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To my mother, who for over twenty years stoically waved me goodbye, then acted as my personal assistant, answering my mail and paying my bills, all the time waiting for the dreaded phone call that said there was no point paying them any more.

To those genuinely passionate climbers who followed their dreams purely for the spirit of the adventure but did not survive to tell their own stories and whose losses in great numbers have gone largely unnoticed.

To three specific individuals, and all those like them in Scouts and other volunteer organisations, who give their time to inspire and develop the youth of Australia: Adrian Cooper OAM, who introduced me to the thrill of outdoor adventuring; Bob King, who nurtured my outdoor passion through leadership and guidance; and Geoff Chapman, whose altruism and unceasing belief in me enabled and motivated me to keep going.

Thank you, all.


THE 8000ERS

There are fourteen peaks in the world whose tops reach above 8,000 metres (26,247 feet), and it is these that mountaineers refer to as the “8000ers.” The altitude into which they tower is so extreme that it is known as the “death zone,” where climbers must reach their goal and descend in a matter of hours before their bodies shut down and they literally die from “thin air.”

The 8000ers are not to be confused with the “Seven Summits,” which are the highest peaks on each of Earth’s seven continents. Everest is one of those seven summits—it is the highest mountain on the continent of Asia—but the rest of the seven summits are lower than 7,000 metres (22,966 feet) and as low as 2,200 metres (7,218 feet), in the case of Mt. Kosciusko in Australia. The 8000ers are all to be found in the Himalayan and Karakorum mountain ranges of South Asia—India, Nepal, Tibet, China and Pakistan. The most westerly 8000er, Nanga Parbat, stands just above Pakistan’s Indus valley and the most easterly, Kanchenjunga, sits 2,400 kilometres (about 1,500 miles) to the southeast, just above Darjeeling on Nepal’s eastern border with India.
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FOREWORD

Mountaineering is an apex sport and as Hemingway apparently put it, “all the others are merely games.” So where do mountaineers go to reach the pinnacle of their sport? The incomparable Himalayas.

The world’s fourteen highest mountains all exceed the 8,000-metre mark (or just over 26,000 feet) and they are all in the Himalayan and Karakoram ranges of Pakistan, China and Nepal. They are by far the tallest mountains on the planet. Shards of stone pushed higher than all the rest by extraordinary tectonic forces. Everest leads the pack by a commanding 250 metres over K2. (By comparison North America’s highest mountain, Mount McKinley, is 6,194 metres (20,322 feet) and 2,600 metres lower than Everest.) For mountaineers these huge Himalayan peaks—Kanchenjunga, Nanga Parbat, K2, Annapurna—are the stage where much dramatic history is acted out; they are the battle grounds of the “conquistadors of the useless,” as Lionel Terray aptly described his chosen pursuit.

By a strange quirk these great peaks that penetrate into the jetstream also coincide with the maximum physiological altitude that we humans can attain. In 1953, when my father and Tenzing first climbed Everest, the physiologists of the day debated whether it was even possible for humans to reach 8,800 metres (almost 29,000 feet). So why take the risk? George Mallory put it most simply—and perhaps most memorably—when asked in 1924 during a press conference and a succession of mind-numbing questions about his motivations for why he would attempt to climb Mount Everest. “Because it is there,” he said. And while climbing it may be a human contrivance, its presence is as genuine and beckoning as the Atlantic was to Columbus. And now we all know we can achieve these goals and this knowledge opens the doors to individual possibility. You can go there too! If you have the grit and the blinkered focus.

Mountaineering in the modern era tackled issues to do with style and philosophy. “Alpine style” changed the mode of ascent more than anything before. Bold and purist teams of unsupported climbers pushed elegant lines up the great mountains without oxygen and logistical support. The great exponents of this development were people like Hermann Buhl, Reinhold Messner, Jerzy Kukuczka, Jean Troillet and Doug Scott, who made numerous astonishing climbs that changed the way mountaineers saw what was possible.

Interestingly, the current era in mountaineering has transformed substantially into everything from media stunts, commercially guided groups enabling ambitious CEOs to tag the top, speed ascents up prepared routes strung with rope, capsule style climbing, alpine style and bold solos by outstanding practitioners of Himalayan alpinism. You shouldn’t judge the media reports from Mount Everest today as being typical of Himalayan climbing, as they are not and Andrew’s story illustrates this well. Today all these expeditions are equipped with satellite telephones and internet connections. These distractions have made Himalayan mountaineering more complex and less focused; more summit-driven and less interested in climbing excellence. There is nothing wrong with it, but the media soap operas are not the leading edge of the sport.

The popular “seven summits” (the highest peak on each continent) campaigns are, with the exception of Everest, more of an exciting adventure travelogue than a climbing-fest (and I completed the seven as a consolation prize when I couldn’t complete all the 8000ers I wanted to climb). By comparison the small number of mountaineers who have climbed all the fourteen 8,000-metre peaks are the “real thing.” The leaders in this quest climbed their mountains by establishing new routes and pushed frontiers like no one had before. They were armed with superb technical skills, extensive alpine experience and an astonishing determination—Reinhold Messner of Italy, Jerzy Kukuczka of Poland and Erhard Loretan of Switzerland. They showed us, on their separate expeditions, what could be accomplished. They are to mountaineers what the 8,000-metre peaks are to the Appalachian Mountains or the hills of Ben Nevis. They are giants.

You never conquer an 8,000-metre mountain giant. At best, you thread a line through its hazards to the summit where you simply turn around, for this is halfway. The technicalities of descent are bedeviled by fatigue and wandering concentration. Gravity prowls the flanks of the peak; it neither holds dear nor respects innocence or reputation. But this is why we come, to tread the line of jeopardy and to assume responsibility for our own actions.

This game is about commitment. Once in, you must go the distance. As Rob Hall told me once: “To summit an 8,000-metre peak you must be pushy. Even on a good day. But if you are too pushy you won’t come home.”

Andrew’s ambitions have been as steeply inclined as the peaks themselves. Because when you are out there—tired, frightened, thirsty—the only real companion you have is you. “You are all you have!” That’s a very fundamental realisation and not many of us want to go there.

When you see this man’s eyes … you know he has.

Peter Hillary, May 2014

www.peterhillary.com

Peter has climbed Mount Everest twice and his father Edmund Hillary made the first ascent with Tenzing Norgay in 1953. Peter is on the board of the Australian Himalayan Foundation.
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PROLOGUE: JULY 30, 1993

Falling! A nearly vertical ramp. I flail desperately with my ice axe, but it bounces off impenetrable rock and the abyss below rushes at me like a black hole that sucks everything into its void.

I thrash desperately, clawing at the thin covering of soft, wet snow—my only hope of stopping the fall. The bottom of the rock ramp is just metres away, and below that is a vertical drop of over a thousand metres. Still sliding, I kick my feet out wide, using my legs to catch more of the snow beneath me. It’s a risk—if I build up too much snow underneath me, I’ll topple over backwards and lose all control. But it’s a risk worth taking—if I don’t stop right now, I am dead anyway.

