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One Step Beyond: Rediscovering the Adventure Attitude 

Tracing the 
Uncommon Thread 

Back of every noble life there are 
principles that have fashioned it. 
- George H. Lorimer 

ne step higher, one step beyond." That's how 

Laurie Skreslet described his last, agonizing steps onto the 

roof of the world on October 5, 1982. It was a day that 

would leave its mark in history- the day the first Canadian 
stood atop Mount Everest. 

To reach that pinnacle, Skreslet and the other members 

of his expedition retraced the snowbound steps of Sir 

Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay, who first reached 

the roof of the world almost 30 years before them. Laurie 

and his companions overcame leech-infested swamps, 

torrential monsoons, four deaths, sledgehammer winds, 

rarefied air and the mountain's worst avalanche in a dec

ade. And they achieved their goal. 

Perhaps better than any others, the words "one step 

beyond" capture the essence of adventure and achieve

ment over the past millennium. From as early as a thou

sand years ago, when the Vikings first set foot in what is 

now L'Anse aux Meadows on Newfoundland's coast, to 

the adventurers of the human spirit today, achievements 
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have come about because of certain attitudes and princi
ples contained within the human character: courage, per
sistence, curiosity, teamwork and endurance. 

These principles can be developed and integrated into 

our basic character. When we strive to achieve that integra

tion, we will have attained our own pinnacle of success. 

Just as this process of development is never-ending, 

ADVENTURE IS IN THE MIND 

Adventure isn't hanging on a rope on the side of a mountain. Adventure is 

an attitude that we must apply to the day-to-day obstacles of life- facing new 

challenges, seizing new opportunities, testing our resources against the 

unknown and, in the process, discovering our own unique potential. 

-John Arnatt 

In the process of researching this book, I got to know the achievers in it very 

well. They have shared their doubts and dreams with me, their failures and 

successes. The thing that struck me most about all ofthem wasn'twhatthey 

were on the outside. None ofthem were super athletes or brilliant intellects. 

In fact, they appeared ordinary in every way. They had fears and weaknesses 

just like all of us. They were human. The only differences I could find were 

in how they perceived the world. 

Sharon Wood: "The way I perceive my environment is the only thing that 

makes me different- nothing else." 

Laurie Skreslet: "Its not what you go through in life that makes you what 

you are, it's how you react to the world you're going through." 

John Hughes: "It's not what you have. It's what you do with what you 

have." 

All of this inspires us to a very clear, but propelling conclusion: that 

personal success and happiness is largely a matter of what we do in our 

minds. 

21 
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Man alone, of 
all creatures of 

earth, can 
change his own 

pattern. Man 
alone is archi
tect of his des

tiny. The great
est revolution 
of our genera
tion is the dis

covery that 
human beings, 

by changing the 
inner attitudes 
of their minds, 
can change the 
outer aspects of 

their lives." 
-William 

James 

neither have the possibilities for adventure 
stopped. In the last decade, adventure achiev

ers have launched more than a dozen expedi

tions to retrace the routes of some of the 

world's greatest achievers - such as polar 

explorers Robert Peary, Robert Falcon Scott 

and Sir John Franklin; continental explorers 

Alexander Mackenzie and Jacques Cartier; 

and mountain men George Leigh Mallory, 

Andrew Irvine and Sir Edmund Hillary. In 

the process, they have taken themselves on 

epic voyages of personal discovery, beyond 

normal limits and, in many cases, beyond 

retreat. 

Soon the calendar will turn an exciting new 

page - into the twenty-first century. Like 

that ocean of unknown and new world of 

hardships faced by the earliest explorers, the 
sea monsters and drop-offs of the future 
frighten many. Some of us turn back; some 

never start out. With the threat of environ-

mental destruction staring us in the face, a 

global AIDS epidemic, over-population, mass 

starvation, terrorism, drug wars and untold economic 

uncertainty, there is only one thing certain for the next 

century: unprecedented global change. 

John Arnatt and I believe there is hope for the future. We 

believe that to collectively meet the challenge of change in 

the twenty-first century, we must rediscover the "adven

ture attitude" of the early explorers and learn how to 

integrate its basic principles of courage, persistence, curi

osity, teamwork and endurance into our innate selves. 

Adventure, by its very nature, involves overcoming 
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uncertainty, fear, obstacles, adversity and the 
unknown. The adventure attitude, particu

larly as used in the metaphors of the moun

tain or the sea of unknown, can be applied to 

our daily lives; it can be a powerful tool to use 

for achievement in the face of uncertainty. 

Our theory is this: Today's adventure 

achiever embodies principles and exhibits 

attitudes that have a long track record of 

success in times of uncertainty and change. 

These principles have been the thread that has 

woven the fabric of achievement throughout 

history. Somehow, somewhere, we have lost 

that once-common thread. If we can redis-

I believe that 
we're all climb
tng our own 
mountains; that 
every striving 
individual or 
organization is 
climbing its 
own mountain 
in pursuit of its 
own goal. 
-Sharon 
Wood 

cover the principles behind the now-uncommon thread, 

and if we can pinpoint the elements of the "adventure 

attitude," we can use them to face our own approaching 

ocean of the unknown and ward off the "millennium 

shock" of the twenty-first century. 

This book is about personal and professional success 

and how we all can achieve it in our own lives- today and 
tomorrow. It is an attempt to find the uncommon thread 

that runs through people who have achieved great feats. If 
we can find that thread, perhaps we can weave it into our 

own lives. There it will make the fabric of our lives 

stronger and more meaningful. And it will enable us to 

thrive on the uncertainty that approaches. 

23 
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The Blueprint for Success 

Successful people are like you and I. They may appear 

average, but they are far from ordinary. Over the years 

they have adopted a personal blueprint for success that is 

ingrained in their psyches. That blueprint is the "adven
ture attitude." The elements of this attitude are not re

stricted to adventure, however. They apply to the every

day goals of life: running your own business, raising a 

family, playing golf, or pushing the frontiers of science or 

industry. 

A recent book, The Entrepreneurial Mind, pinpoints 

elements common to all successful, self-made business 

people. It lists a number of traits that help people to be 

winners: total commitment, determination, perseverance, 

an internal locus of control, calculated risk-taking, deci

siveness, and a low need for status and power. The book 

concludes that attitude and outlook are the primary keys 

to success. It also says that these "entrepreneurial atti
tudes" can be learned. 

In like manner, the "adventure attitude" isn't just about 

how to climb mountains or achieve in the outdoors. It is 

offered to you in this book as a practical and powerful tool 

that you can use and apply in your own life to become 

happier and more successful. 

But a tool, as any skilled craftsman can tell you, is only 

as good as the person using it. The tool can be used merely 

to cut, or it can be finely honed and used to shape. This 

book is the tool. We hope your use of it will help you to 

shape your destiny and your dreams. 
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Nine Keys to Personal and 
Professional Success 

The following elements of human behaviour and attitude 

pinpoint the key characteristics of people who have 

achieved personal and professional success in their lives: 

A Achievement internally; success is self-satisfaction. 

D Dream big and dream often; imagine the ultimate. 

v Value your values; be true to yourself. 

E Excel under pressure; cultivate courage. 

N Never say die; endure endlessly. 

T Trust others; be great in a group. 

u Understand your commitment; give it your all. 

R Risk-take carefully; plan meticulously. 

E Exude energy; triumph relentlessly. 

25 
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To Get the Adventure Attitude 

The following exercises are an expansion of the above nine 
key elements and are set out here to assist you in under
standing the process of developing the "adventure atti
tude." They will also put the individual character profiles 
into perspective, so please keep them in mind while read

ing the peak performance profiles that follow in the main 
body of this book. 

• Know Your Values. Know Yourself. 

• Dare to Dream. Dream BIG! 

• Don't Concern Yourself with Money, Material 

Wealth, Security, Fame, Fortune, Power or 

Position. 

• Do Concern Yourself with Contentment, 

Self-Satisfaction, Freedom, Independence and 

Happiness. 

• Decide on Your Dream. Know Why It's Important 

to YOU. 

• Assess the Risks. Develop a Plan. 

• Step Out from the Crowd. Step Up in the World. 

• Learn through Experience. Experience through 

Learning. 

• Cultivate Courage; Fight Fear. 
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• Display Tenacity; Have Capacity. 

• Focus Ferociously; Endure Endlessly. 

• When You're Challenged, Fight. When You're 

Wavering, Ignite. 

• Forget Failure; Remember Resolve. 

• Adapt Instantly; React Instinctively. 

• Push through Pain; Parade Past Skeptics. 

• Wonder at the World. Wander its Heights. 

• Be Enthusiastic, Persistent and Tough. Being 

Driven is Not Enough. 

• Turn Obstacles into Opportunities, Failures into 

Successes, Disappointments into Direction. 

• Support the Team. Never Doubt the Dream. 

• Be Ultimately Accountable to Yourself. Be 

Ultimately Appreciative of Others. 

• Produce Under Pressure. Refuse to Crack. 

• Don't Hesitate, Activate. 

• Make your Effort Absolute. Make Your Will 

Resolute. 

• When You've Given It Your All, Stand Tall. 

For yourself, and for others, may this tool give you a new 

beginning. All that remains is for you to take the first step. 

27 
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Five Peak Performers 

This book is structured around five peak performance 

profiles: 

Laurie Skreslet, of Calgary, Alberta, the first Canadian 

to climb Mount Everest; a manifestation of courage. 

John Hughes, of Halifax, Nova Scotia, who sailed solo 

around the world and past Cape Horn with only a make

shift mast; the personification of persistence. 

Mike Beedell, of Ottawa, Ontario, who was one of two 
men in history who made the first traverse of the North

west Passage powered only by the wind; the culmination 

of curiosity. 

Sharon Wood, of Canmore, Alberta, the first North 

American woman to climb Everest; the triumph of team

work. 
Laurie Dexter, an Anglican minister from Fort Smith, 

Northwest Territories, who was a member of the joint 
Soviet-Canadian Polar Bridge Expedition that skied from 

Siberia to the North Pole and on down to Ellesmere Island 

in the Canadian Arctic; ultra-marathoner; the epitome of 

endurance. 

These profiles are designed to do the following: 

1. pinpoint the uncommon thread of attitude of all these 

adventurers; their "adventure attitude;" 

GO BIG ... OR GO HOME 

Those with the" adventure attitude" not only dream big, they think big- very 

BIG. First they make gigantic mental leaps of faith. Then they make equally 

quantum leaps in reality. This capacity to think far beyond the realm of 

"reasonable," separates great achievers from aspiring achievers. 
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2. add insight into " ... why plumbers and 
poets, soldiers and suicides, millionaires and 

family men and single girls, do these amazing 

things (The London Observer)" and how 

they achieve them; 

3. expand on the metaphor of the mountain, 

and show there is no distinction between it 

and the everyday; and 

If you start 
something, you 
might just suc
ceed. But you'll 
never know 
until you start. 
-John Arnatt 

4. show how the ''adventure attitude" can be applied to 

success in the 1990s and assist in the transition from the 

known seas of the twentieth century to the unknown 

oceans of the twenty-first. 

ONE STEP BEYOND: Rediscovering The Adventure 
Attitude tries to find the common threads, recurring themes, 

philosophies and attitudes that occur in every one of these 

remarkable individuals. Each profile is set off in its own 

chapter. The chapter heading highlights the primary prin

ciple, or ''element of excellence" that contributed to that 

achiever's success: ''The Calibre of Courage," ''The Power 

of Persistence," ''The Capacity of Curiosity," ''The Tri

umph of Teamwork" and ''The Excellence in Endurance." 

The final chapter looks back over all the profiles and 

traces those elements of excellence common to all. It goes 

on to describe how you might be able to use these elements 

to become happier and more successful in your own life. 

The result, we hope, is a book which not only provides 

insight into excellence, but can be a tool which you can use 

to achieve your own dreams in the twenty-first century. It 
is intended not only to motivate and inspire, but, more 

importantly, to provide a hands-on blueprint for success 

in the 1 990s and beyond. 

29 



One Step Beyond: Rediscovering the Adventure Attitude 

Reaching the The Ideals At Work: John Amatt 
summit is not 

the significant Obviously, not every high-achieving adven
thing, because turer could be featured here. It is our hope, 

you learn noth- however, that this book will lead to future 
ing on the top. editions in which other great adventure 
It is during the achievers will be profiled. 

journey to the Joe Girard, an American who has been 
top that the called "the world's greatest salesman/' was 

learning takes once asked what was the most important 
place. The im- value of a book. His reply was that the people 

portant thing is who produced it should live the ideals- and 

to digest the ideas- developed in the book. John Arnatt is 
experience, to such a person. 

30 learn what it John is unknown to most North Ameri-
was that got cans, but for almost five decades he has de

you there. Then voted his life to adventure and achievement. 
you can apply In his youth he was one of three people who 

this new made the first ascent of the world's tallest 
knowledge to granite wall, the 1 ,500-metre-high north face 

the future. of the Troll Wall in Norway. 
-John Arnatt The Troll Wall had a terrible reputation. 

"Experts" said it was smooth and holdless for 

a vertical mile. It was a full600 metres higher than Califor

nia's El Capitan in Yosemite National Park, and much 

steeper. In fact, it was overhanging. Many of the world's 

best climbers dismissed it as impossible. Others called it 

suicide. But in July 1965, John and his two companions 

silenced the skeptics by making an 11-day ascent. 

