
JON TINKER

Commercial Expeditions

This article is based on a lecture, followed by a Question and Answer session,
given at the Alpine Club on 28 October 1996. The evening was chaired by the
Vice-President, John Harding.

When the Himalaya were first being explored by Westerners, there
was quite a large input from both guides and porters. For instance,

in 1883, when W W Graham went to Kangchenjunga, he took two Swiss
guides with him; when Mummery disappeared on Nanga Parbat in 1895
he had two Gurkha soldiers with him; the Duke of Abruzzi brought a large
retinue of Sherpas and porters to K2 in 1909. So there has always been an
element of guiding involved in Himalayan climbing.

On all the Everest trips, ever since the first reconnaissance, there has
been a commercial element involved, whether it's been sponsorship by The
Times in 1953 or a Barclays Bank employee on Everest South West Face in
1975, and why not? Everest can't be climbed without money. You would
have to be a very good climber to climb Everest without a lot of support in
terms of Sherpas, oxygen and so forth. Nowadays what many people want
to avoid is the logistics involved in climbing these big mountains. Most
folk are too busy and can't be bothered to organise umpteen quantities of
chocolate bars and crisps, and to spend months and months organising the
necessary details. So that's why a lot of people join these trips. So far my
company has put 18 people on the top of Everest, but I don't think I'm
going to go back to the north side - it's too dangerous and I can't really give
enough guarantee of people's safety. So I'm only going to the south side
next year.

I'm not a great believer in oxygen, though I think you need it on Everest.
On the other mountains you should do without it, because we all know
that if oxygen runs out or goes wrong, people tend to deteriorate very very
quickly. There has been an opposite influence whereby guides have tried
to get clients to the summit of mountains, especially Cho Oyu, by using
oxygen, but usually this is unnecessary. One client of mine, an American
doctor, who had never before been higher than 5000m, actually reached
the summit of Cho Oyu without oxygen.

As far as experience goes, I have found that people who say they're pretty
good usually aren't as good as they say, but that people who approach these
big mountains with an open mind and are willing to learn and try very
hard, often surprise both themselves and me by how high they get. For
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instance I had some Icelanders on Everest, who just stormed up the
mountain; they were six foot eight inches tall, very fit guys, who had climbed
7000m peaks before, so they just wanted to jump on board a trip and climb
the mountain. They certainly learned a lot, but they could have climbed it
without me, that's for sure. Another reason people come on these trips is
just to gain access. For instance, to hire a helicopter to take you to a Base
Camp in the Pamirs costs five figures in dollars, and the only way to do it is
to get a big group together.

It's a very broad church, the sort of people who come on these trips. On
Shisha Pangma we got 13 people to the top in five separate summit days.
One guide, Mike Smith, actually led all the way to the summit of Everest;
there were no Sherpas around and he broke trail all the way to the top of
the North Ridge - a fantastic effort. Later he had to be carried into Base
Camp over the last hundred yards and he thought he had ruined the trip;
he was apologising. But I thought it was a fantastic effort. James Adams
was 23 years old when he climbed Everest. He managed to raise about
20,000 dollars himself by working.on oil rigs. He's now at Cambridge
University and he's lost a little bit of two of his fingers (which he uses as a
chat-up line). Then there was Norman Croucher, whom we all know - the
only man who can wear Brasher boots at 8000 metres. Greg Child is a
fantastic climber - when he climbed Everest with us he admitted that he
was only really doing it to look good on his Cv. He climbed it in fine style
and of course he didn't need guiding on the mountain. George Mallory,
the grandson, climbed Everest last year. He trained very very hard for it
and climbed it very quickly indeed - in about six hours from the top camp.
(You could just see the weight coming off his shoulders!) It was really nice
to meet that guy - not a climber, though, by any stretch of the imagination.
By contrast, on Shisha Pangma, there was Luc, a French guide, whose last
route had been a new route on Jannu. Then there was a chap called Nasum,
the first Turk to climb Everest, who stormed up it and is now a national
hero in Turkey.