Nothing. Still sliding. A thought flashes through my mind: Christ, it’s all over …

Then I sense the slightest slowing, almost unnoticeable. The snow beneath me forms a small wedge between my legs. The buildup between my arms gives me enough balance so I don’t topple backwards. Slowing, slowing … stopped.

Temporarily safe, my body remains in overdrive. I gasp so fast that I literally scream for breath. Sucking in great frozen lungfuls, I cough violently as the cold, dry air tears at my throat. My heart pounds so hard my chest hurts.

I latch on to the mountain like a drowning man clutches a plank. Get yourself together. Get control. Ever so gradually the tension eases—my heart slows, my reeling head steadies, my gasping reverts to simple panting. I cough again and spit thick, bloody sputum into the ice in front of me. My face drops into the mess, but I don’t care. Breathing is all that matters.

I am still alive. Still. For this has not been an isolated slip that nearly ended badly, it’s been my descent for the last hour. A frantic, desperate series of uncontrolled leaps of faith. No, not faith, but hope. Hope that I will stop in time. Hope that I will slow before I pick up so much speed that I cannot. It is a hope born of hopelessness, as there is no other way down. I can stay up here and die in the thin air, or take my chances.

I am unprepared for this. I’ve spent too long at high altitude. I’m tired and dehydrated, exhausted from what has already been eighteen hours of climbing above 8,000 metres (26,247 feet) without supplementary oxygen. I’m way too inexperienced to have any right to be here. This has been my first successful 8,000-metre summit, and it is on the majestic but notorious K2, which sits on the border between Pakistan and China. I can already hear the veterans laugh: “You climbed K2 for your first 8,000-metre summit? Are you crazy?” Maybe.

All that’s on my mind right now, though, is survival. I’ve already seen the results of a K2 expedition gone wrong. He’s lying frozen and lifeless at our Camp 4, and I’m struggling simply to get down to the relative safety of that high-altitude cemetery. The mountain has turned nasty, and the slope we’d climbed earlier in the day is now virtually unable to be down-climbed, because the softening snow gives no purchase and the smooth rock underneath it is as hard as steel. There is simply nothing to hold on to.

Just to my right is the end of the rope that we’d anchored to the face earlier this morning on our way up. We’d only been carrying 40 metres and had placed it on the most dangerous part of the climb, a traverse under a giant cliff of ice. My hand is shaking, more from adrenaline than from the piercing cold, as I reach out, ever so carefully, to clip a sling to it, fearful that even the slightest movement will dislodge me. I slump gratefully to let it take my weight, the security like a mother’s comforting embrace.

My desire to sleep is almost overwhelming and I must snap my mind back to consciousness. With the safety of the rope I traverse across to another steep chute known as the Bottleneck, which leads down to a broad ice face below. Unclipping from the rope, I carefully kick each step and place the ice pick as though my life depends on it, which it most certainly does. I find that I am talking myself through every movement: “Focus … Look for a good handhold. Don’t relax now. Focus. Check that rock—is it loose? Get rid of it. Okay, step down. Easy … Easy. Okay, get the pick in.”

This isn’t a sign of madness but a habit that I’ve kept up throughout my climbing career. It is when you are descending from a summit, exhausted beyond comprehension, that you must think the most clearly. Having put every bit of energy into the ascent, many climbers have nothing left in reserve when they turn to go down again. So they relax, take shortcuts, make mistakes. And die.

I tell myself I will not relax, take shortcuts or make mistakes, and with every downward step, the angle of the slope lessens, until at last I am able to face out and walk the rest of the way back down to Camp 4. It is surreal descending these slopes in the dark of night, alone on the massive mountain face, having just survived the most dangerous experience of my life. The summit was good, but survival is even better, and I luxuriate in the feel of every breath, the warmth of my down suit, the energy of life.

I am in good spirits as I approach the tent. It is 11:30 p.m. and I’ve been on the go for almost twenty hours. Two of my teammates, Anatoli and Peter, descended from the summit ahead of me, and as I reach the tent I hope that they’ve melted enough snow on the stove to give me the drink I desperately need.

There is rustling in the tent and I hear Anatoli’s voice: “Peter, is that you?”

“No, it’s Andrew,” I reply, a little confused.

Anatoli’s shocked face immediately appears through the tent door. I stop moving, a sense of dread suddenly upon me.

Peter had left the summit with Anatoli. You can’t get lost on this route. If he’d stopped to rest, I’d have seen him in the bright moonlight. If I haven’t passed him, then he is no longer on the mountain. We scan the slopes above us, but there is no sign of another human life.

So exhausted that it takes me twenty minutes just to remove my crampons, I crawl into the tent, hoping that I’d somehow passed Peter as he rested. But I know deep within me that the worst has happened.

I am wrong, however. The worst is just beginning.


1

BEGINNINGS

But risks must be taken because the greatest hazard in life is to risk nothing.

“To Risk,” William Arthur Ward

I wasn’t born to mountaineering—far from it. With my two brothers, Dave (two years older) and Stew (six years younger), I grew up in the Sydney suburb of Killara. Our parents, Don and Margaret, sent us to the prestigious private school Sydney Grammar.

Dad was keen for his sons to get into careers that earned big money. As an only child who had grown up during the Depression, he had experienced genuine poverty after his own father had died when Dad was only five. Dad left school early and gained a trade as a fitter and turner. Desperate to build a better life, however, he put himself through night school, emerging as a manager and moving quickly into a career as a management consultant. Ultimately, he became a founding member of the Australian Institute of Management Consultants—a “poor boy done good.” Apart from his work, Dad also loved real estate. He excelled at identifying outstanding real-estate opportunities, buying beautiful but dilapidated houses on Sydney’s north shore and renovating them. In this way he provided our family with comfortable homes, as well as substantial profits on each purchase.

I was different. I could never quite embrace a perspective that focused primarily on money and image. Indeed, throughout my life I have struggled to desire anything more than basic financial security. Life was what could be experienced after school and after work, away from career, family and society’s expectations. This was the cause of lifelong tension between Dad and me, and I never bonded with him in the way my brothers did.

A teacher and then a publisher’s assistant editor, Mum was the emotional rock of our family and kept us going through all the turbulence of life. It was left to her to raise the family as Dad spent considerable periods away from home on work projects. A strict disciplinarian, she was quick to reach for the strap any time it was needed. With three wild young men to manage, that strap had quite a workout! But Mum also saw that life was about much more than work alone and encouraged us to engage in the outdoors, the beach and sports. I think my outlook was much more similar to hers than Dad’s, and I also believe I inherited her physical stamina.

At school, I just didn’t fit in. Although I was athletic and had good physical endurance, I wasn’t a big kid and was no good at the usual sports. Nor could I get interested in my studies. I dreamed constantly of escape, which I found in the Endeavour Club, an outdoor-adventure group headed by one of the teachers, Adrian “Ace” Cooper. I’d already spent some years in the Scouts, which I’d really loved, but the activities had mostly been daytrips. With the Endeavour Club, I did my first multi-day bushwalk over the Easter break of 1974, through the Budawang Range on the south coast of New South Wales.

