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Re..Touching the Void

Confounding the cynics who thought thefilm industry could never do a crediblejob
of depicting the irrational 'sport' of climbing, Joe Simpson 's bestseller Touching
the Void was turned into a stunningly successful docu-movie, released at the end of
2003. It impressed climbing audiences at the Kendal Mountain Film Festival,
enthralled 'lay' cinema-goers around the world and, in February 2004, won the
outstanding Bn·tishfilm award at the BAFTAs. Here, for the AJ, Simon Yates relates
his own troubled return to Siula Grande and John Porter reflects on the Void
phenomenon.

'This is an iconic rock,' Kevin said melodramatically, pointing earnestly at
the site of our 1985 base camp.

'No it's not, Kevin,' Joe replied bluntly. 'It's just a boulder.'
Seventeen years after our epic, Joe and I were back together at the scene

of our misadventure in a remote valley of Peru's CordilIera Huayhuash
range. In the company of director Kevin Macdonald, assorted production
staff, mountain guides and porters we had returned to make a film based
on Joe Simpson's best-selling book Touching the Void. Our first interview at
the base camp seemed to set the tone for our time as 'film stars' shooting
on location.

Over the following two weeks we assisted in filming both scenic and
reconstruction shots, as well as doing a series of interviews. The filming
was conducted low down to begin with, and then later on as people became
acclimatised we moved up to a high camp on moraine at the side of the
glacier opposite Siula Grande's west face.

Initially we had only planned to have three days at the high camp before
splitting into three smaller groups to film in different locations. However, it
soon became apparent that filming at altitude was much more tiring and
time-consuming than had been envisaged. It was also logistically difficult
to move the camera gear around. On the second day it was agreed to spend
an extra couple of days at our current location and get all the mountain
photography completed at the one spot.

On the penultimate day at the high camp John Whittle and I climbed up
and along a nearby ridge, arduously breaking trail to a point below a small
crest at 5300m. We left the short rise to the top free of steps ready for the
'summit shoot' the following day, then returned to camp where I lay in my
tent, tired. Later, the guides began drifting back from their day's work on
the glacier. They were complaining about the schedule being altered. We
were now all to return to base camp the following day. Some of us, myself
included, would have to come back up again to complete the summit shoot.
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One of the guides had told Kevin that it would be totally demoralising to
have to go down and come back up. He responded by laughing in his face.
When I heard this I was incensed. The guides had been doing physically
demanding and dangerous work at altitude for four days, John Whittle and
myself for five days. The food had been inadequate. Kevin's own activity
during the same time had been limited to a few short strolls each day to
watch over the cameraman and direct those involved in reconstructing
scenes. Even this seemed to exhaust him. The trail-breaking I had just
completed would be for nothing, as by the time we returned the steps would
have blown over.

I intercepted Kevin on his way back from the glacier.
'You've obviously not worked on a building site,' I pointed out. He looked

puzzled. 'Because you've still got all your teeth.' I then did go to head-butt
him, but stopped short. In slightly more measured terms I pointed out that
he had struck a deal with the guides and that they were all working on a
promise. He was dumbfounded. I ,doubt that anyone had spoken to the
great director in such terms before.

My intervention seemed to do the trick. At a hastily convened meeting
with the guides Kevin reinstated the original schedule. We completed the
filming the following day and returned to base camp, but a piece of bullshit
had struck me and stuck fast. My little altercation with the director was
turned around. Apparently the reason for me losing my temper was due to
repressed emotions from 17 years earlier (I read this in several newspapers
later - so it must be true!) Strange that; I thought at the time it was down
to him behaving like an idiot.

A little while later I went over and apologised to Kevin. 'I should think
so,' came the arrogant reply.

Our relationship never really recovered and took a further plunge after a
particularly nasty and insensitive interview he conducted with me just before
we left the mountains, only hours after my wife Jane had emailed saying
she had been taken to hospital with a suspected miscarriage. She had lost
three previous babies. I informed Kevin, who was visibly shaken. He did
apologise briefly, but quickly reverted to type, defending his interview, before
scurrying away to consult with his line producer. She was then sent to ask
if I kept a diary. After that Kevin kept his distance, scared that I really
would give him a thumping. Even so, we did manage a further argument in
Cajatambo before leaving for Lima. He later confided to one of the guides
that I was worse to work with than Mick Jagger - a compliment I will
cherish forever and take with me to the grave.

Jane lost the baby in truly awful circumstances, just days after my return
from Peru. This event marked the end of my involvement with the film.

The price for upsetting the great film gods I discovered on the film's
release. The insecure luvvies, no doubt fearful of criticism and dents to
their massive egos, rounded on me and gave me a good old hand-bagging
in the national press (the co-producer writing in the Telegraph described me



94. Touching the Void 1985. Joe Simpson topping out on Siula Grande's west face.
(Simon Yates)

95. Filming Siula Grande's west face in 2002. (Simon Yates)
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as 'opaque and unfathomable' - judge for yourselves). Still, I'm hardly the
first mountaineer to fall foul of the mainstream media, who seem to delight
in questioning the morality of those undertaking pastimes which involve
self-imposed risk. I am quite sure I won't be the last either.

So there you have it, my time as a 'film star'. I hate to shatter the myth,
but the experience has left me somewhat underwhelmed. I for one, think
life is too short to waste in the company of people who have no values whatso
ever. They do little for your self-confidence or self-esteem and undermine that
most precious of beliefs - the general goodness of human nature.

And what of the finished film? It is very well made, powerful, harrowing,
moving and contains some superb climbing sequences and photography
(I liked the camera man incidently, who shook my hand at Schipol Airport
at the end of the shoot and thanked me.) In short, it is a good drama. As a
documentary, however, it is flawed. The more discerning among you will have
noticed that the film is economical with my side of the story, contains one
inaccurate reconstruction (did I really lower Joe at such breakneck speed?)
and some outrightly cynical editing (cut from Joe trying desperately to find
water on his crawl down the moraine to me splashing around in a lake).

For me, though, the most annoying part of the whole film is the ridiculous
statement at the end, saying I returned home to face criticism from many
in the climbing community. It is untrue and reflects badly on climbers as a
whole. Most of us have had epics at one time or another, especially in our
early mountaineering days, and for that reason we tend to be very
sympathetic and understanding of others' misfortunes. A handful of bigots
did respond to rumours and gave me a hard time, but they were hardly
representative. The pot had been stirred by an article in the Mail on Sunday
in July 1985: 'It was, he now says, the worst night of his life. It had to be, of
course. He had just tried and sentenced his best friend to death. Then with
one swift cut of his knife, carried out the execution' - opening paragraph.
However, what criticism there was soon died away after Joe had an article
published in High magazine in September 1985 giving a more level-headed
version of events.

'It's a very important story,' yet another American TV producer said
earnestly down the phone, at around the time of the film's release in the
USA. 'We want to tell your side of it in an honest, unbiased way.'
I recognised the language by now. I thought about people being killed in
Iraq, the AIDS epidemic in Africa and the hundreds of millions around
the world who would pass the day without enough food, before politely
declining her offer. As I see it, nearly 19 years after the events on Siula
Grande, the only thing that remains important about our story is its ability
to generate cash. Touching the Void is now simply a product.
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