The secret weapon on all these trips is the Sherpas. I'm lucky because I
work with the same group of Sherpas for two or three trips a year. One of
them is a monk when he's not doing trips, so he just saves the money and
some of it goes to his relatives and the rest to his monastery. People always
enjoy getting involved in the Sherpa culture, especially the pujas, and that's
why it's nice that we have our own monk with us. He also decides on the
most auspicious day to start climbing. Sherpas are very devout people.
Though they wear Western clothes on an expedition, they appreciate West
erners wearing sungdee,* which are little red strings around the neck, and
they listen to music from their home village. When they go down into
Kathmandu it's different: it's all baseball caps worn backwards and pop
music. They manage somehow to deal with both cultures very successfully.

My friend Babu is about 5' 2" tall and he has climbed Everest six times
now. There are only two other Sherpas who have climbed it more often.

* Sungdee is a Sherpa/Tibetan word meaning red or yellow strings which are worn
round the neck as a symbol of protection and religious belief. Ed.
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Last month he climbed Cho Oyu twice; the spring before, when we were
on Everest, we climbed it with Luc, the French guide, and Babu actually
led the way. He made sure the footsteps were all OK, and then he went
down to Advanced Base Camp at 6400m and had four days' rest and then,
a week later, he was on the summit again taking some more people up 
quite astonishing. These guys earn big money - $1000 for a summit day
on Everest - and so they should. They have saved a lot of Western lives
over the years and they're fine people. Ang Rita has climbed Everest ten
times. I've met him at various Base Camps and he is very much the old
style of Sherpa. He's a national hero, but he's notorious for climbing Everest
with two litres of chang in his water bottle rather than water. He's a lovely
bloke, but I certainly wouldn't climb with him!

My friend Lakpa Nuru climbed Everest six times before he died last
autumn on the NE Ridge with a Korean party. It's very easy for Sherpas to
be manipulated and bullied by Western and sometimes Eastern climbers
and you have to be very aware of this danger. That's why I believe in building
up a relationship with them so that you work with the same Sherpas year
in year out, and they trust your judgement, you trust theirs, and everyone
understands what is expected of them.

Near the summit there is always this element of having to be self-reliant.
If anyone gets sick, it's very difficult to look after them and you can't always
rely on other people to help you. Climbing in Scotland, you can put big
belays in and guarantee your client's safety but you can't do that in the
Himalaya. If someone breaks his leg in Scotland it's relatively easy to bring
him down and get a helicopter. On big mountains it's different. They have
been called 'unfeasible snow plods' and that's what they are. You are
isolated, you are on your own, the weather's coming in, you've got your
head down and you're carrying a big rucksack. I can't help you really and
you've got to be extremely self-motivated to do these things. Basically, my
job as a commercial leader is to put a track down for my clients. Though
your clients can follow in your footsteps, they must still carry a big rucksack.
Peak Communism, for instance, at 7000m, is a big mountain. To climb it
Alpine style you've got to carry a lot of food. People feel isolated, but you
can't physically tie together on summit day on a big mountain because, if
you do, people go at different speeds and there would be too much waiting
around. The only way to keep warm is to keep going at a slow and steady
speed, but everyone's speed is slightly different. So all you can do is
communicate by radio so that the guys in front, myself and a Sherpa, can
stop and wait for the others to catch up. For this, you've got to have good
communications. We're lucky enough to have very good, lightweight radio
equipment, and this is extremely important.

There are two types of trips; one is the sort we do as members of the
Alpine Club. We go with our friends and everything is decided by consensus.
On a big trip, when you've got 20 or 30 people, you have one bloke in
charge, he takes everyone's views into account and makes a decision. That's
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the only way to do it. But there are all sorts of ramifications to that. Usually
you will be doing a comparatively easy route and there may be several
expeditions on the same route at the same time. I have often found, on my
trips, that I've become involved in rescues of people who are not as strong
nor as well supported as we are. There was the classic case of a Japanese
climber arriving at the top camp on Shi5ha Pangma who was staggering
along like a drunkard. We had to take him in and look after him - but you
have to explain to people that obviously looking after human beings is the most
important thing, and that the summit on any mountain is only a bonus.
Things can go wrong, you can get sick, it's dangerous out there. There are
also things you can't legislate for, like the dreaded tummy problems.