"The scariest thing was the night before, lying at the 

bottom of the climb and trying to sleep, knowing that the 

next day you'd be going up. You camp at the bottom and 

look up at this bloody great precipice going into the sky 
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and wonder what it's going to be like up The only limit-
there. But you don't know. ing factor to 

"That's the time when you're most tempted our achieve-
to turn around and go home. But you know ments in life is 
if you turn around that you'll never know if our fear of the 
you're up to the challenge. Your pride says unknown. 
you've got to try. So you do." -John Arnatt 

John's ascent of the Troll Wall shook the 
climbing world. Chris Bonington, the world's foremost 

leader of Everest expeditions, called it the single most 
important feat accomplished by British climbers in a dec
ade. Virtually unknown in British climbing circles prior to 

that climb, John Arnatt, as one magazine put it, "flashed 
through the climbing firmament like a meteor." 

The ascent of the Troll Wall marked the first time John 31 

had really experienced true personal success. 
"When you come back down, you begin to think about 

what you did," John remembers. "When you're doing it, 

you're too consumed with what's going on to appreciate 
anything. But when you come back down, you relax and 
consider. Then you start to think: if I could do that, I can 

do anything. But if we had turned our backs at the bottom 

and never gone up, we would never have learned that 
lesson. 

"You learn that nothing is impossible. From there it 
becomes, What's the next challenge? How do I grow?" 

Through climbing, John gained significant insights into 

the nature of effort and achievement. He also recognized 

that the challenges faced when climbing could be applied 

to everyday life. Mountaineering, he discovered, could be 

used as a metaphor for life. They both contain struggles, 

setbacks, triumphs and peak experiences. 

"Mountains have always been significant for me. I think 



32 

One Step Beyond: Rediscovering the Adventure Attitude 

my entire personality has evolved through my experiences 

in the mountains," says John. ''I was brought up in Eng

land in a very protective environment. It wasn't necessary 

to take any risks at all when I was very young. Because of 

that, I had no way of developing self-confidence and I was 

very shy. 

"Climbers always feel some element of fear on a climb. 

Success lies in testing your mental resources in overcom

ing this fear. It is this success that will ultimately lead to 

what might be called courage. Courage is not an innate 

quality, but one that is developed by facing up to danger 

and overcoming it. As the German philosopher, Friedrich 

Nietzsche, said: 'The secret of knowing the most fertile 

experiences and greatest joys in life is to live dangerously.' 

"The challenge I find in climbing is that if you take it one 

step at a time and work out the sequence of moves, you can 
make the impossible become possible." 

Three years after his success on the Troll Wall, John 
immigrated to Canada. After becoming a Canadian citi
zen, he began conducting management seminars through 

The Banff Centre for Continuing Education. His focus 

was to show others how the lessons of adventure are 

actually the lessons of life. 

The seminars were a huge success. Consisting of a 

combination of rock climbing, mountaineering and out

door challenge, together with intense personal growth 

discussions, their goal was to examine and reduce the 

effects of stress. The participants were largely high-level 

business executives from all over North America. They 

met at a secluded cabin in the heart of the Rocky Moun

tains. 

Each seminar ran for 10 days. John was responsible for 

coordinating all outdoor activities, while one of his col-
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leagues, Dr. Layne Longfellow, handled all 

the in-depth group discussions. Layne was a 

leading psychologist with the Menninger 

Foundation of Topeka, Kansas. He later be

came a successful professional public speaker. 

John and Layne were a powerful team. 

While John was concerned with the "outer 

journey" of the mountain challenge, Layne 

worked with the ''inner" psychological jour

ney. 

Without adver
sity, without 
change, life is 
boring. The 
paradox of 
comfort is that 
we stop trying. 
-John Arnatt 

"Our objective was to develop the whole person," John 

recalls. "It had a dramatic effect." 

At the conclusion of one session, a physically and 

emotionally reborn participant wrote: 

To my wife and children: Your Dad has been away from 

home for nine days, but he's been gone for a long, long time. 
He's home now. Your Dad's really come home. 

One of the highlights of the seminars was a 24-hour 

camp-out in the mountains - alone. During the solo, one 

participant wrote: 

As I was shaping my walking stick to fit my hand, I 

started thinking that it resembled my life. I could start over 

at the top or, better still, I could start at any place I chose. 
just as the wood was shaped many years ago in its rough, 

original form, so was my life shaped many years ago. I am 

able to ... smooth out the rough edges ... and perhaps reshape 

them to fit my new phase of life just as I am cutting and 

reshaping the stick to fit my hand. It appears to me that as 

long as you have a good base to work with, you should be 

able to reshape that base to fit whatever you want. But be 

careful not to over shape it. Leave some of the original 

character of the base, something solid you can recognize. 

With my walking stick, there was some danger from the 

33 
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knife as the rough parts were smoothed. I had to be careful. 

I am sure that I will have to be just as careful in smoothing 

and reshaping my new life. It will take time. I must not 

hurry. 

ccwe don't have the right balance between our personal 

lives and our professional lives. The desire to achieve 

professionally has overcome the recognition of the impor

tance of having a family structure and a life of our own." 

While in Banff, John also founded the world-renowned 

Banff Festival of Mountain Films, the second largest festi

val of its kind in the world. It has been flourishing for over 

15 years and features films about the mountain environ

ment and mountain sports such as climbing, kayaking, 

rafting and hang-gliding. Every year submissions pour in 

from all over the world. Productions compete for awards 

in international film making. 

In 1979, John was asked to be a climber and the business 

manager for the first Canadian expedition to Mount Ever
est. He accepted. 

CCI was determined that the '82 expedition would hap

pen. My priority became to make sure the expedition had 

the optimum chance for success. Climbing to the summit 

would not be my priority. I realized that my climbing 

objectives had long since moved away from being on the 

summit of Everest. I became involved strictly to make sure 

the expedition was properly financed and properly organ

ized." 

For the next two and a half years, John approached 

hundreds of companies from coast to coast in an all-out 

effort to find sponsors for the climb. His salary was a scant 

$250.00 a week. 

Along the way, he came face-to-face with a personal 
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fear many times greater than anything he'd The only failure 
ever faced while climbing: the fear of rejec- in life is when 
uon. you fail to learn 

"What kept me going through all the the lessons from 
"maybes" and "nos" was an intuitive sense your experi
that I was doing the right thing. I think ence. 
intuition is a very important part of achieve- -John Arnatt 
ment. It gets you through the tough times. 

Just knowing that what you're doing is right 

and then committing all your resources to it is what makes 

things happen." 

When he started, the expedition's only revenue was 

$25,000 earned from the sale of newspaper and magazine 

rights for coverage of the climb. By the time John finished 
in 1982, he'd recruited some 200 companies and private 35 

individuals and had raised $1 million. 

"We realized the importance of reaching the summit. 

That was what people wanted. They didn't want failure. 

What we needed was a success story." Early in the expedi

tion, four climbers died in two tragic accidents in two days. 

In the aftermath, John had to answer to the world on 

national television. He became the expedition's official 

spokesman. While he was taking the heat in front of the 

world's press in Kathmandu, Nepal, his colleagues were 

challenging Everest. Eventually, the team put six people, 

including two Canadians, on top of the world. It was one 

of the most courageous comebacks ever recorded. 

"We faced death, deterioration and despondency on 

Everest. We were forced to dig deep. In the process we 

discovered that we were capable of more than we had ever 

thought possible; that we had the resources to keep going 

no matter what the setbacks. 
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Achievement is 
the constant 

process of going 
one step beyond 

your previous 
experience. 

-John Arnatt 

"Life is a series of ups and downs, from 

valleys to peaks and back down again. We 

attain goals; we suffer setbacks. The art, I 

think, is to remember what we felt on the 

heights when we are down in the valleys. 

"The lessons of Everest are lessons for us 

all: accepting the challenge, preparing, work

ing as a team, treating people as equals, adapt-

ing to changing conditions, facing inner fears, 

setting goals that stretch us, coping with setbacks, recog

nizing the need for support, and remaining open to the 

next horizon - and the next and the next. 

ccWe are all climbers. We all have our impossible dreams. 

We all have the potential to stand proudly on the summit 

of our lives." 

After E verest,J ohn' s philosophy of achievement evolved 

even further. He formed a company called One Step 
Beyond. It grew from his desire to go ccone step beyond" 

the Everest experience and apply the lessons of Everest to 

the challenges of corporate, professional and personal life. 

The cc adventure attitude" has since become central to his 

psyche. Today, he is one of North America's most popular 

speakers. Somehow, he has grown from a small boy so shy 

he wouldn't even get out of a car to ask directions, into an 

individual capable of regularly addressing hundreds -

sometimes thousands- of people many times a month. It 

has been a miraculous transformation. 

John has spoken to some of the continent's largest 

companies and organizations, such as IBM, AT&T, Gen

eral Foods and the American Dental Association. To date, 

he has made presentations to over 800 corporate and 

professional groups and an estimated 500,000 people. In 

1984, he was the closing speaker for the 57th annual 



Introduction: Tracing the Uncommon Thread 

meeting of the Million Dollar Round Table, As we move 
a prestigious international life insurance or- foru.Jard, it will 
ganization. At that engagement he spoke to be the spirit of 
over 6,000 people from the famous Radio the adventurer, 
City Music Hall stage in New York City. the intelligent 

John Arnatt has a sincere belief in the risk-taker, that 
content of his presentations. They touch on will make it 
such concepts as vision, courage, commit- possible for US 

ment, endurance, resourcefulness and team- to achieve ulti
work. These represent some of the lessons he mate success. 
has learned through his climbing experiences. -John Arnatt 
One of his missions in life is to communicate 

the importance of these concepts to today' s 
aspiring achievers. This is the reason for this book. It is his 

hope that we will all be able to apply the "adventure 37 

attitude" in meeting our own challenges of the future. 

From Gymnast to Journalist: 
Alan Hobson 

Like John, I also have a background in adventure and 

achievement. I was a competitive gymnast for 11 years and 

experienced the achievement process first-hand. During 

my gymnastics career, I was fortunate enough to be a 

member of six U.S. national championship-winning gym

nastics teams and was named an "All-American" nine 

times, even though I am Canadian. It was during the 

endless hours of gymnastics training, the painful injuries 

and exhilarating victories that I, like John, began to learn 

critical lessons. These lessons included everything from 

learning how to fight physical and psychological fear to 

maintaining focus, evaluating risks and dealing with de

feat. The biggest lesson I learned was what it took to 
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achieve at a very high level. It was always uncomfortable, 

usually lonely, but, ultimately, extremely rewarding. 

When I retired from gymnastics, I began to apply some 

of the lessons I'd learned to my new life in the working 

world. After university, my first job was as a junior 

reporter in the newsroom of a major Canadian daily 

newspaper. I soon discovered that I was actually a glorified 

"copy boy." Whenever an editor at the news desk yelled 

"copy!" I'd have to hustle off to the photocopier. Another 

of my responsibilities involved getting coffee and snacks 

for the entire 40-person newsroom. I had to bring back 

exact change to each person. 

It was here, during this demoralizing introduction to 

the journalism field, that I remembered my gymnastics 

training. I set myself a goal. I wanted to be happy. 

After almost two years at the paper, during which time 

I gradually took on more and more challenging assign

ments, I left to become a full-time freelance writer. This 

meant aggressively marketing myself to potential clients 
and working for several customers simultaneously. 

TAKE CONTROL OF YOUR LIFE 

We CAN be happier and more successful. We CAN achieve our dreams. The 

power IS within our control. It's not some arbitrary set of circumstances, 

fluke or chance that molds great people. Great people are the product of 

what's in their heads and hearts. Provided we have been raised in an 

environment which gives us the basic tools to choose, we can excel. In fact, 

we can dream, and realize our dreams. Perspective is power. 

Wings are not only for birds; they are also for minds. 

-Toller Cranston 
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When I left the paper, I had only one job 

lead: a possible story with a local magazine. 

My parents and friends were aghast. How, 

they asked, could I be so stupid? Why leave a 

promising job with long-term potential for 

the complete insecurity and unknown of the 

freelance world? 

I skate to where 
the puck is 
going to be, not 
where it's been. 
-Wayne 
Gretzky 

For me the decision was the right one. My first year I 
netted $6,000, but I was infinitely happier than I had ever 

been at the newspaper. For the first time in years I was 

directing my own life. The sense of empowerment was 

exhilarating. 

The next two years were also very difficult financially. 

I wondered where the next month's rent would come 

from. To keep my overhead to an absolute minimum, I 
rode a moped to and from meetings with clients. It got 110 

miles to the gallon and cost 25 cents to fill the tank. My 

briefcase was a backpack. My office was the living room of 

my one-bedroom apartment. 

Although the financial stress was severe at times, I never 

regretted my decision to leave the comparative security of 

the paper. My happiness became based on increased free

dom and self-satisfaction, not on whether I could afford a 

home or a nice car. 

Within just a few years, my range of experience broad

ened exponentially. I went to Europe and covered Cana

da's national teams prior to and following the 1984 Sum

mer and Winter Olympics. I reported daily to The Globe 
& Mail, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, the na

tional print wire service of Canadian Press and the national 

broadcast wire service of Broadcast News. 

Then came the 1988 Olympic Winter Games in Calgary. 

Since I had specialized in amateur sport as a journalist and 
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broadcaster for many years by then, I applied for a posi

tion as author of Share the Flame, the official retrospective 

book of the 1988 Olympic Torch Relay. I was accepted. 

I firmly believe that each of us is capable of achieving 

our dreams, no matter what they are. In my public speak

ing presentations on the Olympic Torch Relay, I attempt 

to convey this message. My dream has been to become a 

full-time adventure author and public speaker, specializ
ing in achievement. This quest has led me to participate in 

such sports as rock-climbing, ice-climbing, mountaineer

ing, whitewater kayaking, parachuting, bobsleighing, luge, 

hang-gliding and marathon running. Far from fanatical, 

reckless activities, these adventures have brought me im

measurable rewards. I have cried tears of joy in my hang
glider as I soared thousands of feet above the Canadian 

Rockies at sunset, stood breathless above the clouds on the 
summit of Alaska's Mount McKinley, the highest moun

tain in North America, and kayaked with the "crazies" in 

the awesome power of the Ottawa River. 

