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Canada

The first transnavigation of British Columbia by river from the Yukon to Vancouver

1971

 

After leaving Eton College in 1962, Ranulph Fiennes joined the Royal Scots Greys, the regiment commanded by his late father during the Second World War, and he spent five years as a tank troop leader in Germany, with a brief secondment to the SAS in Hereford. He then commanded a reconnaissance platoon in the Sultan of Oman’s Armed Forces for two years, fighting Marxist rebels in Dhofar.

In 1970, aged twenty-seven, Ran decided it was time to leave the armed services to begin a new career as an expedition leader and author.

 

For a while, I continued to train with ‘R’ Squadron, 22nd SAS Regiment in Hereford as a trooper, but the long drives and low pay sparked a call to the 21st SAS Regiment (Territorial) in London, whose CO agreed to take me on straightaway as a captain. I spent most weekends with my new unit, very grateful for the bigger pay packet. Then in February, a letter arrived from the Royal Scots Greys, on whose list of reserve officers I still figured. They had an expedition for me to lead.

That year British Columbia was celebrating the centenary of its joining the Canadian Confederation and wished to commemorate the early pioneers, most of whom had been Scots who had explored their impenetrable territory by river. The centenary committee in Vancouver had suggested that a river journey by Scotsmen from their northern border with the Yukon to the United States border on the 49th parallel would be a feat to match those of their forebears. If successful, it would also be the first recorded north–south transnavigation of British Columbia. The route, along nine interconnecting water systems, ran deep through the Rocky Mountains and included some of the roughest rivers in the world.

The Canadians approached the Ministry of Defence in London and they passed the suggestion on to the Greys, who liked the idea, especially since in June they were due to lose their identity and their famous grey berets through regimental amalgamation. The Headless Valley Expedition would be a fine last fling but, as they had no regular officers available to lead it, my name came up. I was told the regiment would provide ‘two or three soldiers and some supplies’.

My wife Ginny, whom I had married a few months earlier, agreed to join us as the road party leader and radio operator, and when two of my old langlauf team from Germany volunteered, I accepted both at once. One was an ex-butcher’s apprentice from Edinburgh called Joseph Skibinski (we used to call him an Oatmeal Pole); the other, Jack McConnell, was a skilled radio operator. My last acquisition was a tank mechanic called Stanley Cribbett, who according to Skibinski, though short in size, could repair anything from a clock to a sputnik. The Observer sent their top photographer, Bryn Campbell, and the BBC World About Us supplied a two-man film team, and a Yorkshire policeman with lifeboat experience, Ben Usher, was recruited to steer for them.

An RAF Hercules flew us to Edmonton, from where we drove our sponsored Land Rover and a four-ton lorry lent by the Canadian Army north-west to Fort Nelson. Here the plan was for the three boats to undertake a 400-mile trial journey before committing ourselves to the main expedition and attendant publicity. This seemed sensible, since our UK training had only been on the Thames and none of us had wild water boating know-how.

The trial goal was to reach the little known Virginia Falls, twice the height of Niagara, and 110 miles up the South Nahanni River. American river-runner and author Colonel Snyder, not given to understatement, described the South Nahanni as ‘the fastest river in North America and the most dangerous in five continents’. To reach the Nahanni itself involved a further 290 miles of river travel. It would be a fair test.

We Royal Scots Greys wore our grey berets with their silver eagle badges as we left Fort Nelson. This was out of respect for our famous regiment, which four days previously had ceased to exist after 300 years as Scotland’s own cavalry regiment. During the Second World War my father had seen the last of the grey horses in the 1940s; I wore the last grey beret in the 1970s.

The three boats slid away, edging into the current as we gathered speed. A Mountie, two Sekani people from the First Nations, and a group of press from Vancouver waved us off. Ginny stood alone on the bank, small and forlorn in her dusty jeans, soon a fading blur in the willows.

The river was 300 yards wide, both banks were thickly wooded and the world passed by quite silently but for the rush of water, the soft plunk of paddles and the sudden boil of converging eddies. An hour from Fort Nelson things changed with a vengeance.

‘The current’s racing along,’ Bryn mused, ‘as though there’s a waterfall ahead.’

‘There’s no rapid on this river,’ I assured him.

From up ahead I heard a sound as of breakers lashing a shingle beach; the same dull double boom and the rushing hiss of undertow. The channel ahead curved right but the local current sucked us left. The other boats were out of sight.

Along the left-hand bank fallen trees rose and fell in the water. Torn down by the force of the floods upon the elbow of the river’s curve, their gnarled roots clung to the bank and their trapped trunks threshed to the pulse of the rushing water. If a boat was sucked into this chaos of tangled roots, the tubing would be torn and punctured. We stabbed deep with our paddles, straining to move into mid-river.

Before Stan could reach the outboard, a branch lashed across and cut his face. A splintered root dug into the hull behind Bryn and ripped it open. The port air tube wrinkled and subsided and the boat shuddered as we struck a grounded log. We bounced off. If the boat had been of wood, we would probably have foundered and been sucked beneath the mass of heaving vegetation.

