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         For my mother, partners and travelling companions  semper tibi pendeat hamus.
         
 
         
 
         I thank the following for their assistance, advice and support during the writing of this book: Marsali Baxter, Ingrid von Essen, Peter and Eileen at the Clachaig Inn, Deborah Simmons, Isobel Wylie and above all the members of the 1985 Pilkington Everest Expedition.
 
         

         In memory of Malcolm Roy Duff, who made it happen.
         

      

      




    
         
         

         
            Authors Note

         

         Authors note: passages accredited to members of the Expedition are taken from their personal diaries or occasionally from transcribed conversation, as are thoughts and feelings ascribed to them.
         

         In this book, as in Summit Fever, I have followed the option of using the plural their after a singular, impersonal subject e.g. each, anyone, everyone. To write each of us has his own opinion would be both sexist and inaccurate, given the composition of the Expedition, while writing his or her on every such occasion is laboured.
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            A NOTE ON THE 1999 EDITION

         
 
         It was a curious experience re-reading for this new edition, like coming across a camp that has been buried under snow for many years. So many little details the memory abandons once an experience is over came fresh to the surface again. Id forgotten that for an hour or two wed watched a man who never was, moving steadily up the north-east ridge. Id forgotten the sheer pain and drudgery of altitude, along with the shafts of clarity, exhilaration and euphoria. Id forgotten the particular atmosphere of that expedition, an odd mix of personal isolation and the deep affection of company and shared endeavour.
 
         It reads now like a time of innocence. Our expedition had the great good fortune to enter Tibet during a brief window of comparative tolerance from the Chinese authorities. We saw it before both the crackdown and the growth of tourism. It seems incredible now that we spent a week in Lhasa and saw only one Western face. Equally incredible is that we had the north-east ridge to ourselves, and for two months shared the entire Tibet side of Everest only with the Basques expedition.
 
         The expedition was on some kind of historic cusp. It came just before the controversial growth of commercial Himalayan climbing where clients pay to be taken up big peaks. It came at the very end of the big scale assaults. Ours was an odd hybrid of the large, expensive, complex, sustained siege, and the Alpine Style solo dash. We had oxygen but used it only once; we had a vast payload but no Sherpas to help carry it; we had a film crew who filmed everything but our climbing.
 
         Summit Fever was an easier book to write, with a small, intimate cast and a wonderful natural climax of summitting after many setbacks. Kingdoms of Experience is both harder and far more typical of the big mountain expedition: attrition, tension, exhaustion, frustration. In that sense it is more truthful  certainly more typical!  to our normal lives than the storyline of triumph of disaster.
         
 
         In my memory lingers yet brutally cold nights on the hill, lungs soured with the bitter taste of altitude, watching the Sultans of Pain gear up for another pre-dawn start and wondering why we bother, why we are so separate. Also days of R & R at Base Camp, sitting in the sun singing the Kinks Sunny Afternoon while enjoying the miracles of fresh bread, cheese, companionship, and the knowledge we were not going to die that day.
         
 
         I hope some of that duality is in here. It was good to spend time again with those friends and companions, the living and the dead. We never fought so hard for breath, nor laughed so long.
 
         
 
         Andrew Greig
Orkney 1999
         

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         The majority of Himalayan expeditions do not get to their chosen summits. In a good many unsuccessful attempts  through luck and skill  no one dies. This does not make such expeditions a failure or a non-event. No serious Himalayan expedition  and in 1985 the Northeast Ridge of Everest was about as serious as it could get  is a non-event.
 
         This is a very human book. It is about a group of first-class climbers under pressure, where they are very much revealed as human beings, not heroes or super-stars. It brings out, as few books do, the sheer hard work and drudgery of siege-style Himalayan assaults. As in our own first attempt on the North-east Ridge in 1982, the team members did all the load carrying themselves, an exhausting process at 8000 metres. Under different conditions each of these would bring a Himalayan summit with it.
 
         Another feature of the book is the skilful use of diary entries, which gradually makes clear that on any trip there are as many expeditions as there are members of it. Through it we glimpse the different expedition each was having, the sense of solitude each climber bears, with moments of great closeness and solidarity. All in all, Kingdom of Experience is a deeply moving and evocative account of a compact siege-style expedition on one of the last great unclimbed ridges in the Himalaya.
         
 
         I found it a deeply engrossing read, a portrait from beginning to end of an ambitious, difficult and frustrating expedition. It also creates an all-round portrait of the spirit of the Himalayan climber, and as such stands as a celebration of my friends Peter Boardman and Joe Tasker, who disappeared high on this very route in 1982, and of Mal Duff who died not long ago on the other side of Everest. All three had a deep love of the challenge of exploratory mountaineering, an understanding and acceptance of the risks involved, and they believed in living life to the full. At the same time they were prepared to risk that very life for the sake of the adventure that was so much part of their lives.
 
         This book helps us understand some of these seeming contradictions and at the same time is a lively and fascinating read.
 
         
 
         Chris Bonington
         
  
         February 1999
         
 
         
         

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            PROLOGUE

         
 
         Sandy Allan, Advance Base Camp, Everest:
         
 
         
 
         For some godforsaken reason we (I) front-point as good as some other people, for some reason I can jam my ice-axe in, torqued to the max, in cracks that other people have failed to, and so my body heaves exhausted over some rock or ice bulge and hence at First Ascent  And God or whatever  me, Ill go for God  set the sun a-shining just before I got frostbite, or slowed down the winds just before we got hypothermia, or set the correct abseil position in the rock just when we needed it, or opened a little window so we could see the direction when we were totally lost. Some people call it luck, me  luck and unknown but most welcome INTERVENTION.
 
         Here, were here, Im here, hoping that my ability and the rest of the lads ability and the gods will see us OK. Were gamblers, weve got no cash; we have lives, we love them, thats the stake. The reward for me is to continue this life, on this planet, driving down the roads I know and walking through the doors of my friends houses  and in between that, Inshallah, a summit or two.
         
 
         
 
         Mal Duff at 8000 metres on Everests North-east Ridge:
         
 
         
 
         Tony crouched on a rock 40 yards away, a small spark of life where none should exist. The spindrift swirled and battered, whirling over the ridge, pluming up 200 feet before hurling itself upon us  Reaching the lee of the rock and contacting Tony, another human in this madness, becomes all-important. A shattering pain suddenly erupts in my lower chest  a muscle rip in my diaphragm, cant inflate my lungs! A moment of panic subdued by years of training. No matter what, I must try, try to live, to descend or even to die but I must try  I must try because this is the big one, the master problem that perhaps Ive been seeking for years, unwittingly 
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            The Ploy

            AUGUST 84  6TH NOVEMBER 84
            

         

         
            The Mustagh Tower was over, the ropes had all been sold or coiled away. We were sitting in Mrs Davies while monsoon rain fell day by day 
            

         

         The photograph is in front of me now: Mrs Davies hotel, Rawalpindi, mid-August 1984. Mal Duff and I are lounging in old cane chairs, smoking K2 cigarettes and laughing over some forgotten joke. Were stripped to the waist but sweat still trickles from our arm-pits, for the air is torrid with the monsoon season. I notice with a shock how skinny we both are, how much weight we lost on the Mustagh Tower expedition.
         

         But that was all over, my first and only Himalayan trip, the one that prompted me to take up climbing less than a year before, after Mals impulsive suggestion that I come along to support-climb and write a book about it. It had been a deeply satisfying expedition: Id carried a load to Camp 2, and after many set-backs the four lead climbers all made it to the top and safely back again. It was the second ascent by the West Ridge, the third ascent in all of the Mustagh Towers 7,230 metres.

         Now Mal and I were on our way home, thinking of bacon, beans and beer and the women we wanted to see again. We drank coffee, smoked and yarned while ineffectual fans whirred overhead, a flat-footed old servant hobbled by, and ghekkos clung miraculously to the wall as they stalked their supper. We were at peace, expecting nothing and looking for nothing.

         The renowned Polish climber Voytek joined us, his eyes pale blue and direct, his air one of casual but absolute self-possession as we exchange potted versions of our trips. Then a Norwegian from the ill-fated Trango Peak expedition sat down. Two of his friends had disappeared while abseiling down from the summit; they hadnt been found and, barring miracles, theyd had it.

         There was nothing much we could say about that, so the conversation passed to high-altitude traverses. The Norwegian mentioned that he and his friends had an outside chance of pulling off one of the great ones  a traverse of Everest from North to South, from Tibet to Nepal. They had a permit for both sides of the mountain. But he added it was now unlikely that Norway had enough experienced climbers left to tackle both sides, and they would probably concentrate on the standard South Col route.
         

         Mal seemed distant, only making conversation. I thought he was probably bored, or thinking of home and Liz. Voytek and the Norwegian left; I went to buy more cigarettes. When I returned Mal rocked back in his chair then said with elaborate casualness, How do you fancy raising twenty grand and coming to Everest, Andy?

         A pulse beat in my neck, even though I knew he was joking. Sure, why not? I replied, equally casual. But I didnt know you were interested in Everest.

