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         For Mal Duff 195397
 Master of revels, only begetter of these ploys. 
 Thanks, pal.
         
 
         
 
         Thanks and much respect also to Sandy, Jon, Tony, Kathleen, Adrian, Alex, without whom no climbing, no fun and no shuffling doss.
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            Introduction

         
 
         In Summit Fever Andrew Greig, performing poet, musician, and novelist, suddenly finds himself in the role of budding amateur mountaineer on an expedition to the Mustagh Tower in the Karakoram. Quite an introduction to climbing! It was to be an attempt on what was once dubbed the unclimbable mountain with a disparate bunch of strangers by a man better armed with pen and note-book than cramponed boot and ice axe.
         
 
         In truth Andrew Greigs role was primarily as the expedition writer with a chance to do some high-altitude load-carrying on the way. His task, to chronicle the adventures of the expedition, at first seems an extraordinary one given that by his own admission he had had no mountaineering experience at all when Mal Duff cheerily invited him on the trip. The temptation to grab his notes and hurl them in the nearest river might be too powerful to resist. Yet the very fact that he saw this alien world of expeditions and hard core Himalayan climbing through wholly innocent eyes gives Summit Fever a refreshingly honest ambience. It is an account by a climber with nothing to prove  a rare breed  who has no need to bow to the traditions of understated machismo common to mountain writing and whose appreciation of the high, hard world of the worlds highest mountains is not tainted by the ennui of habitual acquaintance.
         
 
         As a portrait of an expedition  warts and all  it is a well-drawn piece with a dramatic and satisfying finale. Clearly written by a poet and not a hard-bitten climber he reveals a sensitive awareness of this strange world. It portrays all the frustrations of a mountaineering expedition  the insanity of third-world bureaucracy, and the surprising drudgery and sheer hard work of Himalayan climbing, the boredom of forever waiting for something to happen and then the explosive frenetic activity when it does, so often likened to warfare  90 per cent boredom and 10 per cent terror.
         
 
         It was odd to read another mans portrayal of people I have known, since my own knowledge and memory of them, my short experience of their lives, contrast with that of the author. There are however the immediately recognisable traits  the selfishness and wit of Jon, the sensitive determination and philosophic stoicism of Sandy, and Mals obdurate refusal to give up on a dream as he stubbornly forged upwards past never-ending false summits. Tonys scary enthusiasm contrasted with the authors incompetence and fearful expectations. Even Alexs crazed Americanisms and the frustrated abuse from Burt are grimly familiar characteristics of so many other expeditions I have been on. I can see a part of all of them in myself, in all of us. Their very ordinariness made them exceptional.
 
         
 
         Summit Fever reminds me of the Alps, and the Bin-man winter, that time and place, and the sense of those days when we seem to be poised breathless on the edge of so many adventures. And we have had them all, and there are, for those that remain, more to come and fond memories of the past. Also, it reminds me of that winter of endless reggae beat and the excited enthusiasm for what could be, and the price we might have to pay.
         
 
         Now Mals gone, and so many others besides, and one still wonders whether it was all worth it. Summit Fever prompts the questions and doubts in me and reveals a fundamental truth  that it has always been a magnificent obsession, an inescapable adventure, something which blesses the participants with a special aura, a confidence which hints at great things yet be done, if one only tries. I dont think Mal ever lost that exciting expectancy for what life had to offer, or ever stopped trying.
         
 
         With Mal Duffs death at Everest base camp this spring, Summit Fever is an especially poignant read. The whole idea of the Mustagh Tower expedition, and therefore the book, came from Mal, and despite all the chaotic, disorganised mess with which the expedition started, it was down to him and him alone that it ever finished. Andrew Greigs description of Mals determination and proud competitiveness raised a wry smile of recognition and a sad thought that he will no longer be around. I remember his humour and unfailing optimism when the two of us made such a hash of descending Pachermo in 1992 and I got all smashed up and bleeding again. Mal was mortified that he had fallen and quite dismissive of the fact that he had saved my life. Ill never forget him handing me his pen-knife with a mischievous laugh as he started to lower me towards the distant col, nor Liz saying years later, Its your turn to lower him now, as we talked of the funeral arrangements, and with Andrew Greig and many friends we did just that one sunny day in the cemetery of Culross churchyard. Maybe his favourite quotation from the Duke of Montrose says something of the life he chose to live.
         
 
         
            He either fears his fate too much
 
            or his deserts are small,
 
            that dares not put it to the touch
 
            to win or lose it all.

         
 
         Joe Simpson 
 Sheffield, August 1997
         
 
         
         

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            Foreword

         
 
         The characters who appear in this book may bear only a passing resemblance to any actual persons living or dead. On a long mountaineering expedition each member becomes a myth to the others, grotesquely enlarged like a Brocken Spectre projected on the mist. Each member has his or her own expedition. This is an account of mine.
 
         Until the November evening when Mal Duff banged on my window, I was purely an armchair climber, happy to enjoy mountaineering from a comfortable distance. (After that, common sense deserted me.) But Id found that most climbing books left me vaguely dissatisfied in the same way as the freeze-dried meals we were to eat on the Mustagh Tower  something was always left out.
 
         Climbing books are written by dedicated climbers, people for whom mountaineering has become second nature and habitual. The result is there is much they have ceased to consciously notice, and an equal amount that they notice but dont think to mention. They also have to observe the general ethos of mountaineers, and so adopt a certain style towards danger, fear, loneliness, endurance, ambition, exultation  usually jokey exaggeration or complete suppression in favour of purely factual accounts.
 
         The upshot is that, as with those cursed freeze-drieds, the contents are there but the whole juice and inner substance of the experience is missing. So I have tried to write about this adventure freshly, as it all happened to me for the first time. Having nothing to prove as a climber, I can afford to be honest about how it felt.
 
         There is a very narrow ridge to walk between honesty and tact. My companions on this adventure have allowed me generous access to their diaries, time and inner lives. I have tried not to abuse their trust, but without glossing over (as many books naturally do) the emotions, irritations and incidents contained there. Himalayan climbing is an intense experience, and the mountains intensify rather than dissipate emotions. A small group of people are living and striving together in isolation for a long period under a great variety of stresses. Little generosities, selfishnesses and tensions become magnified. One gets it in proportion later, but an honest account of the experience necessitates recording how it felt at the time.
         
 
         All climbing, and Himalyan mountaineering in particular, is not just about the final summit push. The preparations, the walk in, the mountain villages, vacant slog, arguments, the porters singing and the stars at night, food, fantasies, memories, personal relations, summit fever, the walk out  all are part of it. It is the totality of the experience that I have tried to pack between the covers of this book.

         
 
         Andrew Greig 
South Queensferry February 1985
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            Its There If You Want It
 
            A near-stranger makes an outrageous offer  
 1723 November 1983
            

         
 
         Climbing was something other people did.
 
         I was quite content that it should stay that way, until one wet November evening Mr Malcolm Duff walked in and turned my life upside down.
 
         An evening at home in South Queensferry, idly watching television. Kathleen was reading, the wood stove hissed, the cats twitched in their dreams. Life was domestic, cosy and safe  and just a little boring. But what else could we expect? Then a sharp bang on the window made us start. Enter Malcolm: alert, weathered, impelled by restless energy. Wed met briefly twice and hed reminded me of an army officer who was contemplating becoming an anarchist. He seemed, as always, to be in a hurry; a brief Hi and he went straight to the point.
 
         Its there if you want it, Andy.
 
         I looked at him blankly. Whats there?
 
         The Karakoram trip. The Expedition will buy any gear you need, pay your flight out and any expenses. What you do is climb on the Mustagh Tower with us and write a book about the trip. Rockys really keen on the idea. He prowled restlessly round our kitchen. Well, what do you think?
 
         I couldnt think. I was running hot and cold together inside, like a mixer tap. Turning away, registering what had been offered yet unable to take it in, I went through the motions of making coffee, asked if he took sugar. That was how little we knew each other. I remembered now a drunken evening over my home-brew, how hed said hed liked my book of narrative climbing poems, Men On Ice, that he was going on an expedition to Pakistan. And Id made some non-sober, non-serious remark about how it would be interesting to go on a mountaineering trip and write about it. And hed said he would phone a man called Rocky Moss who was financing the climb 
         
 
         Er, Malcolm  you do realize my book was purely metaphorical? I cant climb.
 
         For a moment he looked taken aback. Ill teach you. No problem.
 
         And Im scared of heights. They make me feel ill.
 
         Youll get used to it.
 
         To heights, or feeling ill?
 
         Both. The sardonic  satanic  grin was to become all too familiar.
 
         Its just  Just what? Wonderful? Outrageous. Exciting? Stunning. I played for time and said Id need to think about it.
 
         Sure, he replied. We leaned against the fridge and chatted for a few minutes. I wasnt taking in much. He drained his coffee, stubbed his cigarette and made for the door. Let me know inside a week. Then he paused, grinned. Go for it, youth, he said, and was gone.
 
         Leaving me sweating, staring through the steam of my mug at a mountain Id never seen or even heard of  the Somethingorother Tower  waiting for me on the other side of the world. A week to decide.
 
         
            

         
 
         What does an armchair climber feel when offered the chance to turn daydream into reality? Incredulity. Euphoria. Panic. Suddenly the routines of ordinary life seem deeply reassuring and desirable. Why leave them? Familiar actions and satisfactions may at times seem bland, but they are sustaining. Armchair daydreams are the salt that gives them savour, nothing more.
 
         And yet 
 
         I talked it round and round that evening with Kathleen. She was torn between envy and worry. She didnt want me to go. She wanted to go herself. I didnt know what I wanted. If I stayed to finish a radio play  about two climbers, as irony would have it  we could afford to go somewhere interesting, hot and safe.
 
         As we talked it out, I wondered how often this scene had been enacted. Its the one the adventure books always omit. Conflicting desires and loyalties, leaving someone behind. Any adventurer who is not a complete hermit must go through that scene. It makes some apparently callous and ruthlessly clear about where their priorities lie.
         
