
INTRODUCTION

It was a hot summer’s aft ernoon in 2016 and I was in a crowded 
tent at Goodwood House in Sussex. My wife Marina and I had 
been invited by Cartier to join them for lunch at the Festival of 
Speed. I made my way to our table and peered at the name card 
next to me.

Victoria Gardner.
I’d never heard of her, which was just as well, as she wasn’t 

there.
Th irty minutes passed and, aft er I’d fi nished my starter, a young 

girl appeared, apologised profusely for her lateness and sat in the 
chair next to me.

I recognised her instantly: Victoria Pendleton, the heroine of 
British cycling. Two-time Olympic gold medallist and umpteen-
time world champion. I was dizzy with excitement. I had followed 
her career closely and admired her ability to excel at sport while 
not becoming a slave to it. I had always liked the way she spoke 
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her mind and appeared to ruffl  e feathers by breaking convention. 
I admired her individuality in a sport with a reputation for 
unquestioning conformity.

I had long thought that Victoria would make a great 
adventuring companion if ever I met her. For several hours, 
we chatted. I told her that if ever she wanted to embark on 
an expedition or an adventure, I would love to explore 
some ideas. Without hesitation, she accepted, and in the 
inauspicious and unlikely surroundings of that marquee, we 
hatched a plan that would take us to one of the wildest, most 
dangerous places on earth, on a journey that would change our 
lives forever.

For several years, I had been travelling the world to spend time 
with people who had abandoned the conformity of society and 
followed their dreams into the wilderness. Each one had inspired 
me to do more with my own life, but each time I found myself 
returning home and plugging back into our ‘vanilla’ society. Safe. 
Risk averse. Conforming. Restricting. Angry.

I have always wanted more. I have always wanted to shake the 
manacles of expectation. Over the years, I have dipped in and out 
of it, but I have always returned to the safety of home and 
complacency.

I had been looking for something to shake my foundations and 
reconnect me with the wilderness.

Th e modern world is a complex one. Aged 44, I sometimes 
worry I can’t keep up with it. Technology and communication 
have advanced at breakneck speed. Never have we been 
bombarded with so much information. Never has society been 
held up to such scrutiny.
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What’s more, we have become increasingly polarised. World 
politics is the manifestation of our fractured society. You are 
either in or out. For or against. Yes or no. Up or down.

Negativity is a blight on society. It might just be the rose-tinted 
retrospective refl ection of my childhood, but I’m sure when I was 
younger everything was more positive. Negativity was the realm 
of Eeyore, the donkey from Winnie-the-Pooh. Eeyore was in the 
minority with his pessimism and gloom.

Today, there seems to be a bubbling undertone of resentment 
and anger that is contagious. It seems to manifest itself in this 
fast-paced, downward-looking burden. But it doesn’t have to be 
that way.

You can live your life Up.
I have always tried to look Up. Th at doesn’t mean I haven’t 

looked back, far from it, we can all learn a great deal from our 
past. From the highs and lows, the good decisions and the bad. 
Th e successes and the mistakes.

You see, looking Up has become something bordering on the 
spiritual. I am not religious, but that doesn’t mean I don’t look up.

‘Do you believe in God?’ asked my son Ludo one morning.
‘I don’t know,’ came the answer that surprised me. I’d probably 

describe myself as an atheist. I’m open-minded. I’ve been into the 
various churches of God over the years. I don’t have a particular 
calling to a specifi c ‘god’ per se, but that is not to say I don’t believe 
in a higher calling.

It’s just that mine is a little wilder. Th e wilderness is my reli-
gion. Nature. Th e fl ora and fauna. It is my church. I feel the same 
connection to a higher being when in the wilderness as many do 
in a church. My god is not specifi c. It’s the trees and the 
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mountains and the rivers and the waterfalls. Th e wilderness heals; 
it soothes and calms.