For four days I lugged a heavy backpack that contained a ludicrous amount of gear and food, while legions of leeches drained my puny body of much-needed blood. It rained most of the time, my tent leaked, my food was sodden and the mud was up to our knees—and I loved every single minute of it. Soaked to the skin and freezing, knowing that we had kilometres more to walk in the same conditions, I thrilled at the challenge. It gave me an inner sense of achievement that I hadn’t felt in any sport or other activity. I felt a glow within me—I was hooked on “the bush.”

For several years I threw myself at the outdoors every time there was a camping trip with the club. We bushwalked throughout the Blue Mountains near Sydney, and also took on more challenging activities, such as abseiling, caving, canyoning and cross-country skiing. The harder or more adventurous it was, the more I loved it—partly for the thrill of the adventure but also for the satisfaction of coping with the hardships it posed.

Adrian provided the opportunity for kids to experience the outdoors, but there wasn’t much sympathy for those who found it tough. Generally the adventures were long and hard and pushed us to our limits. Adrian was famous for underestimating the length of any walk. If he told us we had an hour to get to the campsite, it would invariably be two, three or more. After a while, we’d stop asking how far and just push on until we arrived. This might have developed our mental toughness, but it also prompted me to learn to read maps so I could make my own judgements.

My first alpine experience—a cross-country skiing trip to the Australian Alps—was an epiphany. Led by Adrian, a few of us from the club started out from a place called Munyang, on the famous Snowy River in Kosciuszko National Park. My equipment consisted of woollen, army-surplus clothing, an oiled Japara jacket and a wafer-thin sleeping bag rated to plus 5 degrees Celsius (41 degrees Fahrenheit), but I felt ready to face whatever the mountains could throw at me.

Wrong. Even Australia’s low, scrubby mountains can be harsh environments. On the first night I probably should have frozen in my woefully unsuitable sleeping bag, particularly since the cotton tent I slept in had no floor. During the night, as the temperature dropped to minus 15 degrees Celsius (5 degrees Fahrenheit), which was way below anything I’d previously experienced, I kept telling myself to think warm, to stop shivering and to imagine I was feeling as comfortable as I really wanted to be. The shivering stopped and I slept.

At some point that night, the plastic sheet under my thin sleeping mat became a toboggan and, still asleep, I slid slowly under the door of my tent. When I awoke the next morning, covered in frost, I was about 10 metres down the hill.

A couple of days later the other boys and I set out for an alpine hut about 6 kilometres (3 miles) further into the mountains. We followed a track marked with orange “blizzard poles” and therefore didn’t bother with our maps and compasses. Within an hour, the weather deteriorated and we were caught in a howling blizzard. Visibility was down to 40 metres, then 30, then 20. We lost sight of the poles and then the track. Unable to find our way back, we pressed on as the wind increased and the temperature dropped.

I tried to recall what the map had shown of the lay of the land and its key features, and I thought I knew where we were. But after another hour, by which time we should have reached the hut, we were still inching our way forward. We were all highly inexperienced, but in the freezing temperature we knew we had to escape the storm, so we agreed to look for a snow bank and dig a survival shelter. We turned off the track and moved down the slope and after 30 metres we skied straight into the side of the missing hut. We had been lucky. It was a valuable lesson about not taking anything for granted in the mountains, especially navigation.

Of course, it wasn’t all freezing nights and getting lost in blizzards. That first foray into an alpine wilderness exposed me to the extraordinary beauty of the mountains: the pure silence, the freshness of a clear mountain sky, the sparkle of new snow and the pristine emptiness, which invited exploration of this magical white wonderland. I thrilled at the exhilaration of striding for hours, every muscle working hard, to achieve a rhythm that tired but didn’t exhaust the body. Discovering the Alps had added a new dimension to the outdoors for me.

While these activities fulfilled my needs in the outdoors, they did nothing to help my education, or to win any favour with Dad, who quite rightly felt I wasn’t focusing on my studies. Trapped behind an old wooden desk for hours each day, the endless monotone of my teachers unable to hold my attention, every muscle in my body ached to be marching hard through the bush. Outdoor adventure was such a magnet for me that I could think of nothing else. The more time I spent in the outdoors, the less I liked the indoors, and the more I wanted a career that would keep me outside.

When I was about fourteen, my parents divorced. Dave and I stayed living with Dad, while Stew went to live with Mum in her apartment. My relationship with Dad only deteriorated in these circumstances, and I sought any opportunity to escape the friction. I pursued adventure whenever possible, regardless of the cost. The odd broken bone or wound needing stitches were just battle scars, and rather than scaring me away from risky activities, they convinced me that the human body could absorb a lot of punishment and would usually bounce back. Anyway, I wanted more of it.

*

At fifteen, I joined the 1st Killara Venturers (Senior Scouts) Unit in Sydney. Dave was already a member and, it seemed to me, he was having even wilder escapades than I was. The unit was incredibly active and as the youngest member of the group I had to learn fast to keep up with the older guys. More caving, abseiling, bush-walking, cross-country skiing, sailing, whitewater canoeing and general adventuring followed over the next few years.

As the older members left, they were replaced by guys and girls my own age. Some came and went but a core group developed, many of whom are still my closest friends today: Mike, Warwick, Steve, Mark, Paul and me—or, as we still know each other, “French,” “Wazza,” “Bergy,” “Duds,” “Leeky” and “Droid.” The three regular girls, Meg, Kate and Julie, were spared such ignominy. We took on bolder and bolder adventures and, luckily for us, gained a leader named Bob King, who gave us great guidance. In fact, with his selfless patience, he probably stopped us from killing ourselves.

By the time I finished school I was convinced I needed a career that would keep me outdoors in the wild environments I’d come to love. I’d jackarooed on friends’ farms a few times during my school holidays, so I decided on a career as a beef-cattle grazier and enrolled in Yanco Agricultural College near Leeton in country New South Wales. The classes about agronomy and laser landscaping didn’t match my dream of a simple life mustering livestock, but I did enjoy the lessons about explosives and the mechanical sessions on old Land Rover engines.

Like most students I was always broke, so on weekends I worked at nearby farms, walking across paddocks and picking up sticks or piling rocks into heaps for the farmer to collect, so that he could plough his fields more easily. At two dollars per hour in 40 degrees Celsius (104 degrees Fahrenheit) heat, the work was debilitating and, at the end of each interminable day, I’d crawl into the nearby hotel with a measly twenty dollars in my pocket, only to drink thirty dollars’ worth of beer.

Things were not working out as I had hoped. By the end of my first year I was searching for something else. About that time, I saw an advertisement to join the New South Wales Police Force. I’d never thought of being a cop but was already in uniform part-time, having joined the Australian Army Reserve the year before. It seemed like a good stopgap measure while I figured out what I wanted to do with my life.