There is no such thing as "crazy," I've discovered. There 

is only inexperience with the unknown. The more we 

confront fear and challenge the often inaccurate percep

tions of our own psychological limits, the greater our sense 

of self-confidence and personal satisfaction. The emo

tional and spiritual return is euphoric. It can send our 
. . . 

sp1nts soanng. 

This book is not just a collection of profiles of great 

achievers; it is a book about achievers, for achievers, by 

achievers. As producers, John and I are more than just a 

visionary and a visioneer, respectively. We are as commit

ted to realizing our dreams as you are to realizing yours. 

We want to help you realize your dreams. ONE STEP 

BEYOND: Rediscovering the Adventure Attitude will be 
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a success if we can help to light just one candle in the darkness and 

light the way to the future. 
Our dreams for the future CAN be realized. We CAN live 

happier, more satisfying lives. There IS hope. We don't need to live 

in fear or self-doubt. If we can spawn courage from fear, produce 
strength from weakness and feel hope amid uncertainty, we will 

succeed. 
The twenty-first century will be a time of unsettling change. We 

can meet its challenges with frustration and fear or with courage and 

creativity. The choice is ours. But the answer, oddly enough, is not 

an external one. As Winston Churchill said: "The empires of the 

future are the empires of the mind." 

May your mind and heart find meaning in the pages that follow. 

The uncommon thread unravels. Our adventure begins. 

Are you in earnest? Seize this very minute. 

What you can do, or dream you can, begin it. 

Boldness has genius, power and magic in it. 
-Goethe (Faustus) 
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Chapter 1 
THE CALIBRE OF 
COURAGE 

Fortune favours the bold. 
- Juvenal 

Profile on 43 

Laurie Skreslet 
of Calgary, Alberta 

First Canadian 
To Climb Mount Everest 
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The Warrior Soul 
So as long as I can see I will keep looking, 
As long as I can walk I will keep moving, 
As long as I can stand I will keep fighting. 
-Walter de Ia Mare 

od secure me from security, now and forever, 

Amen." 

The words rattle in my brain as I sit bolt-upright in the 

passenger seat of Laurie Skreslet's shiny new sports car as 
it tears west from Calgary. The first Canadian to climb 

Mount Everest says the words with such quiet assurance 

that I cannot quite grasp their meaning. 

I have other, more important, things to think about. I 
am white-knuckling the dashboard, or at least I would be 

if I could summon up the courage to get my hands there. 

They are clasped tightly in my lap, clinging to the fabric of 

my jeans as if it were the thread of life itself. 

Our speed is typical of Laurie's ever-present impa

tience. When he plots his route from point A to point B, he 

seldom does it on the basis of distance; it's usually based 

solely on time and the number of stoplights between 

where he is and where he wants to go. He abhors inaction 

to such a degree that when he must wait at a stoplight, he's 

like a thoroughbred dying to blast out of the gate. 



Chapter 1: The Calibre of Courage 

''Skrez," as he is known, does few things in 
halves. He travels fast, he walks fast and he 

talks fast. He reads books from back to front 
because he wants to know straight off what it 

all leads to. He waits for few things in life to 

come to him; he goes out after them. 

As we barrel past yet another herd of beef 

cattle grazing on the rolling Rocky Mountain 

foothills, he lights up a cigarette. I find it hard 

to believe. So, apparently, do the thousands 
of people he now addresses every year as a 

professional public speaker. 

Physically, I 
believe we're 
all basically the 
same. It's what 
you do with 
what you've got 
that makes the 
difference. 
-Laurie 
Skreslet 

"You can climb Everest even if you're a smoker," he 

says matter-of-factly. "I stopped smoking when I got to 

20,000 feet, so I don't recommend it, but I'm not a clean

liver. I still stay up late, abuse my body, don't get enough 

rest. Sometimes, I eat or drink or smoke too much, but I 

don't use it as an excuse for why I don't achieve things." 

What Skreslet has achieved since climbing Everest is 

astounding. Formerly a habitually reclusive, self-pro

claimed loner, pauper and climbing junkie, he was petri

fied by the very thought of speaking to any group larger 

than one. But the moment he stepped onto the roof of the 

world- at 9:30a.m. on October 5, 1982- his life changed 

forever. From a shy, under-confident schoolboy plagued 

by self-doubt and strict protection from his parents, he has 

evolved into one of the most sought-after motivational 

speakers in the country. 

Since returning from Everest, he has made major pres

entations to half a million people from coast to coast and 

pumped up the employees of more than 600 North Ameri

can companies, including IBM, Northern Telecom, Exxon, 

Nestle, etc. His enthusiasm is contagious; his message 
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I know that if I riveting: that he is nothing special and that we 

want to keep can all achieve our dreams if we want them 

going higher, to badly enough. 

see the ground For Skreslet, the speaking circuit has been 

I've come from more than a career. He believes passionately 

in a better in what he says, and strongly resists any 

light, with a allegations that he is living off Everest. That 

better view, might have been true for the first two years 

I've got to let after the '82 achievement, he points out, but 

go of things in now, years later, there is more to it. 

the past and go There is more to him. He has since mar

for new things. ried. His wife Monique, an Air Canada flight 

- Laurie attendant, and he have a daughter, Natasha. 

Skreslet Together, they live on the same riverside lot 

46 Laurie grew up on as a child. His parents' 

house has been torn down and in its place sits a custom

built home of great beauty. 

"If we had had to choose a Canadian who would be the 

first to the summit of Mount Everest, Laurie is the ideal 

person," says John Arnatt, the business manager and one 

of the climbers on the 1982 Canadian expedition to Ever

est. "Laurie is very articulate and introspective. He's done 

a lot of thinking about the philosophy that goes into these 

kinds of achievements and he's able to communicate that 

philosophy well to people. I like his enthusiasm, his joie de 
vivre, and his whole attitude. He's just a neat guy to be 

with. Being with him uplifts you." 

The late Bill March, leader of the 1982 expedition, 

agreed: "Laurie has really matured and carried that re

sponsibility of being the first Canadian to the top of 

Everest in a manner that makes me feel proud of him as an 

individual. I think that's an awesome responsibility and 

he's handled it very well to the credit of himself and the 

country." 
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Today, Laurie and I are headed to one of what he calls 
his "power" places: a 365-metre-high monolith of lime

stone that juts from the foothills on the far eastern ranges 
of the Rockies. It's called Mount Yamnuska, or "Yam" in 

climbing circles, and is considered a mecca by local climb

ers. The two-kilometre-long mammoth is covered with 

dozens of routes, many of which Laurie has tried. He will 

be in his element. 
The day had started like most climbing days do with 

Laurie: a little late. Three-quarters of an hour after our 

scheduled 8:00a.m. departure, Laurie appeared from the 

shower, hair still wet, apologizing profusely for his tardi

ness and scrambling to put on his golf shirt, shorts and 
running shoes. He looked tired, the way he often does after 

an 18-hour day of packing a thousand tasks into a time slot 

that can only handle ten. He got through another yester

day- at 1:00 a.m.- when he finally finished sanding and 

staining the upstairs sundeck on his house after a writer 

had kept him preoccupied for most of the day. 

After tearing out of the house, we got halfway down the 

block before we had to return home for a knife. It seemed 

he had to cut his right toenail so it would fit into his tightly 

fitting climbing shoe. The toe had been frostbitten in 

earlier years of ice climbing in temperatures near minus 40° 

C. Since then, he has had to take special care of it. 

That task taken care of, our second stop was the equip

ment rental shop where he returned the belt sander he'd 

used on his sundeck the night before. Finally, after a third 

stop for breakfast at a fast food restaurant, we were on our 

way. 

Now, at 10:00 a.m., I am relieved when Laurie suddenly 

slows down and turns off the highway onto an unmarked 

dirt road. Moments later we pull into a small, grass

covered parking lot surrounded by forest. 
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His jet-black BMW is completely out of place. So am I. 
I wonder where in God's creation Skreslet is taking me. 

He's on another of his adventures and I'm caught up in it. 

You enter the sacred space of Laurie Skreslet, curiously 

enough, not through a mountain pass or along a wind

blastedridgewith the elements tearing at the foundation of 

your soul, but along a winding mountain trail. This one 

started at the base of Y amnuska and twisted and turned its 

way to the base of the cliff. Here, the rock towers over you 

like some giant, proclaiming its supremacy over the sur

rounding land. It's not hard to understand why Laurie 

calls this one of his power places. You sense a spirit here, 

an unspoken strength. It almost oozes from the rock 

through its thousands of cracks and crevices. 

Overhead, ravens soar by, suspended on the ever-present 

updrafts that sweep up the cliff. The whole place has a 

REMAIN FOCUSSED 

"Disciplined focus," as one achiever said, "is what distinguishes those who 

make things happen from those who watch things happen." 

All of our achievers have the ability to focus intensely. They know exactly 

what they want to do and they go after it. 

"Your moment of strength is when you have the greatest amount of 

singleness of purpose," Laurie Skreslet says. 

Adventure achievers focus on their goals, but they also keep a watchful 

eye on the world around them. This peripheral vision is what keeps them 

alive. They have the direction of a thoroughbred, but they do not wear 

blinders. Focus must not be achieved at the expense of awareness. 

Once the dream is conceived through positive dissatisfaction and 

followed up with action and experience, it must be kept alive through 

constant focus. It is easy to lose sight of your goal. 
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character all its own, impressive, but intimidating. It has 
more than power. It has presence. It is here, flanked on his 
left by the Rockies and on his right by the rolling foothills 
and prairies, that Laurie is most himself. 

"I love the big sky, the prairie and the wind," he says as 
his long, dirty-blond hair tumbles over his eyebrows. 
"This is where I disappear from the world." 

He takes few people here. To get to this place you must 

make more than a journey out of town. You must enter his 

closely guarded inner space, gain his trust and prove you 

are worthy of seeing a part of him few people get a chance 
to see. It is Laurie at peace. 

Sometimes, he admits, he doesn't even climb when he 
comes here. He just hikes for miles through the quiet 
rolling forest or lies in the sun, soaking in its warmth and 

gazing in delight at the ever-changing character of the 
clouds passing overhead. 

When the objective is to climb the cliff, however, his 
concentration becomes tightly focused. Although Laurie 
may appear frantic and pressed in the "real" world, he is 

everything with his climbing that he often isn't in the 
work-a-day world: directed, highly organized and precise. 

In the mountains these qualities are his hallmarks. 
Within minutes of parking the car, Laurie is talking 

about yet another of his passions besides climbing: war. 
"Studying battles has led me to better understand what 

conflicts are all about," he says, as he wraps a purple 

bandanna around his creased forehead and prepares to 

start up the trail. "Those conflicts can teach us things about 

ourselves." 

Laurie is far from a superstar athlete or an Einstein 

intellect. He is a self-proclaimed absent-minded, often 

inefficient, and frequently intolerant character with an 
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It's not what obsession for the battle of life. He is a war
you go through rior. He loves a fight, especially one that pits 

in life that him against himself. 
makes you Laurie's interest in war began as a child 

what you are, growing up in Calgary. He was raised in a 

it's how you small house on the banks of the glacier-fed 

react to the Bow River, which winds its way swiftly 

world you're through the city. At a little army surplus store 

going through. not more than four blocks from his home, 

-Laurie Laurie, then 11, bumped into former veterans 
Skreslet and military experts. 

"He used to drive me crazy with all his 

questions," recalled long-time friend, the late Glen Wells 

of Calgary, a former employee of the surplus store who 
50 first met Laurie there. "He was fascinated with military 

history. He saved his money from a paper route to buy a 

gun. When I fixed it up for him, he was so happy that I've 

never been able to get rid of him since." 
Within a few years of discovering his fascination with 

war, Laurie became a military expert. He read everything 
about it that he could get his hands on. He went to trade 

shows and became completely captivated, not only with 

the inner workings of war, but with the inner conflicts of 

the people involved in it. He wondered why the recollec

tions of some soldiers were so painful while those of others 

were full of fun and laughter. '"You put the horror out of 

your mind,' they would tell me," says Laurie," 'because if 

you let yourself focus on that, it would twist and destroy 

you."' 

It would be a lesson he would apply on Everest years 

later, when four of his colleagues would be killed, six 

would choose to leave and he and seven others would keep 

climbing. 
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"During the three-week walk in to Everest, I cut the ties 

with the world I was leaving behind and hardened my 

heart, my mind and my soul to the hardships I might face 
on the mountain." 

One of the hardships the team faced was the deaths of 

three Sherpas in a sudden and massive avalanche early in 

the expedition. Laurie respected the Sherpas, the moun

tain people of Nepal. They are known for their imperturb

able sense of humour, courage and loyalty, attributes 

Laurie holds in highest esteem. That's why he was con

fused and disillusioned with himself when he couldn't 

seem to feel any empathy for the dead men during what 

should have been a painful period of mourning. 

"I remember sitting up at night beside the only body 

[one of the three Sherpas] we were able to dig out of the 

avalanche and thinking, 'Why can't I feel anything?' All I 

could feel was something I was ashamed of: Better him 

than me, because I'm going back up there." 

Since Laurie is a compassionate man, this made no sense 

to him. In their own way, however, it may have been the 

Sherpas' indefatigable spirit giving him the strength to 
continue. He'll never know. All he knows is he only felt 

resolve. 
"It seemed to me that although someone died, it didn't 

mean it had to be over," he says as his finger stabs at you. 