         Im very interested in the North-East Ridge, the Unclimbed Ridge. Its the last big route left on Everest. Maybe we could pick up that Norwegian permit for the Tibetan side of the hill. Are you on?
         

         At least Mals jokes are big ones. I lit a K2 cigarette, tipped back my chair and considered for a moment. A ghekko pounced, its jaws closed on its prey with an audible snap. Yes, I said.

         

         Shall I tell her now, Andy?

         I lean on the bar in an Edinburgh pub and wonder where to begin after three alcohol-free Muslim months.

         Tell me what? Liz Duff asks.

         Oh, it doesnt matter, Mal replies. I shake my head at his low cunning.

         You might as well tell me now.

         Well, ah  Were planning to go to Everest in the spring.

         Liz lets go his arm for the first time since we landed in the UK. Oh no youre not, she says firmly.

         

         I think I can get a permit for the North-East Ridge of Everest, but Ill only go if you lads think its on and will come.

         Jon Tinker and Sandy Allan look at each other. Theyve just returned to London after the Mustagh Tower trip and found a message in Jons parents kitchen saying Phone Malcolm. So they have, and this is what they get.

         Duff, youre  crazy! Sandy says. A chuckle from the other end of the line. Jon and I will think about it and phone you back.

         They do. Were coming, but neither of us have any money.

         Thats alright. On this size of trip we either get complete sponsorship or else we cant go.

         Sandy puts the phone down. When hed seen the message some premonition had told him it would be Everest. But the Unclimbed Ridge  !  Jon shakes his head, laughs, Duff is mountaineerings answer to Malcolm MacLaren. Or Bonnie Prince Charlie 
         

         

         A fantasy, yes. The North-East Ridge, China, Tibet  Malcolm is dreaming and scheming again as he puts down the pints, his right knee jumping restlessly, pulling on another cigarette. Hes a dieticians nightmare: fuelled on constant coffee, sugar, lager, cigarettes and fast-foods, he has the nerve to be healthy. He is the most dangerous kind of dreamer  one who acts with absolute commitment as though his dreams were already fact, and thus sometimes makes them so. The Mustagh Tower had been a dream ever since as a teenager hed read Tom Pateys account of its classic first ascent; hed planned it, froze and sweated and suffered and climbed till he finally stood on the top, one foot in Pakistan and the other in China. I have a very real chunk of summit rock in my desk drawer to remind me of the power of fantasy.

         Mal, Jon and Sandy: they were the core of this latest ploy. Theyd shared the Mustagh Tower experience and on the back of that felt ready for something bigger. Maybe one of the great 8,000 metre peaks  But Everest! Perhaps it had come too early, but they couldnt pass up on the chance. The three of them debated the feasibility and basic strategy of the expedition; their nominations of additional climbers reflected their very different natures, and were to determine the nature of the entire party.

         There was smiling Sandy Allan, that amiable Hieland honey-bear  Sandy with the pale, washed-out blue eyes, often obscured by thin reddish-blond hair falling over his forehead. Strongly built, solid with shoulder and arm muscles built up from rough-necking on North Sea oil rigs, which financed his climbing, he seems to be bigger than he actually is. A casual bear, giving the impression of great strength and stamina held in reserve.
         

         Hed been brought up among the distilling glens of Scotland and as a child spent more and more time wandering among the Cairngorms, finding some kind of backdrop there for his restless thoughts. After doing one Scottish winter route, hed briefly taken one of Mals Alpine climbing courses. It was totally obvious that this youth could become a star, Mal said. Immensely strong, persistent, the right sort of temperament, always in control  a natural.

         Sandy found his natural expression in snow/ice climbing. At 25 he finally gave up his job as a trainee distillery manager for the hand-to-mouth existence of the dedicated climber. There followed the customary apprenticeship: Scotland, the Alps in summer, the Alps in winter, some notable ascents, then Nuptse West Ridge with Mal, then the Mustagh Tower.
         

         Sandy just grins, Mal had said to me before Mustagh, youll find him easy to get on with. Well, yes, but during the trip and in his diaries afterwards, I found a very different inner man behind that amiable exterior:

         
            Sandy  One look into Jhaveds eyes and he knows what I want. One straight hit with my axe and I find a good ice placement. Cest la vie, Dominique would say. Dont worry, Sandy, shed say. Theyll never know you or what youve done.
            

            I fade away to wash by the stream. Its good to wash the sweat of the hill away, and I watch the dirty soapy water. What right have I to pollute the water here? But it soon turns clear. What right have we to hold opinions? Every right, I say to myself, and then I say if we have the right to opinions, do we have a right to put them to other people to try and change their views? Do we have a right to build a small dam in the stream to make a convenient washing place, its OK for us but by what RIGHT? And Jon says, every right. Hes an opinion holder 

            And climbing is not so important to me, its more the way I feel, the way I react, the language I speak and the words I scribe, the mess that I leave behind, the way that I eat my food  These suit my feelings.

         

         Smiling Sandy Allan indeed! I was astonished that Mal could have shared two expeditions with Sandy and know nothing of his inner nature. Yet the signs were there: his keeping a journal at all times, his inability to stay in one place for more than a few days, the way his glance focuses only briefly on the person hes talking to. In all our Mustagh photos he is always slightly blurred as if just about to move away, eyes averted or obscured by his hand or his hair.

         We had to have Jon Tinker, that abrasive Cockney Rasta-man  Jon was Sandys partner on the Mustagh Tower, but they are very different. Hes a blue-eyed, fair-haired, compact Anglo-Saxon; edgy, alert, intelligent, one of lifes stirrers. I picture him lounging back, exaggeratedly relaxed, hands stuffed in his pockets, obscure reggae dubs on his stereo, while he protests vigorously in his quasi-Cockney accent how lazy and uncompetitive he is. A master of giving stress, of sarcasm, of winding people up. We could never really understand why he tended to treat encounters as a form of verbal arm-wrestling, always looking for the upper hand  and at other times be disarmingly thoughtful, enthusiastic and open. When one has had enough of climbing talk, Jon is a good person for general conversation about music, books, politics, ideas. He is determined not to let climbing be his entire life, though it often seems to be. I came to like him a lot during and after the Mustagh trip. You can say this for Jon, hes a little fire-cracker; you have to be wide awake when hes around.
         

         Hed taken a degree in politics and since then has lived largely as a shuffling dosser, working in climbing shops or guiding between expeditions, perpetually broke. At 24, he was to be the youngest of the Everest teams lead climbers, having made his name through a series of very bold Alpine winter ascents.

         Im convinced Im going to die on the hill before Im 30, he said once in Glencoe. Then he added, Thats bullshit, of course  I know Im immortal! Pause. Everyone is till they die. And when we first talked about Everest he suddenly confessed, My greatest fear is being left to die on the hill. I look at the people Im climbing with and wonder if theyd stay with me 

         

         Mal and I drove down to the Lake District one wet day in October to see Chris Bonington. We needed his advice and his support before we could go any further. Bonington knew more about Everest and expedition organization than anyone in the country. Any potential sponsor would come to him to ask if we were worth backing. Most important, he knew the North-East Ridge, having led the only attempt ever made on it, three years before.

         Wed quickly read his book1 before driving down. The bare facts made grim reading. Of the four climbers, Joe Tasker and Pete Boardman had both disappeared forever somewhere on the Pinnacles that bar the way to the summit, Dick Renshaw had suffered two strokes, and Bonington himself had finally dropped out from sheer exhaustion. And these were four of the lite, among the finest mountaineers in the world.
         

         I looked at Mal as he drove, his fingers drumming on the wheel. Born in Kenya but brought up in Scotland, I still thought of him as the wild colonial boy. He has a grizzled, serious, sober air, yet loves high jinks and wild schemes. He once jokingly described his politics to me as crypto-liberal-fascist-anarchist-communist-conservative and all those impulses are in his nature. He likes to play himself off against me as an unimaginative, down-to-earth realist, yet at the same time hes an impulsive romantic.



         Romantic? Malcolm?! I can hear his wife Liz say. He can be romantic, but not about climbing. That makes him sound wet.

         True enough. Mal is about as wet as the Kalahari desert. Yet he is driven by dreams, as mountaineers are. There is nothing practical in climbing a mountain, and suffering and risking your neck for nothing. And certainly impulsive  who else would have asked someone like me with no climbing experience whatsoever on the Mustagh Tower expedition? Well, Id never met one of you author types and I thought it would be interesting to see what you did when I put you on the spot!

         Like a cigarette, youth?

         Thanks. His head bobbed as he whistled tunelessly, rehearsing the issues he wanted to bring up with Chris Bonington when we arrived. Hes physically and mentally restless; the only time I see him entirely at peace is occasionally in the pub and always when hes climbing. Its a wonderful game, he once said, only sometimes you look round and realise half your friends arent there any more. And I wondered what his life expectancy would be if he began getting involved in trips like this. Well over half the people who start climbing in the death zone above 7,500 metres wind up dead, and half of the North-East Ridge is above that height 

         I cut off this line of thought as Mal cut the ignition and we sat in the car outside Chris Boningtons house while the rain hammered down.

