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Bear Grylls OBE has become known worldwide as one of the most recognized faces of survival and outdoor adventure. Trained as part of 21 SAS Regiment, Grylls went on to become one of the youngest climbers ever to reach the summit of Mount Everest. He then went on to star in seven seasons of the Discovery Channel’s Emmy Award-nominated Man vs. Wild TV series, which became one of the most watched shows on the planet, reaching an estimated 1.2 billion viewers. Since then he has gone on to host more extreme adventure TV shows across more global networks than anyone else in the world, including six seasons of the global hit Running Wild with Bear Grylls. His Running Wild guests have included President Obama, Will Ferrell, Ben Stiller, Roger Federer, Julia Roberts, Prime Minister Modi of India and many other stars. His autobiography, Mud Sweat and Tears, spent fifteen weeks at Number 1 on the Sunday Times bestseller list and he has written over ninety books, selling in excess of eighteen million copies worldwide. He is an Honorary Colonel to the Royal Marines Commandos, the youngest ever UK Chief Scout, and the first ever Chief Ambassador to the World Scout Organization, representing a global family of some fifty million Scouts.
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To my good friends and family with whom I have shared so many great adventures in the past and with whom I hope to share many more in the future.

This book is for you.

‘Life should NOT be a journey to the grave with the intention of arriving safely in an attractive and well-preserved body, but rather to skid in sideways, covered in scars, body thoroughly used up, totally worn out and screaming, “Yahooo – what a ride!”’
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OVER THE YEARS I have realized that living a full life isn’t about how good we are at things, in fact the world is full of unfulfilled talent; but instead I have seen time and time again that life rewards the persistent.

What counts is developing a cheerfulness and quiet determination to keep going and never give up. That combination of cheerfulness and determination is one of life’s secrets to success, yet not many people realize this. We tend to believe it is all about luck and talent. But that’s a convenient excuse. The truth is that if you are cheerful and determined, you will inevitably be lucky and succeed. It is a law of the universe. The more you try, the luckier you will get. I’ll offer three quick examples.

Firstly, I started learning karate aged thirteen with five friends. They were all better, fitter, stronger and more flexible than me, but after a few months they all quit. I found it hard to motivate myself to get whacked in the mouth every Sunday night during two-hour-long karate classes when I was tucked up cosily at home with a packet of biscuits! But, despite that and the fact that I wasn’t that brilliant, I kept going. And in that process of not giving up, I gradually became pretty handy. Years later I got a Second Dan black belt, not because I was talented, but because I was the most persistent. Oh, and my five friends couldn’t now defend themselves against a lollipop.

Secondly, when I tried Selection for the SAS, after many months and gallons of sweat, I was failed at the end of one particularly long and arduous march. Part of me thought, ‘Sack it, I never want willingly to go through that much pain and discomfort again.’ But I also knew that pain, cold and discomfort don’t last forever, and that a sense of achievement does. So I tried again; not tentatively, but by throwing my heart and soul into it. And this time I passed. It took two years of my life, with even more blood, sweat and tears than I could ever have imagined. (Sometimes not knowing the hardships ahead is a serious blessing!) It was the hardest and yet most rewarding thing I have ever done. And yes, the pain now is a distant memory and the pride somehow still remains.


What counts is developing a cheerfulness and quiet determination to keep going and never give up.



For the record: I was never the fittest, never the fastest, but I passed because I was bloody-minded. This is the one quality the SAS look for above skill, leadership or any other character trait – they know the power and value of a determined man.

Finally, there was Everest. I had always heard that around one person in fifty who attempts it actually achieves the summit. But I also knew that statistics are there to be challenged! I climbed for many months on Everest alongside some of the fittest and talented mountaineers in the world and I learnt the hard way that surviving and summiting on Everest is all about being able to motivate yourself when it is truly grim. It is about smiling when it is freezing and keeping going when it is scary. It is about getting up and slogging your guts out, time and time again, day after day. The climbers who don’t make it to the top are often those that have been drained of motivation. Day after day of extreme conditions, lonely hours climbing through the cold dawns and the interminable storms bring them down; they slow and eventually give up. But on Everest, as in life, the rewards go to those who can smile, show heart and just keep going. Indeed cheerfulness in adversity is a great trait to develop.

So I will start this book with a great quote:


It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or when the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly … who, at the best, knows, in the end, the triumph of high achievement, and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails whilst daring greatly – so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat … For those who have had to fight for it, life has truly a flavour the protected shall never know.

THEODORE ROOSEVELT



So go for it … live boldly. Enjoy this book – use it whenever you know deep down that life requires you to get up and live an adventure. And remember, whichever of these chapters you pick to do today, embark on it with good friends or family. Everything in life is more fun when shared – and nothing more so than adventure.