Don’t worry, I’m not going to get too philosophical here, but it 
is important to understand my calling, because the wilderness in 
all her cloaks has a powerful spirituality. Of course, there are 
plenty of cultures who have long revered the sun and the moon 
and the power they have over us, and there are many pagans who 
also have a deep connection to the land and the earth.

Mine is less structured. It’s diffi  cult to defi ne, but I fi nd the 
wilderness has an almost magnetic pull over me and perhaps it is 
the reason for this story. Th e call of the wild has helped mould 
and shape me into the man I am today. My relationship with the 
wilderness has never been one of battle or war. It has never been 
Man versus nature, but Man with nature. I’ve tried to fi nd the 
careful balance of harmony, of mutual respect, of collaboration.

We have such a complex relationship with nature. In some 
ways, we have tried to tame it and control it: look at our cities and 
townscapes. We have beaten nature into submission, sanitised it 
and suppressed it. It’s almost as if we are terrifi ed of it. Scared of 
its power over us.

I have never been fearful of the wilderness. Respectfully wary, 
and oft en humbled by it, but I’ve always loved being close to 
mother nature. She has a way of simplifying life.

Nature has the power to strip us back to our basic instincts. It’s 
no wonder there are movements around the world for rehabilita-
tion and therapy in the wilderness, to use the forests and the 
woods as a way of treating ill health.

Forest schools are increasing in popularity and many nations, 
from Japan to Norway, have become popular destinations for 
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forest bathing, in which people lie on the forest fl oor and stare up 
at the canopy above.

Th ere is already scientifi c evidence of the healing virtues of the 
fl ora and fauna around us. It has always been perfectly obvious to 
me that we have a closer affi  nity to water, trees and mountains 
than we do to skyscrapers, roads and cars.

It feels like we have the very basics of our existence upside 
down. Rather than living in the concrete, grey cityscape and 
‘escaping’ to the countryside for holidays or breaks, we should 
live closer to nature and ‘visit’ the cityscapes.

Of course, cities hold the key to work and opportunity, but 
once again we seem to have our principles and priorities slightly 
skewed. Do we work to live, or live to work?

I have always been attracted to a hand-to-mouth existence. A 
small-scale subsistence lifestyle has always seemed more compel-
ling than the intensity of the materialistic, commercialised culture 
in which most of us in the Western world have chosen to live. 
Connected to the grid, we are slaves to money. We must pay taxes, 
mortgages and fees. Th e governments rely on a working society 
to generate income and therefore tax.

For the last six years, I’ve been working on a TV series about 
people who have dropped out of society and started a new life 
disconnected from the state. Th ey have cut themselves off  from 
‘the grid’, severed their connection to electricity, water, gas, phone 
and in some cases money.

For me, expeditions have been my own, short-term opportu-
nity to live off  the grid. Expeditions have given me a chance to test 
my resolve and pique my resourcefulness. When I’m back at 
home, a cultural lethargy envelops me. When something goes 
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wrong with the electrics or the car or the drainage, I will, by 
default, call in someone else to help.

Th e fully functioning circular economy relies on everyone 
having a skill. We have become reliant on a collective taskforce in 
which we all have mono skills rather than the universal multi-
tasking multi-skills of old.

My late grandfather built his own house on the shores of a 
Canadian lake. He dug the foundations, installed the pipework 
and the electrics. He cut the wood, roofed the house and fi tted the 
windows.

I like to think of myself as a well-rounded individual, but I 
wouldn’t know where to begin when it comes to building a house. 
I can sail, scuba dive and speak fl uent Spanish, but I don’t under-
stand electrics and I can’t even hammer a nail properly. Which set 
of skills are more useful? Th e latter of course; the problem is that 
society no longer requires them and we have lost the connection 
to our basic knowledge.

The wilderness requires resourcefulness; it forces us to 
connect with an inner self that once relied on survival skills to 
exist. When pushed, it’s amazing how adaptable we can become. 
Th e problem is that so few of us ever get a chance to test ourselves. 
We tend to take the easy option and avoid hardship. For me, 
expeditions have always been a way of reconnecting with my 
inner wildman.