 
         I had none of that certainty. Yet how could one turn down an offer like this?
 
         Try saying No, Kathleen suggested.
 
         
            

         
 
         I phoned Malcolm the next evening to say I hadnt made up my mind but maybe it would be a good idea for me to find out more about the Expedition. Such as what, where and who. At the end of five minutes my head was spinning and my notepad was crosshatched with names, dates and places, and some alarming vertical doodles.
 
         The mountain was called the Mustagh Tower. It had been climbed only twice, and that twenty-eight years ago; we were going for the Joe BrownTom Patey route. I tried to make knowledgeable, approving noises. It was just under 24,000 feet high, in the Karakoram which were apparently part of the Himalayas, third turning on the left before K2. At least Id heard of that.
 
         Wed be leaving in June, for two or three months. Our second objective was called Gasherbrum 2, some 26,000 feet high. I was pleased to hear I wasnt expected to do anything on it. That gash bit sounded vicious, and the brum was resonant with avalanche. At the moment there were four British lead climbers, a doctor and myself, four Nepalese Sherpas and three Americans whose experience was limited largely to being guided. One of them was the intriguing Rocky Moss who was paying for the trip. I wondered what he had against writers. The plan was to fix ropes on the steep section up to a col at 21,000 feet  that would be my summit  then the lead climbers would try to finish the route, establishing one or two more camps on the way, and the Sherpas would give the less experienced climbers a chance of the top. No oxygen, except two cylinders at Base Camp for emergency medical use. An American Slave, to serve us at Base Camp.
 
         Even from my limited reading of mountaineering books, it sounded a very strange expedition, more like a circus. Id never heard of anyone being guided up a demanding Himalayan peak.
 
         I sat by the fire, frowning at the notepad and trying to memorize the jumble of figures, names and places. They all sounded vague, unlikely, entirely fanciful. Yet these names could acquire faces, the places could be all around me, and they could all become part of the most powerful experience of my life. The rap on the window, the surfeit of home-brew, my book of metaphorical climbers, could propel me into the one great adventure we all daydream about.
         
 
         Or into fiasco, failure, or worse.
 
         
             

         
 
         A week to decide. The world outside me went on, but neglected as a flickering TV during a barroom brawl. I went through the motions of living and working, blind to everything but my inner debate. A couple of climbing acquaintances eagerly filled me in on the quite astonishing variety of ways of croaking in the Himalayas. Falling off the mountain seemed the least of my worries. Strokes, heart attacks, pulmonary oedema, cerebral oedema, frostbite, exposure, pneumonia, stone fall, avalanche, crevasse, mountain torrents and runaway yaks  each with a name and an instance of someone who had been killed that way. Climbers seemed to love good death-and-destruction stories, and at first their humour appears callous and ghoulish.
 
         I could picture them all, every one. My fingers turned black from frostbite while clenching a fork, ropes parted as I pegged out the washing. I stood on the col bringing in the milk, then was bundled into oblivion by avalanche as I let in the cat. I chided myself for being melodramatic; the truth was I had no idea what I was up against. All I knew was that many people had died in many ways in the Himalayas  how prepared I was to take a chance on it? Life was too pleasant and interesting to lose, yet to turn down an experience like this 
 
         My enthusiasm diminished noticeably by nightfall. By the time I lay in bed, exhausted by visions of blizzards, bottomless crevasses, collapsing cornices, avalanche, it was clear I wouldnt go. The only realistic decision. I was not a climber, nor meant to be.
 
         In the morning, contemplating another quiet day at the typewriter set against the adventure of a lifetime in the great mountains of the world, it was obvious: go, you fool. Enough shifting words around a ghostly inner theatre. Id always hungered after one big adventure. Then Id come home, hang up my ice axe and put my boots in the loft. There was some risk, but that was the condition of adventure. It seemed inevitable that Id end up going.
         
 
         
            

         
 
         On the evening of 20 November, Kathleen threw an I Ching hexagram.
 
         This is uncanny. Want to see?
 
         I looked at the reading: 
  
         
            [image: alt]
            

         
  
         
            Hexagram 62. Hsiao Kuo: Preponderance of the small.
            
 
            Success. Perseverance furthers. 
            
 
            Small things may be done; great things should not be done.
            
 
            It is not well to strive upward, 
            
 
            it is well to remain below. 
            

         
 
         My eye skipped on
 
         
            . Thunder on the mountain. Thunder in the mountains 
            
 
            sounds much nearer. 
            

         
 
         I put down the book, thought about it. Were you asking about yourself or me?
 
         Both of us.
 
         Doesnt pull any punches, does it?
 
         Silence from Kathleen. Then, quietly, Please dont go.
 
         
            

         
  
         I visited a climbing acquaintance to sound out his opinion. My wellbeing and safety rested largely on Mal Duffs judgement and abilities. I scarcely knew him as a person, and not at all as a climber. What was his reputation in the climbing world?
 
         Mal Duff? Cant say I know him that well. A lot of people would put a question mark beside his name, but I dont know why. Envy, maybe  hes one of the very few who almost make a living from climbing. There was some kind of financial screw- up  No ones ever suggested he cant climb.
         
 
         I accepted a whisky and let him talk on. The climbing world appeared very intense, gossipy yet reticent, full of allegiances and rivalries. I was just beginning to learn to read the coded messages, and to try to sort out a sound assessment from bias.
 
         Hes done a lot in Scotland in winter, some in the Alps. I think he was out on Nuptse twice, so hes had some Himalayan experience. Hes possibly not as good as he thinks he is  but nor am I! Ive heard of this other chap, Sandy Allan, but the rest of the Brit climbers mean nothing to me. The Mustagh Tower is a classic  did you know it was once called the unclimbable mountain and the Himalayan Matterhorn?  but it sounds a very odd expedition with these semi-climbers along. Id be very surprised if anyone gets to the top.
 
         I nodded, looked into the bottom of my glass. How much of what I was hearing was envy? How much was climbing bullshit and how much accurate assessment? We talked a while longer about Malcolm and the trip  in that warm, Edinburgh flat it all seemed extremely hypothetical  till I asked the obvious question: is it possible for someone with as yet no mountaineering experience at all to go to 21,000 feet on a Himalayan peak?
 
         Yes, its possible. Whether its desirable  He laughed, seemed to find the whole project amusing. But then hed found being shipwrecked off Patagonia amusing. Hed obviously lost a few brain cells along the way. Yes, if youre very fit, can take the altitude, have considerable determination and are lucky  
 
         That doesnt sound like me at all, I interrupted him.
 
          theres no reason why not. It may blow your mind a bit, but youll be safer than you think. Mind you, the Himalayas make the Alps look like a kiddies playground  but youve never seen the Alps, have you? And of course, he continued, smiling, if something doesnt go according to plan  and thats bound to happen  you could be in real trouble. Youve maybe one chance in twenty of snuffing it.
 
         We had another whisky and I looked over the photos on his wall. Douglas crawling beneath stomach-turning overhangs, Douglas on Patagonian mountains, Douglas and friends steering a 12-foot inflatable through a Greenland ice pack. A lump of quartz from a Patagonian first ascent. Mementoes of another world. Nice to have some souvenirs like that 
         
 
         Its the little vanities that get us going.
 
         The trips a freebie, Douglas said. Take it.
 
         
            

         
  
         After five days of indecision  or rather, of constantly changing decisions  I went home to Anstruther to talk it over with my parents. I wanted to hear their opinion; perhaps that would clarify my thoughts.
 
         So, should I go?
 
         Dad paused so long I thought he hadnt heard me properly. A long, awkward silence, my mother at the other end of the table, waiting for his response. Then he said very slowly, Im too old to be asked a question like that. He looked at me, his eyes pale blue and slightly fogged over, set deep among the ridges, wrinkles, creases and weathering of eighty-four years. You see, he said simply, I can no longer see any appeal in experience for its own sake.
 
         How had I failed to see how old, how very, very tired hed become in the last year? The hand that held the glass of wine had shrunk to skin and bone. He took a sip, grimaced. Ive even lost the taste for this. But in your position, at your age  Yes, you should go.
 
         Then he began to pull out from the vast, shadowy storehouse of his memory bales of stories of scrambling in the Cairngorms as a medical student in the 1920s, seeing the colossal Grey Man of Ben MacDui, the early days of the Scottish Youth Hostel movement, escapades in Ardnamurchan, taking the first motorcar over the old drove road to Applecross, hurrying five miles across a snowbound moor in the dead of winter to deliver a baby in an Angus bothy 
 
         And vitality came back to him like a fitful companion as he talked, and I sensed it was all happening again for him, behind the eyes of this most unsentimental of men. It had been these tales, together with his recollections of dawns in Sumatra and hurricanes in the China Seas, that had first made me long for my own adventures, for those experiences of youth that nothing, not even extreme old age, can take away from you as long as you breathe.
 
          
         Listening to him confirmed in me what Id always known. When it came down to it, Id take the chance.
 
         
            

         
 
         Are you thinking what Im thinking, Kath?
 
         Yes.
 
         Pause. Me leaning on the door frame, her grinning on the settee.
 
         Were going then?
 
         Yes.
 
         And that was the decision made, in an instant, on an impulse. The impulse of life that says, Why not?
 
         Mal had just gone out the door, and taken most of my reservations with him. Hed filled us in on more details, and they were largely reassuring. Hed promised my Glencoe initiation would not be terminal. I was very aware that my life would depend largely on his priorities and his judgement; in the end, on his character. Id been watching and listening to him closely. Id liked him from the start for his great enthusiasm for life. He was interested in practically everything, not just climbing. Now I sensed behind the casualness considerable determination. Behind the romantic was a hard-nosed realist. Behind the restless energy that kept his fingers tap-tapping a cigarette and his right knee jumping as he sat, there was a sense of self-possession. These were not nervous mannerisms, but those of someone who revved his way through life. The sardonic grin, the offhand climbers humour, the thoughtful frown into the mug of coffee  they all seemed in balance with each other.
 