"And I'm afraid that came from the war stories I'd heard 

as a kid. I remember being told that when you're preparing 

for battle, everyone's talking bravado, sharpening their 

knives and describing how they're going to stick the 

enemy. Then, when it starts getting down to it and you see 

the terror in people's eyes, some people freeze. Soldiers 

would tell me how you can't let that happen. You've got to 

know that when the horror begins you've got to stay fluid. 
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You gotta keep moving. Because when you stop, it's too 
difficult to start moving again. 

"I wasn't afraid of losing my mind on Everest. I was 
afraid of losing my concentration and my composure. I 

thought we were there to do something. I felt like we were 
on a mission, and the mission was to do it." 

Laurie is an only child of two Norwegian immigrants. 

His parents had to struggle and suffer greatly, both physi

cally and financially, as they were growing up and they 

didn't want Laurie to have to endure the same hardships. 

As a result, they were very over-protective and discour

aged him from taking the most natural boyhood risks. 
When both of Laurie's parents died in his early to mid-

20s, he became free to explore new potential within him
self. Ironically, he evolved into exactly what his parents 

wouldn't have wanted: a consummate risk-taker. 
"As a kid, my first dream was of climbing a set of stairs 

that never ended. I didn'tknowwhatitmeant. Butlooking 
back, I think it had to do with what life's about. Life is an 
upward struggle, and I will be satisfied in this life as long 
as I stay on those stairs." 

When he was still a youngster, a boy challenged Laurie 

to a race up the cables of a suspension b:idge near the zoo. 
The bridge spanned the Bow River near Laurie's home. 

"He said, 'Go!' and man, I pulled myself up, flipped my 

feet up and went blasting toward the top. I was concentrat

ing and concentrating until I got about two-thirds of the 

way up. Then I started to get tired." 

Wondering how his competition was faring, he glanced 

down only to discover the other boy was still standing 

down on the ground. 

"What are you doing?" Laurie asked. 
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"Ah, I don't wanna," the boy replied. 
Laurie was enraged. Raised on the principle that a 

commitment to try is cast in stone, he couldn't understand 
why someone would renege on their own challenge. 

''I looked down and started to make a few moves to 

come down, but I realized it was closer to go to the top. So, 

I kept going. 

"As I got higher, more and more people stopped and 
started watching. Then I heard people asking: What's 

going on? 
"Ah, there's some stupid kid hanging from a wire way 

up there, someone said. 

"You don't want to let go because it's a helluva long way 

down. But then I heard somebody say, 'I hope the stupid 
kid falls and kills himself."' 

When Laurie heard that, something inside him changed. 

In spite of his fear, it hardened him to the desire not to give 

the doubting Thomas the slightest degree of satisfaction. 

"What kind of a person says that? I had no enemies. I 
had nobody who didn't like me. So I thought: Well to hell 
with you! I was scared, but I went to the end of the cable 
and I remember looking down in just enough time to see 

the person who made that remark turn in disgust and walk 
away." 

This incident drove deep into Laurie's psyche and 

slowly started to wedge open the door to his real potential. 

Until then, that door had been locked by his perception of 

his own limitations. 

"When I look back on it, that incident reminds me of 

what I've always run into in the future: when some people 

see you doing something they think is risky or that they 

wouldn't do, they wish for your downfall. I knew there 
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would always be people like that; some people will always 

be against you when you try to achieve something, what

ever it may be." 

Whatever Laurie is, you will see him more clearly if you 

look at his brilliant, brown eyes. There is an intensity 

there, the kind that makes his stare burn. It's not hard to 

visualize him in the heat of battle, attacking a horrendous 

piece of overhanging ice with his only weapons: his ice axes 
and his ambition. 

Behind the intense eyes there is a kind, compassionate 

man. "Sometimes, it's overridden by his energy," says 

Wells, who for more than 25 years had been the brother 

54 DARE TO BE DIFFERENT 

If we can endure the discomfort of being different, we will garner a new-found 

sense of strength and self-worth. Independence is empowering. It unlocks 

many doors to greater achievement because it gives us the confidence to 

know that we can depend on ourselves. No longer are we burdened with the 

weight of self-doubt and the goals of others. 

I took the [road] less traveled by, and that has made a!! the difference. 

- Robert Frost 

If you know who you are, you can dare to be different. However, it is 

sometimes very difficult to be different. Anyone who has tried to step out 

from the flock understands that to do so involves a measure of personal 

sacrifice that may cause criticism from others, self-doubt and isolation. 

All of our adventure achievers experienced some degree of difficulty 

before they saw their ultimate objective and stepped out from the crowd. But 

they overcame their frustrations and grew to achieve an independence that 

empowered them. 
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Laurie never had. "I would give my life for Laurie, as he 

would do for me." 

Wells was one of Laurie's ''allies." It is of special signifi

cance this word, "ally." While it has military connotations, 

the way so many of the words Laurie uses do, it is 

analogous to "brother" or "sister" to him. To be called 

Laurie's ally is to have been chosen for his regiment. He 

will stand by you to the last; it's part of his unwritten code. 

"In this life, defending a friend is more valuable than 

anything," Laurie says emphatically. 

People mean more to Laurie than peaks. In fact, their 

importance to him goes to the core of his character. 

"I remember meeting him once at the base of a climb, 

after I hadn't seen him for about two years," recalls Sharon 

Wood, of Canmore, Alberta. Sharon is one of Laurie's 

understudies who, in 1986, became the first North Ameri

can woman to climb Everest. "Immediately, he just lit 

right up and gave me a huge warm hug, and I felt that 

feeling, that very powerful feeling I always get from 

Laurie. It's like you're completely enveloped and this guy 

really believes in you." 

Though he displays a remarkable caring for others, 

Laurie, like all of us, is far from faultless. He is often late, 

sometimes to the point of infuriating Monique, his friends 

and his associates. He is sometimes lazy and, at times, 

domineering. 

Whatever you may say about him, Laurie is a complex 

character. Described by others as odd and eccentric, he is 

an enigma; a people-person juxtaposed with one who has 

a powerful fixation on war. At first glance, the two aspects 

appear to contradict each other. On one side, love; on the 

other, war. In Laurie, they are complementary because 

underlying them is a code of the highest principle. It 
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permeates everything he does; from his interest in the 

military to his climbing to his flair at the podium. He has 

a value system and set of principles so strong they cannot 

be broken, even in moments of greatest stress. These 

values include a strong sense of justice, brutal honesty and 

an unbending loyalty to those he loves and to those 
challenges to which he commits himself. 

Although he has never been a member of the military, he 

perceives its discipline as necessary to survive in wartime 

and in life. Indeed, for Laurie Skreslet, one of the initial 

attractions of the '82 Everest expedition was the prospect 

of being part of a team- a regiment- that would wage war 

against the highest mountain in the world. Though he has 

never been a soldier, he saw the expedition as his opportu
nity to serve his country. It was his way of seeing action. 

"It's the identification with a common principle, of not 

retreating, of loyalty to one another, of 'together we are 

stronger than the sum total of us as individuals', of taking 
diverse elements and putting them together in a cutting 

edge. These are some of the reasons why the military 

fascinates me." 
On the physical, emotional and psychological edge 

while on Everest, some of Laurie's values would be tested 

to the limit. It was because of his value system and belief in 

others, he says, that he maintained the attitude that even

tually helped him get to the summit. The key moment 

occurred, he says, when the body of cameraman Blair 

Griffiths was being evacuated. Blair had been crushed 

between two falling blocks of ice in the deadly Khumbu 

Icefall, which guards the doorstep to Everest. While the 

evacuation was in progress, Laurie was clearing a passage 

to enable the remaining climbers to get safely down the 

mountain. 
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"I was being pressured to hurry up and get off the 
mountain," he recalls. "I looked back up the icefall and saw 

seven more people coming down. I remembered what it 

was like on Mount Rundle in the Rockies near Banff when 

I was climbing just before I left for Everest. My partner 
was anxious to get off the mountain and, in his haste, left 

me behind on the descent. I didn't like that, and I told him 

so when we were off the mountain. I thought there was an 

unspoken pact that if you go up together, you come down 

together. You don't break that contract until you're off the 

mountain. 
ccThere I was, on Everest, ready to go down and I 

thought: I'm not scared. But maybe the last guy is scared. 

So I radioed that I was going to wait until everyone was off 
the mountain before I descended." 

The last man got himself tangled in a rope in the middle 

of a ladder bridge across a crevasse and, in the process of 

trying to free him, Laurie was knocked off his feet. He fell 

four and a half metres into the chasm and cracked three ribs 

on his right side. Somehow, he managed to extricate 

himself, but a Sherpa had to help him down to base camp. 
There, while two weeks of bad weather made safe climbing 

impossible, Laurie recuperated. When he was well enough 

to walk, the team doctor, Stephen Bezruchka, advised him 

to hike to the nearest hospital four days away so he could 

get a more complete diagnosis of his injuries. While walk

ing to and from the hospital, Laurie was able to recover 

during those eight days, but his colleagues had gone back 

to work on Everest. While they were weakening from the 

debilitating effects of the altitude, Laurie was getting 

stronger at the lower elevation, eating good food and 

getting proper rest. One day, he ate 16 eggs, half a kilogram 

of garlic and a small pile of potatoes. When he finally 
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rejoined the team, he was stronger and more fit than his 

fellow climbers. The eight days of rest and recovery and 

their resulting improvement in his physical and mental 

condition led to him beingchosenforthefirstteamand put 

him in position to make a summit attempt. 

"When I look back at it, I couldn't have planned it 

better," he admits openly. ''But I didn't do it consciously, 

and I wouldn't have done it consciously even if I'd had the 

opportunity. My accident was the key. The reason I had 

the strength to go to the top was because I'd had eight days 

less deterioration than the others. 

"It was a fluke, but the fluke happened because of the 

pact I'd made with myself. Once in a while I think it was 

luck, but it was almost like there was something that kept 

saying, 'You just keep doing your part Skreslet, and things 

are going to fall into place."' 

The part Laurie doesn't tell you about is the pain he 

endured from his cracked ribs. It was his constant com

panion for the balance of the climb. He tried to subdue it 

with painkillers, but with the respiration rate and depth of 

inhalation required just to walk in Everest's rarefied air, it 

was difficult. 

"It hurt at every breath, but I tried to overlook the pain 

and focus instead on the goal. Pain is sometimes part of the 

price you pay in mountaineering. Besides, it seemed pretty 

insignificant compared to the deaths of Blair and the three 

Sherpas." 

It was never Laurie's goal to be the first Canadian to the 

top. He had vowed to take the climb one step at a time, one 

day at a time, and to give it better than his best every day. 

The rest he left to fortune. Whenever summit aspirations 

entered his head, he consciously dismissed them. 

"I've always known that anger is the result of unmet 
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expectations," he says. "Every time I saw 
myself pulling onto the top of the mountain, 
I'd cancel it. To me, that's not the way. This 
was too serious to daydream about." 

As a child, Laurie daydreamed a lot. Un

fortunately, his father quashed many of his 

son's ambitions. Jacob "Jack" Skreslet had 

grown up in Norway in a poor family north 

of the Arctic Circle. For financial reasons, he 

When you run 
away from fear 
it gets bigger, 
but when you 
move toward it, 
it shrinks. 
-Laurie 
Skreslet 

had been forced to join the Norwegian Army at an early 
age just to help his family make ends meet. It was an 
experience he did not enjoy, but instead endured out of 

necesslty. 
At six feet, six inches tall and 250 pounds, Jack was more 

than just a huge man. He was an imposing figure in 

Laurie's life. Discipline was strict. Fortunately, Laurie's 

mother was not so rigid. Instead of dictating, she was 
aware that Laurie's boyishness was a natural part of him 
and his exploration of life. As she saw it, Laurie should be 

allowed to play like any other child. 
He did. When his father wasn't looking, he'd steal away 

to a forbidden tree at the end of the block. 

"One day, some kids in the neighbourhood challenged 
me. They said, 'C'mon, let's go climb!' 

"I said, 'No, I can't. My dad says it's too dangerous' and 

they made fun of me. 

"I didn't go up until they left. I just stood there beside 

this tree at the end of the block and looked up at it. Then, 

I started wondering: they climbed it and they didn't die. 

So, I climbed it. I went very high up. I remember sitting up 

there, recalling that suspension bridge at the zoo and 

thinking to myself that just like then, if I watch where I put 

my hands and feet and I think about it, there's no reason 
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I have to fall. You only fall if you make a mistake, if you 
take your mind off what you're trying to do. That made me 

startwonderingif itwasn'tmydad's fear that was prevent
ing me from doing things." 

Like the roots of that tree, the climb at the end of the 

block began to establish the roots of Everest in Laurie. 

They started shallow in the soil and from there went 

deeper and deeper as he explored himself and his world. 

After downing something to drink, we start up the trail. It 
is a superb July day. With the temperature of the mid
morning air hovering at about 2 4 o C, we know that by mid

afternoon it's going to be a scorcher. Overhead, there is a 

brilliant blue sky, a few scattered clouds and a cool breeze 
from the west. 

The trail is steep. Within minutes we are both puffing 
and panting through the forest. Once above the tree line, 

we are greeted with the warming rays of the sun. We sweat. 
Laurie comes up behind me, slowly but steadily, not 

like the jack-rabbit or mountain goat you might imagine, 

but like a cross between a bull and a tortoise: determina
tion coupled with patience. He rarely stops to rest. In

stead, with his hands in his pockets, he resigns himself to 

the task. 