Th e fi rst time I really challenged myself was when I was 
marooned for a year on a remote corner of a windswept, treeless 
island in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland. I had volunteered to be 
a castaway for a year on the island of Taransay, as part of a unique 
social experiment by the BBC to celebrate the millennium.
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A group of 36 men, women and children were given 12 
months to become a fully functioning community. We were 
given all the materials we would need to build accommodation, 
install water piping, a wind turbine and fencing. We put up 
polytunnels to grow fruit and veg in the inclement Scottish 
weather and we reared pigs, sheep and cattle. We built a slaugh-
terhouse, harvested crops and became a simple, thriving off -grid 
community.

I learned so many new skills during that year: farming, build-
ing, teaching. In many ways, it converted a group of underskilled 
urbanites into a well-rounded, multi-tasking community, in 
which we all shared our diff erent skill sets and knowledge for the 
betterment of the whole.

We became a very happy little settlement. I think we reintro-
duced lost values into our little community. We cared collectively 
for one another. Th ere was no place for materialism. Our commu-
nity was based on subsistence. We worked with what we had and 
maximised our effi  ciency. Aft er 12 months, we were a happier, 
healthier, more effi  cient group of people.

In some ways, I have been chasing that beautiful, simple life 
ever since.

Castaway for a year on an island, rowing the Atlantic, trekking 
across Antarctica … all of these experiences have had a profound 
eff ect on me.

But it was Everest that changed me for good.
This seven-week expedition into the death zone was a 

life-changing, life-enhancing adventure. I walked the fi ne line 
between life and death. I experienced feelings and emotions that 
I’d never had before.
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I never planned to write a book. Aft er all, thousands of great 
mountaineering books have been written before. What would 
make my story so unique? Well, I hope you will read this book, 
not as an ego-chasing journey to the top of the world, but as a 
life-affi  rming lesson.

Humbled and enlightened, I hope these words jump out with 
the intensity of my own experience. I hope the positivity and the 
happiness and the joy overshadow the obligatory danger, fear and 
suff ering that comes with a high-altitude mountain adventure.

I hope this book will inspire you to climb your own Everest.
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CHAPTER ONE

FAMILY

We were on a deserted beach in the Caribbean when I proposed 
to Marina.

Over a picnic of tea and sandwiches, I got down and proposed 
with a ring made from a little piece of string. I had just spent two 
months rowing across the Atlantic Ocean and hadn’t had time to 
get to a proper jewellers, so instead I made a special ring from a 
little piece of rope on the boat.

By the summer, we were married. I couldn’t wait to start 
my own family, but we decided not to rush into parenthood. It 
would be several years until Marina fell pregnant for the fi rst 
time.

I had never been happier. We waited until the 12-week scan to 
tell everyone. In anticipation, we invited friends and family over 
for a party. Th at aft ernoon, we went for the fi nal scan only to 
discover there was no heartbeat. We had lost our little child before 
it had even had time to form. It was crushing, but Marina insisted 
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on going ahead with the party – one of many episodes in our lives 
that shows her resilience.

A month later, I went to Antarctica with James Cracknell. Th e 
polar trek was a pretty good way to overcome the tragedy of the 
loss. For those who haven’t experienced miscarriage, it can be a 
diffi  cult thing to explain. To be honest, I had no idea of the 
emotional disappointment of losing a child at such a young age. 
It isn’t so much the loss, as the loss of the dream.

For three months, we had dreamed and hoped and planned. Of 
course, all new parents are warned not to become too hopeful 
before the 12-week scan, but we were intoxicated by happiness 
and perhaps confi dent through hopeful arrogance. We’d be fi ne, 
we had assumed.

We survived, and it made us both stronger. Less than a year later, 
Marina was pregnant again and this time she carried to term until 
we gave birth to our fi rst child, a little baby boy we called Ludo.