         He struck me as the kind of person who might get you into scrapes but would probably get you out of them again. (And how prophetic that turned out to be!)
 
         Id trust him.
 
         A deciding factor was Kathleens inclusion. She asked if she could come along with the trekking group who were to accompany us on the walk-in to Mustagh, and cover her costs through writing articles about her trip. Just flying a kite  Mal took it quite seriously and said he saw no reason why not, subject to Rockys agreement.
 
         We hadnt actually said Yes to him but, grinning wildly at each other, we knew wed decided.
 
          
         The world was transformed. Being alive felt dramatized and vivid, vibrant with challenge. We couldnt sit still. Adrenalin propelled us outdoors into a mild November night. We walked fast and aimlessly past moonlit stubble fields, dark cottages, a hunched country church. An owl glided between us and the moon. An omen? The night felt huge and elating as we talked, half giggling, spilling out plans, images, anticipations and fears.
 
         It was like being a teenager again. The same pumped-up energy, the fancies and fantasies swirling through the body, the sense of the world being wide open and there to be explored. The ordinary things around us seemed vivid and precious, shining as the map Kathleen drew with a finger dipped in beer on a polished table in the Hawes Inn that night. Here is Pakistan, she said, and heres Islamabad where we fly to. She wetted her finger again and drew a squiggly line. And here, I think, are the Karakoram.
         
 
         We sat and stared at the table, silent for a minute as the crude map of our future shone then faded.
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            A Glencoe Massacre
 
            A novice is initiated
 2026 January 1984
            

         

         As we head north on icy roads in mid-January, Mal enthuses about the conditions. A substantial fall of snow, a slight thaw, now freezing hard. Glencoe will be crawling with climbers this weekend. Im less enthusiastic; if anyone will be crawling this weekend, itll be me. The van heater is broken so I huddle deep in my split-new climbing gear, watching our headlights skew out across deepening snow. We dont speak much, each absorbed in our own thoughts.

         Im keyed up, anxious yet oddly elated. To shut out the cold I mentally run through everything Mal had shown me about the basic mechanics of snow and ice climbing, in the warmth of his flat a day before. It had been quite bewildering  the knots, the principles of belaying, the extraordinary array of ironmongery, the pegs, pins, channels, screws, plates, nuts, crabs, slings  An evocative litany but especially confusing when everything seemed to have several alternative names. This was starting truly from scratch.
 
         I try to review it all logically. First, the harness. I smile to myself in the dark. With our harnesses belted on and the full armoury of the modern climber dangling from them, wed looked like a cross between gladiators and bondage freaks. Then the rope; I tried to picture again the basic figure-of-eight knot used for securing the rope through the harness loops.
 
         Then the basic sequence of events for climbing. The leader climbs up, more or less protected by his second, whos on a hopefully secure stance at the other end of the rope. When the leader reaches a secure position somewhere near the ropes full extent, he in turn protects the second who climbs up after him. Simple and reasonably safe. At least, I hoped so.
 
          
         Wed rehearsed it on the passage stairs. We stood roped together at the bottom of the stairs. Mal tied a sling  a loop of incredibly strong tape  through the bannister and clipped it to my harness with an oval metal snaplink, the karabiner or krab. This secured my belay stance. Then he took the rope near where it came from his harness, threaded it through a friction device, a descendeur, and clipped that to my harness. Then with a see you at the top, youth he solemnly walked up the stairs while I paid out the rope through the descendeur. About 20 feet up he stopped and pointed out that if he fell now, hed fall 40 feet in total before the line between us came tight. So I put in a runner. He looped another sling round a bannister rail, then clipped a krab to it, with the rope running freely through the krab. If he fell now, hed only go down twice the distance he was above the runner till he was brought up short by the tight rope between us being looped through the karabiner.
 
         I thought about it a couple of times till the logic of it sank in. Yes, it made sense. The runner was there to limit the extent of the leaders fall.
 
         It was at this point a woman came bustling up the stairs and gave us a very strange look.
 
         With the merest blush, Mal continued on up, putting in a couple more runners till he got to the top. There he tied himself securely to the rail. On belay! The cry floated down the spiral staircase. I unclipped the descendeur, tried to remember the appropriate call. Take in slack! I shouted. He took in the rope till it came tight between us. I waited as he put his descendeur onto the rope. Climb when youre ready! With some difficulty I unclipped myself from my belay stance, shouted Climbing! and set off up after him.
 
         Some 20 feet up I was going great guns, then was suddenly brought up short with a jerk. I couldnt go any further. Try taking out my runner, Mal called down. Of course, the first runner was preventing me from continuing above it. I unclipped the krab, untied the sling and continued.
 
         At the top, we shook hands most movingly.
 
         And that seemed to be the basic principle and practice of belay climbing. I hoped Id remembered the calls correctly. I mumbled them over a few times in the freezing van. The rest of the gear  the pitons in various shapes and guises, the screws and nuts  were for use when there was nothing convenient to loop a sling over to set up a belay stance or a runner. Wed gone around wedging them into cracks in Mals fireplace. It had all been wonderfully ludicrous, but next time itll be for real. How did I get into this?
         
 
         After Callander the glimmering countryside grows wilder and more desolate. Long slopes suddenly swoop upwards, the snow deepens as we skirt the wilderness of Rannoch Moor and wind down towards Glencoe. As we near the infamous Clachaig Inn I think back on the last time I was here, sixteen years ago. High on adrenalin, youth and Pale Ale at 2s. 3d. a pint, Id stood in a corner in full hippie regalia  the gold cloak, quilted tea cosy for a hat, peacock feathers, the strawberry tunic, oh my God  and thrashed out Incredible String Band songs into a small bar dense with steam, smoke and climbers so large and hairy it was hard to tell where beards ended and sweaters began. Climbers must be exceptionally tolerant, and such was the confidence of youth and the mood of the times that I got off with it, even had a few drinks bought me. Then at closing time walked out with a nurse from Glasgow into the black night to try yet again to lose my virginity, mind intoxicated with Pale Ale, adventure and the great sensed bulk of the mountains 
 
         Now I cant even recognize the interior. The clientele are much the same, only now they look younger and smaller. A motley crew: straggly hair, gaiters, training shoes, bare feet, old jeans, blue fibre-pile salopettes, bright red Gore-Tex jackets, moving from table to table talking gossip or snow conditions, arm wrestling, playing pool. A number of girls too, some looking decorative and bored, others decidedly capable.
 
         Mals clearly well known and respected here. A constant stream of people come up to our table. Climbers talk. Tower Ridge  still seconding all the time  solid for its grade  knew he was going to lob, so  Whitesnake  the crux after the chockstone  wiped out in Peru  Its all new to me, exotic and bewildering, but I sense some interesting interactions behind these casual exchanges. Allegiances and rivalries, the seeking and withholding of information, put-downs and half-acknowledged challenges. How much a casual remark such as I thought it a soft touch at Grade 5 can imply! It suggests that for the speaker the climb was easy, that he is familiar with real Grade 5s, it inquires after the listeners capability and casts aspersions on his friend who first climbed and rated the route. Just how good are you, anyway? I found it hard enough last time, Mal might reply mildly. This counterstroke makes it clear that he has climbed it, and more than once, that he doesnt need to pretend a hard climb was easy to bolster his reputation 
         
 
         In fact, its just like the literary world. Competition and cooperation; jostling over places in an invisible league table; ideological, personal and geographical divisions. The Aberdeen crowd here to show the others what real climbing is, the hard men up from the North of England to make their point, the Central Scotland boys protecting their patch  Yes, very familiar.
 
         Who are you? one youth asks me, uneasy he cant place Mals new partner. Im a guitar player. Pause. What are you doing up here, then? Learning a few new chords. He looks baffled, scowls and retreats. Mal grins and agrees that though climbing itself may be a pure activity, theres nothing pure and disinterested about the social side of it. Everyone seems extraordinarily vague about what theyre going for tomorrow.
 
         Tony Brindle and his climbing partner Terry Dailey walk in the door. Tonys one of the lead climbers for Mustagh, the only one Ive met other than Malcolm. Handshakes all round, its good to see a familiar face. Id seen him last at Mal and Lizs wedding, carried off to do a Dashing White Sergeant by two tall girls and grinning wildly. Even sober as now, hes still bouncy and hyper-enthusiastic. As he chatters away about past and future routes it suddenly strikes me who he reminds me of: Davy Jones of the Monkees. Small, looks as if butter wouldnt melt, innocent brown eyes, hair in a neat fringe, something about Tony makes one want to pat him on the head. Hes twenty-three and looks about fifteen. I think he both resents and plays up to it. Its hard to imagine that hes recognized by his peers as having quite exceptional stamina and self-reliance. There must be steel somewhere behind that baby face. Who or what put it there?
 
         So where are you taking Mal tomorrow? he asks me, for the benefit of Mal whos locked in conversation about this seasons big challenges on the Ben, i.e. Ben Nevis.
 
         Oh, I dont know, well just poke around, I reply in the prescribed vague manner. Maybe warm up with Smiths Gully and see what hes up to. Then well take a look at something more serious. Now we have a few attentive ears at the next table. Mal twitches slightly but cant get out of his conversation.
         
 
         Tony grins, replies in his Lancashire accent, Yeah, hes a bit lazy is Duff. The old fellas buggered. Still, hell second anything you lead.
 
         Thought Id maybe give him a couple of leads if hes shaping up 
 
         Mal is saved from further roasting by the arrival of more friends I recognize from the wedding. A big boozy night that was; the climbers there all gravitated towards the corner of the room and spent the night talking about the only relevant subject at such occasions  climbing. Theyre obsessed, but its an interesting obsession, for the first couple of hours at least.
 
         And so that first night at the Clachaig rolls on. Red faces, swollen knuckles, diminishing pints, growing excitement and anticipation as hopes and plans build for tomorrow. At least they dont train on orange juice and early nights. Their regime seems to be one of alcohol, nicotine, late nights and systematic abuse, both verbal and bodily. Suits me.
 