For a moment we were free, spun away from the bank by an eddy. This was merely a brief respite, for the shock of our narrow escape was soon eclipsed by the horror of the scene ahead. Now we could see the source of the earlier wind-borne roar, an island in mid-river on which, it seemed, every log borne downriver by recent floods was impaled. The whole force of the current, channelled by the acute bend, ran full tilt against the upstream apex of the island, and every piece of flotsam, from floating stumps of juniper to eighty-foot logs, was ensnared where the current split in two against the island.

We could not go left because that channel was a moving mass of tangled debris. So we swung right, sweating over the paddles.

Stanley wrestled with our outboard, swung its drive-shaft down until it locked vertically and tugged hard on the ignition cord. Again and again he pulled and twice the engine spluttered hopefully. Bryn stopped paddling to look over his shoulder, distracted by the shocking sound of log crashing on to the log.

The water about us was disturbed now by back eddies surging around the jam. We were sucked inexorably backwards to where the river rushed under the sieve of logs. I thought to myself: 2,000 miles to go and here we are drowning on the first day. Then we smashed into the logs, sharp branches whipped at us and the boat up-ended. Someone screamed and a heavy object rammed my chest. I felt a branch rip down my back and the shock of cold water.

For a moment the boat was held by a branch and I scrabbled up from the floor to the mid-tubing. The branch broke and our bows disappeared, sucked inch by inch under the churning debris. Water poured over the bagged gear and the lashed fuel drums.

A branch flailed at Bryn and tore him away. He disappeared underwater, his hands clawing the air as he went.

The boat was about to go under. We must get on to the logs while there was a chance or we would all drown. I shouted to warn Stan and tried to scramble on to the nearest log above us. But it was too large and too slimy to grip. Then the boat shuddered and I fell back among the fuel drums. Stan shouted with excitement. He had started the engine. All this time he had single-mindedly tugged at the cord, not noticing the disappearance of Bryn. Now he engaged gear and the forty-horsepower engine roared in reverse cavitation.

There was hope. We both jumped up and down on the half-submerged craft to vibrate the trapped bows loose. A lashing line snapped, a ten-gallon drum broke loose and the bows shot free. Stanley grabbed the tiller and, with painful slowness, we edged away from the log jam.

Then I saw Bryn, or rather his mop of black hair. An underwater surge had spewed him up further down the log jam and his smart denim ‘ranger’ jacket was caught up on a branch. As we watched, his head sank a few inches. The full force of the undertow was dragging at him from the waist down.

We donned life-jackets and Stanley nosed the boat as near as possible to the downstream end of the log. I jumped on to it and edged along its bucking length towards Bryn. Sometimes the tree spun through half a turn. Reaching Bryn, I held his jacket scruff firmly and, with our combined strength, he came clear of the water. He was white, cold and shaken, but managed a rueful grin. His frail stature and normally immaculate garb belied a tough and resilient spirit.

The other crews both managed to keep clear of the great jam. We learned our lesson about the danger of snags and thereafter warmed our engine for a while each morning and started it at the first sign of any likely threat.

The BBC crew wished to camp an hour before dusk each evening to sort out their tent and bedding gear in the light. My own policy was not to waste good river-time, so I stopped only when I could no longer spot floating snags. They were annoyed by this.

Each evening Ben Usher erected two two-man tents for himself, Richard and Paul, and cooked a meal from special rations. We put up a single four-man tent into which the five of us squeezed, for Bryn mucked in like the others. Joe cut willow swatches and laid them on the wet mud under our groundsheet.

A grizzly bear had recently killed two young girl campers in their sleeping bags. We slept with four loaded pistols in the tent. ‘A bullet woodn’a get far,’ Jack muttered in the dark. ‘The air’s so thick with mosqueeters.’

At Fort Liard we were met by about a hundred local Sekani. There were also a handful of whites, including an eccentric French priest with a heavily pockmarked face, and a clean young Scotsman, who ran the Hudson’s Bay Company store with a sign outside proclaiming ‘HBC 1886’. The Scotsman told us the locals said this stood for ‘Here Before Christ’. He warned us the mosquitoes would be far worse in Nahanni country.

‘The upriver folk say the air is so thick with them, you canna starve. Simply keep breathing with your mouth open and you will get your daily meat ration.’

That night the two hundred village dogs sang to the moon. There were five dogs to every local man and they worked hard in winter, when the rivers became frozen highways through the white forests.

The French priest, Father Mary, gave us moose stew and carrots for supper and advice about the river. ‘Your rubbaire boots . . . Piff! They never take you to the falls. You must have a flat-bottom rivaire boat like mine. Thirty feet long and solide. Hire one, pleeze, at Nahanni Butte. You have 140 miles of big fast rivaire. One mistake and woosh!’