Ludo brought such joy and happiness into our lives. Overnight, 
this little screaming baby became our world. Parenthood can be 
pretty overwhelming. As dog owners, both Marina and I had 
been pretty sure we would fi nd it easy. A dog is, unsurprisingly, 
very diff erent to a baby. We lived through the fog of broken sleep-
less nights and slowly life became a little easier.

What surprised me most was my instinctive spirit to nest and 
protect. Inadvertently, I found myself being more careful. I 
worried more and became more risk averse.

I don’t know if this is instinctive behaviour or whether it is 
born from the conventions of society, but I soon found father-
hood to be domineering, not in a bad way, but in an all-encom-
passing, all-consuming change to my lifestyle.
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Ludo became our world. He was our everything. We were 
dazzled by the beauty of parenthood and that blinded us tempo-
rarily to everything else.

Family has always been important to me. I grew up in a tight-
ly-knit family, the middle sibling to two sisters, living above my 
father’s veterinary clinic. We were close to our extended family, 
too. My parents gently instilled the core values of family life and 
it is probably no surprise that we all live within a mile radius of 
one another in central London.

Fortunately for me, my wife is also from a very close family. 
Perhaps it was part of the attraction for me. As it happens, I prob-
ably now spend more time with her parents and sisters than with 
my own. We spend most weekends with them in their little cottage 
in Buckinghamshire and the summer with them in Austria.

Whenever I travel, I am always moved by the intensity of the 
family dynamic in other parts of the world. Almost every other 
country places the family at the heart of the nation. Grandparents, 
aunts, uncles all live together. Th e very concept of retirement 
homes or old people’s homes is as alien as the concept of not 
putting family fi rst. In Britain, I think family is a little more insu-
lar. For many it is the tight immediacy of the parents and their 
children. Th e wider family is oft en an aft erthought for Christmas 
or a summer barbecue. Th e reason I never moved overseas 
permanently was because of the call of my family. I couldn’t bear 
the thought of being so far from them all.

To become a parent myself gave me a whole new perspective 
on life. I now had the parental responsibilities. I had a little child 
that would rely on me for the next 20 years or so. I was responsi-
ble for caring, sharing and preparing this little boy for life.
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I had to teach him what was right and what was wrong. 
What was good and what was bad. Love and hate. Fear and loss. 
I was overwhelmed at the incredible burden of responsibility. 
What if I got it wrong? What if I failed? Can you fail at being a 
father?

No amount of planning or preparation can really prepare you 
for the magnitude of the journey. You can’t press the pause button. 
You can’t change your mind. Fatherhood is an unstoppable expe-
dition into the unknown.

Expedition isn’t a bad way to describe it. You try to plan and 
prepare. It involves a whole new routine that oft en includes sleep 
deprivation and fear. It’s like you enter a new world in which 
you’re never really sure if you are right or wrong.

I felt guilty about taking even the shortest overseas assign-
ments, which was at odds with my instinctive desire to feather my 
nest fi nancially. Money had never been a priority; of course it is a 
powerful enabler, but I’ve always been happy with simplicity, and 
the desire to accumulate great wealth has never been an 
ambition.

Overnight, this relaxed attitude changed into a sort of panic. 
As a freelancer, I had no guarantee of work from one day to the 
next. Th e vulnerability of a TV presenter cannot be underesti-
mated. Our value can plunge overnight in the blink of a single 
scandal or change of a commissioner. Fashions change, and with 
them presenters come and go. As Piers Morgan likes to say, ‘One 
minute you are the cock of the walk, the next you are a feather 
duster.’

Most of all, I wanted to be a good role model. I admired, and 
still admire, both my parents. I am so proud of their 
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achievements, and part of my own drive has been to make them 
equally proud. For me to succeed in life feels like success for them 
as parents.

Success isn’t always about impressing other people, but how 
can you ever defi ne success if there is no one to congratulate you?

It wasn’t long before Marina was pregnant with our second child, 
Iona. Once again, we dipped into the nocturnal fog of parent-
hood, and once again I found myself torn by the contradiction of 
wanting to be a stay-at-home dad. To nurture and protect while 
at the same time battling my desire to build up my fi nancial 
resources and work.