         I stand outside our chalet door for a few minutes before going to bed. The air is clear and cold, smelling unmistakably of snow. Clouds move across a three-quarter moon and sweep enormous shadows over the glimmering slopes across the glen. Passing voices ring hard in the frost. Orion is rising, the wind whispers over the snow, distant echoing water. I feel uplifted and self-forgetting before the irresistible forces of moon, shadow, mountains, snow. This alone was worth coming here for. I shake my head and go inside. See what tomorrow brings. Hope Im up to it. Ive been training two months for this.
 
         
            

         
  
         The winds gusting spindrift into our faces, but my new gear keeps me surprisingly warm as we plod up through soft, deep snow into Lost Valley. We go over ice-axe braking and the placing of deadmen, which are in effect snow anchors. Then the funs over. Time to do some climbing.
 
         My heart thuds wildly as we gear up, I have to force myself to breathe slowly and deep. Concentrate. I buckle on the harness, tie in the rope, get the knot right on the second attempt. Then strap the crampons onto my cumbersome rigid-soled double boots. The cramps are like heavy-duty running spikes, with two additional fangs projecting out in front. Then I sort out my two ice axes. Both have sharply inclined picks with teeth notched towards the tip; the head of one ends with a hammer for knocking in and removing pitons, while the head of the other ends in an adze for cutting steps. Apparently this is largely redundant, as the combination of front-pointed crampons and inclined picks make step-cutting unnecessary in most situations.
         
 
         I feel absurd and overburdened, like a deep-sea diver in a paddling pool, as I follow Mal up the steepening slope. Its not steep enough  he says  to merit belaying. I keep my gaze determinedly at my feet. Slip, flurry, recover. Continue. Untangle these stupid axes. Stop tripping over the crampons. Up and across, dont like traverses, getting pretty high now. Dont look, watch your feet, time for doing, not thinking. How clear the sounds are: scrape of crampons on rock, scrunch of boots in snow, jingling harness, echoing wind, a faint mewing cry 
 
         We look up and spot a figure waving awkwardly further up John Grays Buttress. Looks like hes got gripped, says Mal. Kick yourself a ledge and wait here. I feel a moments pleasant superiority over the incompetent up ahead, then a surge of fellow feeling. Mal tries to persuade him to climb down, but the shake of the head is vehement even from here. I look down. Safe enough really, but just the same  Mal climbs further up, secures a belay. In crabbed, awkward movements the man picks his way down. When he finally passes me, hes white-faced and embarrassed. Snows tricky in patches, he mutters apologetically. I agree politely.
 
         A shout from Mal. Hes waving me up towards a ledge on the left beside a steep drop into a narrow gully, then adds something I cant catch. By the time I reach the ledge, hes disappeared. The rope runs over the edge into the gully, then drops out of sight. I wait. And wait. And wait.
 
         Thirty minutes later theres still no sign of him and the view downhill is beginning to impinge on me, nagging like a toothache. I shout tentatively, feeling foolish. No answer. Adrenalin wears off and muscles stiffen. Now what? Dont think. Wait. Odd feeling alone up here 
 
         He finally appears below me, plodding up the hill looking puffed and not very pleased. Dropped my glove belaying that wazzock, it slid right to the bottom of the gully. I ask what had happened to the man hed rescued. Gripped, he says shortly and indicates our next line. A traverse right across a distinctly steep snow slope. He sets off. Looks like Im not going to be belayed. Ive had a lot of time to get nervous and dont like the look of it, but follow on gingerly, thinking about avalanche, about falling 
         
 
         I reach his stance, a narrow ledge beside a boulder, panting hard. Nerves, mostly. Right, better clip in now, Andy.
 
         I put him on belay through the descendeur as we rehearsed on his stairway a lifetime ago. He checks my gear, goes over the call sequence and disappears round the corner. One day all of this will seem normal. I peer round to see where hes making for and find myself looking down the throat of an apparently sheer snow chute. I look away, feeling ill. How did we get so high? This fear is like seasickness, invading mind and body. Hands tighten, stomach lurches, legs feel weak, stare fixedly in front  Gripped is the right word for it. One grips and is gripped by an enormous fist of fear. I cant do this. Ill have to cry off the Expedition. What a farce. Then angry at myself, at this instinctive fear and revulsion. A clinking sound drifts faintly back. He must be putting in a runner. Good man. Put in a dozen. Stare at the weave in my gloves, the powder snow caught in the cuff of the windsuit. All sharp and vivid, too clear. Ill put you in controlled freak-out situations, Mal had said. You freak out and Ill control them. He knows what hes doing. You trust him, dont you? Yes. So nothing to worry about, just dont make an ass of yourself 
 
         The rope stops paying out. I start untangling myself, take off the descendeur and clip it to my harness. The slacks taken in, then tugs come down the line. If only we had to face just one moment of truth, not many. Here goes 
 
         Good enough, youth.
 
         I arrive at Mals stance and subside, jittering with adrenalin. Ive just learned that waiting is worst; climbing itself is too novel, too demanding and intense to leave much room for anxiety. Or for memory. Already the last twenty minutes are reduced to a floundering through whiteness, stinging knuckles caught between axe shaft and rock, a flurried impromptu tango when my crampons interlocked, a hurried pull-up, the surge of satisfaction when the pick thuds into frozen turf. All so clumsy and unfamiliar, but something in this lark, perfectly safe really 
         
 
         Then I look down and that anxiety that is like drowning rushes up to my throat. Were poised out on the edge of space. Horrible. Unnatural. I shrink back into the slope. Mal points out matter-of-factly that the crampons cant grip properly this way. Clinging to the slope actually increases the likelihood of falling. I point out this may well be true and would make a sound Buddhist parable, but every instinct in my body shouts at me not to stand upright.
 
         By now the weathers deteriorating fast; a greenish-grey sky and each gust fiercer than the last. And the pitch above us isnt filled in with snow and ice  Mal points it out, I shudder and try to sound regretful when he decides weve done enough for today. And oddly enough, I suddenly am. He belays my descent along a ridge and down the sheerest slope yet. Perhaps because down is the right direction, I enjoy it and even find the blinding spindrift exhilarating. Then turn outwards and step-plunge down, feeling positively elated. Great to be in the hills, feeling oneself so physically immediate, so simple  And theres something pleasing in the essence of winter climbing; a rope, axes, crampons, things to wedge in cracks, and with these one can go almost anywhere, in reasonable safety. Pointless maybe, but satisfying. And I like the way in which, quite unlike rock climbing, routes appear and disappear, may only exist for a few days every other year, are never the same twice.
 
         In the valley we find an ice slab and mess around on that, reluctant to pack in for the day. Vertical and all of 12 feet high. My first fall of the day leaves me dangling helplessly from one axe wrist-loop, unable to go up or down, feet six inches off the ground, cursing a Duff helpless with laughter.
 
         As we plod back, the wind redoubles. The combination of spindrift and fresh snow forms drifts in minutes. A couple of gusts simply knock us over. Its exhilarating. We do not know this is the beginning of the worst blizzard for years in the Highlands and that five climbers will be dead before its through.
 
         
            

         
  
         That evening in the Clachaig the sense of siege and drama mounted like the storm outside as one group after another staggered in, red-faced, dazed, plastered from head to foot, head torches making them look like negatives of miners. I floundered through chest-high drifts to our chalet, passed two tents reduced to mangled poles and shreds of material. And this on the sheltered floor of the valley. Rumours spread rapidly. All roads out blocked  sixteen head torches still on the hill  Mountain Rescue team on four calls at once  Hamish MacInnes stranded in his Land-Rover  someones taken a fall, broken his collarbone  We drank on, increasingly aware of Tony and Terrys absence. Theyd left at 5.00 a.m. to go to Ben Nevis. Mal was quite confident in them, but still kept glancing at his watch.
         
 
         Finally, round 10.30, a small and a tall figure pushed wearily through the door. They looked as if theyd been tested in a wind tunnel, a mangle, a car wash, then hit repeatedly over the head for hours with a particularly substantial edition of Being and Nothingness. Which turned out to be pretty much the case as, drinks in hand, eyes still unfocused, they recounted their epic day. Theyd succeeded in doing Vanishing Gully in appalling conditions (Very vertical, said Tony, eyes wide at the memory of it, very), abseiled off Tower Ridge where their lowered ropes flew straight up in the air like snakes charmed by the banshee howl of the wind, and made it to the CIC hut, mostly on hands and knees. There, unbelievably, they were refused shelter because they were not members of the Scottish Mountaineering Club, so they had to continue. From the hut to the road, normally an hours walk, had taken them six and a half hours of tumbling, rolling, swimming, crawling, through a world gone berserk. I once took two and a half hours on that walk, Mal said, and the conditions were desperate. For Tony to take six and a half hours  He shook his head. Terry was slumped back, pale now, staring into his pint, completely drained. Tony was starting to recover, and entertained us with the absurdity of nearly being wiped out crossing the golf course (Thought we might set a new record), finally being slammed up against the fence (I thought I was going to come out the other side as mince!), getting to the car and realizing theyd have to dig it out. Then theyd driven through the blizzard, abandoned it on the road, and battered their way through to the Clachaig on foot.
         
 
         A definite epic, a tale worth surviving for the telling of it. And sitting in that besieged inn in the wilderness, packed with dripping, excited, exhausted climbers, thinking back on the day and listening to the stories go round, I began to see something of what brings them there. Anxiety, adrenalin, physical endeavour, the surge of exultation; a day locked into the mountains, evening in the company of fellow nutters  after this, any other way of spending the weekend would be simply dull.
         
 
         And one doesnt have to be a top-level climber to feel this. At any level the rewards and apprehensions are the same. This is what makes them risk life and limb, scrape, borrow, hitch, neglect work, lovers, family, the future. The moment you commit yourself to the next pitch all those ghostly chains of everyday worries fall away. Lightness in the midst of fear; all that exists is the next move, the mountain, and your thudding heart.
 
