A FEW BREATHS FROM DEATH
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Today saw a major turn in events, maybe the biggest turn in my whole life.  I set off to Camp One at 0500 hours with the intention of staying a night at Camps One, Two and Three.  This would be my last trip up the mountain before attempting the summit sometime early in May.  The air was cold and it felt uncomfortable in my lungs, but I was in a confident mood.  I was in no hurry as I had a heavy pack and I would have all day at Camp One to rest up and chill out.  I went up slowly with Heinrik taking lots of photos on the way.  About three quarters of the way up I had to stop for about 20 minutes as I was feeling a little out of breath, Heinrik went on ahead to get a brew on at Camp One.  I stayed a while longer and sat and watched the mad Swede making his way up the side of the icefall on unprotected ground under a lot of dangerous looking seracs,  I had seen many of them fall causing avalanches.  I wished him luck; he was taking a gamble.

When I moved on something was not right although I made it up the last steep section about 10 minutes away from Camp One.  Here things became more serious.  I had slight chest pains and it became hard to breathe, there was no movement on the icefall so I sat down on my rucksack, took a drink and hoped the pain would pass.  After a rest I tried to go up to Camp One to get help and rest in the tent.  Heinrik is one of Denmark's top heart and lung surgeons so I thought he may have a few ideas not that I was expecting him to perform open heart surgery or anything. 

I could not physically go up more than three steps; it was like an invisible barrier was stopping me.  Things were now really serious at over 6000 metres and several hours away from Base Camp no one was going to help me here.  As I had always suffered from altitude I thought it was a serious case of HAPE, High Altitude Pulmonary Edema, which can kill in hours, the only thing to do is to lose height.  I put some clothes and a water bottle into a smaller rucksack that I was carrying and then crabbed my big rucksack onto some fix rope and started on my way back down, the time was around 0900 hours, the sun was well up and the icefall was getting hot.

I was lucky to meet the two icefall Sherpas fixing down a three ladder bridge only 100 metres down.  They were staying at our camp as Mal was employing them so they knew my face.  I said to them I was in a bad way and could I go down with them, it was plain to see that I was in a bad way by now anyway.  I needed to stop every 100 feet at first and then every 25 feet.  I tried to set myself targets.  The start of the next ladder, the end of the slope, my targets were seldom reached.  I lost track of time, the lower I got the more pain that I seemed to get but this surely could not be so.  I was rapidly deteriorating, the chest pains were increasing and just breathing became a real effort, it felt like some giant hand was around my torso and squeezing the life out of me.  About four other Sherpas joined in the procession, putting their bags down for me to lie on and giving me drinks.  The times I had to rest increased from five minutes to ten then to 15.  It became an ever increasing battle to get up and carry on.  Every time I sat down I felt I would not be able to get up, this must have happened one hundred times.  When I was resting I could just lie back and concentrate on my breathing, it did nothing to ease the pain.  I became alone in my thoughts and could not think of anything else except the pain and getting down.

I knew the icefall pretty well by now, the extremely dangerous sections in which you move as fast through them as you can and the deeper crevasses that you take more care in crossing and don't look down and the steep sections that leave you breathless at the top.  The Sherpas could not physically help me too much as I was crossing numerous ladders which there is only space for one.  Also I had to abseil 50 feet in places so obviously had to be in control of myself. 

I traversed over to the top of the most dangerous part of the icefall that particular year where the route followed up under a massive overhanging block of ice.  We had bets on how long this block would stay in place before toppling over, the bets were made in how many days it would take, that was two weeks ago.  I said to myself that I would move quickly past it but in reality I was as slow as ever.  I even needed a rest right underneath it before climbing out of the way.  The Sherpas seemed indifferent to my suffering but happy to stay with me all the way down probably thinking if I died or became unconscious it would only be a harder task for them to stretcher me down.  There was no chance of my dying at the moment though the pain was too bad for that.

The middle section of the icefall is the steepest and the hardest, two or three long climbs or abseils depending on which way you are going and dozens of ladder climbs.  My mind was clear and alert so when it came to abseiling and fitting the figure of eight to the rope it was no problem, although one of the Sherpas did come around and check me doing it.  I abseiled down and felt slightly better as it was less work for me than walking and did not seem to strain me as much.  It was short lived after 50 feet I was at the bottom.  I unclipped myself and slumped down a little distance away from the bottom of the rope to allow the Sherpas to come down. 