At my interview I was sent off for a physical examination and was promptly rejected—too skinny. Not to be defeated, I engaged in a solid program of beer, steaks and weightlifting, and two months later scraped through the physical with barely a gram to spare. I was the skinniest bloke in my class at the police academy.

In January 1982, after just three months of training, I graduated from the academy with a badge, a gun and a vision of saving the world. Reality was quickly thrust upon me when I was assigned to the police station in Redfern, which at the time was a troubled, inner-city Sydney suburb with a low socioeconomic status, significant unemployment and a high crime rate. Like any other suburb, though, the majority of its residents were good people trying to do their best in difficult circumstances, and I enjoyed the worthy pursuit of trying to protect them and improve their lives.

At first I found the work itself stimulating as every day brought some new excitement. On one occasion my partner and I chased a stolen car at breakneck speed through back alleys so narrow that our big paddy wagon had only centimetres to spare on either side. When the driver dumped his car, I was out and chasing him on foot before we had even stopped. After finally running him to ground, we opened his bag to find a large amount of drugs and a pistol.

Another day, my partner and I drove to the nearby railway station to arrest a young man who’d assaulted a woman and tried to steal her handbag. As we pulled up, a second young bloke stepped out of the shadows across the street and hurled a bottle against the side of our police truck. He ran off but I was instantly in pursuit. I chased him around the dark and narrow streets, finally tackling him to the ground. As we fought and rolled in the street, I struggled to get the handcuffs on him while he yelled out for help.

When at last I had him pinned him to the ground, I looked up to see a circle of twenty or more local residents around me. Most were holding lengths of timber, steel pipes or bricks. I was in deep trouble and had nowhere to go, but I had no intention of releasing my prisoner.

There was no point panicking but it was likely I was about to be killed, so I pulled out my revolver, pointed it at the crowd and shouted at them to back off. They stopped advancing but waited menacingly for an opportunity to get me. I desperately hoped that my partner would appear with the police truck, but I suddenly realised that I still had the keys to the vehicle in my pocket.

To my relief, I heard a vehicle racing around the nearby streets, gradually getting closer, until it charged into my street. Out jumped my partner from a truck that he’d commandeered from a passing motorist. In an instant we’d tossed the prisoner in and were racing back out of that street, all the time being pelted with bricks, bottles and stones. Needless to say, my partner counselled me about running off on my own, but it turned out that the guy I’d caught was an escaped prisoner with years still outstanding on his sentence—probably why he’d fought me so hard!

Not every shift brought that kind of excitement, but policing the streets meant that we never knew what to expect when we came to work. On a good day we might find a lost child, locate some stolen property or capture a wanted felon, but a bad day could see us fighting drunken mobs, notifying distraught and uncomprehending family members of the death of a loved one or handling the rotten corpse of a lonely pensioner who’d passed away, unnoticed by their closest neighbours until the odour caused someone to complain. Drug overdoses, violent assaults and drunken accidents kept us busy. Death was a constant reality in that area, probably due to the high-density government and rental housing that contained mostly elderly pensioners or people at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder.

The most dangerous and least pleasant jobs of all, though, were the domestic arguments, when emotions were at their peak and former lovers vented their frustration at the loss of their relationships through brutality towards each other. Until the police arrived. All too frequently, they would see us as the common enemy, a focal point for that anger. Tears could turn to attack in an instant, and “domestics” had one of the worst statistics for injuries to police officers.

Policing is an incredibly challenging profession and I don’t for a minute regret having signed up. The men and women with whom I worked were generally of the highest moral calibre and were dedicated to their task. I was proud to do a job that sought to improve the lives of others. I believe very strongly in fairness, and crime, in my eyes, was unfair. Being a cop enabled me to help correct that. I’d certainly had my share of mischief as a youth—perhaps even a little more than my share—but with maturity came a desire to “do the right thing” in life, and an expectation that others should also be fair-minded. A breach of that standard is a betrayal and I can be very slow to forgive.

Despite my enjoyment of the work, I became increasingly frustrated with the impact the job was having on my life. I was city-bound, for one thing, and I had to do shifts, which often meant working on weekends and missing out on my re-energising fix of outdoor adventuring. After two years, I needed to get out of the city, and so in 1983 I transferred to the New South Wales country town of Wagga Wagga. The more relaxed country lifestyle—and crimes of a generally less serious nature—was much more to my liking, although life’s traumas were just expressed in a different way, most often through horrific high-speed car crashes on the country highways.

In Wagga Wagga I was able to throw myself back into the outdoors, taking on more and more activities, including rafting, paragliding, motorcycling and four-wheel driving. Multi-day bush-walking was a real passion at the time, and I was always keen for something new. I managed to get a last-minute permit to walk the world-renowned Milford Track in New Zealand, and realised that I could link that walk with another one called the Routeburn Track. After four incredible days on the stunning Milford Track, I wandered into the village of Milford, hoping to replenish my supplies from a supermarket. To my chagrin, I found only a milk bar and a guesthouse.

I wasn’t about to give up on the Routeburn Track, so I bought out the milk bar’s supply of chocolate and sultanas. At the guesthouse, which had a bar, I bought out their supply of peanuts, then mixed the lot into an oversized bag of scroggin, a staple snack for Australian bushwalkers. This wasn’t to be a snack, though, as it was breakfast, lunch and dinner for the next four days. In truth I love scroggin and it didn’t diminish the experience at all—the Routeburn track is an extraordinary alpine trek—although I was certainly ready for a steak by the time I reached civilization.

Back in Australia, I continued my outdoor activities but I knew I hadn’t yet found my niche. I took on harder challenges, undertaking solo bushwalking journeys through some of Australia’s toughest wilderness, like the Western Arthurs in Tasmania. I rafted our wildest river, the Franklin, also in Tasmania, in a one-man rubber raft for ten days, and went on extended solo cross-country skiing trips in the Snowy Mountain ranges of New South Wales and Victoria.

On one of my ski trips, I set out alone on a 115-kilometre (70-mile) traverse of the “main range” in New South Wales, going from a point known as Kiandra to the ski resort of Thredbo. The beautiful sunny conditions as I started out, on what should have been four days of pleasant skiing, quickly deteriorated into a blinding blizzard. For eight days I pushed into the storm, navigating as precisely as I could to find key locations along the route, points that I couldn’t see until I hit them. It was very slow work, but I was on a high for the entire journey, finding the critical saddles to connect ridgelines, the correct gullies to access valley systems, and watercourses that confirmed my position. When I finally skied to the top of the mountain that overlooked the ski resort, still in whiteout, I felt that I’d tested my navigation skills to the limit and passed.

The boost that that journey brought to my confidence in the outdoors was significant, because on numerous occasions in the years since I’ve trusted my navigational skills in the most dire of circumstances, when a mistake could have been disastrous. And so far, I’ve been right. Additionally, and I’ve learned more about this aspect over the many years of expeditioning, I seemed to be good at “feeling” whether I’m going the right direction or not. I don’t see this as anything paranormal but more to do with a heightened perception of key features around me. Perhaps it is a subconscious noting of those features, so that, when the actual navigation doesn’t accord with my subconscious interpretation of where I should be going, alarm bells sound and I check my navigation again. In the big hills of the Himalaya, that inner voice matured further and played a significant part in my survival.