I followed his advice as soon as we reached the butte, the point where the South Nahanni River joined the Liard. I hired a thirty-two-foot river boat made by a Sekani man for $50 and a bottle of our sponsored Black & White whisky. With two outboards, this craft would enable us to carry extra fuel for our two inflatables and a more solid platform for the BBC crew.

A hunter at the butte named Brian Doke told us to go carefully. A moose-hunter he knew had capsized only twelve miles up the Nahanni, lost his kit and twisted an ankle. They found him nine days later half-starved and demented by insects. The previous year another hunter friend had turned around in the bush to see a black bear, normally harmless to humans. The man’s body, half-eaten, was found later alongside his loaded rifle.

Next day we entered the first canyon of the Nahanni. The towering walls acted as an echo chamber to every gush and twirl of the current, the sky above narrowed to a faraway strip of blue and we shivered in deep shadow, three water beetles struggling against the flow in a sheer-sided drain. The wiles of the river had to be watched at all times. There was no time to relax and enjoy the incredible scenery. To do so would be as suicidal as studying the Arc de Triomphe while driving round it.

High above us soared sheer red walls with successive pine-clad tiers of rock teetering atop the lower cliffs. The sun seldom touched us as we inched along the gloomy corridors of the canyon. Elsewhere, fighting for every inch of progress, we had to tug the river boat upstream on tow-lines with the eight of us hauling knee-deep in icy shallows. Policeman Ben, the strongest of us, was built like an Aberdeen Angus bull and, when he slipped, we all went under. The rope ripped away, tearing free of my numbed grip. On our next attempt we lined her, the jockey-light Stanley stayed aboard and cleverly nosed the boat upstream as we took in slack on the ropes.

Eventually we entered a region much favoured by the Canadian press due to its macabre associations. In Deadmen Valley, tucked between the Headless Mountains and the Funeral Range, three headless skeletons were found in the early 1900s. Canadian newspapers had been clocking up the unexplained deaths score in the area ever since and put the toll as high as thirty-two, but Ginny’s research at the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police records confirmed only seventeen unexplained deaths or disappearances. Which might be considered enough. We did not add to those statistics and left Deadmen Valley with our heads intact.

In less than a hundred miles we had climbed over 1,000 feet. The final canyon was an impressive display of water force. A pocket of converging currents very nearly defeated us. We inched up the wall of water in the eddy-trap and water poured out of the butterfly valves in our boat bilges. Stanley zigged the tiller of our boat, shouting with relief as we crested the last rapid in an explosion of spray. Then the roar of pounding water intensified to an overall boom and from the heavens, or so it seemed from river-level, there appeared a waterfall of Olympian grandeur beneath a halo of high-flung spray. We had reached the Virginia Falls. Even the dour features of Constable Ben softened with pleasure at the majesty of the place.

The current whisked us back to Nahanni Butte, where Bryn and the film team caught a bush plane to Fort Nelson to film firefighting in British Columbia. The trial journey was over. We drove north-west to the Yukon border ready to launch the boats on our 1,500-mile attempt to transnavigate British Columbia.

No sooner had we been rejoined by the BBC film crew than I sensed an overtly hostile atmosphere. Earlier they had fretted about not having a more definite timetable and again about not having enough time to sort out their gear at the end of the day. But I had been able to ignore that. Now I could tell I was in for trouble.

The Hyland River took us gently over the Yukon border into the Liard River and all went well as far as the Cranberry Rapids, where the Jocks overturned and Stanley ripped our own boat open on a snag. Jack’s morale was dented by the experience, for he was sucked below by undercurrents, despite his life-jacket, and battered against submerged rocks.

Not far beyond the Cranberry Rapids and above the Rapids of the Drowned, we entered the mouth of the Kechika (or Big Muddy) River. This tributary of the Liard was sourced from a high swamp in the Rocky Mountain Trench known as the Sifton Pass and every authority I had consulted assured me our inflatables would not penetrate very far upriver. When we could get no farther, I planned to canoe or to walk with rucksacks and had brought from England two portable canoes that, when dismantled, would be divided between our four backpacks.

The point at which we would have to give up on our inflatables was probably going to be a spot known as Skook’s ranch. This was the kingdom of Skook Davidson, skookum being the Sekani word for The Tough One.

Skook ran a camp for big game hunters, with all his clients, guides and stores being flown in by floatplane. When the film crew learned that Skook had pack-horses for hire they approached me with, to them, the reasonable-sounding proposal that they hire these for their heavy camera gear. They could not see my view that the ethics of the expedition precluded outside support. Either we travelled the river or, where we ran out of waterways, we walked. But as far as the BBC crew were concerned I was being wilfully obstructive for no good reason. From that moment my fate was sealed. I would be the villain in their documentary film.

Skook was over eighty. Leaving Scotland as a teenager with £10 to his name, he became the finest rodeo rider in British Columbia and settled in his valley in 1939. Now he looked after twenty big-game hunters a year, specialising in grizzlies, bighorn sheep, cougars and mountain rams. The great man welcomed us from his bed, an old gnarled pioneer crippled by arthritis. He fumbled to light a candle.