It's been a while since Laurie went climbing. With a 

speaking schedule that would make your head spin and a 

bustling home life, there is often little time left for himself. 

In a way, he has become a victim of his own success: the 

harder he works, the more people want to hear him. Since 

Everest, it has been an Everest he could not have imagined. 

As we climb higher, the view of the Bow River Valley 

and surrounding foothills becomes breathtaking. It is 

more than the rock face that produces the power of this 
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place. I tis the entire environment, from the pristine waters 
of the surrounding lakes and plush green forest to the 

majestic summits that grace the sky. We stop little to enjoy 
the view. Alone in our worlds, the slog continues. Higher 

and higher, hotter and hotter. 

Up by the face you can see the ravens soaring just a few 

metres from the rock, gliding effortlessly in the air, danc

ing in the late morning sun. The birds seem such a separate 

reality from us, two earthbound humans grounded by 

gravity and, with every step, fighting against it. 
At last we arrive at the foot of the cliff. But like two 

bullets bent on a target we do not pause, and instead fire off 

down the trail for 10 more minutes to the start of our route. 

When we finally get there, it is well past 11:00 a.m. Laurie 

drinks a litre of a sweet mixture of electrolytes and water. 

I drink straight water and prepare the gear. 

In spite of the heat, he dons wool knickers, baby blue 

knee-high wool socks, a red sweatshirt, a harness and a red 

helmet. As the temperature is now pushing 27° C, it's 

astonishing. I'm wearing only shorts, a T -shirt, my har

ness, climbing shoes and helmet. "If you've ever fallen on 
limestone, you know why I'm wearing all this," he says, 

sensing my disbelief. 

I keep quiet, but Laurie's comment does little to bolster 

my confidence. I begin to think I may be climbing with a 

creature from the past bound in the present. All his gear 

looks brand new and there isn't a scratch on it. The only 

hint I have that I am climbing with a veteran is his age-old 

alpine hammer, which has clearly seen its share of 20-hour 

days and epic, high altitude adventures. It alone reassures 

me. 

Noon: Laurie starts up. As neither of us has been out 

climbing in many months, we have purposely chosen an 
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easier route. I learn quickly that my hesitancy is unneces

sary. Everything Laurie does, every move he makes, is 

safety-oriented. To begin with, he climbs tied into two 

ropes instead of one. The additional weight of an extra 

rope might be a concern to most climbers, but Laurie is not 

like most climbers. He has stayed alive all these years by 

focusing on intelligence and intuition. First, he uses his 

intelligence to control those elements within his control. 

Then, he uses intuition to tell him when, where and how 

to move. It's a bit like watching a woodcutter chisel his 

way through a piece of rock-hard mahogany: first he 

makes sure he has all the tools he needs -both physically 

and mentally. Then, he uses feel to produce a product that 
is a stunning combination of skill and sensitivity. 

For much of his teenage and early adult years, Laurie 

had been anything but focused in this way. In 1967, 

frustrated by school and angered by his father's over

protective nature, Laurie quit school at 16, ran away from 
home and headed for Florida. There, he signed on for an 

Atlantic crossing as an able-bodied seaman aboard a pri

vately owned four-masted sailing ship. For a short time at 

sea, he relished the words of James Joyce he had found in 

a book: 

He was alone and young and willful and wild-hearted, 

alone amidst a waste of wild air and brackish waters and 

the sea harvest of shells and tangle of veiled grey sunlight. 
Laurie's sense of freedom would be short-lived. After 

the crossing, he sailed the world for two years; literally 

floating through life, reassured only by the feeling that he 

was happier in action than in inaction. There was no 

direction, only directing. 

In the course of his travels, he experienced storms off 

the coast of Mozambique and Madagascar, and saw camels 
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silhouetted against the setting sun in Iran. For most people 

it would have been the adventure of a lifetime, but for 

Laurie it left only an aching pang for purpose. 

In Iran it occurred to him that he was in Asia, and he 

should go and see Mt. Everest. He decided to make a 

pilgrimage there, but got robbed on the Afghanistan

Pakistan border. Using a resourcefulness that later became 

one of his greatest assets, he sold a few litres of his own 

blood and hitchhiked out with just enough money to 

eventually get him back toN orth America. Once there, he 

returned home. 

When he got home, he remembered something about an 

organization called Outward Bound. He'd read about it in 

Reader's Digest once. The headline to the story had said, 

"You'll Never be Afraid to Try Again." 

Travelling hadn't given him what he'd been searching 

for, he thought to himself, so maybe Outward Bound 

would. He got himself to Colorado and enrolled in a 26-

day course. That was in 1970. 

Laurie could not have known how significantly Out

ward Bound would affect his life, and eventually contrib

ute to his success on Everest. In the strictest sense, there 

could not have been a better organization for him at that 

moment. 

Outward Bound was founded during World War II to 

train merchant seamen how to survive. When merchant 

vessels taking war supplies to Great Britain were sunk, it 

was noticed that a higher percentage of the younger men 

died compared to the older ones. When the ship, the 

symbol of security for the youths, was taken away, their 

sense of self-confidence apparently sunk with it, along 

with their will to survive. It became Outward Bound's 

goal to reverse this trend through the medium of outdoor 
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adventure, not only at sea, but in the mountains, jungles 

and deserts of the world. The organization's founders 

wanted to force people to stretch beyond the security of 

their known limits into the unknown world of their true 

potential. 
By the time Laurie reached Outward Bound he was 21 

and had been a merchant seaman for two years. He under

stood the rigours of life on the ocean and the ideals to 

which the organization aspired. 

CONTROL YOUR FEAR 

Fear in all its forms- physical, emotional, spiritual, financial- is one of the 

64 biggest barriers that stands between us and our dreams . Fear is a four-letter 

word. It simultaneously terrifies and immobilizes. Yet to confront fear is to 

flourish. 

"When you run away from fear, it gets bigger," Laurie Skreslet says, "but 

when you advance towards it, it shrinks." Someone once said that there are 

three barriers to success: 

1. Fear of failure. 

2. Fear of being ridiculed. 

3. Fear of the unknown. 

John Arnatt agrees: "The only limiting factor to our achievements in life 

is our fear of the unknown. " 

Adventure achievers have a unique way of dealing with fear. Rrst, they 

acknowledge that it is there. John Hughes is not some fearless fighter. He 

is an intelligent strategist - and self-analyst . Rather than letting his fear 

control him, he channels his energy into achieving success. Rather than 

focus on fear, he focuses on what he must do to overcome it. 

"Fear must be dealt with," he says. "There is no option. If you don't stay 

in control, then you can be in serious trouble. You have to suppress fear and 

cope." 
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After just 26 days of seeing him operate, If you want to 
officials at Outward Bound hired Laurie on master your 
the spot as an assistant instructor. The secre- situation, con
tary in the Colorado office observed one day trol your fear. 
that he was the only instructor who never -Laurie 
complained. Endowed with a mental and Skreslet 
physical toughness borne from years of self-

searching, he was the embodiment of their motto, "To 

serve, to strive, and not to yield." 

These attributes never became more clear than a few 

months later. It was a Sunday in September, 1971, halfway 
up Yamnuska. Laurie was out for a climb with his friend 

and mentor, Eckhard Grassman. About a kilometre west 

of where we were climbing that day, they had been forced 

to take refuge from a thunderstorm. Eckhard had been 45 65 

metres above Laurie when suddenly lightning struck the 

monolith. Both were knocked off their stance. They were 

anchored to the face by their ropes, but they were badly 

shaken. Shivering, disoriented and afraid, they huddled in 

their places for more than an hour. Gradually the torrent 

subsided. Laurie decided to move. When Laurie reached 
his friend, Eckhard announced he could lead no longer. He 

was too shaken from the lightning strike. 

Laurie had never led a climb of this difficulty before. 

Forced to confront his fears, the rock face and the weather, 

he took his first terrifying steps back out onto the cliff. His 

heels hung straight out into space, a wafer-thin edge his 

only purchase. Slowly the rain turned to sleet, the sleet to 

snow, the snow to hail and the hail to more snow. Dark

ness was gathering. 

Soon, both were showing signs of hypothermia, a con

dition in which the temperature of the body's inner core 

begins to drop. If it falls more than a few degrees, death can 
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To progress, be imminent. They were far too high to de

you have to scend to the bottom now. The safest and 

leave something fastest escape was to keep climbing. 

behind. Damp, soaked to the skin, and grappling 

- Laurie with the numbing effects of the cold, Laurie 

Skreslet pressed on. The wet snow continued to fall, 
streaming down his face and making every 

hold slippery and insecure. He could feel panic begin to 
grip him in his guts. It wound its way up into his stomach. 

Beneath an overhang, he needed to make a difficult 

series of moves, but he couldn't seem to get their sequence 
right. He was terrified, cold and alone at the end of an 11-

mm-thick rope and he knew that if he fell, he would 

plummet 18m and pendulum wildly into a sheer wall to his 
66 right. The results could be disastrous. 

"I'm running out of strength, so I try to go back. I 

realize I can't reverse my moves. So I try to move up again 

and I can't. I feel trapped." 
It's hard to describe the feeling of helplessness you get 

on an exposed rock face when you just can't seem to find 

the key to open the door. Although the rope has the 
strength of steel, you anchor it as you climb, and your 

partner has you secured, there is a feeling of utter isolation, 

that you will be there for the rest of your life. 

To progress upwards you must bend and contort your

self to fit into every new shape of the stone puzzle you 

encounter. Movement can be painfully slow, and miles are 

measured in inches. 

Regardless of how high above the ground you are, 

however, your world is only as big as you can reach. When 

you've reached as far as you can, when you're at wit's end 

and you know you're about to come off, there can be a 

paralyzing panic. If it isn't instantly checked, the result is 

inevitable. 
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Your mouth goes dry. Your arms and legs Failure is say
begin to shake uncontrollably. Your eyes ing you don't 
become as wide as saucers. Your body's natu- have the 
ral fighting instincts take over. strength to try 

"I started to cry because I knew I was again. Failure 
going to fall. I was losing it. Then pride is folding. 
kicked in. I said to myself: Well, if I'm going -Laurie 
to fall, it's not going to be while retreating and Skresl et 
it's not going to be from doing nothing. It's 

going to be from trying to get out of this." 

At that moment, instead of just reaching upward, he 

also reached inward. As if by a miracle, he made the move. 

And he kept moving and moving and moving; flowing up 
the rock face like the water flowing down it. It was one of 

those rare but exhilarating moments of peak performance 67 

in which fear kicks out and fluidity kicks in; the moment 

when mind, body and soul move together as one, regard-

less of the risks. 

By the time they reached the top, it had been dark for 

several hours. The moon had come out and it was starting 

to snow again. As Laurie pulled up on the last hold, he 
entered a curious winter world. The mountain was about 

a metre under snow. The wind was howling. At the edge 

of the cliff- and his energies- Laurie dragged his body face 

first into the snow. After panting there for several seconds, 

he stood. "I let out this yell like I'd killed something awful, 

like I'd slayed a dragon and was holding the bloody sword 

above my head." 

After Eckhard made it to the top and they were walking 

down the back side of the mountain together, Laurie 

couldn't stop laughing. In a rare moment, the euphoria of 

their achievement overwhelmed him. He hugged Eckhard 

over and over again. 

"It took years for me to understand that I did slay 
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When the situa- something that day. The thing I slayed was 

tion starts say- the fear inside me that had said I couldn't do 

ing: Lose your it.Ilearnedthaticandoit.Overtheyearsand 
cool! Pack it the countless climbs we did together, that's 

in! Call it quits whatEckhard taughtme.Hetaughtmenever 

now! Better go to give up." 
home 'cause This was another key turning point in 

now it's going Laurie's life. That day, he cut away not just a 

to get really piece of his own fear, but a piece of his 

difficult, that's father's. 
when some- Sadly, Eckhard would perish a decade or 

thing comes up so later while attempting to climb the north 

inside me and face of Mount Edith Cavell near Jasper. Be
says, 'Ah, now fore he died, he left a lasting impression on 

68 it's getting Laurie and provided critical building blocks 

interesting.' to his character. 
- Laurie A few years later, Laurie was hired by 

Skreslet Outward Bound Canada in Keremeos, Brit
ish Columbia, a town in the Okanagan Valley 

about 50 km southwest of Penticton. It was there that he 

had another important revelation. 
"We'd had three courses of all guys when, all of a 

sudden, it was a course of all girls," recalls Laurie. "Who 

did I have? A pretty blonde girl and a less attractive, 

slightly overweight girl. From the beginning, I was talking 

and interacting with the pretty girl more, but trying to 

treat them both the same. We did the first climb. The good

looking girl just breezed up. She was a natural. The other 

one had a difficult time with almost every move. But 

toward the end of the morning, the attractive girl re

injured an ankle she'd twisted the day before, so she had to 

sit out the two climbs in the afternoon. 
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"Well, the climbs took a long time to do. The slightly 
overweight girl struggled with all the problems, but some
thing happened inside me that made me feel uneasy. I 
realized I was beginning to enjoy her company more, and 

that I liked her more." 

At this point in his description, something begins to stir 

in Laurie. You see it in his eyes. They begin to glass over. 

His voice starts to crack and the warrior starts fighting 

back the tears. 

"Why did I like her more? Because throughout the day, 
she never once said, 'I can't'. Every time I explained to her 
what to do on the rock, she tried. And invariably she'd be 

able to do it. Sometimes she slipped and fell, and maybe she 
would cut her knee, but she never asked for sympathy. 

"By the end of the day, I had so much respect for her 

because she had been willing to try.lt didn't matter to me 

anymore what she looked like. 