Still these adventures weren’t enough. I was searching for something, but I didn’t know what. Women told me I needed a wife, and religious friends suggested a god, although neither appealed at the time.

*

In 1985 a door opened to a path that would dictate my life’s journey. I had recently discovered a new outdoor magazine, Australian Wild, which had reported on several Australian expeditions to the Himalaya. Then Tim Macartney-Snape and Greg Mortimer, the two successful summiteers of the 1984 Australian expedition to Mount Everest, came to Wagga Wagga to present a slide show about their climb, the first successful Australian expedition to the world’s tallest peak. The venue was the back room of Romano’s Hotel, a local watering hole. Only about twenty people turned up, but I was one of them.

It was as if an act of destiny had brought me there—I was spellbound. Their stories of great derring-do, danger, camaraderie, sacrifice and ultimate success were totally captivating. Those images of massive exposure, bitter cold, objective dangers—of human fortitude against the elements in the toughest environment conceivable—drew me in like a magnet and I decided on the spot that I must experience all that myself. I would climb Mount Everest. It was one of the most powerful experiences of my life.

This was what I’d been looking for, and I was now on a mission. Of course, there was one small problem with the concept. Despite my broad range of other outdoor activities at the time, I’d never actually done any serious climbing. I decided the best approach was to break the main objective of climbing Mount Everest into shorter-term, more achievable goals. First I would learn to rock climb, then alpine climb, then enhance my planning, logistics and organisational skills, before experiencing medium altitude and then the high altitude of the Himalaya.

It didn’t occur to me to pay someone to guide me up Everest, as many people do today. I’d always experienced adventure on my own terms, and I wanted to learn to be a climber and to climb the mountain under my own steam. Letting someone else take the responsibility and leadership away from me would be anathema. I would climb Everest completely under my own ability and resources, or not at all. I felt strongly that if I were to succeed in testing myself on the world’s highest peak, I would prepare thoroughly, and be fully capable of surviving in the harshest environment on Earth. No problem.

Within a few months I’d arranged a transfer in the police force to a plain clothes investigations squad back in Sydney and joined both the Sydney Rock Climbing Club and the Army Alpine Association, better known as the AAA. I immediately threw myself into the rock climbing, and loved it. I climbed on every possible weekend or day off from work. The Blue Mountains, two hours west of Sydney, became my regular destination and I left many a piece of skin and more than a little blood on its raw sandstone bluffs over the ensuing years.

With my rock-climbing skills coming along well, I needed to learn how to apply them to the alpine environment. As Australia lacks any serious mountains, I booked a mountaineering course in the Mount Cook National Park in New Zealand. The New Zealand alps are probably the most underrated alpine training ground in the world. Set on the west coast of the south island, they rise very steeply from the coast to the highest summit of Mount Cook at 3,750 metres (12,303 feet). Not significant in altitude—although certainly enough to give you a headache—they’re still substantial mountains, given that their base is almost at sea level.

The course was everything I’d hoped for. The instructors taught us to apply rock-climbing techniques to ice and snow, to assess avalanche risk, to survive blizzards and to rescue one another from crevasses. It was exhausting and at times intimidating but totally exhilarating. I was hooked on this new sport, and I regularly returned to the New Zealand alps over the next few years, developing my skills for bigger mountains and more serious climbs.

Invariably I wanted to push harder and longer than my climbing partners and I soon ran out of willing victims at home. I found myself just turning up at Mount Cook village and climbing with whomever I could find in the campground or bar at the village. Mount Cook was a climbers’ hub and it was pretty much guaranteed that I’d find someone with good skills to team up with.

On one of those trips, I joined a highly accomplished rock climber from Australia, Lucas Trihey, for a climb up a couloir—a steep, narrow gully—on a peak called Mount Darwin. We set out at midnight, the usual “alpine start” in New Zealand, to give ourselves enough time to climb to the top and back down the peak before the heat of the afternoon made avalanche conditions too risky.

After crossing a glacier below the mountain, we started up the long and sustained couloir, using a “running belay”—a technique where both climbers are tied together and move in unison up the mountain. The lead climber places protection along the way, which the second climber retrieves when he reaches it in order for it to be used again higher on the mountain. While the safety benefit is less than that afforded by belays from fixed stances, a running belay allows for significantly faster climbing. Hour after hour passed as we forced our way up the never-ending steep snow and rock gully and, by the time we finally reached the top, it was right on dusk.

A storm was forming and we couldn’t see the way down, so we elected to bivouac on the summit. There wasn’t enough snow to dig a shelter and we had only lightweight fleece jackets. Although we had no down clothing or sleeping bags, we were carrying survival bivouac sacks for shelter. After building a low wall of rock and snow to block some of the wind, we climbed into our respective sacks for what we knew would be a chilly night.

Chilly? It was bloody freezing! We lay head to foot because the summit was so small. At one point I was shivering so violently I thought I’d lose control, but then Lucas started rubbing his feet up and down my back. That little bit of friction made quite a difference and I regained composure and persevered through the night.

By the next morning the storm had cleared, and we emerged chilled and appreciative of the sun’s warmth. I thanked Lucas for rubbing his feet on my back in the middle of the night as it had really helped me. To my surprise, he responded, “I didn’t do it to help you. I was just so cold that I lost control and my legs started shaking!”

We were both pleased to learn later that we’d opened a new route on the mountain by completing that ascent.

*

My first opportunity to experience significant altitude came in 1987, when the AAA organised a seven-week expedition to climb Alaska’s Mount McKinley, the highest mountain in North America. McKinley is a big hill, standing 6,194 metres (20,322 feet), with its Base Camp starting point on an ice runway at an altitude of just 2,150 metres (7,054 feet), making an ascent of 4 vertical kilometres (2 miles), more than most Himalayan climbs. Our team was big, too, with eleven climbers and a huge amount of equipment. We had to comply with the army’s requirement for a broad range of experience within the team, and to bring enough equipment to deal with every contingency.

After driving north from Anchorage to the frontier town of Talkeetna, we flew in a Cessna aircraft equipped with skis to the massive Kahiltna Glacier, and from there we launched the climb. For the first month, on skis and towing sleds laden heavily with two months worth of tents, rope, food, fuel and all the extras, we ferried loads up a broad ridge on the mountain known as the West Buttress. This is the easiest route on the mountain and the majority of people going to McKinley attempt it. For us, though, it was only to be our acclimatisation phase, before we’d descend the mountain and traverse to the base of the more technical West Rib route, up which we intended to climb to the summit.

Although not an 8000er, McKinley is still a formidable challenge, with temperatures regularly dropping below minus 40 degrees Celsius (minus 40 degrees Fahrenheit), and wind speeds of 100 kilometres per hour (60 miles per hour) or more. That sort of wind chill freezes exposed flesh instantly, and frostbite is one of the most common injuries on McKinley.