‘Sit down, darn you,’ he barked. ‘You folk from the old country never seem to know what the Lord gave you asses for.’ Candlelight revealed a row of medals nailed to a log. Skook had done a stint as a sniper in the 29th Vancouver Battalion during the First World War.

From Skook’s the boats went back downstream with Ginny, while the film team flew south to meet up with us at Fort Ware.

I asked Skook about the country to the south.

‘When you can canoe no further,’ he advised, ‘you’ll find my old trail beside the river, all the way to Sifton Pass.’

The Rocky Mountain Trench and the Kechika both lie north–south and, on the far side of the Sifton Pass, a new river, the Tochika or Fox, flows south all the way to Fort Ware. Skook’s memories of his trail from thirty years ago were difficult to check and I found it ominous that a surveyor whose book I had studied described the trail, only six months after Skook had made it, as ‘requiring much work every season if it is to be kept open, due to washouts, rapid growth and windfalls’.

I consulted a Sekani guide. ‘You’ll be all right,’ he said, ‘so long as you don’t follow a game trail by mistake. They’re all over the place.’ When asked how we were to recognise the real trail from the game trail, he replied, ‘Why, you just do. I been along that way most years since I was a kid and you just get to know the right way after a while. But you watch out for bears, man. Last month a female grizzly came for me and I dropped her with my .303 not far from Gataga Forks. You surprise a grizzly on the trail with her kids and she can get real mean.’

The four Scots Greys left Skook’s in fine weather and paddled up to Gataga Forks. Then the stream became too narrow and too powerful, so we collapsed the canoes we were then using, lashed them to our 110-pound packs and started following a trail blazed with old tree slashes, definitely the only trail within a mile of our side of the river.

We were soon wet with sweat, and biting horseflies took advantage of our captive hands. Then Jack fell off a tree-bridge and landed spreadeagled in a thicket of thorn and dead branches. He lay there face upward and pinioned by his rucksack. I released him from that predicament, but that incident alone cost us a half-hour delay.

After a frustrating afternoon, Jack and I came to three deserted log cabins by the Frog River. Little Stanley Cribbett, who was not much larger than his rucksack, stumbled along an hour later and tottered over beside us, his face pale and sweating profusely. He winced from a spasm of coughing and spat a gob of bright blood on to the grass. He said that his groin pained him and he had tasted blood for some time. He was our only trained medic.

Another hour passed before Joe arrived. He had fallen off a log and wrenched his back, which now hurt him badly. Unable to carry his load, he had tried hauling it on a two-pole ‘sled’, but fallen trees made this impractical. Reluctantly, but unanimously, we agreed that Stanley and Joe should return to Skook’s ranch and radio for a plane to take them south to Fort Ware, to rest and recover with the film team.

This left Jack and me, but things got only worse. An hour later the track ran out altogether, so we followed a blazed trail that veered east away from the river, hoping we might pick up the correct southerly trail further along. We camped under a polythene sheet a mile inside dense forest. The trees dripped all night and heavy animals moved about in the undergrowth.

Next day we continued deep into the forest, hoping that the track would bend back towards the south. Instead it began to head north-east. Somewhere we must have overlooked a southerly turning. We had wasted eight hours but Jack never complained. We turned back, reached the Kechika by nightfall and drank thirstily, for we had long since emptied our water bottles.

In the morning, rain lashed the trees and our meagre cover. We coaxed some kindling into a fire and dissolved our daily ration of four oatmeal biscuits into two mugfuls of boiling water to form a glutinous porridge, which we laced with salt and gulped down with relish.

In the hope that yesterday’s trail, the only marked route, eventually returned to the Kechika, we wearily set out again, in the wrong direction but knowing there was no alternative. For three long, wet days we slogged through swamps, up steep hills and down slippery slopes. Jack missed his footing on the second morning and fell off the pathway down a muddy forested incline. I found him badly scratched and bruised. His ankle was sore and began to swell, so I bandaged it.

Rain fell all day and every day so that the trail became a stream and deep pools formed between the knee-high roots that criss-crossed our route. We trudged in silence, sometimes losing the trail altogether until one of us spotted another faint tree-slash or sawn-off branch.

Each night it seemed to get colder. We slept close together under our polythene sheet. However wet the forest, there was always moss and old bark to be found under windfalls, enough to kindle a fire and dry our skin.

With four days’ rations left, for safety’s sake we began to cut down our daily intake and decided to shoot anything edible that came our way. Twice the fresh spoor of a wolf showed on our path, but the foliage was too dense to see any game. Our morale was finally boosted when a Spruce or Franklin’s grouse landed on a branch a few yards ahead. Jack carefully drew his 9mm pistol and took aim at the pretty dappled bird. He fired three shots, but he missed. The bird stayed put, clucking with indignation and fixing Jack with a stoney stare. So I grabbed the pistol from Jack and toppled the poor bird with my third and last shot.