         Come closing time we are invited into the Snug bar among the late drinkers. Something of a ceilidh starts; guitars come out and the songs go round. And looking round I suddenly see how this was the original bar Id walked into sixteen years before. The door must have been here, the fireplace there. I see again the dartboard, the Pale Ale, my Glasgow nurse, myself singing out my teenage years into the hubbub of men. The place is recognizable though overlaid with changes. Me too. For a moment I long to go back, to have that night again, though I know I carry it inside me. Then one of the womens voices, trained and beautiful, lifts in a haunting Gaelic lament, and in the moments silence at the end we are all briefly bound together by the silken, invisible rope of her song.
 
         
            [image: alt]
            

         

         Next morning I helped Tony and Terry dig out their car. As we slithered towards Glencoe Village the car radio spoke of 2000 people trapped in Glenshee, marooned trains, three climbers found dead in the Cairngorms  Tony and Terry glance at each other, the slightest shake of the head. Nothing is said. It could have been them but it wasnt.
 
         At the village I waved them goodbye and plodded to the monument to the Massacre of Glencoe. Its a simple pillar of stone on a hillock near the river. The inscription was unreadable, being plastered with spindrift. I thought of the sign in the Clachaig: NO HAWKERS NO CAMPBELLS. Life was precarious enough in those days, no need for mountaineering. Climbing has some of the adrenalin, the release, and the self-discovery of combat; the difference is youre not being asked to kill anyone, and you take no orders but your own. But war and climbing partake of the same odd quirk in our nature  only when our survival is at risk do we feel how precious it is to be alive. Tony and Terrys silence came not from callousness but an acceptance of the risks involved.
         
 
         Mal spent most of the day in his sleeping bag, looking haggard and listening to Frank Sinatra on his Walkman. Apparently last nights session went on long and late. We ate and slept, marking time. Climbers came, gossipped, picked up their gear and left. Towards evening the snow came down again, thick and swirling.
 
         We went over to the pub for one beer, had several, and found ourselves having a long and surprisingly personal talk about our lives. Our paths have been so different, yet there are parallels. Its hard to imagine now, but Mal worked in insurance in London for five years. Then one day I looked around me, a long, slow look at all the familiar faces reading the papers or looking out the window, and I saw they were only existing, not living. And if I carried on, Id be like that in another five years. I thought, screw that for a lark. I handed in my notice to quit that day. He stared down at his lager with his characteristic frown, part impatience, part perplexity. Thats why I could relate to you from the beginning, because somewhere along the line youve chosen not to live like most people.
 
         I nodded, knowing the unlikely kinship he meant. The turning point in my life had not been as sudden and clear as his. My dissatisfaction with the life I was leading some years ago grew slowly and unnoticed like an overhanging cornice until finally I fell through. I kept on writing because there was nothing else.
 
         And the unhappiness we spread around us on the way makes it all the more important that we do it well.
 
         Climbing and writing seem poles apart, but we had both rearranged our lives round a supremely satisfying central activity that seems pointless to many  sometimes to ourselves. We were both now doing what we wanted. That was our basis for mutual respect.
 
          
         That night he called out in his sleep, Its too late now. And then, Better put some more runners in, Andy.
 
         
            

         
  
         Next morning loose snow still ruled out serious climbing. We spent it working on setting up runners and belay stances, and abseiling. Theres something absolutely unnatural in walking backwards off a cliff. I found it also  when youre sure of the rope and the belay  surprisingly enjoyable. Just lean back and walk down, paying out rope through the descendeur. Pleasingly ingenious.
 
         I spent some time on placing aids. Hammering pitons (blades, leapers, bongs, angles, channels, pegs, the wonderfully named RURPS  Realized Ultimate Reality Pitons) into cracks; wedging nuts (wedges, wires) into fissures. I lost a couple of friends here last year, Mal remarked conversationally, fumbling with something on his harness. I didnt know what to say, made some sympathetic sound. Theyre worth nearly twenty quid now, he continued. I stared at him. I know this is an age that sets a price on everything, but this is ridiculous. And even this one is a bit knackered, he said, and held out a strange object to me with just the faintest hint of a grin.
 
         It looked like a piece of particularly nasty dental equipment, like an adjustable wrench with its jaws turned inside out. They were spring-loaded so one could pull them back, shove them into a crack and then let them expand to grip the walls.
 
         Its called a friend. Not totally reliable, but very useful at times.
 
         We went through the belaying sequence on the floor of a quarry. I was cumbersome and ponderous as I stumbled along pretending there was a 1000-foot drop on my right, placing runners along the rock on my left. When I shouted On belay! my voice sounded absurd and lacking in conviction, like the first time you try to hail a taxi or call Waiter!. Mal followed on round the corner, walking slowly, treating this charade with elaborate seriousness. He came to the first runner, removed the peg  then abruptly fell back. I instinctively pulled the rope back on the descendeur and he was held. He came on again, head down. When he arrived at my stance he looked up, shook his head. Whew, that was a bit thin, youth! We laughed. It was a game. The whole activity is an absurd and sometimes delightful game.
         
 
         He led through and we did a couple of pitches on genuine slopes. Its clever and simple, this whole procedure, each climber alternately protecting the other. I was still getting tangled up and several times hit myself on the helmet with an ice axe, but it was beginning to feel more natural. Finding out what crampons can do, working out different moves, reading the slope ahead. The last pitch was a scramble; the snow deep and powdery, no purchase in it, then loose and shallow over rocks. Spindrift blowing up into my face, balaclava slipping over my eyes. The left axe pulled through and I was off balance, hacking away wildly for purchase, slipping  An internal voice spoke very clearly, Slow down, look for it. I spotted frozen turf, the inclined pick went in and held. Lovely. Pull up, across, come out on the top and find Mal sitting patient and immobile as a Buddha, wrapped in a cloak of spindrift.
 
         We finished up by building a snowhouse. It was more of a beehive than a classic igloo, but the shelter it provided was impressive. Absolutely silent and windless inside. If those missing Army blokes have made one of these and stay in it, theyll be all right for days.
 
         Back in the gloaming, in high spirits, for tea and the latest disaster stories. A few casualties, but no fatalities in Glencoe. In the evening I borrowed a guitar and sang a few songs Id written years before to go with my Men on Ice. Mal was very taken with them, insisted I put them on tape, and spent much of the rest of our time in Glencoe wandering about with the earphones on, bawling out the lyrics. When he was over in the pub I wrote some new verses to Throw me down some more rope, and a middle section. Mal was amazed on his return. How can you do that? How can you solo Grade Five? I replied. It was good to be reminded there were things I could do competently.
         
 
         Well try a harder route tomorrow, he said as I crawled into my bag. I lay thinking about that as he muttered over a new verse and the chorus, trying to memorize the words:
  
         
            Halfway up Whitesnake when the blizzard hits, 
            
  
            Cant feel your nose or your toes, everything goes 
            
 
            And nothing grips (except you); 
            
 
            Its a funny desire, wanting to get higher, 
            
 
            Sometimes you wish youd stayed below,
            
 
             
            Sometimes you know that its right, 
            
 
            Sometimes you know that its wrong, 
            
 
            And sometimes you just Dont Know  
            
 
            Throw me down some more rope (throw me down) 
            
 
            Throw me down some more rope (hey, youth!) 
            
 
            Throw me down some more rope cos Im falling, 
            
 
            Yes Im falling 
            

         
  
         We set out in the half-light. No cloud, no wind, blue sky filtering through. The high ridges slowly become three-dimensional as we plod up the road in silence, our senses sharp and clear as the air. A flock of sheep freshly out of a snowdrift are encrusted with icicles; as they move, a delicate tinkling like wind chimes sounds across the valley. A buzzard circles into high sunlight, drifting on invisible currents. Three crows beside a frozen stream tear at a dead rabbit. Glencoe goes about its immemorial business.
 
         It was a long day that, on the north face of Aonach Dubh, but only fragments of it remain lodged in the memory, like slivers of ice caught in a windsuits creases. I was too caught up with what was happening to record, too present to stand back, too scared to take photographs.
 
         The first pitch up a narrowing snow-choked gully made the first days efforts seem childs play. Relief and exhilaration on arriving at Mals stance, then half an hour clinging to a stunted rowan tree, fighting off paralysis and panic, hating it. Sitting still is the worst. Time to take in where you are, time to think, time to fear. I look down  too far, too steep, too empty. I glance up  too high, too steep, too endless. Contemplating going on this Expedition is absurd. My body hates this. Dont look, dont think. Keep the rope going. Wheres Mal got to? If you think this is bad, imagine the sense of exposure on Mustagh  Extraordinary clarity of lichen on this branch, the precise angle of this fork 
 
         Its a relief to be climbing again, traversing onto a buttress of steep rock, soft snow, patchy frozen turf. Gloves off, treating some of it as a rock climb, half-remembered techniques from childhood scrambling. Chunks of knuckle left on rocks, arms with all the resilience of blancmange. Concentrating hard, each movement dreamlike in its intensity. I call for tight rope and get it. Thanks, pal. Over a bulge, there he is 
 
         Another anxious wait on belay, then another pitch. Its beginning to feel more natural. I cease tying myself up in Gordian knots of slings, rope, krabs and ice axe lines. Even relax enough to snatch a photo as Mal works his way up an angled cleft above me. After two hours fear starts to lose its urgency, and though I know this pitch is tricky by my standards I push up through soft snow, cross onto rock, find some lovely frozen turf and almost shout with satisfaction as the picks thud home. Hold an elephant, that would. Now pull up  Something in this lark, after all.
         
 
         Until you pause and catch a glimpse of below.
 