At the 4,270-metre Camp 3, the team split, with four climbers electing to continue up the easier West Buttress route to the summit and forgo the West Rib challenge. The remaining seven of us, by then fully acclimatised, returned to our advance Base Camp on the Kahiltna Glacier and traversed around the mountain to the West Rib.

A massive ridge of rock, snow and ice, and steeper than the West Buttress, the West Rib is difficult to get to, with a major field of crevasses at its base. For reasons best known only to himself, the leader elected Matt Godbold and me, the least experienced mountaineer on the team, to tackle the main challenge of fixing rope up a 600-metre couloir at the base of the West Rib. It took us two days to carry the hundreds of metres of rope up the gully and anchor it to the snow and ice so the rest of the team could follow safely.

As it was my first experience of climbing with huge exposure below me on the steep face of a major mountain, it was an education. Like rock climbing, the focus required was almost meditative as we tentatively picked our way up the long, exposed gully, hypervigilant for loose snow or rock that could cause a fall or avalanche. At the top, we revelled in our accomplishment.

When the team joined us, we pushed further up, eagerly seeking the thinner air with every step. For us, this was an unknown world. Altitude headaches pounded, nausea was a constant companion and the cold, the bitter cold, cut through every layer of clothing. When, after some days climbing higher and higher, we made our dash for the summit, I was literally drunk from the altitude as my brain struggled to cope with the lack of oxygen. It took all my focus to stay on my feet and not topple from the mountain. I would learn, however, that headaches are just the introduction to high altitude.

A short distance from the top, as I stopped to rest, I felt, or perhaps even heard, what seemed like the bursting of a blood vessel in my head. Instantly I felt a pinpoint pain and knew that something was seriously wrong. It was more than a little disconcerting, as I didn’t know exactly what had happened or just how serious it might be, so I was quite pleased that I didn’t simply drop dead. There was nothing I could do to treat the injury near the summit of the mountain, but I knew that I had to get out of the high altitude so I immediately started to descend. It would take several days for the headache to ease and I just hoped that it wouldn’t kill me before I could get back to civilisation and see a doctor.

Tired and feeling quite poorly, I had little patience for the plastic sled on which I was towing a heavy load. As we skied down the mountain, the sled kept sliding past me and then rolling over and stopping dead, which acted like an anchor and brought me abruptly crashing to the ground. After a couple of days of this, I lost my temper at the top of a massive slope known as Heartbreak Hill. I undid the tow rope and kicked the sled down the hill, expecting it to run for 20 or 30 metres and then roll over and stop. No such luck—the bloody thing flew down the hill in a perfectly straight line, all the way to the bottom.

Before I could congratulate myself on a good decision, it suddenly veered sideways and shot out onto a broad crevasse-ridden basin about 50 metres off the track. It was my own fault, but inanimate objects that don’t perform the way they’re meant to bring me to a fit of rage. If I hadn’t kicked it down the slope I would probably have hacked it to pieces with my ice axe.

From my position at the top of the hill I could see the faint lines under the snow that indicated major crevasses beneath. But I had to retrieve the sled as it had group gear as well as my own. At the bottom of the slope I skied ever so tenuously, heart in mouth, over to the sled, reattached it to my harness and gently picked my way back to the safety of the track. I vowed to keep control of my temper in future—at least on the mountains—as the odd malfunctioning computer has still been known to achieve free flight at my house.

The ski plane out from the mountain deposited us back in Talkeetna, where we installed ourselves in the town bar, the Fairview Inn. A character-filled establishment, it is the perennial watering hole for visiting mountaineers, resident daredevil mountain pilots and locals. In the mood to celebrate, the team made up for our long abstinence, and before long it wasn’t just the locals who couldn’t understand what we were slurring.

On the wall at one end of the bar hung a large, fairly kitsch painting of Denali National Park, with Mount McKinley in the distance and a brown bear standing proudly in the foreground.

Over the years, climbers from about ten different nationalities had stuck cocktail flags from their drinks into the summit of the mountain. Not surprisingly, the US flag was at the top of the cluster. With alcohol-fuelled enthusiasm, one of our number suddenly jumped onto the bar, pulled the US flag from the summit of the mountain and stuck it into the bear’s bum. Not a good move, given the more than 2-metre stature of the lumberjack-like locals, whose pickup trucks sported enough bear-killing firepower to take on the entire Australian Army, let alone seven of its more inebriated representatives! We climbed over each other to replace the flag to its rightful place as quickly as possible, while throwing all the money we had into a pile to shout the bar. An international incident was avoided, although it would have been a very short-lived incident.

Back in Australia, a CAT scan indicated that all was okay in my brain, but the doctors weren’t able to tell me what had occurred or whether it could happen again. However, I knew that I’d been very lucky to survive some kind of altitude-induced event. If I was to continue climbing at altitude I could not suffer another impact like that and I reflected on why it had happened to me and not other climbers in the team. The key point concerned the different speeds at which our team members had acclimatised on the expedition. I’d suffered altitude sickness and headaches more than most, despite following the same routine as the more experienced climbers. If I were to continue climbing these hills, I would need to ensure that I acclimatised at my own rate and not allow myself to be forced to follow others’ agendas. Mountains demand flexibility, not rigid adherence to itineraries.

I had made some great friends on that trip, particularly Matt Godbold and Mike Pezet, and we continued to climb together for many years. Back home I threw myself into rock climbing with even greater gusto, attacking every route I could climb in the Blue Mountains. I also climbed further afield, including on the wildly exposed and unprotected slabs of Booroomba near Canberra, Frog Buttress in Queensland, and Australia’s rock-climbing mecca, Mount Arapiles. In doing so I formed new friendships as I discovered a kinship with people from all walks of life who enjoyed this strange sport.

I loved the physicality of climbing—the careful execution of precise moves, balancing precariously on tiny edges, limbs stretched and every muscle tensed. And I revelled in applying the mechanical systems involved in climbing—placing protection that would jam in a crack and hold me if I fell; advanced techniques for belaying and, if necessary, rescuing my climbing partners if they fell; and self-rescue systems if my partner couldn’t help me.

The real discovery for me, though, was within—finding the mental strength to push through personal fear and overcome the intimidation of leading climbs on vertical cliff faces, and forcing myself to commit to moves where any failure of my climbing equipment or a mistake by my belayer would be fatal for me. I came to relish that feeling of personal achievement. The greater the fear, the greater the victory when complete.

The skills I developed would save many lives, including mine, in the years ahead.


2

A TASTE OF THIN AIR

Those who travel to mountain-tops are half in love with themselves, and half in love with oblivion.

Robert Macfarlane

In 1988 I made my first visit to Nepal to attempt a peak called Mount Pumori, which sits immediately adjacent to Mount Everest. Pumori means “beautiful daughter” and, despite being completely dwarfed by the matriarch of the Himalaya, Pumori is a significant mountain at 7,161 metres (23,494 feet). It is a striking peak with a quintessential pyramid shape. I was twenty-six years old, and this was my first trip to a non-Western country. I was in for a shock.