It was like trying to juggle too many balls. Family, friends, 
work, ambition and adventure. You can’t have your cake and eat 
it. Th e problem was that adventure has always been at the heart 
of who I am, and while instinct drove me to nest build, passion 
for the pursuit of adventure was driving me closer and closer to 
Everest, my childhood dream.

For as long as I can remember, I have always wanted to climb 
her. Th e fi rst time I remember seeing a photograph of Everest was 
in National Geographic magazine. It seemed so extraordinary that 
man, with all our advancement, had taken until 1953 to get to the 
top.

I spent hours staring at those photographs of the towering 
peak, of weathered faces and heroic sherpas. Th ere was some-
thing so romantically mesmerising and alluring about her. 
Dangerous and beautiful. I found myself dreaming about her. 
Th inking about her. But it was always just that. A dream. Like the 
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pretty girl at school, I was never going to get her. I wasn’t a moun-
taineer. It seemed beyond my grasp on so many levels.

I’m not sure what it was that so captivated me. Th e remoteness. 
Th e romance of the highest place on earth. Th e drama. Th e trag-
edy. She has been at centre stage for so many incredible tales. 
Some heroic. Many tragic. Plenty unexplained.

As a young boy, summiting Everest represented the pinnacle of 
human endeavour. In my young mind, it was the ultimate achieve-
ment. It required grit, strength, bravery and confi dence. None of 
which I had very much of, which is maybe why it had such 
magnetism. Here was a mountain that attracted the brave few; the 
romantics pursuing their standing at the top of the world.

Over the years, I had met plenty of people who had climbed 
Everest: Kenton Cool, Sir Ranulph Fiennes, Bear Grylls, 
Annabelle Bond, Jake Meyer, the list goes on. To be honest, I 
seemed to know more people who had climbed it than hadn’t. I 
felt like the odd one out. It always made me feel like I had missed 
out on this incredible moment. Not in a ‘bagging’ or ‘ticking off ’ 
kind of a way, but in the pursuit of my dream.

Many people are put off  by the number of those who have 
climbed Everest. Nearly 4,000 have had the privilege of standing 
on the top of the world. I’d say out of a world population of over 
7 billion, that’s still quite small.

It is diffi  cult to defi ne ‘why’. When Mallory was asked he 
famously answered, ‘because it’s there’. As fl ippant as it sounds, I 
can relate to his sentiments. We live in an age where there has to 
be a purpose and reason for everything we do.

Th ere had never been a clear ‘purpose’ for me to climb Everest. 
In past conversations with Marina she had quite rightly explained 
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that if climbing and mountaineering was my passion, then I 
should, and could quite justifi ably, attempt a summit, but why? 
She had asked, why would I risk so much for so little?

Was I not risking my life to simply stand on a point? Th e 
answer is yes and no. For me, the Everest dream has always been 
so much more than just an ego trip. It’s the whole thing. Th e trek 
to Base Camp. Th e Icefall. Th e Western Cwm, the Lhotse Face, 
the South Col, the Balcony, the Hillary Step. For me, having read 
countless books, these places have the same spiritual draw as a 
pilgrimage.

Everest has always represented everything I dream of achiev-
ing. It has always had a wild, dangerous romance that is at the 
same time both terrifying and electrifying. It fi lls me, has always 
fi lled me, with such wondrous fascination and appeal. Like a 
forbidden fruit. So close and yet so far. Within touching distance.

It’s like an historian visiting the archaeological sites of the 
world, or a geographer visiting the geological sites.

I was wrestling with the balance between my need for adven-
ture and my love of my family. Can you justifi ably juggle both? 
Where is the line between sensible and selfi sh? I had found myself 
torn between the pursuit of my dreams and my family, who are 
my everything.