God speed.
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One of my favourite places to hang out, hanging on to the strut of a wing at 3500 metres!

ANY BOOK OF Great Adventures would be incomplete without exploring the great and almost infinite realm of the sky. And, man alive, is there a lot of fun to be had above our heads in the world’s largest, most dynamic, most exhilarating playground.

I always maintain that the big danger in all aerial sports is summed up in one word: gravity. You can use it, you can exploit it, you can ride it, but you can’t beat it. Before you get involved in aerial adventures, remember this: respect gravity, and always cut yourself 10 per cent more margin for error than for any other of the pursuits in this book. If it’s working against you, gravity offers very little time to correct mistakes.

But before we look at the dangers, let’s briefly look at why flying or falling in the sky can be so liberating and exhilarating, and how you can best exploit the chance to be literally as free as a bird.

As a kid it was agony to have to wait until I was sixteen years old to be allowed to parachute. From as young as I can remember, the thought of being allowed to hurl myself out of a plane and fly through the air was irresistible. I remember my first ever jump very clearly. I was on a visit to the Royal Marines and had opted to do a static line jump at Dunkeswell in Devon near their headquarters. The instructor who had taken us through the training, gathered us around for one final briefing. He told us if our reserve chutes failed we had one final chance. I was all ears at this point. ‘Raise your arms at 90 degrees to your side and then lower them. Now do it again but a bit faster. And again … and again … faster … faster …’ I was standing there flapping my arms like a crazed chicken still not realizing it was a wind-up. He must have thought I was very wet behind the ears!

But as the smallest member of the group I was somehow picked to leave the aircraft first. During the next 30 minutes if there was an emotion for it, then I felt it. As the plane slowly ascended, I felt first sick, then hollow, then wretched, then dizzy, then faint, then shaky, until eventually, after what seemed like a year, the door opened, the instructor smiled and a big size 10 boot catapulted me out into space. It was truly amazing! I landed like a sack of potatoes and I have never looked back.

As a kid I also loved acrobatics, and I still do. I love doing flick-flacks and back somersaults, but I have learnt that the limiting factor is always that the earth comes up to meet you very fast. The great joy of skydiving is the freedom of being able to do the most free and graceful acrobatics across the sky unhindered.

It takes a bit of practice but the great thing is that it doesn’t really matter if your back somersault during a skydive is tidy or not. You are still 3000 metres up in the air, falling at 130mph with the airflow racing around every turn and twist of your body, moulding you into fantastically fun positions. It is about as freeing a sensation as it’s possible to experience. You are alone and you are flying, and every move you make with your head or hands and feet has an instant effect on your freefall. It is as pure an art as you can find.


[image: ]
Flying my Royal Navy parachute down to the ground.

A few years on, there was the small matter of a ripped parachute that had my name on it while jumping in southern Africa that left me with three broken vertebrae and a long stint in military rehabilitation trying to learn to walk properly again. But apart from that eighteen-month hiccup and the odd other scrape, the rest of my time airborne has been a privilege. In my opinion knocks in life are there to give us a chance to show our mettle and to stand up again, stronger and better than ever.

I also got into paragliding, where the freedom is similar to skydiving but slower. This time you are soaring and flying like a bird, gracefully riding airflows and thermals, skimming along mountain ridges. Then, of course, there’s paramotoring (taking to the air in a small, powered, one-man paraglider), in which you have even more control. I remember recently on a beautiful, still summer’s evening, sitting in my shorts and bare feet watching the sun dipping over the valley. There was low cloud but I could see shafts of sunlight poking through it. So I grabbed my paramotor, strapped it to my back, ran 20 metres through the grass and was airborne.

I climbed up out of the darkening valley and punched through the thin wispy clouds to emerge into blazing sunshine above. For the next hour I followed the contours of the clouds, trailing my feet in the wispy cotton just below me, singing at the top of my voice, all alone above the world. It was heaven. And I truly have no idea why the whole world doesn’t do it. There really is so much fun to be had in the sky.

One of the greatest privileges I have had was to paramotor above the height of the summit of Mount Everest in the Himalayas. It was a dream flight, though if truth be told one fraught with too many dangers ever to make it worth recommending. The funny thing is, putting the minus 55-degree temperatures and hurricane-force Everest winds aside, the principles of that flight were pretty much the same as for any other one. Watch out for weather, rotor, the ground and water.
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Dangerous, but fun! However, you’ve got to get these sorts of jumps absolutely right.




WARNING

When it comes to flying or falling, the saying I live by is this: ‘There’s only one thing worse than being on the ground desperate to be up in the air, and that’s being up in the air desperate to be back on the ground.’ I have been in far too many bad situations over the years, and it is neither fun nor clever.