         Nice house.

         Very. Here was a survivor and a success. We picked up our notebooks and the bottle of whisky wed brought by way of introduction, and dashed for the front door.

         We shook hands with Chris and went into his office. While his secretary made coffee we looked around the filing cabinets, the ordered racks of slides, the word-processor, the signed photographs. I felt like a sixth-form schoolboy in the headmasters study to discuss his career.

         He was brisk and business-like, neither patronizing nor over-effusive. He congratulated Mal on the Mustagh Tower and asked some questions about it. He told us the modified Norwegian expedition was well in hand and he was going with them both as an advisor and climber, hoping to finally make the summit on this his yet-again last time on Everest. They were tackling the now standard South Col route, with sherpas and oxygen, so if the weather behaved they had a good chance.

         But did we? Mal outlined the team and tactics hed been considering, the few areas of improvement he felt could be made on the basis of Chriss experience on the North-East Ridge. Cut out one of the camps by making the first camp higher; take a slightly larger team; fix ropes across a couple of awkward sections where a lot of load-carrying would be necessary; use tents rather than try to dig a snow-hole below the Rock Buttresses.
         

         Chris listened, letting his eyes flick over Malcolm, assessing him. Then he gave his opinion.

         All of Mals suggested changes were ones hed have made. They would probably help. But he had to say he thought we hadnt a chance of making the summit by that route, And thats no slight on the team youve suggested. He believed that the chances of anyone reaching the top of Everest via the North-East Ridge without using oxygen were virtually nil  for the first ascent, at least. We might just get through the Pinnacles. No modern mountaineer wants to use oxygen, which is regarded as a backward step and definitely uncool, but if one route in the world merited it, it was the North-East Ridge.

         There was an emotional resonance behind his controlled voice, and we realized the depth of involvement Chris must have in the Unclimbed Ridge. Hed lost two close friends in their oxygenless attempt  no wonder he was emphatic. Mal also thought he was right.

         But of course you cant use oxygen, Chris added. Using oxygen would vastly increase the number of climbers needed to carry the cylinders (there being no Sherpas in Tibet to help with that donkey-work), which in turn would mean more tents, gear, food, clothing. Wed be talking about nearly 20 high-altitude climbers, and there simply werent that many in Britain. Nor could we raise the inordinate amount of money involved, or organize an expedition on that scale in the time we had. A major expedition normally takes two years to set up; we had less than five months before the date set on the Everest permit we hadnt yet acquired.

         Mal nodded, agreed. That was the heart of it: we couldnt do it without oxygen, but we couldnt take oxygen.

         Even if we still wanted to have a go at it, Chris suggested we enlarge our proposed team from six to more like ten, to allow for the inevitable natural wastage arising from repeated load-carrying and nights sleeping above 7,000 metres. His experience had convinced him that a fast, lightweight, Alpine-style attempt on the Ridge was almost bound to fail, and fail dangerously. A serious attempt would mean a return to something like his 1975 Everest South-West Face expedition, the protracted leap-frog process of a siege-style assault, using many climbers, fixed ropes and camps slowly established up the mountain. But even at that, an attempt to go through the Pinnacles to the summit, leaving the unknown technical problems of the Pinnacles aside, would mean a minimum of three days and nights above 8,000 metres without oxygen  and nothing like that had ever been done.
         

         Frankly, I dont think you have a chance, he concluded, but of course you should go for it if you want. We shook hands and left.

         Discouraged, we drove back north through the rain. Boningtons evaluation of our problems seemed realistic. Was it worth going any further? We knew the facts. At this point roughly a dozen people had reached the summit of Everest without oxygen; nearly half had died or had to be carried down on the descent. Other than the astonishing Messner and Habeler, they had all been helped by having companions with oxygen to break trail and help them down. Messner and Habeler had naturally taken the most straightforward routes up, a far cry from the North-East Ridge.

         We could settle for having an outside chance of climbing the Pinnacles only, without oxygen. That would still be a challenge from a mountaineering viewpoint, because above the Pinnacles the North-East Ridge joins the North Col route, so all the ground from there on up has been covered. The route, the unknown and unclimbed element, could be said to end above the Pinnacles. But that would mean kidding any potential sponsor that we intended to go for the summit; summits matter to sponsors and the public, whereas mountaineers tend to think in terms of the route rather than the top.

         Mal, it sounds like all we need is two cylinders of oxygen above the Pinnacles, I said.

         Well, sure, but Chris explained why we cant get involved in a massive oxygen expedition, and I agree, Mal replied impatiently.

         But cant we just use a minimum of oxygen?

         To carry two bottles through the Pinnacles, youd have to use oxygen to make up for the extra weight.

         Well, why not? What I mean is, does oxygen have to be all or nothing? Could we not just use the minimum amount required to end up with two full bottles at the end of the Pinns, for giving you a real chance of going on to the summit?

         Mal drove on in silence, the calculations and permutations clicking through his head. Then he turned to me thoughtfully. You know, it could work if you didnt use oxygen before 8,000 metres. If two people each carried one cylinder through the Pinns  theyd need another cylinder each  Three days through the Pinns, that would mean 


         He glanced back at the road in time to avoid the oncoming truck that nearly ended the expedition right there and then. We pulled up at a caf in Biggar, ordered coffees and began working out logistics on the back of an envelope. Starting from the desiderata of two full cylinders above the Pinnacles, Mal worked backwards using elaborate combinations of flow-rates, half-bottles, changeovers, support along fixed ropes without oxygen  More coffee and more cigarettes as the enthusiasm and excitement began to build and a solution began to appear. One of the most intoxicating moments of any adventure is this phase where you start mapping a dream on to reality and perceive it might just fit.

         By the time we left the caf, revving with caffeine, nicotine and adrenalin, Mal had concluded the outlines of a possible game-plan: with 13 oxygen cylinders, ten climbers, and some very complex and fragile logistics, we had a chance of making the summit.

         When Mal wrote to him outlining the new game-plan, Chris Bonington seemed to agree, and said he would be happy to be our patron for the Expedition (which had now acquired a capital E in our minds!). That was a step forward: Chriss backing gave us some credibility. All we had to do now was secure the permit, raise a team and some 80,000, plan and buy 5 tons of food, tentage, clothing, climbing gear, stoves and gas. There was not time to do things in that sensible order. Instead we had to go full-steam ahead, trying to raise money as though we had a permit, put together a team and start ordering gear as though we had the money, and immediately negotiate with the Chinese as though we had all these. Mal gave up his off-season casual labour and threw himself into organization full-time, and I got my head down over the Mustagh Tower book, which now had a possible early deadline: early March, when we would fly to Peking.
         

         Developments fell into place thick and fast, overlapping and obscuring each other like cards being rapidly shuffled and dealt 

         

         The Team, We were looking for another seven lead climbers. They had to have proven high-altitude abilities; just as important, they had to be able to get on and work together over three intense and stress-filled months. To have any chance of success, this had to be a team effort, demanding a great deal of selfless and possibly unrewarded load-carrying from everyone  so no stars, no prima donnas.
         

         There was a limited field for Mal, Jon and Sandy to choose from. The grim truth was they could number on one hand the surviving British climbers who had been to 8,000 metres, and enquiries proved that all of them had other ploys for spring 85. There was a new generation of talented, thrusting young mountaineers, but they had concentrated on bold Alpine-style ascents, by very small teams, of hard routes on the smaller Himalayan peaks. So any team we took to Everest would all be operating above their previous height records just in getting to the foot of the Pinnacles at 8,000 metres. Its not ideal, Mal said, but weve all got to start sometime and it might as well be on Everest.
         

         I just dont know if youre ready for it, Malcolm, Liz said one evening.

         Look, Liz, what can you tell me about the North-East Ridge that I dont know already? That its very long, very high, very hard, and its a death route? I know that. Theres only one way to find out if were ready, and thats to go there. Ive always jumped in at the deep end, its the only way to learn 

         Sandy nominated Bob Barton  an exiled Yorkshireman and self-adopted Scot, working as an instructor at Glenmore Lodge outdoor centre. He had the requisite Scottish and Alpine background, expeditions to the Hindu Kush, Peru, Kenya, Alaska, and two notable Himalayan successes on Kalanka and Bhaghirathi II. Sandy had met him in Chamonix and the Cairngorms and been impressed by his steady, unflappable temperament and quiet determination. A natural team-member, he thought: friendly, selfless, easy-going.

         Want to come to Everest, Bob? Sandy asked over the phone. Bob is a family man who, as he put it, at 37 is old enough not to want to die young. Hed consider it if it was to be a non-Alpine style attempt with oxygen used above 8,000 metres. Assured that it was, the only remaining problem was that Bob realized his second child was due to be born just before our planned departure for China in early March. He was torn between two events he did not want to miss, but after talking it over with his wife Anna he said Yes  and prayed that the baby would arrive on time.