"That girl taught me something: that the willingness to 

try has a beauty that outweighs physical beauty. Effort 

alone demands respect from me." 
Eight years later, Laurie would apply the lessons of 

Yamnuska and Outward Bound again, this time on his 

way to the top of Everest. 

September24, 1982:Thedeadly Khumbu Icefall is a frozen 

tongue that licks its way over a huge rock ledge to the base 

of the world's tallest pyramid. A solitary figure stood in its 

midst. 

The day before, most of the team had reached Camp 1, 

above the icefall. For safety reasons, Bill March had closed 

the Khumbu to any further climbers. Laurie was there 

anyway. 
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"When Bill told me they'd closed the icefall, my first 
thought was: Wait a minute! Not after what I've put into 

this trip. Too much of me was there. My feeling was, 'I 

don't belong down here. I belong up there, where the 

battle is. I'm not here to sit in base camp. I'm here for the 

fight. We're here to get up this thing, if we can; to do battle 

with it. So let's do battle. Let's go for it."' 

Laurie was going for it that morning, but he'd never 
been in a battle like that before. Only weeks earlier, four 

members of the expedition had been killed in the icefall in 
less than two days. Three had been buried in the biggest 

avalanche on the mountain in a decade. The fourth had 

been crushed between two huge blocks of ice. Now, 

Skreslet was there alone. 

It is impossible for most of us to imagine the Khumbu 

Icefall. It descends from a height of about 7,300 m down to 

about 4,900 m over a distance of 20 km; part of a truly 
massive glacier, tumbling slowly, often unnoticeably, from 

BECOME ULTIMATELY ACCOUNTABLE 

"Ultimate" accountability is just that- ultimate. To put your life on the line 

for what you believe is not only the ultimate sacrifice, but ultimately 

empowering. As Laurie Skreslet discovered when he crossed the crevasse 

in the Khumbu Icefall, "I looked around and it was like a blanket had been 

taken off me. It was clear what I was here to do. For the very first time in my 

life, as I moved away from that bridge, I realized that if you're lucky, once in 

your life, you come to a place where you realize you must make 

manifest what you profess to believe." 

If we profess to believe that we can succeed in the future, we will need 

to commit completely and be ultimately accountable.lfwe do everything else 

right, we should be ultimately successful. 
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the flanks of Everest down to its foot. As it 
moves over a rock ledge at the rate of about a 

metre a day, it groans, creaks and wails as 

deep crevasses open and close inside it. In a 

ghastly way, it seems alive. 

Along with crevasses, enormous ice blocks 

split into shape. As the beast gouges its way 

downward, massive collapses of ice towers 

the size of tractor-trailers can occur. The final 

moments for many climbers come when the 

tremendous pressures, like anger built up 

inside the behemoth from the man-made as-

When it's seri
ous, that's when 
you make the 
biggest ad
vances tn your 
life. That's 
when you learn 
the important 
lessons. 
-Laurie 
Skreslet 

sault, release in a terrifying and completely unpredictable 

surge of many metres in a single second. It is a bit like 

playing high-altitude Russian roulette. You never know 

when the bullet is coming. 

The psychological stress of this deadly game is severe. 

As the huge ice blocks teeter on the brink of disaster 

around you, your life hangs in an equally precarious 

balance. You can try to forget, but you always know where 

you are. It is purgatory. 

On any other mountain, the icefall would simply be left 

to its own deadly devices, but on Everest it provides the 

only access to the mountain's upper reaches from the 

southern, Nepalese side. Thus, with heads down and 

hearts racing, climbers endure its relentless tension, lured 

by the challenge of the summit beyond. They have no 

other choice. If they want to get to the top, they must risk 

being permanently entombed in ice. 

This is where Laurie found himself that morning. Sur

rounded by the corpses of the Khumbu - the old snow 

stakes, shredded ropes and twisted ladders - he slowly 

worked his way through much of the maelstrom. So that 
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his fellow expedition members would know where to find 
him in the event of an accident, he called out the numbered 

ladder bridges on the radio as he crossed them. 

Then he came to a 30-metre-deep crevasse with no 

ladder and only a single strand of 1 0-mm polypropylene 
rope dangling from the other side. It was a one-and-a-half 

metre jump and he was carrying a 30-kg pack. 

"I backed off and tried to find another way, but there 

was no other way. It's like so many things in life. You 

know the move you've got to make, but you look to see if 

there's some other option. After 10 minutes, you realize 

the only option you've got is the only one you knew you 

had at the beginning." 

Using all the ingenuity and knowledge he had accumu
lated in 12 years of climbing, Laurie carefully hooked up 

a makeshift system of two anchored ropes that might hold 
him in the event of a fall. His plan was to jump across, plant 
his axe immediately in the ice on the other side and "hope 
like hell that if I didn't make it, the ropes would hold." 

It was a prospect few men would even contemplate. 

"It all came down to the question: What are you here 
for? I knew what I was there for. I was there to give it not 

just my best, but more than my best- 110 percent, 150 

percent, 200 percent- every day. Then, even if we failed, 

there would be no dishonour. 

"Either way, I was going to be a winner. I didn't want 

to be a loser. It was like in this battle, even if we don't win, 

I'm not coming back dragging my shield behind me. I'm 

going to come back proud. I was terrified, but it was 

simple." 

Emptying his mind of everything but the goal, his heart 

began to pound; his respiration quickened. He took a few 

steps back. Then, he powered to the edge and launched 

himself into space. 
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Eternity was over in an instant. Like some Obstacles are 
animal clawing for its existence, he planted like a nutshell 
his ice axe, stabbed his free fingers into the that, once 
snow and drove the points of his crampons cracked, reveals 
into the ice with everything he had. meat inside 

Straining on his axe, and for one split that nourishes 
second suspended only by his feet and his you. 
free hand, he yanked the pick from its pur- -Laurie 
chase and with one clean, clear stroke, ham- Skreslet 
mered it higher into the snow. His feet fol-

lowed with equal ferocity, pounding into place, beating 

back the hands that seemed to reach up and want to haul 

him into the crevasse. Then, puffing and panting, and with 

adrenalin coursing through his body, he slowly stood 

triumphant on the other side. 73 

He never looked back. 

"As I started moving, I looked around me and it was like 

a blanket had been taken off me. It was clear what I was 

here to do. It was clear. I knew that all I had to do was give 

it my best. That's it. That's the conclusion. For the very 

first time in my life, as I moved away from that bridge, I 

realized that if you're lucky, at least once in your life you 

come to a place where you realize you must make manifest 
what you profess to believe." 

Until then, Laurie had thought he believed in himself. 

Now, he knew he did. 

"Life is such a waste when you're in that confusion 

where it's all self-doubt. To hell with that. Cross the bridge 

and get moving. It's the momentum that carries you over. 

The thing to remember, too, is that if you stop and get into 

self-doubt and start rolling backwards, momentum works 

in both directions." 

There was only one direction Laurie was headed in 

now, and that was up. He had made more than a leap from 
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one side of the crevasse to the other, he had made a gigantic 

leap of faith. It propelled him into another dimension of 

confidence and commitment. The momentum of that 
single act helped carry him up the mountain. 

Within minutes, Laurie has come to the end of his ropes. 

After anchoring himself to the rock, he gives me the call to 

come up. 

The climb proceeds uneventfully, smoothly, the way 

you wish climbs always would but sometimes don't. 

Today it would be no epic in the altitudes, but instead two 
friends out for some peace and tranquility in the warm 

summer sun. Except for feeling like fritters baked in a 

vertical frying pan, there are few other obstacles. 
On top, we shake hands. There is nothing like the 

elation many people imagine. Instead, there is a straight
forward realization that the climb is finished and a touch 

of sadness in its conclusion, like the last pages of a good 
book. Because Laurie has family commitments back in 
town, we call it a day. 

Laurie seems relieved. On the way down to the packs, 
he pauses to admire the view on the back side of the 

mountain and to soak in the scenery, majesty and magic of 

the place. With his bandanna, tanned skin and square 

features, he looks like an Indian brave, a warrior pausing 

for a quiet moment of contemplation after a brief battle. 

Ten minutes later, we are back at the base of the cliff. 

There, Laurie finishes off more liquid. Then, by some 

appropriate coincidence, a lone army officer happens by. 

He is training in the area and is enjoying a hike on his day 

off. Immediately, Laurie launches into volumes of 

"militarese," asking him what kind of weapons his regi

ment is using, how they're training and why. 
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By the time the young corporal leaves 20 When you can 
minutes later, he has no idea he has just convey to your 
bumped into something of a military expert, children the 
or,forthatmatter, the first Canadian to climb positive quali
Everest. Laurie does not mention the fact. It ties of character 
happened years before and he is proud of it, that will allow 
but he does not broadcast it. He has gone on them to choose 
with his life. and serve this 

we sit there for a long while after the world and 
officer leaves as Laurie lights another ciga- themselves well 
rette and talks casually about life as it is. - that's success. 

"The biggest challenge I've faced in my life - Laurie 
hasn't been Everest," he says. "It's the one Skreslet 
I'm involved in right now: learning how to 

make a family work, how to become a social person, 75 

because I tend to be a loner. It's harder than anything I've 

ever tried to achieve. 

"I remember one time when I was a teenager. I was 

climbing Mt. Andromeda and I got hit by rockfall. It 
cracked my shoulder blade and was so painful that with 
each swing of my axe, I'd scream. When I got to the top, I 

lay there, face down in the gravel, groaning in pain and 

fear. I thought I might not even make it off the mountain. 
"Then I asked myself how this compared to the pain of 

breaking up with my girlfriend (a girl he'd been with for 

three years). It didn't even compare, not even close. And I 

laughed with my face in the gravel. 

"The agony of relationships that don't work overpow

ers the agony of effort. The pain on a mountain is just 

physical. It doesn't hurt like affairs of the heart, like when 

your soul's at war with itself. But you don't give in. You 

can't give in. 

"I gave in once. I got to the point where I was on my 
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Do you really 
want to get to 

the summit? Do 
you really want 

to get to your 
goal? Well, 

there's a proc
ess. It involves 

one step at a 
time, and it 

involves 
patience. 
-Laurie 
Skreslet 

hands and knees in a corner, crying because I 
couldn't figure out what was wrong with me. 

How come I couldn't love someone? How 

come I couldn't make it work? I couldn't 

figure it out. The thing that preserved my 

sanity was climbing. I kept going back to the 

physical things that I could ground myself 

with." 

Some of the answers to Laurie's painful 

questions about love and relationships didn't 

come until months after Everest. Days after 

returning to Canada, the team was received 

by the Prime Minister. On a flight back from 

that reception, he met Monique, his wife-to-

be. 

"I remember this tremendously handsome guy dashing 

up to the door of the plane," she recalls, "late, as usual for 

Laurie, and thinking to myself, Who the hell is that? I 
couldn't look at him for some reason. I was too nervous. 
I thought he was a skier, all tanned and athletic-looking. 

Then somebody said they thought he had something to do 

with Everest. It wasn't until about two hours later that I 
discovered who he really was. 

"It was his strong charisma I remember most," says the 

tall, blonde, attractive French-Canadian who has become 

the business brains behind Laurie's speaking success. "It 
pulled me to him. Then he started talking about dreams 

and how he had made one of his come true. We can all 

relate to that. That's where it started." 

Monique and Laurie have been married since 1985. His 

wedding ring is a melted down mixture of a piece of rock 

from Everest and remnants of a silver ring from a veteran 

of the French Foreign Legion. While he can be scattered, 
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disorganized and impulsive at times, Monique 

is efficient, effective and highly disciplined. 

Together, they are a powerful team. 
"I sometimes call him the tornado," she 

says. "He has tremendous energy. But if you 

get caught in his tornado, look out. I bring 

him stability and he brings me excitement." 

Above all, there is love between them, a 

love that endures the possibility that one day, 

Laurie might not come back from the moun-

tains. 

Success to me is 
that sense of 
deep satisfac
tion you get 
when you're 
doing what you 
love. Money is a 
side issue. 
-Laurie 
Skreslet 

"If he didn't, at least he would go doing what he loves 

to do best," Monique says. "To ask him to do otherwise, 

to stay at home, or to just work, would destroy the person 

he is. 

"I love to watch him in the mountains," she says, as a 

smile appears on her fine-featured face. "That's his world. 

He's effective there and he's meticulous. 

"We all have places in which we feel comfortable, 

whether it's with the kids, in the garden, on the golf course, 

wherever. But he's himself when he's out there. He can be 
tired in the city, but once he gets into the mountains, the 

energy and the power fill him up." 

There is a strong spiritual side to Laurie that not many 

people aside from Monique get a chance to see. He believes 

deeply in reincarnation and, in fact, has been told by a 

Nepalese lama that in one of his former lives he lived in the 

shadow of Everest as a Tibetan monk. Whether or not you 

believe it is not important to Laurie. What is important is 

that Everest is more than a mountain to him. 

"I feel an energy there," he says. "It's a power place. I'm 

drawn to it. I remember the first time I saw it during the 

walk-in to base camp. I looked at it and thought: Oh, BIG 
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If you want an 
adventure like 
Indiana Jones 

goes through on 
the screen, well 
it has its price ... 

Don't throw 
the dice if you 

can't pay the 
price. 

-Laurie 
Skreslet 

sucker! Ya, definitely BIG. 
ccThen, as I got closer, I thought to myself, 

Jesus, that's big. That's a BIG mountain. 

How the hell are we going to get up this 
thing?" 

The dimensions of Everest challenge the 
imagination. Its base alone is over 16 km 

across and, at an elevation of 5,500 m, it's 
almost as high as Canada's highest mountain, 

Mt. Logan, in the Yukon. From this prodi

gious foundation, three separate ridges five 
kilometres long stretch skyward for three 

kilometres. 