Mike Smith is one of the guides I've worked with who are involved right
at the cutting edge. He has climbed both Everest and Shisha Pangma and
feels absolutely no pain at altitude whatsoever. He positively enjoys harsh
conditions. I've done a lot of trips with him and I can't think of a better
British guide to work with. He's an astonishing climber and a good story
teller as well. Russell Brice, a New Zealander who lives in Chamonix, is
stronger than any British guide I know. He has climbed Cho Oyu twice
this year. Pete Athans has climbed Everest four or five times, as much as
any living Westerner. I met him on Cho Oyu. When I was coming down
from the summit he was coming up to the top camp. I sat down for a cup
of tea (this is absolute God's truth) and was just relaxing and watching the
view, when I heard this tch, tch, tch, tch, tch ... sound, and I looked round
and he was actually jogging up the ropes - I've never seen that before!
Astonishing physical specimens, some of these people. It's very important
that the people who organise your trip are actually capable of climbing the
mountain. I've met people who have been running trips to Everest who
can't actually do the mountain!

As a guide, you must still want to do trips; if you just want to make
money there are a thousand other jobs you can do, that's for sure. With my
friend lan I went to Afghanistan a year or two back and we visited a country
where you can't really take people on a commercial basis. We were the
first Westerners to climb there for 15 years and we had a fantastic adventure.
It's important that people who run commercial trips also do their own trips,
so that they don't get stuck in a particular cycle.

A misconception is that Everest gets overcrowded by commercial trips.
In fact these mountains are enormous, they are not crowded. On the north
side of Everest, the Fantasy Ridge is unclimbed, as is the North Face of
Lhotse (1'11 certainly buy a pint for anyone who can find a safe way up
that). If you go to the South Col of Everest in spring you're bound to find
a lot of people there. It's not surprising really. Equally if you go to Mont
Blanc in the summer you're going to find a lot of people there too.

Hopefully I have given some idea of what I believe about commercial
expeditions and I'm happy to throw the debate open.
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to the summit of Everest the next day. They've got to make a massive
learning curve and be able to make the right decisions. I can talk to them
over the radio, I can talk to the Sherpas who are with them, but it's very
important that I try to make them as self-reliant as I can. That's the big
difference.

What systems of vetting potential clients do you have?
It's very difficult. On our 1993 Everest trip the guy with the best CV was
the worst guy on the trip. I'm going to Everest next spring and all the
people who are going on the trip are people I know, and that's the best way
to do it.

What training process do people go through before they come on your
trips?
There are three levels. First of all there's basic health, which a lot of people
ignore: getting their jabs, getting their teeth done, being strict about hygiene.
Then you've got fitness, which you do by walking up hills: just the same
sort of thing as you'll do on the mountain. The top level is mental rehearsal
- you can read all these articles about what happened on Everest last spring
and think 'What would I do in that situation?' People get a few dossiers
about what's going to happen and they think 'This is Day 29. I should be
here and I'm not.' Some people could be thrown off balance by that. That's
why a good client is someone in their 30s, 40s or 50s, who has seen a bit of
life and can understand that things don't go perfectly all the time. You
don't have to be able to do a lot of pull-ups, you really don't.

You mentioned earlier that all the other mountains are OK without
oxygen, but not Everest. Is that what you really believe?
Except K2, but I don't know whether I want to do a commercial trip to K2.
It's interesting that on Cho Oyu, which is 8200m, you often see people
who climb with oxygen. Maybe I'll do that in future, I don't know; but I
still think that you should be able to do it without oxygen, you really should.
But that's a personal view. I know that if someone collapses on the top of
Everest, you couldn't carry them down because there wouldn't be enough
oxygen available, but on the top of Cho Oyu you could, even without oxygen.

What is the supply and demand equation for commercial trips? There's
obviously going to be competition for peaks between professionals and
amateurs? Has that reached any sort of head yet?
I think, from the point of view of groups, no, it never will, because the trips
that we do are generally the snow-plodding normal routes. But if you look
at the second easiest route on any 8000m peak, it's actually bloody hard,
which illustrates that there is only one route which is likely to be be chocked
up by commercial groups. Certainly in Nepal and Tibet they allow as many
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groups on those routes as possible, in order to maximise their earnings. I
suppose you could argue that if there were groups on second routes,
overcrowding would be guaranteed on those routes as well.