         Jon in turn suggested Nick Kekus, with whom hed climbed on Annapurna III. Nick, like Jon, was known for being young and very bold. Hed made the usual transitions from hill-walking to scrambling to rock-climbing to snow and ice; progressed to the Alps, Kenya, Peru, then the challenge of altitude and sustained big mountains: Kalanka, Shiveling, Annapurna III. Hed just come back from another success on Ganesh II in Nepal and with his appetite for climbing undiminished said Yes, Ill come. Tall, lean, forceful and temperamental, he was the antithesis of calm Bob Barton. He took on the responsibility of organizing food for some dozen people for three months  a massive piece of planning, involving endless letters and phone calls cajoling products from manufacturers and suppliers.
         

         Meanwhile in Aberdeen a red beard is munching marzipan  Sandy suggested to his friend Andy Nisbet that he get in touch with Mal about Everest. Mal confessed he felt somewhat put on the spot: Andy was a good friend whom he trusted, had a good expedition temperament, was a brilliant technical ice climber  but he had problems at altitude. Hed been with Mal on the West Ridge of Nuptse in 1981, and had beome seriously ill at 6,000 metres. Okay, so theyd rushed the acclimatization a bit, but the fact remained hed got ill and the others hadnt. One is seldom given a second chance.
         

         Mal talked it over with Andy, who admitted the problem but believed that given more time to acclimatize hed be okay. Convinced of his sincerity and commitment, Mal decided to gamble on Andy.

         Andy is an Aberdonian with wild red hair and a long pointed beard that some say make him look like a demented garden gnome. Hes ill at ease in company, sits on his hands, fiddles and fidgets, finds it hard to look at people directly; he hides his inner nature and feelings almost completely. If hes interested in anything other than climbing, not many people know about it. He also has the sweetest tooth in Christendom, living mostly on fudge and whole blocks of marzipan. So he was nominated to work with Nick on food, with particular responsibility for planning hill-food and sweet goodies. He based his projection of our needs on his average daily consumption  When we finally left Tibet we left behind enough chocolate to ruin an entire generation of Tibetan teeth, and my last sight of the ruined Rongbuk monastery was of a beaming old nun munching a Twix bar.

         

         The Permit. Mal and I had arranged to go out for a formal Mustagh celebration meal with his wife Liz, my girlfriend Kathleen Jamie and Adrian Clifford, who had been our doctor on that trip. Just before we set out for the restaurant Mal answered the phone. He walked back in, trying to keep a straight face. He held out his hand. The Nords have given us their permit  were on the way. We shook on it and went to celebrate one trip by toasting the next.
         

         Of course it wasnt as simple as that. The Chinese still had to agree to the transfer. The Norwegians wrote to Peking cancelling their permit and recommending us, while we wrote at the same time applying for the route. A long and nerve-wracking wait ensued. By this time we were heavily committed to the trip, without actually having secured the permit  an inadvisable way to proceed but we hadnt time to play it any other way.
         

         Unfortunately Adrian was unable to come with us again as a support climber and doctor, having just started his obstetrics at Kirkaldy hospital. So we had to look again for a medic who was an experienced climber, had been to altitude, understood the ways of climbers and every aspect of mountain medicine  and was free to go.

         Around this time Mal was interviewed in a climbing magazine and mentioned we were still looking for lead climbers and a climbing doctor for the trip. He was promptly smothered by an avalanche of letters:

         I am a 17 year old student  Ive always been interested in climbing and go to the Fells most weekends. Im sure I can carry a 50lb rucksack at 26,000 feet 

         I have done some rock climbing and will be in Kathmandu next spring so I can join you on the way in  (Overlooking the fact we would be in Tibet, not Nepal.)

         I have recently retired and have plenty of spare time on my hands  The search went on.

         
 

         The money. Raising 80,000 for a non-profit-making venture was always going to be difficult. Our public profile was so low only the tip of Mals nose showed. And we needed the money fast. Only the magic word Everest, coupled with Unclimbed gave us a chance. We drew up and Mal printed at his own expense a small brochure about the Expedition as though it actually existed, and we prepared to make a list of all the possible companies and individuals worth approaching, with an accent on the Scottish ones. It was going to be a big, time-consuming, expensive job. Then Liz Duff had an inspiration: one of their old climbing friends was now working for Saatchi & Saatchi as a strategic planner 
         

         

         In his London office, Terry Dailey picks up the phone with his customary adrenalin rush. Mal here, Terry. Hows things? Terry feels guilty because hed intended to call Mal to congratulate him on the Mustagh Tower ascent, but had never quite got round to it. Can we meet sometime today? Mal continues. Ive a proposition you might be interested in.

         Terry checks his diary, shuffles some appointments and makes space for lunchtime, sensing something is up. They meet, shake hands and go through the usual pleasantries, Terry dying to ask what its all about but knowing Mal enjoys winding people up and will be direct enough when the time comes. Finally he grins at Terry and says simply Everest, North side.
         

         It is as though Mal has casually lobbed a grenade into Terrys world. When the dust clears, his heart and mind are racing. China  Tibet  Everest! The fantasies hed been nursing in his imagination for years, never expecting them to come to anything. And now  He tries to attend to what Mal is saying. Powerful team  Jon Tinker  Sandy  oxygen for the Pinnacles, Bonington 
         

         Account executive realism re-asserts itself: Okay, thats the carrot  what do you want from me?

         Fund raising. Help us find 80,000 and you come with us as Business Manager and a support climber.
         

         The possible approaches open up in Terrys mind: who to talk to, covering letters, the star points to put in front of sponsors, a punchy selling brochure  He dimly hears Mal continue  part funding from a book contract  Andys agent  Thats good, weve got to be able to offer publicity. Try for a newspaper deal. TV is the important one. How long do we have?

         Six weeks at the most.

         Strategy, credibility, deadlines and brinkmanship are Terrys meat and drink and daily bread. They give him the same adrenalin as climbing, the hit that makes him feel alive. He walks back to the office in a blur of excitement, and for once finds it difficult to discipline his mind to his next appointment. A rock and ice climber of reasonable standard in Britain and the Alps, keen but definitely a weekend and holiday climber, now to be offered Everest!  Hell have to find the right moment to talk it over with his wife Annie. How will she react? And shed always wanted to go to Tibet 

         Only a couple of miles away, Chris Watts was going through a very similar experience. Manager of the climbing section of Alpine Sports, where Jon sometimes worked, hed been an early suggestion for the team. Chris knew very well that hed been asked not just because of his climbing abilities and experience but also because he was in a perfect position to plan, organize and buy gear for the entire expedition at the best possible rates. He didnt resent that, just acknowledged it in his level-headed way; to get on a trip like this, everyone would be expected to do something in return. It was worth it. The problem was going to be his wife Sonja. She would be, to put it mildly, pissed off. She was a very talented rock climber who had been largely responsible for Chris taking up climbing after hed given up competitive cycling and was looking for a new outlet for his energies. Now it was he who was being given all the expedition opportunities. And hed promised her after the Pakistan trip that on the next expedition theyd go together. Oh dear.
         

         He pushed aside the problem of how to tell her and began methodically drawing up lists of clothing, tentage, climbing gear. He looks like a Rolling Stone in the early phases of dissipation, but at 27 he was manager of the largest outdoor-sports shop in Britain thanks to his sheer drive, coupled with an ordered mind, attention to detail, and absolute absorption with the technical aspects of every kind of equipment. One of natures technicians, he would be the Expeditions Mr Fix-it. He read Boningtons Unclimbed Ridge and considered the problems and requirements of the North-East Ridge. This gear is going to have to be state-of-the-art: the lightest and warmest and strongest that money can buy and contacts can secure 
         

         

         I could see the doubt  are these lads serious or just jokers?  in my agents eyes when Mal and I went to see her. I didnt blame her, I sometimes wondered myself. I had three chapters of a potential book about the Mustagh Tower expedition, but no contract for it; I hadnt yet proven I could write and sell a climbing book, and here we were asking her to find a publisher for another one. All she knew about Malcolm was from my Mustagh letters. Not surprisingly, she hadnt heard of any of the rest of the team. Mal pointed out why none of the few publicly known climbers were in the team; there was little of the first division left, and someone had to come along and replace them. Okay, shed do what she could, and that was the angle to take  a new generation of Himalayan climbers out to prove themselves. Make virtue out of necessity.

         But she couldnt go far in securing a book or newspaper contract until we definitely had the money to make the Expedition happen. And as Terry was reflecting, one is not likely to attract a sponsor without being able to offer them media coverage. Sponsors want something back for their money, and what they want is good publicity and good public relations.

         So where to start? Its a matter of confidence and credibility, of convincing certain people that you can do what you say youll do, that you are serious. Once the first person is committed  be it sponsor, newspaper, patron, publisher  the rest tend to follow. The problem is breaking into that magic circle. At the moment the North-East Ridge expedition existed largely in Mals imagination; he believed, he was absolutely convinced that we would make this Expedition happen, that we would go to Tibet in March and have a good chance of climbing the Unclimbed Ridge.
         