Next came another steep section of around 50 feet, an easy slope changing to a very steep section where ladders were fitted.  Some people would abseil down this section and most would at least clip in so they at least had some safety if they fell.  Even in my present state I did not feel that I needed to clip in, I was moving well if slowly and I was confident in my footing.  As with all my trips in the icefall after the first one I only clipped in whilst going over the ladders and over the worst of the crevasses areas.  Some people clipped in all the way up and down, some Sherpas never clipped in at all.  I was confident that I could read the ground by now and in my own abilities.  I just took a turn of rope around my arm and slid down the rope.

Crossing ladders was no problem although my feet were not long enough to put my front points of my crampons on one rung and my heels on another as most people do.  I was still pretty well co-ordinated and the routine of clipping in and putting my feet on just one rung of the ladder was not much slower than normal if a little more careful.  I did not believe the stories until I had seen it with my own eyes but some people felt so unsure on the ladders that they had to crawl across them.  I was even embarrassed that they were allowed to be here. 

 It is hard to explain just how hard the terrain of the icefall is unless you have been there and experienced it yourself.  After three hours we were only half way down where previously it had taken only one hour for the whole trip.  It was now mid afternoon and the thought of spending a night out in the icefall in my condition did not appeal to me.  Base Camp had been in sight for over an hour but never seemed to get any closer.  I said to one of the Sherpas to go down and tell someone to bring some oxygen up, this was my only hope now, I knew enough about diving and climbing illnesses to know, one, I had to get down to the safety of Base Camp and, two, oxygen would save my life.

Both the pain in the chest and the difficulty in breathing were unbelievable, I did not know which one was worse.  The pain in the chest was a crushing tightness that I felt right between my lungs and under my sternum.  I even thought stupidly that the pain would damaged or break the very bone of the sternum itself the pain was that bad, added to that not being able to breathe properly was very scary.  An experience that I do not want again even when I reach old age.  I have never mentioned this before but probably my biggest fear of dying is being unable to breathe, now you may think the choice of a career as a diver is not a clever one in that case as you may have to face this way of death more than anyone else, but a fear can keep you alive if you learn to use it.  Not being able to draw breath seems a very unmerciful way to go with the very essence of life being denied to you.

I had got down the worst and steepest part of the icefall when Euan and one of our Sherpas came up with an oxygen bottle and some tablets for pulmonary oedema.  He said I looked like shit, I replied that I have had better days.  I explained my symptoms and felt sure that I would be put in a Gammo bag.  He said a doctor had been informed at Base Camp and that it was not far to go now, trying to make me feel better.  After 10 minutes on oxygen on a six litre flow the breathing became very much easier and the pain eased off nearly completely.  I got up and walked almost normally for 300 metres down over most of the ladders, I then needed a rest when the pains came back stronger then ever.  I had obviously over exerted myself and needed 20 minutes on oxygen before I could move.  This time someone carried the oxygen and I breathed it all the time.  We made it down to the bottom of the icefall where you can take of your crampons, over five long hours of stop and starts.  Base Camp is normally only 15 minutes walk from here so I felt I was nearly there.  Then the oxygen ran out, we had all lost track of time.  I had been on oxygen for nearly two hours, I thought I was going to die right there after all that hard work of coming down.

The chest pain was immense now; on a scale of one to ten, it was ten.  It warranted me clasping my hands over my chest as if some how it would alleviate the pain but as I had my breathing to worry about it seemed to be in the back ground somewhere, like I would die of not breathing first then because of the chest pain, they seemed separate incidences.  My breathing was getting shorter and shorter, until I could almost not breathe at all.  I felt like I was having trouble filling my mouth with air let alone my lungs.  By now I was in involuntary spasms of all my limbs, my mind seemed perfectly clear, by the way Euan looked at me I knew I was in a bad way as if I needed to be told.  The only Sherpa that was left with us was sent down to get another bottle as fast as he could, Euan was now on his own with me, not a situation I think he was entirely happy with.  He put his hand on my chest and said it would not be long now for a bottle to come up, I almost threw his hand off, it physically hurt that much.

