the telephone receiver one day in 1987, and there on the line boomed a voice with a slight Boston accent cracked with age. “Mr. Blumenfeld, I want to climb a mountain in Antarctica.” As I girded myself for yet another desperate but mundane pitch, the caller continued, “It’s not the highest mountain in Antarctica. It’s not even the most remote. But it is named after me.”

  I thought to myself, “How’d that happen?” How do you have a mountain named after yourself in the coldest, highest, windiest continent on earth? There’s a town in Germany named “Blumenfeld,” and a bad Welsh spy movie named Operation Blumenfeld. I give Blumenfeld extra virgin olive oil from New Zealand as Christmas gifts. So if they’re handing out mountains, I’m in.

  But being honored with a namesake mountain in Antarctica takes some doing. One way, as I soon learned, is to be the last surviving member of Admiral Richard E. Byrd’s 1928–1930 expedition. War hero, dogsled competitor, and big-time dreamer, the late Colonel Norman D. Vaughan, age eighty-two at the time, was on the phone and needed sponsorship assistance from my clients.

  Norman, a native of Salem, Massachusetts, was the last living link to the early twentieth century’s rich history of polar discovery, and Admiral Byrd himself honored Norman by naming a 10,302-foot peak located 450 miles inland in the Queen Maud Range “Mount Vaughan.”

  Later, Norman would go on to compete in the 1932 Olympics as a dogsled musher where he would finish tenth in the only year that dog-sledding was allowed as a demonstration sport. During World War II, he commanded 425 dogs as part of U.S. Army Air Corps Search and Rescue, and retrieved top-secret WWII Norden bombsights before German submarine crews could reach the Lost Squadron—two fuel-starved B-17s that were forced to land in Greenland due to bad weather. Norman was a competitor in thirteen Iditarod sled dog races, competing in the approximately 1,150-mile race as recently as 1992 at age eighty-six.

  An attempt at a first ascent of his namesake mountain failed on November 26, 1993, when the expedition’s DC-6 supply plane, its airborne freight horse, crashed due to poor visibility on Antarctica, six miles from the Patriot Hills blue-ice airstrip. They were descending through the clouds when suddenly the plane hit the deck unexpectedly. The pilot had literally flown into the ground. Landing gears were ripped off and strewn behind them, according to an expedition update sent to friends, the media, and sponsors. Three props came spinning off. Everyone was thrown forward.

  The accident severely injured team veterinarian Dr. Jerry Vanek, a University of Minnesota professor, when his airplane seat broke loose from its footing and slammed into the bulkhead. He wound up on the floor on his back, legs over the top of him, still belted in his seat. Vanek suffered a fractured skull, deep facial lacerations, and puncture wounds on the head, as well as multiple leg and arm fractures. He would eventually recover, thanks to a medical evacuation by a C-130 Hercules to Punta Arenas, Chile, privately financed by the Antarctic aviation company, Adventure Network International.

  Norman would relive that moment in a memo to my staff: “When the plane crashed, the dogs were quickly tossed off the plane because there was fuel spilling everywhere, and one engine was on fire. Once off the plane, our handler, Larry Grout, put them all on picket lines staked to the debris. However, a fuel line broke with more gas pouring down to exactly where the dogs were. He let them all loose again to quickly get them out of danger.”

  Out of twenty sled dogs, four were missing. Grout went out five times looking for the dogs. At one point over the next three weeks, thirty people searched for the dogs by snowmobile and from the air. They even placed legs of lamb in strategic areas to lure them back, but to no avail. Dog tracks were seen twenty-five miles away within a crevasse field, leading some to surmise that the dogs may have fallen to their deaths. The setback drew heat from animal rights activists when it was apparent the missing dogs more likely perished from starvation.

  Norman would later write to an online community of some 300,000 who were following the expedition on Prodigy, “This was an awful experience. But a setback like this only strengthens the persistency to continue.”

  Not one to waste any time, Norman and his team tried again in January 1994, but were grounded for sixteen days by weather. Time had run out, and the second attempt was scrubbed. The cancellation was another major blow; undaunted, the team traveled a few weeks later to New York to raise funds for yet another try in late 1994.

  At the time, Norman was wearing Vent-a-Layer expedition clothing from my client, Duofold, and we spoke about the plane crash and dog tragedy often, once over a memorable dinner under the vaulted tile ceiling of the famed Oyster Bar in New York’s Grand Central Station. There I was, a “suit” in his forties, with this famed explorer right out of the pages of National Geographic—snow white beard, Andy Rooney eyebrows, dozens of lines and scars across his face, each with a story to tell. I remember fondly Norman challenging me to a garlic-eating contest. I lost. The main lesson learned was never get into a competition with someone who probably grew up consuming seal meat and beef jerky or whatever else Byrd was feeding his men.

  He called me “Mister Big-Time PR Super Operator.” Coming from this white-haired adventurer who looked like he stepped out of a diorama in the American Museum of Natural History, I took it as a high compliment.