         The offices of ITN News were round the corner from Terrys office. He went there with an outline of the Expedition and found enthusiastic interest from ITN, who have a history of covering and supporting a variety of British adventures. They agreed in principle to buy film reports of the trip. That was the first step into the magic circle of media and money; now we could offer coverage, it was time to make a pitch for major financial backing.

         The Expedition brochure Terry produced was a remarkable one, and should be essential reference material for any expedition seeking sponsorship. Terry posed the potential sponsors question Whats in it for me? and answered it so persuasively and exhaustively that it had us practically reaching for our own cheque-books. And so he sent out the brightly baited hooks and we waited for a bite 

         Chris Bonington makes an accute comment on sponsorship in his book Everest the Hard Way. Financial considerations alone dont make a company decide to sponsor a project of this sort. The notion has to fire the imagination of a few key people  and then they sit down to try to justify it financially.
         

         And so it was with David Wood, the Communications Manager of Pilkington Brothers, the worlds largest glass and glass-related products company. The last major route on Everest, a new young British team, Tibet, China  And it just happened that the company was rethinking its sponsorship strategy. He picked up the phone and talked to Terry: Were interested, please send us more information for a Board Meeting this Friday.

         Terrys proposals went before the Board Meeting, and it happened that the Company Secretary was David Bricknell, a marathon-running outdoor enthusiast and armchair climber who noticed that Terrys sponsorship proposals included the option for a sponsors representative going to Everest with the team 

         David Wood here, Terry. If we can call it the Pilkington Everest Expedition, well put up 80,000 and not a penny more.
         

      
            1Everest: the Unclimbed Ridge. Hodder & Stoughton, 1983
            

         







    
         
         

         
            Putting it Together

            6TH NOVEMBER  5TH MARCH 85
            

         

         
            You dont crack an egg because you want to crack an egg 
            

         

         Now that Pilkington had thrown their hat in the ring the rest followed in swift succession. Hutchinson made an offer for the Mustagh Tower book, then one for Everest. The Sunday Express commissioned a series of reports. BBC radio wanted us to record material for two 45-minute programmes. Now we needed a film of the Expedition proper, in addition to the ITN reports.
         

         These days it aint enough to climb, youve got to get it down on celluloid. Mal and I had bumped into Kurt Diemberger and Julie Tullis on a warm, black night in Skardu, Baltistan. They had come from four months of climbing and filming, first on K2 with an expedition that eventually had to capitulate after sustained bad weather. Kurt and Julie went on to Broad Peak, where they both reached the summit and narrowly survived after being swept tumbling in an avalanche down the mountain during the descent. (It was very frightening, Julie said simply, I thought, this is it.)
         

         Havent you been on Broad Peak before? Id asked this balding, tubby, bumbly looking man in his fifties. Yes, he replied in heavily accented English, I first climbed it in 1957 with Herman Buhl. Only then did I realize who I was talking to. This was the man who made the first ascent of Broad Peak with Buhl, then went on to Chogolisa with him. As they descended from near the summit in a white-out, Buhl strayed over a cornice and disappeared forever. Kurts photo of the diverging lines of footprints, one weaving on and the other ending in nothing, is one of the most famous and haunting in all mountaineering.
         

         Later Kurt climbed Dhaulagiri, making him the only man to make the first ascents of two 8,000 metre peaks  and then Makalu, Everest and Gasherbrum II. Latterly hed become more involved in filming and general exploration expeditions, though his astonishing repeat of Broad Peak 27 years later showed that he was far from being over the hill. Julie Tullis had become his regular partner and sound-recordist on filming trips, and now she had just become the first British woman to do a 8,000 metre peak. She looked weathered, lean, calm and strong, giving an impression of great physical and psychological toughness  which she thinks derives in part from her training in karate and aikido; she has a black belt in both. We were considerably impressed by them, and spent more time with them at Mrs Daviess Rawalpindi.
         

         Our chance meeting seemed fated in retrospect, one of those things that had to happen. Now we needed a TV film to raise more money for the Expedition. So Mal found Julies card and phoned to ask if theyd like to come along as a film team. She in turn phoned Kurt in Italy, where he was happily putting on lost weight with pasta, and quarter of an hour later got back to Mal: Were coming.

         Like everyone else, they found the lure of Everest from the Tibet side irresistible, near-legendary to all of us who had grown up with stories of the exploits of Shipton, Tilman, Odell, Norton, Mallory and Irvine. After all the pre-war attempts on Everest, the Tibetan side had been closed for nearly 40 years. Pilks Company Secretary, David Bricknell, could scarcely believe what was happening to him as he made arrangements with Malcolm to fit in an introduction to snow/ice climbing before he too went to Everest. There was little time for training now, as the company agreed to give him six weeks leave to accompany the Expedition as Base Camp and Advance Base Camp Manager for the initial phase. From now on every minute of his spare time was spent co-ordinating between Pilkingtons, Terry and Malcolm as, buoyed up by money, the Expedition rose like a sunken liner from the depths of Malcolms dream to the unlikely light of day 

         

         The Team. The climbing team was augmented. Rick Allen, a quiet, wiry, thin-faced Texaco chemical engineer based in Aberdeen, had heard about the Expedition when he was climbing in Nepal on Ganesh II with Nick Kekus. With the confidence of the first ascent of the South Face behind him (the hardest climbing Ive ever done), Rick wrote to Mal saying if there was a place for him, hed be interested. He went to ask if there was a chance of somehow getting three months leave. Once again the magic word Everest opened the door. If youve got a once in a lifetime chance, the company should support you, he was told. That meant a lot, because while some of the climbers worked purely for cash between expeditions, Rick derived considerable satisfaction from his job. He was glad it hadnt come to a choice between Everest and Texaco. After Pilkingtons made their offer, Mal phoned him up. Youre in.
         


         Everest, Tibet, the Unclimbed Ridge  these proved to be the Open Sesame words that over and over made the unlikely possible and the possible actual. Liz Duff works for Scottish Life Assurance, and on impulse went to ask if she could add her various holiday periods past and future together to take six weeks off. Not only did they say yes, but they gave her extra unpaid holiday to cover the entire Expedition. She was very happy to be coming  partly for the adventure and partly because she was saved from the difficult position of staying at home waiting for news from the hill, which even when it comes is always out of date. Im not a great worrier about Malcolm, she said to me one evening in December, because Ive great faith hell be alright. Though this trip worries me a bit  Its more that my being there saves him worrying about me and whether Im paying the bills! It would be good having her there for her trenchant commonsense  and to keep up standards at Base and Advance Base. Shed done some rock and winter climbing in Britain, went with Mal to Nuptse, and hoped to do some load carrying on Everest if time and circumstance permitted.

         We hadnt at first considered Tony Brindle for the trip. Hed been Mals partner on the Mustagh Tower and theyd developed a good mocking father-and-son relationship there  but Tony was going into his final year in Outdoor Activities at Bangor College and didnt want to jeopardize that. But Mal wrote directly to the Principal saying that this diminutive youth was indispensable, a star, and could he possibly be granted the chance to defer the last of his courses? He could, so Tony was in.

         Tony is a small, compact Lancastrian born with an innocent butter-wouldnt-melt face that belies his exceptional stamina. A few months older than Jon, because of his size, innocent appearance and open nature, he inevitably becomes the butt of much teasing  which as a rule he accepts with remarkable patience, though at the same time strengthening his resolve to prove himself as fast and fit as anybody. Unlike some of the climbers he never learned to hide his enthusiasm for climbing, hill-walking, fell-running, canoeing; he doesnt go in for the customary pose of self-mockery and diffidence  which throws him open to more teasing. He was openly jubilant at having the chance to go to Everest, and Mal now had the satisfaction of having reunited the successful Mustagh team.

         

         Our search for a doctor was becoming pressing when Julie suggested Urs Wiget, the Swiss doctor on the 1984 K2 expedition. He had been to 7,500 metres, had a lot of Alpine climbing behind him, and was knowledgeable about all aspects of the theory and practice of mountain medicine. Conscientious without fussing, he inspired confidence and trust from climbers. He was the best theyd known.
         

         And so one day in late November Urs opened Mals letter in the surgery of an isolated village in Switzerland. Merde! He beamed, frowned, then with a loud Yahoo! rushed next door to see his wife Madeleine to ask if she could possibly once again handle the practice and the children alone for three months 
         

         
            Allen Fyffe Im writing this in Peking but this is how it started. In September or October 84 Eileen and I were driving home from Inverness; at about Slocht a green car passed and in the back was this madly waving figure  Sandy Allan. Sandy got out and we chatted for a while about his last trip, routes, etc., and eventually he announced he was going to the North-East Ridge with Mal, etc., and Bob. He then asked me if I wanted to go. I prevaricated and said that I might see him in the Tavern for a pint that evening.
            