         An hour and two pitches later we come out on top of the ridge. Im shattered, puffing like an old espresso machine, arm muscles like wet newspaper from working above my head all the time. In addition to the long approach plod, then the physical effort of climbing, Ive put out enough nervous energy to light up Glencoe village for a year. But the weathers menacing and the light starting to go, so Mal hurries on and I plod after. We pause on the summit of Aonach Dubh  briefer than a kiss is this final pay-off, thats the joke of it.
 
         Mal points down No. 2 Gully. Follow me as fast as you can  but concentrate. I sense a certain urgency in his voice, and follow him down in the half-light. It seems steep, but I havent the energy to care. Step, plunge, axe, step, plunge  It becomes endless, unreal, hypnotic. I begin to stumble, stuff snow in my mouth to stay awake. Somewhere along the line a crampon disappears. No time to look for it, carry on  I seem to have been doing this forever, stepping down through the gathering dark. In the distance Mal swings right and up onto a buttress. Eventually I join him. Well done, he says briefly. Must have been harder than it looked. Its getting very dim now. We start feeling our way down over rock, scree and snow towards the yellow lights in the valley.
 
         Finally his urgency relaxes, the rest is straightforward. We sit for five minutes on Dinnertime Buttress, munching biscuits and looking over at the glimmering slopes across the glen. We say nothing, but it is many months since I felt so at peace. What was that route called? We can decide that in the pub, he replies casually. Understanding comes slowly. You mean you  we ? I splutter. He nods. Id been saving that one up for a while.
 
         A new route for my first route. Im outraged, flabbergasted, and not a little chuffed. Of course it wasnt hard  Grade 2 or 3 he reckons  and all I did was follow on, but the sense of delight and absurdity sustain me on the rest of the trudge back. Two Shakes I say finally. Why? Well, there was two tree belays on it, theres two parts to it  the gully and the buttress  and Im lying about the amount of shaking I did!
         
 
         Finally, we push through the door of the Clachaig into a gust of warmth and light and laughter. Then the simple wonder of sitting down. Weve been on the go for eleven hours. I slump back against the wall, totally blank.
 
         Tired, youth? Mal asks.
 
         I search for the right epithet.
 
         Massacred, I say briefly, and with some effort raise the first pint of the night to my lips.
 
         
            

         
  
         We left Glencoe two days later. I was relieved yet oddly regretful as the old blue van struggled out of the valley. Five days in this place had been a month of normal time. Grinding and slipping past abandoned cars, cottages up to their eyelids in snow, a snowblower moving across the wilderness of Rannoch Moor, followed by a tiny man in yellow oilskins 
 
         We were silent as we worked our way south toward civilization and its dubious benefits. What had happened to me here, what had I learned? The extent of my fear, for one thing. It hadnt miraculously evaporated over the intervening years, like teenage acne. I felt weakened by that fear, yet strengthened for having coped with it. Perhaps one can never overcome fear completely  after all, it is often a sane and appropriate response-what counts is that it doesnt overcome you.
 
         Being a novice climber is like having a weak head for alcohol: people may laugh at you, but you get high more easily. It didnt take much to get my heart thumping, whereas Mal has to push it a long way to get his kicks. Both novice and expert have the same experience, despite the huge gulf in their capabilities. Both know fear, exhilaration, satisfaction, relief. Both have to persist through discomfort and utter fatigue. Both have to recognize their limits, then push a little further. And both experience the great simplification of ones life that is the reward of all risk activities 
 
         But I was thinking most of all about the two Army lads who were found dead today in the Cairngorms, and of the half-buried monument to the Massacre of Glencoe. Our massacre by the elements is a self-imposed one, a piece of personal theatre. When it is over, all but a few get to their feet again and feel themselves, behind their fatigue, somehow stronger and more alive than before.
         
 
         For those who do not rise again, there remains the unyielding pillar of stone, the inscription obliterated by drifting snow.

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            3
 
            Sit-ups and Setbacks
 
            We prepare to bottle up and go
 November 1983May 1984
            

         
 
         I trained for our Expedition from late November till our departure in early June. I had not trained for anything in fifteen years. It was hard work. Sit-ups, pull-ups, press-ups, toe-ups, Bullworker, stiff hill walking with a weighted backpack. And, above all, running. Between three and eight miles, five days a week.
 
         Picture one of those montage sequences used in films to indicate continued effort through time. At first we see an unfit, ungainly figure running through falling leaves, the last rags of autumn quivering in the trees. He emerges, panting and staggering, onto an open beach. Then the trees are bare, the light low and brief; its a world drained of colour and sound; no birds sing, but the runner now seems to be moving more firmly and rejoices in the frozen sand as he turns for home in the half-light of 3.30. Then clots of snowdrops appear on the forest floor, then crocuses, birdsong, movements in the undergrowth. The runner has removed his gloves, then his sweater. He is moving faster and lighter than before, more upright. And suddenly the light is fresh and green, it is May, and as he turns for home at 8.00 on a sunlit evening  wearing only shorts and running shoes  he is running not towards his home and a cool shower but towards a tower of snow and rock some four and a half miles high, on the roof of the world.
 
         Id noticed the sudden proliferation of runners in the last few years. I could only shake my head and wonder at them. It all looked too mindless and too painful: an exercise in masochism. To my surprise it was not like that at all.
 
         Not only did I stick to my schedule of running five days a week, but I found myself looking forward to it. After a couple of days off, Id be edgy and irritable, obscurely dissatisfied. For Gods sake, go for a run, Kathleen would say, and her diagnosis was correct.
         
 
         It was often uncomfortable, often painful, particularly for the first month, but other days were pure joy, a revelling in the sensation of movement, of strength and wellbeing. My regular headaches stopped. For the first time ever, I got through winter without even a cold. I felt incredibly well, began to walk and hold myself differently. When friends asked How are you?, instead of the normal Scottish Oh, not too bad, Id find myself saying Extremely well!
 
         How obnoxious.
 
         On other days training was pure slog, the body protesting and the will feeble. The mind could see little point in getting up before breakfast to run on a cold, dark morning, and none at all in continuing when it began to hurt. Take a break, why not have a breather, why not turn for home now?
 
         It is at times like that that the real work is done. Its easy to keep going when you feel strong and good. Anyone can do that. But at altitude it is going to feel horrible most of the time  and thats what youre really training for. So keep on running, through the pain and the reluctance. Do you really expect to get through this Expedition  this relationship, this book, this life for that matter  without some of the old blood, sweat and tears? No chance. Thats part of the point of it all. So keep on running 
 
         The real purpose of training is not so much hardening the body as toughening the will. Enthusiasm may get you started, bodily strength may keep you going for a long time, but only the will makes you persist when those have faded. And stubborn pride. Pride and the will, with its overtones of fascism and suppression, have long been suspect qualities  the latter so much so that Id doubted its existence. But it does exist, I could feel it gathering and bunching inside me as the months passed. There were times when it alone got me up and running, or kept me from whinging and retreating off a Scottish route. The will is the secret motor that keeps driving when the heart and the mind have had enough.
 
         Mal would call it commitment. Hed said there was no point in going to a mountain with a lets see how it looks attitude. Ones commitment and self-belief had to be absolute. And yet that had to be balanced by clear, objective assessment of ones capacities and limitations. That balancing act is at the very heart of climbing. I noticed that most climbers didnt value bravado and boldness unless it was tempered by good judgement. One of the lads at Mals wedding said, The hardest and bravest and probably the best mountaineering decision you can make is to say No. I looked at Tony. The diminutive innocent nodded vigorously. Thats right. Mountaineering isnt about getting to the top  its about mountaineering.
         
 
         To call mountaineering a sport or a pastime is like calling monastic life a hobby. For those who become serious  though seldom solemn  about it, it is the core of their lives. Everything else is arranged around it. It affects their attitude to everything else. As time went by I gradually exchanged one obsession, writing, for another, climbing  though I denied and derided it to the last. I picked up the elements of Good Brit Style: not to be seen training, not to have gleaming new gear, to play down all but ones fears and fiascos. To drink too much too late, to get up reluctantly and late next morning, moaning and groaning, to arrive at the foot of the route with three hours daylight left and still climb it: that was considered Good Style. I had little problem in acquiring that.
         
 
         The substance was another matter. Due to poor weather I only had another four weekends winter climbing in Glencoe. Yet the promise and threat of these changed my entire winter, made it something to be enjoyed rather than just suffered. Weekdays were a time for recovery and appreciation of home comforts, with the weekend to both dread and anticipate. My social life was suddenly full of climbers, climbing talk, climbing plans and reminiscences. Much laughter, drinking, abuse and friendship, shared experience. And gradually, the beginning of some composure.
 
         It was, quite simply, very exciting. It dramatized my life.
 
         By the end of the season, Id done a grand total of six Scottish routes, none harder than Grade 3 or 4, and an amount of yomping about on the hills. It was an absurdly inadequate background for going to the Himalayas  the norm would be several Scottish winters, then a few seasons in the Alps doing the classics and adding some new routes, then one might consider Pakistan or Nepal.
 
          
         My anxiety at exposure didnt disappear, but did diminish. I still disliked waiting on belay halfway up a route. And some days I had no appetite or nerve for it at all, when climbing was all slog and fear and trembling and wanting it to be over with, hating it. That too  and having to continue just the same  was valuable experience. But other days 
 
         One day in particular remains with me, always will. A day when nervousness took the form of controlled energy, when I wanted to climb. When I had the appetite. A day of great intensity and joy. Then I rejoiced in the challenge of the crux of SC Gully; pulling up and over it and moving on, I was lifted up like a surfer on a great wave of adrenalin. The day was perfect: ice blue, ice cold, needle-bright. After two hours in the shadowed gully I finally pulled myself through the notch in the cornice overhanging the top, and in my eyes was a dazzling world of sunlight and gleaming ridges and all the summits of Glencoe clear across to Ben Nevis. Mal silhouetted against the sun, belaying me; a few climbers moving on the summit ridge; my panting exhilaration  in that moment I felt like a king, and what I saw in front of me was the earth as Paradise, blue, golden and white, dazzlingly pure.
 