In the end, it comes down to who I am and what makes me 
who I am. Without travel, without adventure and without wilder-
ness, I am nothing. Life is about embracing the good and the bad. 
It is the heady mix of fear, danger, adversity, heroics, romance, 
wilderness, beauty, tragedy, love, loss and achievement. 
Ultimately, it’s about pursuing our dreams. To dare to do. To dare 
to go where others fear.
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What more can you ask for in life?
Everest would give me all that. It was a gamble. It was risky. 

Th ere were dangers, but if I wasn’t being true to myself then how 
could I be honest to my own family? I just had to persuade Marina 
that climbing the highest mountain on earth was a good idea for 
all of us.

Marina – Home

For as long as I can remember, Ben has wanted to climb 
Everest. I guess, when you’re in his line of work, wanting to 
scale the tallest mountain in the world should come as no 
surprise. But Ben is a dreamer and I’m a realist, and when 
he’d talked of his loft y ambition, I’d always pooh-poohed the 
idea, dismissing his dream.

It’s not that I wasn’t seduced by the world’s tallest 
mountain in the way that he was. I grew up on a diet of 
adventure books. I spent my gap year reading the 
mountaineering authors Joe Simpson and Jon Krakauer. Th e 
ambitions of my 18-year-old self, aspirational and seemingly 
immortal, included participating in the Vendée Globe – the 
single-handed round-the-world sailing race – and climbing 
an ‘eight-thousander’, probably Everest, maybe even K2. As I 
waved Ben off  from La Gomera on his mission to row the 
Atlantic, I was selecting which of my friends I’d ask to be in 
my team for the same race in two years’ time.

What is more telling is that by the time he’d reached the 
other end and I’d realised just what such a challenge 
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involved, the idea had been well and truly scrapped. With a 
new ring on my fi nger and a wedding to organise, I was 
delighted to be at Ben’s side as he undertook his challenges. 
As his wife I would have the best seat in the house, but there 
was no way I was actually going to do them.

For Ben, however, actually participating in adventures is 
part of his DNA. My bold spouse is always on the lookout for 
a feat that will inspire the nation. When Ben announced he 
was going to row the Atlantic, everyone looked at me 
incredulously, not believing you could actually row across an 
ocean that only the most hardy sail across.

In the fi rst few years of our marriage, Ben dabbled with 
extremes – facing the bitter cold walking to the South Pole 
and enduring the intense desert conditions walking across 
the Empty Quarter. Part of me was hoping that this thirst for 
adventure would cease as our children started needing him 
more. I was banking on the fact that he’d never get bored of 
talking about the life he’d led up until this point, and that I 
could continue to brush the ‘E idea’ under the carpet.

Th e fi rst time I knew he was serious was on a Sunday 
aft ernoon as we walked across the Chiltern hills. Th e lives of 
new parents tend to revolve around their children, leaving 
the parents little time for each other. We’re at the stage where 
every conversation is hijacked by an eight-year-old.

‘But Mummy, won’t you get put in prison if you kill that 
traffi  c warden?’

‘Mummy, what is resting bitch face?’
So last year, we made a conscious decision to try and 

have an hour when we walk and talk, just the two of us, 
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every weekend. Since Ben is away for most of the year, the 
reality is that these walks happen once a month. Not ideal 
but good enough (which as every parent knows, is the gold 
standard).

Spring was just casting her delicate fi ngers over the 
winter-hewn hills. Around us new life was emerging from 
the rich earth, and blossom buds were tentatively bursting 
from naked trees. ‘So I think I’ve found a way to do Everest,’ 
Ben started. I glanced at him and at that moment my 
stomach lurched, because for the fi rst time I knew he really 
meant it.

Ben and I don’t have the kind of relationship where he 
tells me what he’s going to do. I’d never have signed up for 
that, but as a couple we’re absolutely terrible at confl ict and 
so, over the decade that we’ve been married, we have worked 
out how to tackle potentially sensitive conversations without 
it resulting in an argument. We don’t always achieve this, 
but amazingly, this time it worked.