  Thus, as a Super Operator, how could I resist when the opportunity came to organize his press conference at The Explorers Club?

  The resulting press coverage included a one-third-page story in the New York Post, packed with puns and silly word play. HE’S HOT TO CONQUER ANTARCTICA—AT 88 read the headline. In a stroke of good timing, it was snowing during the press conference, so the photographer had Norman pose outside throwing a snowball. The caption read, SNOWBALLING AMBITIONS: NORMAN VAUGHAN’S DREAMS HAVEN’T GONE TO MUSH.

  Norman resumed the attempt in early December 1994, this time without sled dogs because of a new Antarctic treaty that banned them. The seven-member expedition included Norman’s fourth wife, Carolyn Muegge-Vaughan, thirty-seven years his junior; Vern Tejas (a “Seven Summiteer” who climbed the tallest peaks on each continent); Gordon Wiltsie, climber and guide for Adventure Network International; and a National Geographic television film crew.

  The evening before the final ascent of Mount Vaughan, Vern and the Vaughans camped out in a crevasse 900 feet below the summit. Norman wore dark sunglasses both outside and inside his tent to counteract a mild case of snow blindness.

  In an interview, Vern told the Associated Press what frustrated Norman the most: “He has the mind of a student and the heart of a child, but the body of an older person, and that slows him down.”

  Gordon remembered years later, “A young, fit climber probably could have ascended Mount Vaughan in a few hours. Ultimately (and partly due to weather) it would take Norman nine days, but I was still astonished by his fortitude.”

  According to Elizabeth Royte, writing for LIFE Magazine, Vern and Gordon chopped and stamped 7,000 steps into the snow- and ice-covered mountain to help Norman summit his namesake peak, hampered by a plastic and metal right knee and a fused right ankle. After this successful first-ever ascent on December 16, 1994, just three days shy of his eighty-ninth birthday, Norman read an emotional message: “ . . . By climbing this mountain for my eighty-ninth birthday, I dared to fail. . . . Dream big, dream big young and old, and dare to fail. I have fulfilled a sixty-five-year-old dream.

  “This climb is also in tribute to the tenacious spirit of the Antarctic sled dogs who never gave up. They have been my inspiration.”

  Afterward, Carolyn attempted to light eighty-nine sparklers on the snowy summit of “Norman’s Giant Birthday Cake,” but the wind was too strong to ignite them. The team then remained overnight, beginning their twelve-hour descent the next morning after planting an Explorers Club flag and taking plenty of photos for sponsors.

  In later years, when money was tight, Colonel Vaughan often worked as a consultant to corporations involved in the outdoors. He posed in the New York Times Fashion of the Times magazine wearing a $650 Ralph Lauren hand-knit cable-stitched turtleneck in a photo spread that included astronaut Buzz Aldrin.

  One year he also lent his name to a Timberland-sponsored “Trip of a Lifetime” sweepstakes. Twenty-four lucky consumers and store personnel were invited to four of Latin America’s most challenging destinations. One of the three freelance “Timberland Athletes” leading the group was Vaughan, then ninety. Perhaps it wasn’t the most prestigious thing to do after being Admiral Byrd’s chief dog musher, but Norman needed to raise awareness, and at least Timberland had a strong connection with outdoor adventure.

  During the Timberland trip, he passed the time regaling fellow travelers with anecdotes about Admiral Byrd. He told of Byrd instructing his team to wear the same underwear for ten days, then switch to new pairs, then after twenty days go back to the old pairs. In a twisted sense of polar logic, that’s how team members convinced themselves they had clean underwear.

  “Boy, they felt good,” Norman chuckled.

  Inducted into the Musher Hall of Fame in 1990, he organized and led the 776-mile Norman Vaughan’s Serum Run, an annual dogsled and snowmobile competition that commemorates the twenty men and their dog teams who relayed crucial diphtheria serum from Alaska’s Nenana to Nome in 1925. During that fateful year, a potentially fatal diphtheria outbreak in Nome required emergency delivery of serum to stricken residents. Weather conditions prevented shipment by air, so twenty dog teams were assembled to convey the much-needed medicine over land.

  Norman accurately predicted that he would live to be 100 years of age, “because not many people die after that,” he joked with Lonely Planet guidebook author Jeff Rubin. For years he had plans to return to the summit of Mount Vaughan to celebrate his 100th birthday, perhaps with a sip of champagne, which would be the first taste of alcohol for this lifelong teetotaler.

OEBPS/Images/titleimage.jpg
GET SPONSORED

A FunpinG Guipe For EXPLORERS, ADVENTURERS,
anD Wourp-Be WorLp TRAVELERS

Jeff Blumenfeld

S
P

SKYHORSE PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/fig_3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frontcover.jpg
—
kil |
(==
=
L
—
—
-
7

" Jeff Blumenfeld





OEBPS/Images/fig_2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_37.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_24.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_11.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fig_33.jpg