            Eileen and I then talked about it and she said she wouldnt mind if I went, so later that night I saw Sandy, had a few pints and said yes, I was on for it if I could get off work and the money was found. Then nothing happened for a long time so I eventually phoned Malcolm to see if I was in or out  I apparently was 1st reserve depending on money. Then I asked for time off and was to my surprise told that it should be no problem. Then eventually I was told I was included, the money was found from Pilkingtons and the trip was on.

            I went to one team photocall in Glencoe which was good as for the first time I met the rest of the team and we had a chance to chat and discuss things. Only then did I get a vague feeling that it would happen 

         

         In truth, Mal was uncertain whether to take Allen. At 39 he was a fair bit older than the rest of the team, and being mostly bald he was inevitably cast as the old man of the team  but that was almost certainly an asset. Many Himalayan climbers seem to be at their peak in their forties, when experience, judgement and patience outweigh any decrease in pure power. Besides, a few older hands were needed to balance out the young revvers. And only Allen had had the experience of a large expedition, on Chris Boningtons classic 1975 South-West Face of Everest expedition. No, the problem was on that trip hed acclimatized badly and eventually was recovered, exhausted and scarcely in his right mind, on the fixed ropes at 7,300 metres. Mal had already gambled on Andy Nisbets acclimatization problem  could he afford to again? In the end he took him out of respect for his enormous mountaineering experience and good expedition character.

         So that was the team completed: ten lead climbers plus a doctor who might well go high on the hill; Terry Dailey and myself to support as far as our abilities and other responsibilities would allow; Kurt and Julie to film; Dave Bricknell as Pilkingtons representative, Base and Advance Base organizer; Liz Duff playing a floating role  paying much of her own way, she was free to do as little or as much as she wanted; knowing her shed do whatever she possibly could. And Sarah Squibb, Nick Kekuss girlfriend, who was also paying her own way. She wanted to go to Tibet, to Everest, be with Nick, and hoped to learn something about Chinese music along the way.
         

         By this time we had also acquired a large supporting cast. First an accountant to advise on and keep track of our finances, and then a lawyer. When a sponsor puts up 80,000 and the media put in additional cash, they naturally want clear contracts to ensure they have the exclusive rights and coverage theyre paying for. Pilks also engaged a PR firm to help create the media coverage and public awareness that would justify their sponsorship.
         

         For all of us, apart from Allen Fyffe, this world of contracts, promotions, logos, newsletters, interviews and press conferences was new and slightly alarming. At times it felt as though the original point of the Expedition  the desire of a handful of people to take on the private and personal challenge of climbing the North-East Ridge of Everest  was being obscured by the bewildering spindrift of publicity and business. But dreams have to be worked for in an imperfect world and most of us went along with it all.

         But we were taken aback by the scale and professionalism of the first press conference, where Pilkingtons announced the Expedition and their involvement in it. We drifted into the ballroom of a smart London hotel to find reporters and photographers waiting for us from all the national papers, in addition to radio and TV. Team jackets were laid out for us, each with the Pilks logo  the precise maximum size permitted on BBC  sewn across the chest. Beside them, the Expedition sweaters. Then labels with our names and roles in the team. A session at the free buffet and bar did little to diminish our sense of unreality.

         Then Dave Bricknell, Terry Dailey, Mal and Julie did their bit for the Media. They explained our objective, that the North-East Ridge was the last unclimbed pure route on Everest, and probably the hardest of the lot. They went into its short and tragic history, explained our intention to use limited oxygen above 8,000 metres if necessary, the frightening statistics of the Death Zone. Then came the questions, most of them sensible and informed. I suppose youll have to give up that, said one journalist, pointing at Mals cigarette. Not at all, Mal replied, in fact I intend to smoke as high as possible! He went on to explain the theory, which goes back as far as the doctor on the first 1921 Everest expedition and still has its adherents among climbers, that smoking aids acclimatization to altitude. It restores the lowered CO2 level in the blood that controls involuntary breathing. (As a smoker, I naturally believe this.) Besides, says Mal, lighting up another  it does your body good to be accustomed to a certain level of abuse. This is the Mal Duff theory of Abuse Training, and he adheres to it rigorously.
         

         Will Julie Tullis be considered for a summit attempt? The media had naturally centred a great deal of coverage on Julie. Anyone who is still on their feet can have a crack at the summit, Mal replied. Then came the inevitable questions about the fate of Joe Tasker and Pete Boardman: where did we think they were? Had they fallen down the Kangshung Face, or were they still on the Ridge? What would we do if we found them? Mals answers were models of tactful evasion, and I was struck by how much hed changed, in terms of public persona at least, from the irreverent and casual enthusiast of a few months before. He now seemed the very model of a serious, responsible and business-like leader of a major expedition  at how much personal cost, I wondered. His preoccupation with the Expeditions overall planning and the demands made on him as our figurehead, had put a distance between him and the rest of us, and perhaps him and himself.

         I cant say I get any special thrill out of leading this trip, he later said to me. Its more that I really wanted to go to Everest and no one else seemed keen to pick up the ball and run with it.

         Then one by one we were taken aside for photos and factual details, as if queuing for school medical examinations. Being processed. Name, age, role in Expedition. Then one of the photographers suggested we go onto the roof for team pictures. Be careful up there, one of the hotel employees said nervously, theres ice on the roof. We said we thought we could handle that, and trooped up.

         All I want to do is go climbing, Jon complained, voicing a general feeling.

         So do I, Jon, Mal replied. But its not as simple as that, not on this one.

         No point in denying that elements of publicity and its attendant gravy-train are fun  particularly the free drinks and taxis and hotel rooms. And its some recompense for parents and relatives after years of despairing of their off-springs dangerous, erratic and unprofitable life-style, to have them enter the public realm.


         Id gone through the publicity process before in book promotions, and accepted it as a commitment made in return for someone else risking their money. Often its silly, sometimes youre being asked to be false, mostly its good fun. But the lads were uneasy. Their private pursuit had become public property. If anyone takes up serious mountaineering in order to become famous, Ive never met them. What climbers do is deeply personal, between them and the rock and ice. They are reluctant to speak seriously about it because they fear they will be misunderstood or misrepresented  as heroes, perhaps, or people ruled by a death-wish, or seekers after enlightenment, or squaddies without nerves or imagination. At most they want the respect and recognition of their peers, and among peers there is little need to speak of the why and what of climbing.

         Still, said Sandy as he opened The Times next morning, you dont crack an egg because you want to crack an egg, but because you want to eat an omelette, eh?
         

         
            Jon Tinkers Glencoe Notebook, Jan  Feb 85.
            

            Duff climbing on Cam Dearg Buttress. A helmet pokes into view, Garfield-like sleepy eyes check the turf. Crank and clatter, huff and puff. You are definitely psychotic, Jon! I blame it on Duff. You always do.

         

         Half an hour later theyre on their way back down to the Clachaig with a new Grade VI route under their belts. For these few weeks theyll be guiding six days a week and climbing on their own account on the seventh. Well, its better than training, says Mal, ordering another lager. Somewhat to their surprise they climb extremely well together in Scotland, swapping leads, silently urging each other on to the undiscovered limits of whats possible.

         
            A semi-formalized relationship with Sandy. The bickering keeps the edge which lets us both perform at higher standards. Manys the quiet giggle weve had at outsiders views on this mnage  deux.

            Andy G. going up beside Clachaig Gully  the fluency is there now  next step is to find the rhythm out in front.

            Liz too sensitive about her role. The Lizometer  check the age jokes. Does she know her role yet? At least shell stop Malcolm pining for the fiords. Dont worry, kid.

            Pre-route manoeuvring  whos going to make out on E., make it up and off. All a waste of time. Sandy and Bob the consensus so far. Ill keep quiet on this one. There must be no pairing off at the beginning though.

            Itll be relaxing being on the hill again with my mates  Mal, Sandy, Tony, Nicko and Wattie. The rest will be by the end. Monk-cowled figures staring into the thin. That bitter taste of altitude. The sweet smell of sweat and the soured deflation of success.


            Mal trains on beer and chips. Jon trains on fear and loathing. Tony trains on climbing and training. Sandy keeps quiet. Andy G. must learn to be stupid.

            One-pint Wattie  flair and apeshit. Watch this man go! A dark horse by inclination. That youth will go far.

            Dr Aidos PATENTED GO FASTER (GRADE V) PILL
            

             oz garlic

            ⅛ oz snuff (Black Death brand)
            

            2 slivers of red pepper

            2 grains of cocaine

            1 cut-down amphetamine suppository

            MIX WELL AT BASE CAMP. ALLOW TO SET.

            INSERT WHEN FACED WITH

              Grade V

              FAILURE, DEATH, PANIC

              BORING PARTIES

            EFFECTS UNCERTAIN BUT IT WILL MAKE YOU GO FASTER!!!  
            

            

            Chris Bonington lecturing at the Clachaig. Ill be sitting on the South Col with loads of Sherpas carrying up tons of food and oxygen; Ill look across at Mal Duff and his merry men and Ill think You poor buggers, hee hee!  I hope they reach the top but even more that I reach the top.