I’d been told by a therapist that potentially diffi  cult 
conversations are best had while walking. Raising your heart 
rate is good for the body and mind, and the fact that you’re 
looking ahead rather than looking intensely into each other’s 
eyes takes the edge off  it. As we dipped into the Hambleden 
Valley, he told me his plan; that Kenton Cool, the rock star of 
the climbing world, had agreed to guide him, that he’d found 
a sponsor so that we didn’t have to re-mortgage our house. 
He told me about why he’d always wanted to do it and, while 
he recognised such a feat would always be dangerous, what 
he was planning to do to mitigate that risk.
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We returned home, our cheeks red from the chilly spring 
breeze, the dogs exhausted and me understanding that 
Everest was now a reality.

Th ere was only ever one contender when it came to who could 
help us achieve this dream: Kenton Cool. I had known Kenton for 
several years aft er we had met through a mutual friend, Sir 
Ranulph Fiennes. He had told me that should I ever decide to do 
some climbing, we should consider teaming up together. Five 
years passed before I gave him a call to ask if he would help 
Victoria and myself with our Everest dreams.

Kenton set out a two-year plan for our Everest attempt. Respect 
of the mountain and a dedication to the project would ensure we 
had the best chances of summiting. He wanted to break it up into 
three phases. Th e fi rst would involve an Alpine expedition for 
Victoria to give her a feel for the mountains. Aft er all, while I was 
still a relative novice when it came to mountain climbing, Victoria 
was a mountaineering virgin. Green. Once she had become famil-
iarised, we would then head to Bolivia for a three-week training 
programme in the Andes. Th is would then be followed by more 
training in the European Alps, before the fi nal stage which would 
be a pre-Everest expedition to Nepal.

Kenton is one of Britain’s most respected mountaineers who 
has an astonishing 12 summits under his belt. His climbing 
formula has been tried and tested so, although it would mean a 
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huge amount of time away from family and work, I was commit-
ted to the plan.

Th e idea behind the programme was to build up our confi -
dence using crampons, ice axes, ropes and harnesses. By the time 
we reached Everest, they needed to be second nature. We had to 
move effi  ciently and safely. It would also give us a chance to famil-
iarise ourselves with mountain living. Once again, while I had 
plenty of experience of camping in the wilderness, for Victoria 
this would be a whole new experience.

Finally, it would also give us two years to get to know one 
another properly. To understand one another and to recognise 
our behaviours. Th e idea being that by the time we reached 
Everest, we would be able to know when something wasn’t right; 
we would understand the nuanced behavioural changes that may 
be a result of altitude sickness.

For someone who has embraced the slow life, I am quite an 
impatient person, and the two-year plan was a pretty big commit-
ment. To be honest, it was probably tailored more towards 
Victoria’s inexperience, but we were a team and I relished the 
time we spent together.

In 2017, tragedy struck our tiny corner of West London. Just a 
few hundred metres from our house, Grenfell Tower caught alight 
and took more than 70 lives with her – some were friends. Th is 
tight-knit community was torn apart. It is still hard to think 
about. We pass the charred remains of that tragic building every 
day and we think about those lives lost.

It turned our little community upside down, but in those awful 
days and weeks aft er the inferno, a team of volunteers from the 
British Red Cross descended on North Kensington. It was both 
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terrible and beautiful to see the same vehicles I had seen so oft en 
in faraway lands, now parked on my own street.

When Nepal was devastated by an earthquake back in 2015, 
the Red Cross had been one of the fi rst aid agencies on the scene. 
I had long admired the Red Cross and decided that if I was going 
to climb Mount Everest, it would be in support of their incredible, 
heroic eff orts at home and abroad. Th e countless volunteers 
across the world who selfl essly dedicate their lives to improving 
the lives of others is true heroism, way greater than standing on 
the summit of any mountain.

Marina had given the green light. Kenton had agreed to help 
us prepare for Everest. We had agreed to support the British Red 
Cross and Victoria was fully committed to the expedition.

Now all we had to do was learn how to climb.
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