         The intensity we win through effort! In that pristine clarity of the air and the senses, the simplest experiences become almost mystical in their intensity. A cigarette smoked in the lee of a cairn, an orange segment squirting in the mouth and the smell of it filling the moment, making the world fruit, the patch of lichen inches from your face, the final pulling off of boots at the end of the day  Glencoe and winter climbing gave me moments of completeness. I will never forget them.
 
         Though I still intended to pack it in after the Mustagh trip, it was hard to imagine what I did with myself before climbing came along. The company, the personal struggle and the intensity of sensation on the mountains are all highly addictive. And more than that, I found all my customary worries and concerns  money, love life, boredom, the future, the past, politics, whatever  ceased to weigh on me in Glencoe. Such things cease to matter. All that matters is this move, the next hold, keeping the rope running out, the approaching storm clouds and the beer at the end of the day. All other worries slip off ones shoulders and slide away into obscurity, like the sacks we sometimes sent off down a snow chute, to be picked up again on our way back down.
 
          
         The weight one takes on in committing oneself to a mountain or a route is considerable, but its nothing compared to the weight of the world one leaves behind.

         
            [image: alt]
            

         

         It was at the Clachaig that I first met Jon Tinker, the third of our lead climbers. I knew hed been out to the Himalayas once, on an unsuccessful but highly educational trip to Annapurna 3, and that he was beginning to make a name for himself with some bold Alpine ascents. A bit of a headbanger, someone opined. I dont know, Mal said, frowning, I thought he was pretty impressive when we did that new route on the Ben. At twenty-four and a couple of months younger than Tony Brindle, he was the youngest of the team. Id been forewarned that hed be the most awkward and abrasive member, and that there could be some interesting strains between him and Tony.
 
         So youre the author chappie who wants to poke about inside our heads were practically his first words to me. And then he laughed, just a shade too loudly. That was typical Jon: the remark that niggled, then the forced laugh that seemed to say he was just joking yet with just enough edge to make it stick. I was to see him do it many times with people hed just met  with men, at least, for he was much more charming and at ease with women  and quite often with those he knew well. He seemed to always strive for the upper hand.
 
         I considered him. A blue-eyed, fair-haired, compact, Anglo- Saxon boy. Prickly and intelligent. He lived in Bloomsbury  unlikely address for a climber  with his parents. His father was chaplain to the University of London; his mother had written several books on housing the aged. A very pleasant English upper-middle-class household, yet Jon spoke in a quasi-cockney accent and was the scruffiest of the bunch of scruffs we were. I wondered if his background was a reason for his defensive offensive attitude.
 
         He went on to tell me that in an expedition its everyone for themselves. No ones going to look after you. Though that was undoubtedly the bottom line, his attitude was so different from Mals that I wondered how much I was being told about expeditions and how much about Jon.
         
 
         Over the next few days we relaxed with each other somewhat. In many ways I had more in common with him than any of the others; he had a degree in politics, made a point of having nonclimbing friends, and was strongly interested in books and modern music, the more obscure the better. When we got onto that common ground he was quite a different person, open and enthusiastic, one I liked and found interesting.
 
         And then suddenly one would be back to first base with him. Id see a hesitation come over him as he remembered that I was a writer, that I might be studying him, and his eyes would twinkle with malice as he prepared one of his remarks. His desire for privacy seemed strong and genuine. He said he liked London because of its anonymity, and mountaineering because of the private nature of the experience.
 
         He struck me as a competitor who went to great lengths to show that he wasnt. I think of him always as lounging back, legs sprawled, hands stuffed in anorak pockets, a position of exaggerated indifference. He loved to accuse other climbers of secret training and to protest how lazy and uncompetitive he was.
 
         Maybe that was the basis of the antipathy that seemed to exist between him and Tony, for Tony was so openly intense and enthusiastic about climbing. He didnt brag, but saw no point in self-denigration and pretending to be less committed than he was. He loved climbing and didnt disguise it; he seemed to have no interests outside climbing. And Jon on the surface was exactly the opposite, yet I suspected that underneath he was the same, a real revver as Mal said. Maybe that was why Tony seemed to irritate him.
 
         I was there when they met at the Clachaig for the first time in a year. Yes, a definite tension there. Even Tony was less buoyant than usual, and Jon even more indifferent and uninterested. While Tony talked on about his latest doings to Mal, Jon lolled back as if oblivious and entered the conversation only to say Ive got nothing to prove, mate, with just sufficient emphasis on the I. And when Tony asked him directly if hed done anything recently, Jon answered, Dont try to wind me up, Brindle  you cant do it.
 
         I asked him later what bothered him about Tony. Hes so wound up and intense about it all. I just like climbing, he replied. Which was exactly what Tony had said to me about Jon. I began to agree with the prediction that their relationship could be an interesting part of the Expedition.
         
 
         We treated each other a lot less warily after I came into the chalet happily drunk in the early hours while he was dossing on the settee. Great to see you, Jon, I bellowed, and proceeded to demolish his resting place and his Walkman set-up as I blundered about in the dark. I was being natural for once, and he responded.
 
         Jon was as pessimistic as Mal was optimistic. He gave us a 5 per cent chance of climbing the Mustagh Tower, and less with Gasherbrum 2  yet he was utterly determined to go and give them what he called maximum pastry. The phrase quickly entered Expedition vocabulary, as did the shuffling dossers coinage of a friend of his, which evokes perfectly the whole hand-  to-mouth, day-to-day peripatetic lifestyle of so many climbers. Being free to do serious climbing tends to mean lacking visible means of support. Mal got by with guiding and the help of his wife Lizs job; Tony was at college on a student grant; Jon worked for little more than pocket money in a climbing shop between trips. Only Sandy Allan, who I hadnt yet met, made serious money during his spells on the oil rigs. Borrowing, cadging, hitching and sleeping on floors, spending what we had on drink and climbing, shuffling dossers is what we were. It indicated more than a lack of finance; shuffling dossing is a state of mind, unselfconscious existentialism.
 
         But the phrase that really stuck to Jon came out of a heated argument one evening in the chalet between him and a climber who was going on what was reckoned to be a lightweight, no-  hope Everest expedition. The climber in question had only a reasonable Alpine record, had never been higher than 19,000 feet, but was quite confident that with sheer determination and going for it he had a good chance of making the summit.
 
         Youll die, Jon said brusquely.
 
         Im going to go for it.
 
         It doesnt matter if you go for it  youre going to die with that attitude.
 
         Whats going to stop me?
 
         Altitude. Weather. All-round deterioration. You dont know anything about it. If youre lucky, youll all be driven off early. If not, youre going to die, old son, Jon repeated with evident satisfaction.
         
 
         Well, Im still going to go for it, the climber replied defensively. I think I can do it.
 
         Jon, lounging back, flashed his most sardonic smile. It doesnt matter what you think. Youve got a squaddies mentality, mate. The room seemed to quiver with hostility. Jon sprawled back even further and added the coup de grce. You deserve to die.
         
 
         And since then Youre going to DIE became a chorused catch phrase, one he accepted with good grace. It was only later that I learned part of his vehemence stemmed from his experience on Annapurna 3, when one of the small team died during a five-day blizzard that drove them off the mountain. And it was a long time later that he confessed to me that on his return to Kathmandu he had stumbled round the town for a day, blinded by tears.
 
         A complex character. Mal and Tony are just themselves, they dont change according to their company. But there are at least three Jons  the prickly, laughing, abrasive one, the casual, sardonic Jon among climbing friends, and the disarmingly enthusiastic, open and interesting Jon when relaxed and outside the climbing ethos.
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         You really think Ive got a chance?
 
         Of making the Col on Mustagh? Should be no problem, if the weather behaves and you can take the altitude. Youre not going to set the climbing world alight, but you seem to have taken to it well enough. Pause. I consider Duffs perennial optimism. Your biggest problem may be the scale of things out there, he continued thoughtfully. You havent even been to the Alps, and Himalayan scale is a different thing again. It can be pretty daunting.
 
         This on a cloudy, wet day, sitting halfway up Dinnertime Buttress in Glencoe in late March, smoking cigarettes. The nicotine constricted the circulation at my fingertips and they felt cold. Himalayan scale  I shivered, certainly daunted already, yet a new composure made itself felt deeper down.
 
          
         See how it looks when I get there, I replied. My voice sounded surprisingly matter-of-fact. I wondered if I was changing, and beginning to pick up as one might a disease, certain climbers attitudes.
 
         He nodded. Youre going to spend a lot of time on this trip being totally hacked off. Headaches, sore throats, the cold, all that hanging around in the middle of nowhere, youll think, This is utterly pointless. And it is. He seemed to be addressing himself as much as me. He was coming to the end of his winter guiding season and looked worn down. Theres no reason for it at all, he continued. Going up a mountain and coming back down again doesnt mean anything, it doesnt affect anything. Well, except you. It doesnt do anything. He gazed gloomily down into the valley. At those times the only thing that keeps me going is the thought that I could be sitting on that 8.10 train with my eyes glazed over.
         
 
         Wed become close in the last six months, during days in the hills and evenings in the Clachaig or the pubs of South Queensferry With Kath and Liz. Because I was not a dedicated climber, he could air his doubts, worries and reservations with me. Malcolm had my fathers fascination with information; his sober level-headedness was like my elder brothers, while his impetuous enthusiasm and fondness for flying a kite in argument reminded me of myself a few years back. He seemed at once older and younger than me, and our relationship oscillated between those two poles. Turning up at the foot of the north face of the Eiger, seventeen years old and fresh from his Edinburgh public school, with a sleeping bag, an ice dagger and a couple of screws, ready to do battle with the big one  that was pure Malcolm. (He got as far as the Difficult Crack  some 2000 feet up  and had to turn back. I realized I wasnt quite ready for this. You George Watson F.P.s are all the same, I retorted, you think all you have to do is show up at the hill and itll roll on its back and say, Walk up me!)
 