The first time Laurie set eyes on the mountain, he knew 
he needed a plan- a big one. What it came down to was 

simple: one step after another, after another, after another. 
This formula was nothing new to Laurie. He had ap

plied it hundreds of times in his climbing career. One of the 
first times occurred on a frozen waterfall in the dead of a 

Canadian winter. 

Located on the edge of the world-famous Lake Louise, 
Louise Falls in winter is a stunning cascade of water frozen 

in time; beautiful, blue and luminescent. Towering 100m 
above the lake, its hardest section is a 10-m vertical pillar 

of unconsolidated ice that has turned back more than its 

share of experienced climbers. 

Over the course of the winter, Laurie had failed to scale 

the pillar seven times. On his eighth attempt, and by the 

light of the moon, it happened. 
cc As I was climbing it, there was such a sense that cthis is 

right'. It was a sense throughout my whole body. There 

didn't have to be a reason. I just knew it. But I didn't know 

where it was headed." 
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Finally, that need he had felt since he left home started 

to be met. 
"The feeling of rightness is the feeling of the moonlight; 

the gleaming of the crystals that night on the snow. Every

where you looked there were diamonds - the lumines

cence of the waterfall, the acknowledgment of your part

ner that there was magic in the air tonight, the sound of the 

metal on your bodies and the symbolism of trying to 

conquer something you can't really conquer." 

Effort is everything to Laurie. He has returned again 

and again to places of previous failures. In a world ob

sessed with being first, in a country that idolizes him 

because he was the first, he puts effort first. It means more 

to him than accolades or wild applause. It is the essence of 
his excellence. 

"In the western world, a lot of people believe that 

achievement is what matters, not the effort involved. That 

works for a while, until you begin to look at life with an eye 

that's just a little more sensitive, and you see that effort 

does count. In the end, effort is what it's all about. Effort 

is what allows you to get to the point where you can gain 

enough experience through failure that you can start to 

succeed." 

Another important facet of Laurie's character is some

thing he calls "the price." This concept permeates every 

part of his life, from his home life to his business, even his 

climbing. It is the idea that nothing is free. 

"Everything in life has a price. When you're in a situa

tion that's going to demand a lot more - a lot more 

hardship and long-suffering, patience, or endurance -

that's the price you pay if you want to succeed in a 

situation that might turn a lot of people back. But the 

reward is great, too, because that reward is shared by few. 
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And the fewer who share in the reward, the more valuable 
the reward is. 

"That always confused me, seeing those adventure 

movies and seeing people so excited by them. Then you get 

them in the wilderness and they complain. So what if the 

pack's heavy? If you want all the comfort that's in the 

pack, you've got to carry it ... People want it all, but they 

don't want to pay the price. There's nothing wrong with 
wanting it all, if you're willing to pay for it." 

2:15a.m., October 5, 1982: After only two hours of fitful 
rest in a tent perched on top of the world's highest moun

tain saddle, the South Col, Laurie awoke bleary-eyed in 
his nylon shelter. It was minus 44° C. Outside, the wind 

was gusting to 80 km an hour, buffeting the tiny tent and 

slamming the paper-thin membrane of its walls, trans

forming them for those inside into the skin of a booming 

base drum. It was impossible to get any proper sleep. It was 
like being in the middle of enemy attack with artillery 
shells exploding all around you. 

Two hours later, after fellow climber Dave Read of 
Vancouver, helped him brew hot liquids, Laurie and the 

Sherpas were finally ready. Dave had been a pivotal figure 

in the expedition. He had come within inches of his life in 

the icefall, when two ice blocks headed straight for him had 

miraculously cantilevered against each other to form a 

protective roof over his head. Here at Camp IV, because of 

a shortage of full oxygen bottles, he had relinquished his 

spot on the summit team to allow Laurie to go alone with 

the Sherpas. He had personally tested each one of the 

bottles they were to take to the top and, once confident 

that the bottles were functioning properly, had drawn a 

happy face on each. With Dave's unselfish backing, moral 
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support and strength behind them, Laurie and the Sherpas 
crawled from the security of their tents and outside into 
the wind-blasted darkness. 

The gusts were still strong, but, fortunately, not over

whelming. It was dark and windy and cold. They were 

go1ng. 
The cloak of the night hung ominously around them. 

There was no way of knowing what the weather would be 
that day. It was like trying to find light at the end of a very 

long tunnel. It was impossible. All they could do was take 

the first steps and hope for the best. In the midst of it all, 
though, one thing reassured Laurie: the crunch of his 

crampons biting firmly into the ice and snow. That alone 
was familiar. 

Unfortunately, the same could not be said of his breath

ing. It was such an effort just to move. Trying to function 

with two-thirds of the world's atmosphere beneath him, 

leaving only one-third of the air's usual oxygen for breath

ing, produced an instant headache. Added to that was the 
pain caused by his ribs when he was forced to breathe 
deeply. It made for significant discomfort. At last he and 

his two Sherpa companions, Sungdare and Lhakpa Dorje, 
got their oxygen sets going and some of the explosions in 
his skull stopped. 

Together they set off, their steps guided only by the 

seven and a half centimetre wide beam of their headlamps 

and the Sherpas' relentless drive. For Laurie, it was unset

tlingto knowthathewas in the land of the giants. Yet what 

he could see of this world was only a few metres wide. The 

vapor of his breath was instantly ripped away by the wind. 

Like all signs of life at this elevation, with every exhalation 

he was reminded of his own fragile mortality. 

The climb began on ground that consisted of a structure 
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well-known to him: green-blue rolling ice as hard as rock. 
He knew it well from the Rockies. For the moment he felt 

at home. 
The terrain curved gently up from the col, but soon 

became wind-crusted snow above. In a demoralizing slog, 

he was forced to wallow knee-deep in the stuff. Every five 
or six steps, he had to stop to suck the empty air. 

Sungdare was setting an incredibly fast pace. Adapted 
perfectly to life high in the Himalayas by living at about 

4,250 m year round, he was enjoying a 3,050-m advantage 
over Laurie, a Calgarian who normally lived at an eleva

tion of around 1,200 m. While Laurie's steps were slow and 

laborious, Sungdare's were quick and continuous, like a 
high-altitude yak on two legs. It was impressive to watch, 

and almost inspirational to follow. Fortunately, it ap

peared that Lhakpa, much younger and less experienced 
than his fellow Sherpa, was also having some difficulty 

keeping up. 
At times Laurie was forced to crank up the flow on his 

oxygen set. It helped him get over the steeper and more 
difficult sections. At the same time, it produced a nagging 

sense of uneasiness in his brain. He knew that if he 

increased the oxygen's rate of delivery too much he might 

literally run out of air only footsteps from the top. At this 

altitude and in these extreme temperatures, he knew that 

could be fatal. 

Climbing at high altitude can be excruciating. Above 

5,500 m - Everest base camp - the body can no longer 

adapt physiologically to the elevation. It becomes a race 

against the slow but inexorable deterioration of your own 

body, the weather and most importantly- time. The next 

3,350 m becomes prolonged pain. 

In its futile attempt to extract as much oxygen from the 



Chapter 1: The Calibre of Courage 

air as possible, the body responds by producing more and 
more oxygen-carrying red blood cells, with the unfortu
nate result that the blood thickens significantly. Even in 

minor cold, the blood's increased viscosity can slow its 

flow through the fingers and toes. The result can be rapid 

frostbite. In cases of extreme cold common in the Hima

layas, the potential for later amputation becomes high. 

Sleeping can feel like suffocating. The involuntary 
mechanisms that make you breathe automatically are com

pletely disrupted, as are your senses of hunger and thirst. 
In a terrifying moment you can awake in a cold sweat in the 

middle of the night, gasping for air. You constantly feel 

nauseous, dizzy and incredibly weak. A simple step be

comes a supreme triumph of will, and the brutal rush of 

blood inside your head is relentless. 

After you lose your desire to eat and your ability to keep 

anything down, the next step is slow physiological dete

rioration. The body, exhausted of all external sources of 

energy in the form of food, is forced to feed on itself. It is 

not uncommon to lose 15 or 18 kg during an expedition 

because, while you're unable to eat, the relentless and high 

energy demands of mountaineering continue at two to 

three times that of normal everyday life. The bottom line 

is that the energy demand far exceeds the energy intake and 

you come out haggard and gaunt on the losing side of life's 

critical equation. 

This physiological stress combines with psychological 

stress. As your brain is forced to make life-and-death 

decisions on one-third the oxygen it requires, hallucina

tions are common. It has been written that some climbers 

talk to imaginary partners on their ropes and offer them 

food. Italian Reinhold Messner, widely acknowledged as 

the world's greatest living mountaineer and a man who has 
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climbed Everest twice without the assistance of artificial 

oxygen, apparently experienced a strange moment high on 

the ramparts of the world's twelfth highest mountain, 

Nanga Parbat in Pakistan, when he lost his way. Although 

he was alone and his native tongues are Italian and Ger

man, he reported that he heard someone say in English that 

he should climb to the left, which he did, to safety. 

There have been hundreds of others; climbers at 5,500 m 

in Peru, swearing they could hear a horse hauling a cart 

stacked with beer coming up the mountain towards them 

and expecting in all seriousness to down a few brew, then 

catch a lift to the top. 

Add to this dehydration at the rate of up to six litres a 

day from breathing the cold, dry air, the scorching ultra

violet rays that fry the cornea within minutes and produce 

searing snowblindness; parched skin, lips and throat; 

MOVE FORWARD FROM THE KNOWN INTO THE UNKNOWN 

Successful individuals in the 1990s and in the twenty-first century will be 

those who learn to take courageous, calculated risks. They will move with 

courage but care from the known world of the present into the unknown world 

of the future. 

Success for the next generation will mean cool-headedness. We'll need 

to have more entrepreneurs and gutsy business and political leaders to 

make it happen. All of us can prepare now by doing our homework: acquiring 

the skills, knowledge and experience needed to enable us to assess our 

risks and make those critical decisions. 

Having done that, like Laurie Skreslet we must then have the courage to 

leap into the void if we are to reap the rewards. To do so may be contrary 

to our basic nature and nurturing, but our very survival may depend on it. 

Those who prepare their wings now will fly later. 
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diarrhea and vomiting; the high-altitude killers of pulmo

nary and cerebral edema, and the whole affair becomes an 

exercise in abject agony. There is nothing glamorous or 

romantic about it. It is exhausting, extreme and hazardous 

work. High-altitude summiteers do not pound up slopes 

with their jaws set squarely into the sun and with the wind 

in their hair. Sometimes they are forced to crawl on their 

hands and knees, and the only satisfaction on the summit 

is that at last they don't have to look up anymore. 

This was the world in which Laurie and his companions 

had been moving for months. He knew things would only 

get worse the higher they went. 

Thankfully, his oxygen set was working perfectly that 

morning, so he was still thinking clearly. That did little to 

change his image of the mountain the Sherpas call 

"Sagarmatha- Churning Stick in the Ocean of Existence." 

''Everest can be brutal. It can be inhuman. It can be cold 

and just take you, or it can be kind to you in a way and 

make you feel very, very lucky. But you can't relax." 

He didn't. He couldn't. Part way up Everest's lower 

south summit, he came upon the ghastly remains of the 

body of a German woman, Hannelore Schmatz, still fro

zen in the mountain. She and her partner had died three 

years earlier after a successful ascent, but had perished on 

the descent. Sungdare had also been on that attempt and 

had tried to save her, but her oxygen had run out and she 

had collapsed. In the process of trying to rescue her he lost 

four toes to frostbite. 

Lying face down in the snow with her empty oxygen 

tank still on her back and wearing sunglasses and a wool 

toque, she looked like she'd just lay down the day before 

for a brief rest and slumped over into eternal sleep. It was 

the oxygen tank that stood out most; empty and devoid of 
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Your moment 
of strength is 

when you have 
the greatest 
amount of 

singleness of 
purpose. 
-Laurie 
Skreslet 

life, like the body towhichitwas strapped. In 
her silence, Hannelore spoke of the stakes of 

the game Laurie and the Sherpas were now 
playing: for every three or four people who 
reach the summit, one expedition member 
dies. 

Laurie and his companions were deter

mined not to join her. A few hours later they 
reached the summit ridge. Overhung precari-

ously on one side by huge slabs of wind
blown snow, it looked deceptively stable. They knew it 

wasn't. To safely move across it would require intense 
concentration and extreme caution. 

Everest's summit ridge is one of the most spine-tingling 

in the mountaineering world. Just a metre wide in places, 

it runs for 150m to the summit. It is a deadly tightrope. On 
one side there is a 2,750-m, stomach-wrenching drop into 

Tibet. On the other is a 2,450-m dive into Nepal. To add 
to the lethal character of the knife-edge, j etstream winds of 
up to 150 km an hour sometimes descend on the line and 
can blast a climber into oblivion as easily as a hut in a 
hurricane. 

There is more. The high winds dr!ft the snow into 

ponderous overhanging slabs on the leeward side of the 

ridge, and it is sometimes impossible for you to know 

which side of the ridge you are walking on. Your tenuous 

toehold on the world- and on life - can fall away beneath 

you unexpectedly, and you can exit instantly through a 

hole in the snow. Within minutes the wind fills in the 

opening and quickly erases any evidence of the incident. 

You vanish. There are no clues. 

It was onto this summit ridge that Laurie Skreslet and 

his companions stepped that historic day. He knew he was 
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there thanks to every member of the expedition, the 
hundreds of sponsors who had backed the dream and the 

millions of people back home 24,000 km away who hung 

on his every step. 