On the fifth day the trail gave out in a region of many creeks, numerous wooded valleys and, immediately to the east, a high-walled canyon. We agreed to be bold and to cut due west by compass until we reached the Kechika; then, if there was still no sign of the trail, to wade along the river itself.

As we inched west, we climbed higher until we reached the tree line. At first we were pleased to be clear of wet leaves but, out in the open, the wind lashed through our wet clothes. A snowstorm caught us up on a high mountain slope, so we sheltered in a narrow space between rocks. Jack, his face gaunt and wan, shivered and rubbed his bad ankle.

When the snow stopped we climbed higher to a ridgeline, and for the first time in days we were able to take stock of our location. I clutched the map against the wind. Ahead, to the west, was an unbroken line of bald-topped mountains. To return towards the Kechika River in a direct line would mean climbing this western ridge which, by my map, was nowhere under 6,000 feet and was separated from us by numerous forested valleys. Depressing as it seemed, our only sensible choice was to return to our starting point, and this meant relocating our outward trail.

Descending to the tree line, we pressed on in the general direction of our earlier track. We waded through mushy swamps and climbed over tangled deadfalls. We could no longer see mountains or useful features, in fact nothing but the immediate tangle of vegetation. A few days later we struggled clear of the forest, but later that evening we ran out of rations. We had to find our way back quickly to Skook’s, collect more food and try again. Jack was nursing septic ankles where his boots chafed against burst blisters, and my shoulders were raw in places where the pack had rubbed against them.

One swamp took eight hours to cross and we sank to our knees in the spongier veins. This sapped our will to keep going. We emerged on to a wide game trail and I remember thinking how strange it was to find footprints in this wilderness. We must have trudged along for a full five minutes before common sense began to assert itself through the fog of exhaustion and hunger.

‘Hey, Ran,’ mumbled Jack, ‘d’ye think these bootprints could be oors?’ They were. The relief was great.

We came to Gataga Forks on the last day of the month and paddled our canoe the thirty miles back to Skook’s. He could not understand how we had missed the trail, but it was a long time since he had been on it. The Irish doctor strapped up Jack’s ankle and we packed a fresh supply of rations. For a day we rested and feasted on moose steak and blueberry pie.

Next day, in ten degrees of frost, we set out again – this time without our canoe, rifle, ropes or radio. After three miles Jack was lagging badly. His ankle was worse than ever and we would only court disaster to tempt fate further. We argued the toss and Jack finally agreed. I could see he was crying in frustration. He gave me his pistol and we shook hands.

Route-finding continued to be a nightmare. I was ready to throw in the towel myself until the possibility occurred to me that the local Sekani, the nomads of these parts, might have moved Skook’s trail across the river. I waded across and six hours later picked up a clearly marked triple slash, the sign in Sekani territory of a nearby trapline. Forgetting sores, hunger and blisters, I covered the next twenty miles in two days to the headwaters of the Kechika, high on the flats of the Sifton Pass, a cheerful place of flowering plants and berry bushes. This was good trapping country, flush with beaver, marten, mink and otter. Now the trail became easy to see, no longer a will-o’-the-wisp passage through undergrowth, but a trodden path with blaze marks every few yards.

Late in the afternoon after crossing the pass, I rounded a bend to find Jack and Joe hunting squirrels and they led me down to their camp at Fox Lake, where the film crew were also installed.

Everyone seemed rather subdued. There was no welcome for me. Jack brought me tea and a pot of stew and, when the others were out of hearing, I asked him what was going on. He said, ‘I canna say for sure. My guess is that the Beeb and Ben have talked them into hating yoo’s.’ He explained how the film team had passed their waiting time prompting Stanley and Joe to complain about their treatment on tape.

They had pictures of the diminutive Stanley staggering about under the weight of his pack. They had film of Joe declaring that ‘Ran couldna’ organise a piss-up in a brewery’, and by way of proof that I was an egomaniac glory-seeker, the suggestion that I had encouraged the others to drop out so I could cross the Rocky Mountain Trench all by myself. On top of everything else, I was plainly a lousy navigator. All that was needed now was for the journey to fail somewhere along the miles of violent rivers to our south. Then the BBC could make a fascinating in-depth study of leadership failure.

To select the perfect expeditionary team, in my opinion, is nearly impossible. There is no foolproof selection process and the longer, the more ambitious the endeavour, the more time there is for each person’s failings to rise to the surface. The most I hope for is to find at least one true companion on each journey. In Canada I was lucky. Jack became a loyal lifelong friend, a man I would ask again on any expedition and trust whatever the stresses.

We launched ourselves back on the river at Fort Ware then followed the boisterous Finlay, the log-jammed, storm-tossed Williston Lake, the mosquito and black-fly-infested Parsnip, Pack and Crookford Rivers, until at last we reached Summit Lake.