            Later, after the lecture, we had a quick talk. He thinks weve got a chance, and emphasized how bloody high, hard and long it is. I came away almost certain that I will not get above 8, 000 metres and even that will take all Ive got. Its quite nice to go without summit pressure or financial worries. Even load-carrying will be a privilege, so many people would sacrifice a lot to go on this sort of adventure.

            The photo-call at the Clachaig. We play around on an ice-fall for the cameras. Kurt and Julie have seen it all before  they sit around  also theyre outside their home ground. A trifle ruffled by the lads trying to pin down what theyd done the day before. We just went up the mountain. It transpires they went up Summit Gully  a descent route off Bidean Nam Beith which Mal not unkindly calls a steep walk. Later in the pub Kurt toasts Julie to a good day out even though Mal says its just a steep walk. I fall about. Legends can play this game better than most.

            Andy said that he hadnt got the same excitement or sensed the same feeling about this trip. I think most of us feel the same. Its too big to comprehend, so many people are involved.

            Andy playing guitar much later in the Lounge, Mal in babble-mode, Dave thumping his chair  its great having him on our side. Meanwhile Im reading Hornbeim on thin cold air, Willi Unsoeld and the North Face traverse1 in a back issue of National Geographic 
            

         


         I needed to take the occasional weekend away from writing Summit Fever to go climbing in Glencoe and remind myself why Id actually become involved in this game. Thered be little technical climbing for me on Everest, just the bottomless weariness of carrying loads at altitude, and from the point of view of training Id have been as well just walking on the Scottish hills with a 40 lb rucksack. But Id become addicted to the anxiety, adrenalin and purifying concentration of extending myself on a technical Scottish route.
         

         My literary friends, surprised as I was at the way my life had been hi-jacked by climbing, asked if this was not a form of escape, its excitement being a distraction from more real problems. At the time I shrugged; they hadnt known what it was like. To climb is to know its the real thing. I was going to Everest and I didnt care much why. What mattered now was a gradual physical and mental focusing  yes, a narrowing if you like  on the adventure ahead. Ask the big questions later when I had time to catch up with myself. Always later, sometime later 

         

         Dave Bricknell, the Pilkington Company Secretary, who had now definitely obtained leave to come on the Expedition, came up to Glencoe for his initiation into climbing. On his first route he suffered the agonies of hot-aches through wearing inadequate gloves, and quietly passed out on a belay stance halfway up. Mal heard a rattle and looked down to see only Daves feet resting on the ledge  the rest of him had slipped away and he was peacefully hanging upside down. Mal descended, put him on his feet again, and finished the route with an extremely embarrassed Dave struggling to make sense of it all through a confusion of axes, ropes, slings and gear.

         The second day he went out with Mal and Liz. Halfway up, Liz heard Shit! drift down from Dave who was seconding Mal up above her. What is it, Dave? she shouted up, concerned. I think Im beginning to enjoy this! came the reply.

         Dave was fitting in. The Right Stuff  not half bad for a Company Secretary was Mals verdict. Only trouble is hes too fit and doesnt drink enough. Well have to handicap him. Going climbing with a hangover and four hours sleep is the best rehearsal for altitude. Dave, who was beginning to adjust to the style of these shuffling dossers hed fallen among, promised to try to put this good advice into practise. He made no effort to conceal his excitement at the adventure hed been caught up in. I could easily empathize with him; the first trip is like no other.

         

         The North-East Ridge is a typical modern mountaineering route  very bold, very brave, very stupid, Jon asserts in the Clachaig Bar. Great!
         

         Whats our chance of climbing it? Dave asks.

         At the moment Id give us an 80 per cent chance of doing the Pinnacles, 3035 per cent for the Summit, Mal replies.

         Jon, Id say weve nil chance of doing it, and its odds on someone will croak.

         Thats their natures. Mals commitment and belief are absolute, they have to be. Not a go out and see but we will do it. At the same time, a detached part of him is quite objective and realistic  he wouldnt still be alive otherwise. Whereas Jon says well go on till we drop, expecting us to drop.
         

         Mal stretches out his legs, relaxed for once. He and Jon have had a good day. I dont expect to die young, he observes into his pint. Jon turns to me.

         How do you think youll die, Andy? This is not a question demanding an answer, but Jons characteristic testing-out. The statistics say 1.3 people should snuff it on this trip, and youve got as good a chance of croaking as anybody else. More, I should say. And he leans back and laughs, eyes alight with mischief and something between malice and affection.

         Id thought about it. Everyone had in their own way weighed up the risk and the hardship and the separations before reaffirming their commitment to going to Everest. It had been something of a shock when Pilkingtons came in and I realized this was really going to happen. This expedition was going to be much harder, more demanding and probably more dangerous than Mustagh, making that affair seem like a holiday jaunt. There Id carried to 5,600 and it had taken more out of me than Id ever imagined was there in the first place. This time Malcolms sports plan was for me to carry to 7,000 metres if possible, on to the crest of the North-East Ridge. Id seen the photos in The Unclimbed Ridge, particularly the steep exposed traverse above their first snow cave, and carried them in the back of my mind ever since. From Boningtons account, the weather at times would be desperate, light-years out with my experience. If anything at all went wrong up there, Id be in serious trouble.
         

         

         So you think it all through again, consider your life as it is, with its problems and satisfactions and hopes and regrets, realize how very much you want to live and yet discover deep down a certain fatalism that verges on indifference. You weigh quality against quantity of experience. And in the end, because that is the way you have become, you decide yes it is worth it, yes of course you will go and give it your best shot and accept the outcome.
         

         Then your life becomes as simple as its ever going to be.

         

         I suppose you do it for the money, my dentist says hopefully as he probes inside my mouth. In my choking laughter his pick digs into my tongue and draws blood.

         Walking back to the Clachaig after a day on the hill, Mal tells me he has phases of nightmares when he wakes up soaking with sweat but no memory of why. The only one he can remember is of being trapped in an airliner falling out of the sky from 30,000 feet, knowing its going to deck out, that he is falling and going to die and theres nothing he can do, looking over at Liz to say goodbye 

         Suppose it shows there must be a lot down there. Bit worrying that.

         I nod and we talk about dreams and the anxieties one tries to suppress. Its the first time hes opened up with me for a while, being so preoccupied with the Expedition, and I know its something he does very rarely, except maybe with Liz. Hes like most good climbers in that respect: emotions are to be rigorously controlled; fear, anxiety and doubt are there to be overcome. That battle with oneself is at the heart of climbing. Its appropriate in that situation, but restrictive and unhealthy in everyday life, I suggest. Im interested more and more in uncontrolling, I say.

         With the state of your private life, thats just as well! Mal laughs.

         Yes, well  Better to ride wild horses than try to drag them to the ground.

         This is definitely not a climbers conversation, though its only possible because of the time weve spent together in the hills.

         When I was 14 I discovered I could will myself not to feel anything I didnt want to, he says casually.

         Was that when you took up climbing?

         Soon after  It became a habit. Only recently Ive come to think its maybe not such a good way to live. And living only for climbing is like abseiling off one pin  if that pulls, youve got nothing left. By the time you get to climbing in the Himalayas youve forgotten why you started in the first place.

         We trudge down the road in silence through the gathering dark. The air smells of snow and moor, a three-quarter moon is rising yellow over Bidean. Ahead of us are lights where the world of warmth, laughter and climbing talk awaits us. These moments linger in the mind as significant pauses, as milestones in the Expedition were already on.


         In Aberdeen Andy Nisbet gets a phone call from an insurance broker. I hear youre going to Everest soon  have you ever thought of taking out life insurance? Andy laughs, declines politely, puts the phone down.

         

         Jon presses me persistently to tell him how much my recent Scottish Arts Council Bursary is worth. Eventually I say, Look, Im not telling you.

         Why not?

         Because its private.

         I thought climbing was private, he retorts. Must have been saving that one up for a while. I nod, concede the point. It used to be  though all those pre-war Everest trips had newspaper contracts. And books. If you can think of any other way of paying for this trip, let me know.

         

         We have another media session, this time in Glencoe.

         Its good for us to be together again, for most of us know only two or three others in the team and just dealing with the media gives us a kind of solidarity. We go to a nearby ice-fall for a photo-session; Kurt and Julie decline to participate, explaining theyre not prepared to take the outside chance of even a minor injury which could put them out for Everest. The Press look slightly baffled as meanwhile the lads are casually swarming up and down the 750 ice, without bothering with ropes or helmets. I do it in more cautious style, but the ice is in good condition and the climb is very straightforward.

         This Ultimate Challenge is bullshit, said Sandy next morning, looking at a newspaper with that headline. The ultimate challenge has got to be having a normal life with kids and a job and doing that well. Maybe I should try that some day  As long as I can still go off climbing once in a while!

         

         Our Expedition was inevitably attracting a degree of criticism in the climbing world because of our sponsorship commitments, media coverage and intention to use oxygen. If some of the people who slag us got off their backside and put together an expedition themselves theyd find out what its all about, Mal said, peeved. Jon delighted in spreading the rumour that all the lead climbers were being paid 5,000 each, and anyone who got to the top would be given a brand-new Porsche. Well, would you climb the North-East Ridge for free? hed reply with wide-eyed sincerity when asked if this was true.
         