Some people say that their life flashes in front of them before they die, for me it was the future I was going to miss.  Only when one’s own survival is at risk do we realise how precious it is to be alive, but then again a live without risk is like no life at all.  Also I was thinking exactly how I would die.  I wondered whether my lungs would pack in first or whether I would go unconscious, it all seemed a blur, death seemed as if I would just forget that I ever lived.  It would be easy to die now, to give in.

Death became my own personal enemy and I would treat it like any other competition that I had done before, I would fight it and win or fight it and die.  It did seem at times though that those with the strength to resist only die more slowly.  It has answered my question to whether people’s motivation and determination come from the heart or the mind.  I have always said for someone to give that little bit extra it comes from the heart, I changed my mind at that instance, I will now just treat the heart as another muscle.  I feel when mind and body are pushed to the limit at the same time, it’s strength of mind rather than strength of body that will pull you through.  I had been able to break my heart but my mind was now telling me to fight until the very last breath was taken out of my body.  I had made my wishes known that if I did die on the mountain then I would be buried on the mountain, that time was only a few breaths away.  One of my mates later asked me how painful it was and how I felt in those last moments.  The best way I could describe it was, ‘ it’s like the pain you feel before you die.’  You also learn that the difference between life and death is very small, just a few breaths.

I did not think I was going to make it now.  I remembered a story of a climber on the north face of the Eigar who was making a desperate descent.  He died within sight of his rescuers.  I would feel very cheated if I died now.  Another Sherpa came back up with the oxygen bottle after what seemed like ages but was probably only 10 minutes.  Henry Todd an experienced climber and leader of the Himalayan Guides had been bringing the bottle up but one of our Sherpas had grabbed it off him and sped up to get it to me.  When Henry arrived I had been on oxygen for a few minutes although I was still convulsing.  They were going to get people to stretcher me down but Henry said later I was going down fast, a situation he has seen before so he and Euan started to man handle me down.

The oxygen started to kick in within a few minutes and I was able to walk again on my own, albeit very slowly.  I had one more stop before I reached Base Camp and the awaiting doctor and medical tent of Rob Hall’s New Zealand expedition.  Nicola the doctor immediately lay me down in a sleeping bag and began fussing over me.  My blood pressure was 150 over 100 and my pulse 120, things were still not looking good.  She gave me some pills to try and lower my blood pressure and wired me up to a heart monitor, ECG, by now she thought it was definitely a heart problem and said it was probably a heart attack. 

The pain in my chest was back and I started to go into spasm again, I remember saying I am not one to shout and scream but this pain is the worst I have ever had.  Nicola then injected me with 15 ml of morphine straight away.  She said the pain should now ease and that I should start feeling a little spaced out, after two more doses it did ease the pain but nothing else.  I needed several other doses of morphine during the night and I was on 100% oxygen through out and various pills.  Henry stayed around until Mal came back down from Camp Two, Heinrik also came down to take a turn looking after me during the night. 

A helicopter was organised for tomorrow to take me back to a Kathmandu Hospital, this is the story that the papers picked up on. Mike Trueman an ex-Army Gurka Officer phoned around for a flight.  He did not, as the papers say use a mobile phone, which of course would not have worked in that mountainous area, but the Danish top of the range satellite system.  Failing to get in contact with any civilian or military personnel for flights he called his wife in Hong Kong, she is a nurse with dealings in both Nepal and Hong Kong.  She phoned the British Embassy in Kathmandu who then contacted the military who very quickly got things in motion.  Although I have a lot of people to thank Nicola the doctor was the person who ultimately saved my life.  I was also very lucky in a way that I was climbing on Everest as it is very well supported by services like doctors and rescue services had it been in a more remote place I could have easily died.

I had not wanted all the fuss but circumstances rather took over events.  The British military is pretty powerful once it gets into motion.  My last night in Base Camp I had time to think of all that I had gambled and all that I had lost, but I had to count myself lucky to get down at all, I was already thinking of what I could and could not do.  I hope it was not a trend of every six years or so that I ended up in hospital with a potentially life threatening injury.  Last time it ended my rugby career this time quite possibly any expectations that I had to climb high mountains, but I live my life the way I expect to die and do what I want, not always when I want, but with all the consequences.

The saying goes “whatever doesn’t kill you, makes you stronger”, I’d alter it slightly to “whatever doesn’t kill you f****ing well hurts”.