One night Ginny, waiting to contact us in a thickly forested swamp beside the river, was surprised by a black bear. She lost her nerve and screamed. The bear came closer and she pulled her .38 Smith and Wesson out of her anorak pocket. Somehow she pressed the trigger before the gun was clear and a bullet passed through the outside welt of her rubber boot, within a couple of millimetres of her foot. The bear departed and so did a terrified Ginny.

Next time I met her she was furious. Why had I not made the rendezvous? Why did she have to wander through stinking woods and portage heavy gear? Nobody ever thanked or acknowledged her. I did, I pointed out.

‘No, you don’t. You just use me. You couldn’t care less what happens to me so long as I’m in the right place at the right time.’

I did not try to argue as, by that time in our marriage, I knew it would be useless. Instead I thought of my favourite quote from Albert Einstein: ‘Some men spend a lifetime in an attempt to comprehend the complexities of women. Others preoccupy themselves with simpler tasks such as understanding the theory of relativity.’

All the rivers we had travelled prior to reaching Summit Lake had flowed to an Arctic destination. Summit Lake was a dead-end, a high-altitude source of this Arctic watershed. To continue south we carried our boats nine miles along the ancient Giscombe Portage trail, over the Intercontinental Divide and down to the Pacific watershed and the biggest river of British Columbia, named after the great Scots explorer Simon Fraser.

We launched the boats on to the Fraser River late on 20 September and within minutes swept over the Giscombe Rapids wearing black frogsuits and life-jackets.

From Giscombe, the lifeline but also the grave of so many pioneers, the river flowed for 850 tempestuous miles to Vancouver and the sea. Between Prince George, British Columbia’s most northerly city, and the Fraser-side town of Lytton the river drops 1,200 feet, four times the height of Niagara Falls and, within the canyons, it rises up to eighty feet in spring. Then the power of the whirlpools, boils and hydraulics is greater, but the danger of hidden rocks causing endless rapids and razor-sharp snares becomes less.

Seventy miles south of Prince George, it penetrates a deep trough many hundreds of feet below the surrounding land mass. The river responds to the new resistance of the enclosing walls by seeking a sinuous route through a succession of nightmare canyons, livid with foam and mad with the roar of boiling water to the exclusion of all other sound.

The uncertainty of not knowing the state of the river ahead wore at all our nerves. Each day the cataracts grew more powerful and more frequent. In a small rubber boat, even a twelve-foot wave can seem awesome. When they are legion and they explode from every side, some boiling up from beneath the hull, they can make any traveller edgy. In the back of my mind lay the fear that around the next corner, or the next, we would come without warning, and with no chance of extrication, to the impossible maelstrom of the bottomless whirlpool of some half-remembered nightmare.

Part of the problem was the team’s awareness that the worst was still to come. Ahead lay the Moran Canyon followed by a series of awkward major rapids. For three days, based at the old gold town of Clinton in the Caribou, we tried to reconnoitre the canyon before embarking, but helicopters were beyond our means and no trails led to suitable vantage points.

To glean knowledge from the locals, we visited the Pavilion Reservation’s chief who said that, not being crazy, he had never been into the canyon nor would a thousand spirits drive him there. He took us to see an ancient chief, who also advised us that many people had died over the years down in the canyon and we should avoid the place. There were whirlpools that stretched across the river and a steamboat had once been dashed to pieces there.

In Kelly Creek we visited the shack of Andy Moses, who had spent fifty years beside the river. ‘Never been into the canyon,’ he said. ‘Too many guys drowned in there. Anybody who tries to boat through it is jest plumb crazy.’

After three days in Clinton I feared the men’s morale was beginning to plunge so, although I hated to enter the canyon unprepared and ignorant, I knew we must go before further delay sapped our will.

 

We entered the Moran Canyon, a rushing, roiling cauldron squeezed between black walls 1,000 feet high. The underplay of currents was impressive. Huge surface boils, bubbling like hot water in a saucepan, twice turned us about completely and thrust us chaff-like against the granite walls. By nightfall we stopped a mile above the great killer rapid of the Bridge River confluence.

The press were waiting for us in Lillooet town below the Bridge River Falls: they sensed drama. Four months earlier, a muscular Frenchman had arrived in town. He had canoed every major rapid in North America, now he had come to tame the Bridge River Rapids. The Mounties retrieved his battered body from the whirlpool below the falls.

All of us rose early to preview the rapid and we agreed upon a likely route. We returned upstream to the boats and then fought our way through the remaining rapids of the Fountain Ravine. Nerves were tattered. Jack and Joe had a bad time in the ravine and, spotting an especially rough stretch not far above the main cataract, refused to risk attempting it, in the knowledge that a capsize there would lead to being swept into the turmoil below. I agreed that their boat should be lined through the rapids and then the two Jocks would continue in the boat of the film team, who were preparing to record the rapid-shooting from the cliff top.