         He passed over another cigarette and we lit up. Duffs diet is a dieticians nightmare, I reflected. He seemed to live entirely on coffee, white sugar and cigarettes by day, and lager and cigarettes by night. He avoided fresh fruit and raw vegetables like the plague. And he had the nerve to be healthy! I glanced at him: leaning forward elbows on his knees, chin resting on clasped hands, frowning thoughtfully at nothing in particular  this was the way Id always think of him.
         
 
         Why did you really ask me on this trip? I asked casually.
 
         He grinned and snapped out of his mood as Id intended. Id never met one of you writer chappies before. I thought it might be interesting to see how youd react if I actually put you on the spot.
 
         So that was it. Im here and going to the Himalayas as the result of someones whimsical curiosity. Not just anyones  no one other than Duff would have come up with such a suggestion and carried it through. I laughed in delight at the absurdity of it all. Mal shook his head as if trying to shake the dust from his brains. You showed you had the right stuff. The trouble is, and here he concluded the line of thought hed been trudging down, by the time you get to climbing in the Himalayas, youve forgotten why you started in the first place.
 
         I was to think often of this conversation in the coming months. We went on to chat casually about Rocky Moss on Mount McKinley, the sex life of butterflies, suitable film, the origin of the Jesuits  and of the intriguing mnage  trois of the other three Americans on the trip. Burt Greenspan, Donna and Sybil lived together in a big house in Chicago, Burt and Donna downstairs and Sybil upstairs. It all sounded very decadent and American, and we were curious to see how it worked out in practice. Burt and Donna were coming to climb, while Sybil was part of the trekking party. Finally stiffening muscles, growing thirst and wet snow drifting out of the greyness sent us off downhill towards the lights of the Clachaig.
         
 
         I felt strong, ready and willing. Next stop Islamabad.
 
         
            

         
 
         Only its never as simple as that.
  
         I walked into the Clachaig the following Friday to find Mal leaning against the bar, looking pale and tired.
 
         Here, read this. He thrust a newspaper at me.
 
         British climber killed on Matterhorn, the paragraph was headed. I looked up, read on. It reported briefly that Mr Brian Sprunt had fallen to his death on the mountain, and his companions Charlie McLeod and Malcolm Duff had been taken off by helicopter. I glanced at Mal, he managed a rueful smile. I seem to be in two places at once. Trouble is, the rest of it is true. Brian Sprunt  the name was familiar. Hadnt I met him, the first time I came up here? Yes, he was sitting at our table for a while. I could picture him now, a face among many, drinking and laughing and planning the new season. And now a face among the many dead, written off in a brief, inaccurate newspaper paragraph.
         
 
         Did you know him well?
 
         Well enough. We were together on the Nuptse trip. You get close to somebody  He paused, looking into private memories. Hell of a good bloke. Bit upsetting, really.
 
         And with this massive understatement, so typical of Mal and climbers and Scots, he turned back to the bar. What you drinking, youth?
 
         But he was in low spirits all weekend, suddenly quiet and withdrawn, cracking a joke then forgetting to laugh and instead frowning into his lager, right knee jumping incessantly. His wife Liz was very protective, said nothing but quietly put her arm through his. Not for the first time I sensed how emotional he might be. Much of the joking, well-thats-life attitude was part of the necessary protective mechanism, as are the endless death stories and prophecies of doom that climbers love to tell.
 
         And as we finally stumbled over to our chalet in the dark, he said quietly, Brians the second person I had pencilled in for the Mustagh trip whos been blown away. Pause. Makes you think.
 
         More typical of him and of mountaineers was the attitude he suddenly expressed a week later as we came off a route. After all, when you get serious about climbing, you accept theres a chance youll get blown away. Theres nothing tragic about getting killed doing what you want to do. Desperately sad, but not tragic. Then he hurried off down the hill and I followed more circumspectly, considering him with new interest and sympathy.
 
         A letter came from Sandy Allan whod been with Brian on the Matterhorn. It was full of Sandys och ayes and hey ho but thats life, but the pain behind it was evident through the brittle gaiety. He briefly mentioned what had happened. Brian had been belaying him and Charlie as they prepared to leave their bivouac that morning, on a ledge near the top of the face. He was clipped to an old peg left from an earlier climb. Then for some reason  the little, fatal action that always eludes explanation  he untied himself from the rope. Then the peg pulled. Oh God  And that was that.
         
 
         It set Mal back for a time. For me it was a sobering reminder of the seriousness of this game, and of the importance of maintaining concentration at all times. It made Mal seem a little older. Its a wonderful way of life, he remarked once, but every so often you look around and realize how many of your friends arent here any more.
 
         Thats what gave the edge to the good company, to all the fine nights we had, the foolery and laughter, the meetings and partings. It was all precious because so fragile, like an eggshell-  thin bowl. One night at the end of a rumbustious after-hours ceilidh in the Clachaig Snug, a straggly-haired northerner with round glasses sang an unaccompanied lament for lost good company, and touched something deep in everyone there. It was in the quality of the silence afterwards, and the stillness while he sang. When he finished we all dispersed unusually quietly to our bedrooms and chalets and tents, for there was nothing left to be said or done that night, and none of us wanted to spill the emotions we each carried inside ourselves, privately, like water brimming at the lip of the bowl.
 
         
            

         
 
         Then my father died on 24 April, six weeks before we were due to leave. It is still bewildering and strange to write these words sitting at his desk, and know hell never read them.
  
         There are very real consolations. His life was as long, varied and productive as anyones could be; he thought and felt himself extraordinarily fortunate; he died before his illness became more pain-filled and humiliating, and he had long accepted death in the dry manner of a Scottish atheistic doctor.
 
         As with Brian, there is nothing tragic here. The shock, the numbness, this physical wrenching I feel in my chest, is for the living, for us who live on. It is for the half-remembered yarns Ill never be able to confirm, the humorous bloody-mindedness, the man himself.
 
         There are more cells in the human brain than stars in our galaxy. When a person dies, a universe collapses into a black hole. I have no notion as to whether it reappears in another dimension. Personally, I doubt it. (I think this and smile, shake my head at my dads picture, realizing where my scepticism came from.)
         
 
         So Id never be able to come back from Mustagh and tell him about it, to show the photos, to in some oblique way say thank you for the life Ive inherited.
 
         Theres nothing to be done but swallow, shrug and get on with it. To try to live honestly, with appreciation and flair. And the living obscurely rejoice at the news of a death, in the knowledge that its not us, that were still in the game.
 
         
            

         
 
         Kathleen came back for his funeral with news from Mal. Rocky had been struggling desperately on his McKinley warm-up climb, and finally gave up and went back to LA. There the doctors discovered his adrenal glands had packed in. Which meant he was simply not capable of doing two hard days back to back. Despite his quite phenomenal training, fitness and physical strength (were talking about a fifty-four-year-old who cycled from San Francisco to LA, some 450 miles, in thirty-six hours), there was nothing he could do about it. There was no chance of him climbing Mustagh or Gasherbrum 2.
  
         But he insisted we go ahead without him. Hed still back us.
 
         My first reaction was relief. I hadnt realized till that moment how set I was on this adventure. Id have been desperately disappointed had it been called off.
 
         My second feeling was sympathy for Rocky. Hed been so keen, so dedicated, so wound up for this Expedition. He hated failure. This happening just five weeks before departure would leave him devastated and disgusted.
 
         Then I felt gratitude  no, more than gratitude, respectat his insistence that we press on and hed still fund us. The trekking party that were going to accompany us dropped out, but we were still in the game. Again that selfish joy, the relief.
         
 
         Purely selfish too was the sense of loss for this book of one of its central, most colourful characters. How would I write about what wed christened Rockys Horror Show without Rocky? Id been interested to see how his earnest American there must be a solution approach to the climb would play off against the more anarchic, stoic and improvisational attitudes of the British climbers. Id been interested to find out why someone who had so much going for him should want to risk his neck doing something like this.
         
 
         And I was all the more sorry now he couldnt come, because I was impressed by the magnanimity of his gesture. It indicated a sense of community, of joint purpose, a kind of honourable seriousness one doesnt associate with the me-centered American ethos. He demonstrated as much of the Right Stuff in insisting the Expedition went ahead as he possibly could have on the climb itself.
 
         So at the last minute we had to rethink the Expedition. Many of the problems that were to follow stemmed from this. We had to drop the Sherpas who had been going to assist Rocky, Burt and Donna, and without their support we could no longer think of fixing ropes most of the way up. This made our chances of success that bit more marginal.
 
         What had at one point seemed something of a Himalayan circus had been whittled down to a more acceptable modern mountaineering team with a few extras. Much better style, but Burt, Donna and I were worried that with Rockys absence the spotlight would switch to us, and that we might just be tiresome baggage that would slow the others up. Wed have to work harder, do better, push ourselves further. The Expeditions success might depend on how much support we could give the lead climbers. Were we up to it?
 
         Our chances of success? Mal reckoned it 80 per cent likely that at least one of us would make the summit of Mustagh. Most people considered that wildly optimistic. Roughly one Himalayan expedition in ten succeeds. We counted on one hand the number of active British climbers whod stood on a summit the height of Mustagh or Gasherbrum 2. The list of those whod been killed on such peaks took both hands. That was an alarmingly high rate of attrition. Yet we had to start some time, and a new generation of British Himalayan climbers had to appear. If this trip went well, it would establish some new names.
 
         All our lads swore blind that competition and ambition meant nothing to them, that they just liked climbing. Dont believe it for a moment. Duff, Brindle, Allan, Tinker  they were all revved up and hungry for success, for the Mustagh Tower and the further glittering prize of Gasherbrum 2.
 
         
            *

         
   
          
         So even before setting out, we had our losses and setbacks: Brian Sprunt, Rocky, my father. In a curious way they all seemed to connect. In each case there was much sadness, then the determination, almost the duty, to carry on. Its the best thing we can do, the only thing other than despair. Remember them when were out there, remember what we owe them, then  Go for it, youth.
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