In the streets of Kathmandu I saw horribly disfigured beggars sitting metres from the opulent hotels where foreigners scurried, trying in vain to avert their eyes. But at the same time there was no better place to experience the hectic, bustling madness of an Asian city, with overloaded rickshaws, their horns constantly blaring, racing wildly through market streets packed with pedestrians, somehow avoiding dogs, children, chickens, cows and monks. I was quickly won over by the peaceful, friendly nature of the people and their acceptance of life, whatever their status, in this richly cultural but financially stricken country.

There was one aspect of Asia, though, for which I was completely unprepared: the hygiene, or rather the lack of it. I picked up a succession of stomach ailments that stayed with me for the whole two months we were in Nepal and for some time afterwards. I have never been so sick. Course after course of antibiotics treated first one affliction, then another. By the time we started climbing, I’d lost more weight than I’d expected to lose over the course of the entire expedition. I spent most of my time at Base Camp, throwing up or bent double with stomach cramps.

Another new experience for me was the expedition puja ceremony, where a Tibetan Buddhist monk is engaged, either at Base Camp or at a monastery en route, to seek from the gods safe passage for the climbers during their expedition. This was my first real experience of another culture’s beliefs. Food and drink were offered to the gods, and our ice axes and crampons, which would come into contact with the mountain, were blessed. For almost an hour the monk recited chants from an ancient handwritten prayer book, enclosed in slim, timber slats tied with string. I felt powerfully linked to the spirituality of the ceremony and that feeling has increased over the many puja ceremonies I’ve attended since.

The south ridge of Pumori is very steep and provides few locations for campsites. Our first camp, at 6,000 metres, was a tiny ledge hacked out of an ice ridge at the top of a near-vertical ice face. It was so narrow that the edges of the tent hung over each side, with a 600-metre drop to the glacier below. It was exciting stuff, although we were careful not to toss and turn too much in our sleeping bags in that tent.

To progress beyond the tents, we climbed along the ridge, but the way was soon blocked by 3-metre cornices—great mushrooms of wind-blown ice that accumulate on exposed ridges and dislodge easily—and we were forced to drop over the edge, onto the steep face below. Within a short distance, that way was also blocked and we had to dig a tunnel for several metres straight through the ridge to the face on the other side. The ice wasn’t too hard here and it only took a few hours to hack through the ridge. But it was hugely exposed on each side and very intimidating to gaze down to the glaciers below. This was real alpine climbing and I thrilled at the adventure.

A couple of weeks after we’d started climbing, we were joined at our Base Camp by a small Norwegian-English team, whose four members were hoping to climb the same route as us. There were so few locations for tents on our ridge that we told them they’d have to wait until we were finished—potentially a month or more—or else climb another route. They chose the latter and found a steep and very challenging line on Pumori’s south-west face.

For a while it was fun to look across and watch them, mere specks on a massive expanse of rock and ice as they worked their way up the mountain. Then one day we couldn’t see them. A few days later we learned that the leading pair of climbers had disappeared. Their teammates organised a Nepalese army helicopter to search the mountain face and the glacier below, but no sign of the two was ever found.

Somewhat sobered, my team continued, and a bold dash to the top saw four of our seven members reach the summit. Their descent was successful but not without cost. One teammate, Armando Corvini, had suffered from cold feet during the climb and had added extra layers of socks to compensate. This complicated the issue, compressing his feet inside his already tight boots. The restricted blood flow and the freezing temperatures caused both frostbite and trench foot. As we peeled off his blood-soaked socks back at Base Camp, the entire soles of his feet fell away. He had to be carried back to civilisation by yak.

Matt Godbold and I made our own summit attempt a few days after the others, but I was again struck down by a gastro attack at Camp 1. I lay curled up in the foetal position for hours as waves of cramps swept over me. The next day I had neither the mental nor the physical strength to continue, so we descended to Base Camp, our expedition over.

While my first Himalayan summit attempt was unsuccessful, I had learned much about climbing at high altitude and on steep ground, and my enthusiasm for the mountains was undimmed. Being so close to Everest had brought home to me the intimidating reality of an 8,000-metre mountain. I had climbed to around 6,000 metres and been defeated. I knew that to achieve my goal of climbing to the highest place on Earth, I would have to be better prepared, both physically and psychologically.

I had seen the potential cost of high altitude, too—death and serious injury. Despite this, and despite my illness, I had felt the thrill of the high mountains. I was captivated by the spirituality and majesty of the Himalaya and I knew I would return.

*

The next year, 1989, I set out to climb Pik (Mount) Korzhenevskaya in the Pamir ranges of Tajikistan with a friend from the Sydney Rockclimbing Club, Ian Collins, and a couple of other guys. The climbing was technically easy and we soon made our first summit attempt, which turned out to be another lesson in the dangerous effects of altitude.

Ian, who was suffering from altitude headaches on the summit day, waited in the tent at our highest camp while I made a bid for the top. After making him a cup of tea and leaving another pot full of snow on the stove to melt, I set off.

“Good luck,” Ian said as I left the tent. “I’ll have a cuppa waiting when you get back.”

Twelve hours later, after being defeated by a blizzard a short distance from the summit, I returned to camp, looking forward to that cup of tea. Instead, the door of the tent was wide open and Ian was buried under half a metre of snow inside the tent.

God—he’s dead! I immediately thought. I guess that means no cup of tea, then. But to my great relief, Ian sat up, the snow falling off him in a wave. It turned out that after I’d left the tent, he’d fallen straight back to sleep. With the door open when the blizzard hit, the tent had soon filled up with snow and buried him in his sleeping bag—all without disturbing him, such was the coma-like state of his altitude-induced stupor.

While Ian was okay, there would still be no tea because our stove had been ruined and it was a tough descent over the next few days as we struggled to melt enough snow to drink. Undeterred, we re-equipped at Base Camp and ascended again, reaching the summit a few days later. At 7,105 metres (23,310 feet), it was my highest peak to date.

In December that year I joined another AAA expedition, this time to Aconcagua, the highest mountain in South America, and in fact the highest mountain in the southern and western hemispheres. As one of the so-called Seven Summits—the highest peaks on each of the world’s seven continents—Aconcagua is very popular, but it’s quite easy and so the normal route can be crowded. We chose instead to climb the Polish Glacier route, which was less visited and more challenging.

From Base Camp, we made speedy progress as far as Camp 2, where we were disconcerted to find the body of a climber wrapped in plastic—the man’s corpse was slowly mummifying in the cold, dry air. We later learned that he’d been injured high on the mountain several years earlier, but when a rescue helicopter had attempted to extract him it crashed, killing the crew. A second helicopter crew had apparently retrieved the bodies of the first helicopter crew but were so angered by the death of their comrades that they abandoned the climber to his fate. He died there and has been enjoying the view ever since.