Stanley took us through the last section of the Fountain Rapids without a capsize and we beached three hundred yards above the Bridge River rapid. One hundred yards upstream of the troubles, a rock ledge ran right across the river and sieved the water through shiny black teeth. Should a boat overturn here, there would be no time to re-right it before the falls.

The sun was pleasantly warm. I felt drained of energy and my stomach fluttered wildly. But I knew we must go now. Stanley was deathly pale and sweating profusely. He nodded at me and ground out a cigarette on a rock. He climbed on to our boat as though it were a tumbrel. Bryn and the film team waved from a high boulder. They were ready. Joe, idling on the bank, gave us a thumbs-up.

Stanley whipped the engine to life. I pushed the boat off and sprang aboard. Plucked from the bank like a feather, we plunged into the white water below the rock ledge. Twice the propellor crashed into submerged rocks and we scarcely dared breathe as the outboard burred unevenly, threatening to stall. If it did, there would be some twenty seconds in which to restart it or to man the oars before we hit the main falls.

But the engine did not fail us. The rocks were behind and now a short stretch of smooth racing water, too powerful to fight, sucked us straight into the maw of the cataract. Our previous plans were immaterial.

A roar like the thunder of doom rushed at us as we shot downwards. For a while I could see nothing. Then a scene of total turmoil. We became like sodden shirts inside a high-powered washing machine. We entered by way of a broiling flume to be engulfed by a huge hydraulic, in the grip of which we corkscrewed deeper and deeper. There was nothing to see or to feel but solid water; we were awash within a cartwheeling tunnel.

The craft keeled over, forced to the side of a monster wave by centrifugal force. It was a wall of death on the horizontal plane and our hull clung to the inner side of the spinning liquid tube. Almost upside down within this whirling tunnel, I could see only a confused kaleidoscope of moving water.

At the lower end of the cyclic action, the boat was gripped by an undertow, dragged around and around, then spat out into a whirlpool. Our outboard roared frantically as we swung around the sinkhole and the cliffs of the river disappeared as we sank deep within the river’s bowels. Then the sinkhole closed and regurgitated us towards the left-hand cliff. Stanley, water gushing from his helmet, tried to steer away from the rocks. He failed and we dashed against a boulder. The hull screamed in rubbery protest and crumpled along one side as the tube split open. But we were through.

We shook hands and felt on top of the world. Our second boat also managed to defy the Bridge River Rapids.

After repairing the boats, we continued south to Lytton and Boston Bar. Here the river flows fast and furious through the Coastal Range to pound down a deep and gloomy gut called the Black Canyon. We fought through nameless rapids hidden from the world by the gorges they had forged. Then it was time to face the Fraser’s final monster rapid, Hell’s Gate. The whirlpools beneath the gate had recently sucked down two thirty-foot inflatable boats, folding them in half the better to accommodate them. The river descends through the rocky narrows at up to fifty miles per hour, but we navigated the Gate with ease, a simple affair compared to what we had already been through.

Finally the last confining ramparts of the canyon fell away and our three boats moved on through a gentler land of grazing cattle and fruit farms. Four days later we passed through the beautiful city of Vancouver with its backdrop of snow-clad peaks and into the river delta. A sea mist covered the marshes, so we navigated with care into the Pacific, until a police launch met us with a bullhorn.

‘This is it, folks. You’re in Yank territory now.’

 

The two BBC films that were made from this expedition led their sixteen million-strong British audience to believe I was a cruel and incompetent publicity seeker. The innuendoes that helped paint this picture certainly added spice and colour to the films, but did surprisingly little to discourage my sponsors in the future, and even helped me to develop a tougher skin when later expeditions were laid open to public scrutiny and criticism.

Jack and Stanley left the Army a year after the expedition and emigrated to Western Canada, where they both married. Jack called one of his sons Ranulph.





Anton Bowring

Oceanographer and explorer

 

Ran relishes confronting the elements – the tougher the better. In contrast, I don’t. Maybe that is why our friendship has endured for over forty years. There is no competition between us.

When I first met Ran in 1977 as an applicant to join his polar ship on the Transglobe Expedition, he told me that there was no ship nor were there any other applicants. In his unique, unassuming but entirely compelling way, he suggested that if I could find a suitable ship, recruit the crew and acquire all the supplies, equipment and services to keep it running for three years at no cost to the expedition, then he had no objection to me becoming a deckhand.

God knows why he put so much trust in me, but I am eternally grateful that he did, despite the pressure of trying to achieve the seemingly impossible. In two years we secured everything we needed, all of it sponsored. Best of all, we attracted fifteen fully qualified, volunteer crew members from captain and chief engineer to cook and steward, all of whom became enduring friends to this day.

On behalf of all of us who served on the expedition ship Benjamin Bowring, I can confidently convey our heartfelt thanks to Ran and to Ginny, of course, for giving us the opportunity to take part in a record-breaking journey that opened up new horizons, not only for us, but also for all those who were inspired to follow.