In Pakistan maybe there could be competition, because they only allow
about half-a-dozen trips per year on the whole mountain, but because of
the nature of Pakistan regulations, there aren't many commercial trips going
out there. Personally, I would love it if there were a situation where one
could travel much more freely, especially in border areas.

Ifyou want to guide in the Alps, you have to get a UIAGM qualification.
Ifyou want to guide in the Himalaya you don't even need a driving licence.
Is that a reasonable state of affairs?
I don't know. But what I would like to see is Sherpas, mountain people,
getting more involved in Himalayan guiding, because they are the people
at the sharp end. This sort of trip has only been going for ten years, so it
has been very much a process of learning for the Westerner, and Western
guides have been learning about the clients, and it is only now that you
have the situation where guys who have climbed 8000m peaks before and
have all that background, are taking people on mountains, whereas Sherpas
have been doing this for much longer. So that's what I'd like to see. There
are attempts to train Sherpas by French and Swiss but there are financial
and other problems involved with that. Conversely, people who have
qualifications for the European Alps never claim that this applies to the
Greater Ranges, because altitude is a special thing.

I accept that altitude is a different matter, but surely you can't say that
the skills that a guide would learn for taking people up Alpine peaks are
not transferable to Himalayan peaks?
I'm not so sure, because people on big Himalayan peaks aren't tied together
a lot of the time. I'm a great believer in trying to get people to climb without
falling off. You can't afford to fall off those big mountains.

Do you have clients going all the way up the north side of Everest without
a rope?
Well, on the last occasion, very kindly some Japanese put a fixed rope in
all the way up the NE Ridge from the bergschrund to the summit. Near
the top of a mountain you're cold, you can't afford to hang around and you
have got to go at your own speed to keep warm, and obviously everyone's
got a different speed, and you find that people vary in their speed throughout
the day. People have to be umoped a lot of the time, or clipping in. That's
what tends to happen. Of course you tend to carry a few metres of rope in
case someone has to be brought down. On Cho Oyu people don't rope
together at all, but there's a lot of fixed rope in place - for going over crevasses
or up steep rock steps or anything like that.
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Are you getting any pressures from clients on the ethics of climbing? Or
an impression that people are noticing how you handle the local people,
litter, all those kinds of things?

People going on a trip for the first time really enjoy a window into other
people's lives and culture. And there's no doubt that a group feeling dev
elops. If you did something which was totally out of order with regard to
the host country, then certainly you would get slapped down.

We work with the same group of Sherpas every year. It's very important
that Sherpas should be kept happy because they're the people putting in
most of the risk. 1 always swore that 1 wouldn't go to the South Col of
Everest because of the Khumbu Icefall and the fact that the Sherpas have
to go through it day in, day out. But it was the Sherpas themselves who
persuaded me to do it. 'Why don't you go to the south side of Everest,
Jon?' they said, so they talked me into it. But I'm still worried about it,
because all you need is for one lump of ice to fall in the wrong direction ...

Everyone goes on about the litter angle. I don't think any commercial
outfitter would get away with leaving litter lying around nowadays, as there's
no excuse for it and it would get commented on in the press very quickly.

How often do you turn climbers down for a trip?
Fairly often, actually, but if someone rings up and says '1 want to go and do
Everest' and it's patently obvious that they haven't a clue what they're talking
about, then you can generally persuade them to do something else; it's in
everyone's interest to do that, especially when you think of the resources
that one sick man takes up on the mountain.

Of course we sometimes make mistakes, but we feel most sorry for some
one who comes on a trip and realises, too late, that they shouldn't be there.
On the other hand, we sometimes get people who come and do some easier
routes, and then go off subsequently and do their own thing, new routes 
which 1 think is brilliant and the way it should be, rather than dealing with
a new country and the altitude and the technical side of things, all at once.
So that's what I'm trying to develop: from a broad base, encouraging peo
ple to go on and climb for themselves and to achieve new routes relatively
safely.

The Vice-President: Guides have been an essential element of mountain
eering since it started, with professionals, stretching from Whymper to
Bonington to Tinker et al. 1 think Jon has made his case for commercial
expeditions. If people haven't got someone to show them things and guide
them, they're not even going to get started. That was an extremely stimu
lating evening. Thank you, Jon.
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