Several weeks into the expedition, we were ready to make our summit attempt. The slope above the high camp looked bare of snow, exposing steep and treacherous ice. Our team was not highly experienced on that terrain, so rather than follow the true Polish Glacier route to the top, we decided to traverse around the mountain to the normal route and finish the climb that way. As I picked my way carefully across the slope, I found an old ice axe with a wooden shaft. The pick at the top was almost dead straight, indicating that the axe was quite old. Its owner clearly didn’t need it any more, so I put it into my backpack and continued the climb. I still have that axe at home today.

After reaching the summit, I started my descent to Base Camp. I wanted to get down quickly, but en route I passed a Japanese team on its way up. It was immediately obvious that one of its members, a young woman, was seriously altitude sick—she was lurching and falling and could barely speak. I wasn’t overly experienced at high altitude at the time, but I certainly knew that she needed to descend, and quickly. I advised the leader to take her down straightaway, offering to accompany her.

He refused and said, “Some will summit; some will die.”

“Are you serious?” I asked. He grunted and pushed past, so I spoke to the young woman directly.

“You must go down or you will die.”

“No, no. Summit,” she mumbled as she lurched onwards.

Interesting approach. I’m all for pushing oneself to the limit of one’s ability but climbing is about identifying and working within the limits of acceptable risk. The girl had long since passed that limit. At that point she was just competing for a Darwin award. And her leader was encouraging it! It was the first of numerous examples of bizarre leadership that I would see on the high mountains. I don’t know if any of that team summitted, but I suspect the leader was right about the second part of his comment.

From Base Camp I made my way to the nearest major town, Mendoza, where I met up with the rest of my team and celebrated the summit in good style. After that, I split from the group and headed off for eight months of backpacking around South America. I’d taken the whole year off from the police, so I had plenty of time to engage with the South American culture. I also wanted to explore some of the continent’s wilderness areas and mountain ranges.

I had been in a serious relationship for several months before I’d departed and Joanne and I had agreed to keep our relationship going while I was away. We missed each other a lot, though, so after a couple of months Joanne took leave and flew across to join me. Together we travelled, trekked and backpacked through Argentina, Chile, Peru, Bolivia and parts of Brazil. We were on a shoestring budget—by the end of it, we could only afford one meal per day—but it was fabulous fun to be young, together and without a care. It was one of the most enjoyable holidays I’ve ever had. Actually, it was one of the only non-climbing holidays I’ve ever had.

*

Joanne and I returned to Australia in August 1990, and she went back to work. I still had several months of leave, though, so in September I took a job leading a trekking group to the Karakorum Mountains of Pakistan, in which stands K2, the world’s second-highest mountain. It was at once hugely intimidating with its steep, black, rocky faces and its massive cliffs of ice—known as seracs—but it was also powerfully magnetic. By the end of the trip I knew I would one day return to climb it. First, though, I had to develop my technical climbing ability and gain more high-altitude experience.

In April 1991, I returned to Mount McKinley to attempt the difficult and very challenging Cassin Ridge. My climbing partner was Piotr Pustelnik, a Polish climber I’d met in Tajikistan in 1989. On McKinley, we first set out on a very fast ascent of the West Buttress route for acclimatisation, successfully reaching the summit just eight days after arriving at the mountain. I’d left my warmest clothing at Base Camp to save weight, with the intention of picking it up before we moved around the mountain to climb the Cassin Ridge to the summit, so when we decided to go for the summit on the West Buttress route I had only a lightweight down jacket and gloves. I had to line my jacket with a garbage bag and put plastic shopping bags over my gloves to help block the wind. It worked, although I was more than a little chilly on the top, given that the temperature was about minus 30 degrees Celsius (minus 22 degrees Fahrenheit) with a strong wind blowing.

This time, thankfully, I didn’t suffer any brain explosions, but reaching the summit during our acclimatisation phase actually worked against us, as it robbed Piotr of his motivation to complete the Cassin Ridge. He didn’t say outright that he wouldn’t continue but I could tell he was having second thoughts.

After returning to Base Camp and collecting our equipment, we trekked up the north-east fork of the Kahiltna Glacier. We marched for several hours under massive ice cliffs that threatened to release from thousands of metres above and crash down upon us. We made it through unscathed and set up camp in a bergschrund—a crevasse that separates the mountain face from the glacier it feeds—at the base of the Japanese Couloir, the start of the Cassin Ridge route. By then it was late in the afternoon, so we decided to start our ascent of the couloir the following morning.

We settled into our tent and melted snow for tea. Sitting in our lofty lookout, we marvelled at the immense ice faces all around us. Then we spied another two climbers following in our tracks way below. They looked absolutely insignificant compared with the massive blocks of ice above them.

Suddenly, the ice cliffs broke free and tumbled down the face of the slope. As they fell and bounced, they broke into smaller but still enormous chunks, some the size of fridges, others as big as houses. The two tiny figures made a vain attempt to escape the path of the avalanche, but within seconds they had disappeared from our view as the blocks of ice crashed in front, behind and over them.

Piotr and I, some 500 metres away, could do nothing but retreat into our tent, hurriedly zipping closed the door. A massive blast of wind hit us moments later. Our tent poles flattened and the shelter was crushed by the force of the air for about thirty seconds. Once it passed our tent sprang back into something resembling its original shape and we peered down into the valley, waiting for the snow cloud to clear. Incredibly, we spotted the two little figures still running for their lives. How they survived I have no idea, but someone or something was looking after them that day. Half an hour later they reached our camp, still so high from adrenaline that they could barely speak.

That night passed slowly, as avalanches reverberated around the mountain. The next morning Piotr declared that he didn’t want to continue the climb. The two climbers—who were British, it turned out—didn’t want a third person on their team, and the Japanese Couloir was too technical for me to solo. My expedition was over. Great! I thought. That was time and money well spent. Our frosty trek back to Base Camp had nothing to do with the temperature, and I collected my gear and walked out of the mountains alone.

*

In mid-1991, having returned frustrated after the lost opportunity on McKinley, I was invited by my friend Ian Collins to join him on an expedition to the big one, Mount Everest. This was it! After six years of climbing around the world I now had the opportunity to realise my dream.

At that time, the normal process if you wanted to climb Everest was to apply to Nepal’s Ministry of Tourism two or three years in advance. But a Russian team had cancelled their permit at the last minute and Ian had managed to secure it. In a short time we’d formed a team comprising Ian, me, Michael Groom and expat New Zealander Mark Squires.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
MASTER OF
THIN AIR





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
MASTER OF
THIN AIR

LIFE AND DEATH ON THE
WORLD’S HIGHEST PEAKS

ANDREW
LOCK

FOREWORD BY
PETER HILLARY

'ARCADE PUBLISHING » NEW YORK





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/map.jpg
arenantsTak
5 / v

vk

e

ret






OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
LIFE AND DEATH ON THE WORLD’S HIGHEST PEAKS

FOREWORD BY

X PETER
= HILLARY