Above all, nothing gave me more pleasure than the knowledge that Ran was somewhere out on the ice, struggling to pull his sledge against the cold, harsh wind or trying to cook a dehydrated meal in a flapping tent, while I was sitting in my heated cabin with a hot mug of soup listening to gentle, pastoral music and reading a good book, which I have to say is my preference.





Børge Ousland

Norwegian polar explorer

 

In 1996, I was planning a crossing of Antarctica, alone from coast to coast and without resupply. Ranulph Fiennes had similar plans, and naturally we both had a burning desire to be the first. The trip was described as one of the last great remaining challenges in the polar regions, and the old rivalry between Scott and Amundsen was one the media still knew how to use.

Everyone going to the South Pole gathers in Punta Arenas in Chile before departure, and it was there I met Ran for the first time. We were not completely unknown to each other. In 1990, we had both tried to be the first to reach the North Pole on skis and without resupply. Before then, I had got hold of a copy of his book about the Transglobe Expedition and I remember being hugely inspired by him, and still am.

So I was a bit excited that autumn day in 1996. Although we were equal, in a sense, he was almost twenty years older and had done so many expeditions. Ran was a tall fellow with a sharp expression on his weather-beaten face, and with his gentlemanly appearance he had a certain upper hand when we met. But even though we assessed each other a bit to start with, it didn’t take long before we shared advice and experiences from the ice.

I see competition as something positive, it makes you focus that little extra, and an old-fashioned rivalry is good for both the media attention and sponsors. No great experience in life is worth anything without overcoming your fears, I usually say when I give talks. Then I think of Ran. I have always had great respect for him. When he climbed Everest at the age of sixty-five, I sent him a postcard to congratulate him on the feat. I wanted to say how impressed I am that he just keeps going and never stops.

I could not have asked for a more worthy ‘competitor’. Thank you, Ran!
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The first totally unsupported crossing of the Antarctic landmass

1993

 

During their successful Transglobe Expedition in the early 1980s, Ran, Ollie Shepard and Charlie Burton had crossed Antarctica in sixty-seven days using skidoos and refuelling dumps. In mid-1990, Shepard and Burton approached Ran with another suggestion. How about us making the first totally unassisted crossing of Antarctica, they said, manhauling our sledges like Captain Scott and his team had tried to do. Ran thought it was a good idea, but he already had other expedition plans at the time. Then a year later, a piece of news changed his mind.

 

I had done nothing about an unsupported Antarctic crossing journey originally mooted by Ollie and Charlie, but in London I heard that Norwegian plans for an Antarctic record-breaking journey were afoot by Erling Kagge, our earlier rival in the north and an exceptionally fine cross-country skier. Without delay I started to raise sponsorship for Antarctica. With Kagge as a rival, speed and endurance would now be a high priority for our team and I was concerned about our collective stamina. I had recently noticed what looked like a paunch on Charlie.

In mid-May 1991, I went to a trade fair at Olympia where Ollie had organised a sales stand for his employers. By chance, Charlie Burton was in charge of security there, so I was able to explain my worries to them both, and suggested that I ask Mike Stroud to join our team.

‘He is like a bull terrier
























































































[image: A man strides purposefully towards the camera, dressed in snow gear, cap and sunglasses. Thick snow covers the ground and the peaks in the background. There are lots of tents in the snow. ]

At the North Col camp on his first attempt at summitting Mount Everest in 2005. Ran succeeded four years later, at the age of sixty-five.





Bear Grylls

Adventurer and television presenter

 

I have always considered it an unspoken privilege to share three unusual things in common with the great legend and explorer, Sir Ranulph Fiennes. Firstly, he and I both survived Eton; secondly, both of us are amongst a small number of boys ever to climb the highest school building by night. And thirdly, we both served as soldiers with 21 SAS Regiment.

Where I had the record as the youngest Brit to climb Everest, Ran became the oldest British climber to do so. A much harder accolade to achieve indeed. And that is typical Ran for you. Always that little bit further and always the best. It is why, even to this day, I remain in awe at all he has accomplished. Some of his record-breaking feats have been with long-time friends, but many have been done alone. Again, much tougher and less forgiving when things go wrong.

Ran’s success is based on a rare combination of qualities developed to the highest level. He is obviously immensely strong physically, but it’s his mental strength I admire most. To be able to carry on under the most brutal conditions, for such long periods, is a testament to his incredible mental fortitude and willpower.

On top of all this, let’s not forget he has pretty much always been the leader of his expeditions, so bearing the added burden of responsibility and stress. He once said that he looks for people who are solid and not given to extremes of behaviour. Time and experience have taught him the value of strong, humble, stable character in the face of adversity.

‘No dramas’ is an old-school quality, but it is key to great expeditions. Prepare well and stay drama-free. Just head down and do the job.

He is a father, a husband, a friend to many and an inspiration to millions. Myself included. And Ran, we love you for it.
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