         The final weeks before departure were a desperate rush against the calendar. Chris Watts hassled, bullied, begged and cajoled for gear, some of it custom-made, to be delivered in time. Nick and Andy pressed on, assembling some four tons of food. Sandy finished on the oil-rigs and drove the Pilkingtons van from Aberdeen to London to Liverpool to Edinburgh, frequently overnight and dozing off at the wheel. His driving is as terrifyingly approximate as his climbing is exact. An old man in Nepal had once looked into his eyes and told him hed die in a van  but Sandy counted this vehicle as a truck, So thats alright, eh?

         British Airways came in to offer free flights to Peking for us and, crucially, to fly out much of our gear free. This prevented our escalating budget from getting completely out of hand.

         Pilkingtons were proving to be the ideal sponsor  supportive, involved but non-interfering. They seemed as excited by the project as we were. They didnt just give us money; they gave us secretarial services, a warehouse for the accumulating mountain of gear, the truck. They had a team of apprentices turning out snow-stakes and deadmen for us. From their diverse companies we received Reactolite sunglasses, an optical nightsight, and heat-reflecting foam mats like giant innersoles to go under our tents. These were a real find, making a tremendous difference in both warmth and comfort to tents pitched on rough moraine in Arctic conditions.

         A crucial factor was Dave Bricknells and Terry Daileys flair for organization and co-ordination that among other things produced a 200-page computer print-out record of all our equipment down to the last tuna fish and toothbrush. Planning and providing food, clothing, shelter, cooking gear and climbing equipment for 19 people for three months is a military-scale undertaking. There is no room for mistakes or shortages  if you run out of lighters, pitons, gas, toilet rolls at Everest Base Camp, theres no popping round the corner for more.

         It was only this combination of organization, facilities, and sheer hard work that made it possible to put together the Expedition in five months. Items still hadnt arrived a week before we were due to leave; the last odds and sods were picked up on the evening before departure.

         The last pieces fell into place. Kurt and Julie concluded a contract to make a film for Pebble Mill At One in addition to the ITN reports. The Scottish Daily Record printed that we were taking vast quantities of wine and whisky, and when we told them this was unfortunately no longer the case, they compensated in the best possible way  by arranging to have us given six crates of MacKinlays blended whisky. Liz used her contacts to arrange for a precious crate of The Macallan malt. These were of limited medicinal use, but added greatly to morale and Base Camp relaxation.
         

         On 2nd March I typed The End to Summit Fever and went up to the attic to collect together all the gear accumulated there; I selected a few positive and high-spirited tapes and books, bought a lot of rolling tobacco and pencils and notebooks and a few personal treats like Drambuie and chicken breasts in jelly. Then the camera system, the Walkman, special fast-and slow-speed film, all the etceteras of contemporary expedition life. Across the country, 18 others were doing the same. Any anxiety was now replaced by a feverish impatience to be gone.
         

         Then the final farewell drinks and meals, a party, all enjoyed and appreciated but in ones heart one has already left. The sudden poignancy of the last walk to the end of the harbour, gazing down into the water and wondering what lies ahead. The last handshake with a friend. The last night with a lover. Wake at dawn, clean the last dishes, close the doors, stroke the cats, lock the front door and walk away.

         Isobel drives me to Turnhouse airport. Its a perfect Scottish morning of sun and dew, anticipating spring. Theres little left for us to say as I sit and stare out the window at everything Im leaving. We unload the car. Her silk shirt is cool on my palms, her red hair flares in the low, brilliant sunshine. Its a moment that will recur involuntarily over the next three months as I lie trying to sleep at altitude, or push myself one more time up the fixed ropes on the Ridge.

         We look at each other.

         Bye.

         Bye.

         A brief embrace and she walks away, drives to her office to do a days work.

         Are you going to make it this time? the check-in man asks cheerfully.

         Its uncertain enough to make it worthwhile, I reply, glancing back to see her car turn on to the main road, I hope so.

         

         That afternoon we congregated at the London hotel Pilkingtons had booked for our farewell Reception. Some of the faces are becoming familiar, hi Nick, hello Sarah, this is Bob Barton. I shake hands with the burly, bespectacled Yorkshireman, liking his warm and concerned air. Chris Watts handed out our remaining gear, and we packed it all in our individual blue barrels. Much bustle, commotion, everyone a little tense as we sorted out the final details. Ive never felt so twitchy about any project as I do about this one, Dave confessed. The ballroom was now crowded with media, family, friends, climbers, everyone whod been involved with our Expedition. It was moving to feel all this support and we began to realize how many hopes were pinned on us.
         

         A Pilkington director, Sol Kay, made a short speech; Mal replied, at once casual and formal, growing into the role as time went on. We were presented with a stained-glass picture to give to the Chinese Mountaineering Association  only Mal noticed that the Union Jack was upside down and wondered if thats a sign of bad luck. We decided to have it re-done and brought out by Terry Dailey five weeks later when his leave from Saatchis began.

         The media departed and it was time for some serious jollification in Sandys phrase. Allen Fyffe found himself in distinguished company with Lord Hunt and Sir Alastair and Lady Pilkington, but with a suitable amount of alcohol the situation was enjoyable, and he and Hunt discussed Everest at some length. Then we slipped away from the jollification for the Business Meeting.

         It was the first time wed all met together. Our doctor, Urs Wiget, was introduced, a small, broad, smiling, bearded man immediately dubbed the gnome. Wed just started going over the contracts and finances when a tall lad with over-sized hands and feet stumbled in and slumped down. Eventually someone asked, Well, who are you? Julie explained he was Danny Lewis, coming along as their film porter to help hump gear on the hill. How high have you been then, mate? Jon enquired. Danny looked embarrassed, and I felt for him among this group of complete strangers. Twelve thousand he replied awkwardly.

         Eyebrows went up in silent incredulity. Kurt and Julie had picked a 19-year-old rock climber (climbing a very respectable 6b) with virtually no snow/ice experience and none whatsoever of altitude, to do heavy-duty carrying on an extreme route. We wondered if this was a very bright idea. Nothing against you personally, we dont even know you. It was too late to do anything about it, and it wasnt his fault, so we just had to hope he wouldnt prove a liability to himself or anyone else. He sat quietly through the rest of the meeting, wide-eyed and attentive.

         Our accountant set out our financial situation. Inevitably wed considerably overspent our budget, but counting the newspaper, book, BBC and ITN money, we had a small surplus. Personal differences used to be the great unmentionable in climbing books, now it is often finance. One thing we learned from this trip was the importance of having financial details and contracts out in the open, to be candidly discussed and with luck agreed on. Jon made my position easier by asking outright if I got any of the Sunday Express money, and I was able to say no, that all went straight to the Expedition, as did the first part of the book advance.
         

         And Nick was thinking to himself, Why are all these buggers making money out of us and were not? The truth was, as Mal pointed out, these buggers (Kurt and Julie, myself, the PR firm, our accountant, lawyer, everyone down to the caterers) were being paid for doing a job, and that job was raising the publicity and money that gave us a three-month Everest expedition with a lot of valuable gear to keep, for the princely sum of 200 each. Without the climbers thered be no film, no book, but without the media contracts thered be no Expedition.
         

         So, can we sign the contracts, please? We all signed, wrote out our nominal cheques, formally enlisting ourselves to the common venture. Then Dave Bricknell made a welcome and unexpected statement: Pilkingtons were aware that we might feel a certain pressure to succeed because of all the money put behind us. They didnt want that. What we want to see, Dave continued, is a successful expedition, and by that we mean going out and doing your best, which you will anyway, and coming back all in one piece and as a cohesive team. Silent, appreciative nods. The ideal sponsors ideal parting words.

         Business over, we broke up the meeting and returned to pleasure. Though there was the usual laughter, drinking and carry-on, Jon noticed there was slightly less excitement and high spirits than customary before an expedition. It may have been the size of the team, and us not knowing each other well. There was also less of the death-and-destruction humour, precisely because this was a death route. There was a lurking seriousness behind the smiles. We were also very tired by the weeks and months of activity it had taken to get us to this point.

         These factors, together with the prospect of a 5.0 am start next morning, kept most of us under control. We slipped away quietly upstairs with our partners by midnight, leaving only Jon and Sandy in full cry pursuit of a good time 

         

         At 6.0 am on 6th March we stumble through our last Press conference in a basement room at Heathrow. We try to look suitably keen, fit and enthusiastic, but in reality we were grey and hungover. Allen Fyffe in particular is grim as Dundee in November. Cant you guys smile? Please! We assume hideous rictus snarls.


         In an alley on the way back to the departure lounge a ladder is propped against the wall. Bob Barton and Sandy hesitate then walk deliberately round it. Already were becoming superstitious.

      
            1 Unsoeld and Hornbein climbed Everest via the West Ridge and North Face in the 1963 American expedition.
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