His parents were with him, too, and that spiteful snipe 

at the zoo, and the boys by the tree at the end of the block, 

and Glen Wells and the soldiers. They were all there with 

him as he began those final steps. 

"One thing that kept me going on the mountain was the 

feeling that if we did it, it would be something we could 

give back to Canada." "I want to be able to go back home 

knowing I gave it my best," he had told a newspaper 

reporter before the attempt. "It would make me feel 

proud, regardless of whether we reach the summit, to 

know the others gave their best, as well." 

"I remember that a few days before his summit bid we 

had to persuade Laurie to go for the top," recalls expedi

tion leader, Bill March. "We had to sit down and put the 

points out why we wanted him to go. Initially, he didn't 

want to go, because he felt he hadn't acclimatized yet. He 
wanted more time. I found he was a quicksilver kind of 

person. He was up and down a lot. I think he's got an 

innate intelligence; he is his own man. He had tremendous 

energy, but it seemed to be unfocused. I felt my job was to 

get Laurie focused." 

He was focused that morning. With the aid of their ice 

axes, the trio carefully determined the fine line on the ridge 

between stability and collapse. All the way up, Laurie 

drove the end of his ice axe as deeply into the mountain as 

his strength and the snow would allow. A few times he 

drove the axe clean through to daylight and into more than 

two kilometres of space beneath. Then he saw it: a tunnel 

view on his own indefinite existence. He took the warning 
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and moved a few metres further down the ridge. 

''We all agreed that if one of us fell on one side of the 

ridge," he later told a magazine, "the other two had to 

immediately jump off the other side so the rope would 

balance us." 

The final obstacle was the 20-m snow and rock step that 
climbers call the Hillary Step, after Sir Edmund's first 

successful ascent of Everest on May 29, 1953. At sea level 
it would have been easy for any of the three climbers, but 

at 8,780 m and with the world at their feet, it was like 

wrestling a bear. 
Clad in his heavy, one-piece high-altitude suit, his 

clumsy plastic boots, bulky mitts and oxygen mask, Laurie 
looked like a creature from another planet. His goggles 

were so badly fogged he was forced to peer out through a 

little window no bigger than an inch across. That window 

was encircled in ice. 
His toque slid down over his eyes. His 14-kg pack 

pulled back at him like the invisible fingers of that 
doomsayer at the zoo. Thanks to his oxygen, for the 
moment at least, it was like climbing in the Rockies. He 
couldn't see very well, he couldn't move very well, but at 

least he could breathe. 

The pain in his ribs had been somehow reduced. Per

haps it was the magnitude of what he was trying to do, but 

packed in all these clothes and equipment he still felt 

uneasy. He might just as well have been a circus performer. 

It was like trying to execute a delicate highwire act over 

eight kilometres above sea level in a space suit. There was 

no landing net. He couldn't even see his feet. So much 

could go wrong. One misplaced step and all or any one of 

them would be gone. 

Somehow, they made their way over the Step. Then, for 

the first time, he realized they were going to make it. 
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"Everest was taking the support of the soldiers I'd 
talked to, the climbers like Eckhard and the students like 

that girl at Outward Bound. They were with me on the 

mountain; if not physically, in spirit, in prayer. I could feel 

them there. I wasn't just climbing for myself. I had their 

support. With all that support, how can you lose? You 
can't lose. That was the feeling I had." 

Then, a magical transformation took place. 

"The last few hundred feet to the summit was no effort 

at all. It was just like the hands of a thousand people lifting 

me up the mountain. It was the hands of all those people 

that made the trip work. It was real. I didn't imagine it. I 

consciously remember thinking that I could fall flat on my 

face and somehow I'd end up on the top of the mountain." 

In an appropriate way, not even the last step was easy. 

The ice broke away under his feet twice while he struggled 

to step onto the summit cone, but finally, on the third try, 

he stood there. 

It was magnificent. He could see to the horizon in all 

directions. He looked down on a postcard so beautiful it 

was indescribable. He felt something well up inside of him. 

It was a surge of liquid fire that raced through every vessel 

in his body. It created an internal warmth and strength he 

had not felt in a long, long time. 

The top was just a patch of snow and rock about the size 

of a cafeteria table. For Laurie, the journey to that spot 

meant so much. 

"One of my first thoughts was about Blair and the 

Sherpas, hoping that they were standing up there with us 

and hoping that they understood. I also thought about all 

those people who said we weren't going to do it." 

In his own, understated way, another explorer by the 

name of Ed Hillary was there, too:" ... going straight up this 

snow slope and T enzing and I stood on the top of Everest .. .It 
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was a pretty important moment to both of us. In a rather 

square, Anglo-Saxon sort of fashion, I just shook Tenzing 

by the hand. But this wasn't enough for him. He threw his 

arms around my shoulders and gave me a good hug, so I 

gave him a hug, too." 

There was a lot of hugging and joy when Laurie got 
there, too- and the taking of photographs of the Sherpas. 

Sungdare would go on to become the first person in 
history to reach the summit of Everest five times. With the 

same cautious zeal he had displayed throughout the entire 

climb, Laurie decided not to risk frostbite to his fingers 
reloading the camera. Fortunately, he had a second camera 

along. He handed it to the Sherpas, but sadly, he had no 

way of knowing its batteries were dead. He never did get 
a shot of himself on the summit. He didn't know that then. 

All he knew was that there was happiness and sadness and 
joy and triumph. 

Almost as soon as it had begun, though, it was over. 
Laurie checked his watch. It read exactly 10:03 a.m. They 
had been on top for 33 minutes. Before finally turning his 

back on the top, Laurie removed one of his oxygen tanks. 

As he placed it in the summit snow, happy face to the 

heavens, its bright yellow paint shone like a beacon from 

the pinnacle. He knew that because it still contained three

quarters of an hour of life-giving gas, it might save the next 

person to the peak. Barring some unforeseen disaster, he 

had plenty of gas left for the descent. 

With this simple but powerful tribute to the teamwork 

that had brought them there complete, they headed down. 

The descent would not be easy. 

In high-altitude climbing, almost 40 percent of all acci

dents occur on the summit day, as exhausted climbers 

retrace their steps. It is not enough to be able to attain the 
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summit, you must have enough energy left to make it 
down alive. 

"The night the Sherpas died, the sky over Everest was an 
ugly, dirty brownish red," Laurie remembers. "The next 

morning, it should have been a rainy, desolate, funereal 

day. Instead, it was the most brilliant day I've ever seen in 
the Himalayas. There was no way you could connect it to 

the day before when three men died. 
"Everest is serious business and it can blow your life out 

in a puff. Like the war stories I'd grown up with, Everest 
was like those images of dead bodies on the Russian front 

with vehicles riding over them, not even paying a second 

glance at the bodies trashed under the treads of tanks. I 

knew that could happen to me. 

"As soon as we got to the summit, my vigilance tripled. 

I wasn't going to lower my standards. No damn way. I 

knew that's how you died. There's no way you're equal to 

Everest. It's way stronger than you and it always will be. 
You don't conquer it." 

Painstakingly, Laurie and his companions made their 
way down. By 12:30 p.m., they were back at Camp IV on 
the Col. As the entire team waited with near-bursting 

anticipation, Laurie announced the news on the radio. 
It was like a cork had popped in Camp II. Jubilation 

reigned. Tears flowed, snowballs soared, and goggles and 

toques showered from the sky. Wasted climbers sprang 

like children to their feet, laughing and crying and laugh

ing again. Even the iron leader, Bill March, couldn't con

tain himself. Together, they wept openly, freely, for the 

first time since the accidents, but this time with joy. From 

the tattered remains of an expedition in ruins and facing 

potential disgrace, they had resurrected the human spirit. 

What made the Canadian assault even more poignant 
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was that Laurie,s team,s elapsed time of 8 hours, 15 

minutes from Camp IV to the summit and back was 

extremely fast. Not only had they done what many said 

was impossible, they had done it in record time! 

Two days later, following the footprints left by Laurie, 

a second Canadian, Pat Morrow of Kimberley, British 

Columbia, also stood beside that smiling face in the snow. 

A professional photographer by trade, his breathtaking 

pictures from the summit became the focus of the celebra

tion of a nation. 

Laurie found nothing but pride in Pat's photos. "It was 

fitting, in a way, because more often than not, people 

forget the second person who breaks the ground. It was a 
team effort.,, 

To this day, Laurie acknowledges this team effort every 

time he signs his name. At the end of his signature is Dave 

Read,s happy face. It serves as an ever-present personal 
reminder to Laurie that where he is now is a result not so 

SEEK THE OPPORTUNITIES IN ADVERSITY 

A key factor in excelling under pressure is the ability to see opportunities 

where everyone else sees only obstacles. Adversity, uncertainty and the 

unknown can be motivators, not deterrents, when attacked with sufficient 

resolve, creativity and adaptability. 

Four deaths and the ensuing team rift could have scuttled the 1982 Everest 

expedition. But the team saw the opportunity for a renewed attempt and 

made a miraculous comeback. Likewise, the higher Sharon Wood climbed 

on Everest and the more conditions worsened, the more focussed she 

became. "I looked at the wind as just another test and if I could pass the 

test, I'd be better able to deal with the hardships ahead of me." 
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much of where he's been, but who helped put him there. 
It wasn't until a few weeks after the expedition, when he 

was safely back in Montreal, that Laurie first learned about 

what had happened to his summit photos. In a moment 

that perhaps reveals more about the truly flamboyant and 

cheerful nature which exists side-by-side in his intense and 

complex character, Laurie only laughed. "It was such a 

joke. I'd struggled all this way and there was absolutely 

nothing I could do about it. It really didn't matter. I'd been 

there and I knew I'd been there. I didn't need them." 

To most, it might seem like a loss and a shallow ration

alization, but for Laurie it is truth. Throughout his long 

climbing career, he has consciously climbed without a 

camera to prove to himself that it isn't for others that he is 

climbing, but for the personal satisfaction of doing it. With 

or without a photo, his achievements have not been dimin

ished. The memory of that magical moment on that most 

sought-after of all summits will be engraved indelibly in 

his memory. 

On their return from Everest, some of the members of 

the expedition presented then-Prime Minister Pierre 

Trudeau with a rock Laurie had brought down from the 

top. "I would have preferred it to be the head of the enemy 
with us presenting it to our king, but I don't think Mr. 

Trudeau would have appreciated that." 

On the way down to the car, Laurie seems more at peace 

than he has all day. He pauses along the trail, pointing out 

a marmot's home under a large boulder. 

Lower down, he stands on a rock outcrop admiring the 

view. You can tell this really is a special place for him. With 

his mouth set and his eyes gazing straight into the after

noon breeze, there is a look of deep pride and strength in 

his face. 
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Moments later, he stops by the side of the trail, bends 

over and gently strokes the petals of a robust red tiger lily 

shooting stubbornly skyward from between the rocks. As 

his thick, powerful fingers run smoothly over it, he ab

sorbs the sensation in an almost hypnotic trance. For a 

moment, man and nature seem to blend together as one, 

the way the mountains here seem to slide quietly down 

into the foothills, and from there disappear in the distance 
into the flat prairie of the horizon. 

He crouches lower to smell it, gazing at it. It is the kind 
of intimately personal moment you don't want to disturb. 

Slowly, he stands, still looking at it, and finally turns to go 

down. Before he does, a serene smile lights on his face like 

one on a small boy relishing the delight of an ice cream 

cone. 

Laurie practically skips back to the car. His smooth, 

quick strides seem to float over the ground, airborne for a 
moment in celebration. 

It is at that moment that the real Laurie Skreslet steps 

forward: the little boy at play, the noble mountaineer 

striving for that elusive summit, whether it is the simple 

beauty of a mountain flower or the stronger statement 

made by a crampon mark in the snow on some windblown 

mountain top. 

I couldn't help but be inspired by the boy and the man. 

He seemed so happy then, thewaywe wish it could always 

be in life, but which is usually just a temporary peak. 

There would be other victories for Laurie, and I drew 

strength from his happiness the way his audiences do. He 

was just a kid, but he captivated you, grew on you, the way 

people who achieve great things do. 

In the mountains, the warrior's weapons are his axes, his 
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ropes and his resolve, and the war he fought was against the 
mountain and, most importantly, against himself. Here, it 
was a battle just the same, and there was a point to shoot 
for. Yet there were still moments of peace, moments when 

the fight fell away and all that was left was simple joy. 

Before entering the forest, he paused one last time. 

Looking out toward the prairies, his eyes grew softly 

sedate, almost acquiescent. "Once, while I was wandering 

out there by myself, I saw a lone coyote high on a bluff 

turning somersaults in the air and chasing his tail," he said 

quietly. "He was so alive, just celebrating life. That's the 

power of this place. It strips away all the things that aren't 

essential in life and reminds us of what we so often forget: 

that life can be a celebration. If we forget that, I think we've 

lost everything." 

In spite of the fame and the accolades, and the often 

harried nature of his life, Laurie had not lost the real goal. 

It wasn't, oddly enough, the summit of a mountain or the 

top of a cliff at all. That's because the goal wasn't really a 

place, but a feeling. It was an emotion deep inside him, and 

inside all of us; a sentiment we all search for, but which 

always seems so elusive. The key to getting that feeling is 

somehow linked to reaching a point in life in which you 

can understand the outstanding achievement even in a 

flower. First, you have to endure the struggle with some

thing greater. To appreciate the peace, you have to experi
ence the war. 

"This time, and for what I am and what I stand for in the 

eyes of my child, and in those who are my friends," he said, 

as a raven soared by and Eckhard's spirit came back to visit 

him. ''Christ, I hope they remember me this way; that I'd 
. " never g1ve up. 
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