And remember this one too – if there is doubt, there is no doubt! It is better to be a little too cautious than a little too gung-ho. And as I once heard: there are old pilots, there are bold pilots, but there are few old and bold pilots! So, trust your instinct, it’s the nose of the mind. This is key with aerial activities. It’s all about making smart calls and staying alive to fly another day.



Of course, I have learnt a few key things about safety along the way. The first thing to note is that stuff tends to go wrong when you are least experienced (annoyingly!). A lot of my near misses occurred when I was first learning to skydive or paraglide. So always listen carefully to your instructor and be more cautious than you might otherwise be. Check and re-check the weather, be that 10 per cent more cautious than normal and develop a sixth sense of where the dangers will come from. Apart from that: be especially careful in mountains, pull your chute high and practise reserve drills. That’s it in a nutshell. Go get it, guys. The sky is your playground and, sure as eggs is eggs, we only have one life in which to enjoy it.

SKYDIVING

As adrenalin rushes go, nothing beats freefall. If opening the door of a plane at 4000 metres (more than two-and-a-half miles high) and jumping out doesn’t give you a buzz, then nothing will. Within six or seven seconds of leaving the plane, you will have reached terminal velocity (around 120mph) and be falling at a rate approaching 60 metres per second. That’s more than the height of the Eiffel Tower every five seconds.

You will be in freefall for about a minute, although it can seem much longer. Thinking straight under these conditions can be difficult at first, but after a few more jumps everything from acrobatics to skysurfing and formation flying will become possible.

TRAINING AND EQUIPMENT

The quickest way to learn to skydive is to do an AFF (Accelerated Freefall) course. The course is designed to last a week but, depending on weather conditions, can sometimes be completed within three days. It’s designed to be intensive (that’s why it’s accelerated) and students learn in small groups with the individual attention of two instructors.

The course consists of eight levels with normally one skydive at each level. Level One begins with tuition on the ground and covers both the theory and practice of skydiving. Before the first jump, you’ll be taken through every move on terra firma first. You’ll know how the equipment works; how to exit the aircraft; how to position the body; the importance of altitude awareness; how to open the parachute and finally how to steer down to the landing area and land safely.



[image: ]
Head down, free flying – one of the hardest disciplines to master.

Ground tuition is followed by a jump from a height of up to 4000 metres accompanied by two instructors who will be freefalling next to you giving in-air coaching via hand-signals and making sure your body position remains stable. On your first few jumps you’ll experience about 40–45 seconds of freefall before opening the canopy at 1500 metres.

As you move up the levels learning more skills with each jump, you’ll start to jump with only one instructor alongside followed by a solo graduation jump. By the time you’re finished, you will have learnt how to turn, move forwards and backwards, loop the loop, how to open the canopy in a stable face-to-earth position, and how to fly it down for a perfect landing. After Level Eight, you’ll do ten more consolidation jumps and then you’re qualified.

OLAV ZIPSER AND THE FREEFLY CLOWNS

Creative expression in the air hit new heights in the 1990s when German-born Olav Zipser (aka the ‘Father of Freefly’) formed a group of freefall acrobats called the Freefly Clowns. The idea was to stretch the boundaries of what was then thought possible when flying through the air and Olav introduced artistic expression into freefall using every possible body position imaginable.

Standing, sitting, falling upside-down or even on your back were all now seen as legitimate freefall techniques. Olav went on to start the first School of Modern Skyflying in his adopted country of Italy and in 1997 started the Space Games dedicated to the ‘Art of Human Flight’.

WINGSUITS

Wingsuits have revolutionized the sport of freefall. Designed to help turn the body into an aerofoil just like the wing of a bird or a plane, wingsuits have fabric connecting the arms to the body and between the legs. The overall effect makes the wearer resemble a flying squirrel, hence the nickname ‘squirrel suits’.



[image: ]
Wingsuit skydiving – as close to being a bird as you’ll get.

Wingsuits allow the wearer to glide and mimic the flight of birds more effectively than any other form of flight yet invented. They also increase the time spent in freefall from around a minute to more than three minutes and it’s a much quieter experience than the noisy air rush you experience in conventional freefall. Wingsuit formation flying is called – you guessed it – ‘flocking’, with experienced flyers learning to change direction and speed simultaneously like a flock of birds.


Wingsuits help to turn the body into an aerofoil, just like the wing of a bird or a plane.
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Sky surfing requires near-perfect balance.

SKYSURFING

Board sports from surfing, skateboarding and snowboarding are the inspiration behind one of the wildest outdoor sports of them all – skysurfing. Believe me, it’s not easy, and it takes a load of practice to become a skilled skysurfer. But, as with all board sports, it’s all about balance.

Aerobatics, including loops, spins and rolls, are all possible but the force of the uprushing air on the bottom of the board is so great that it’s the easiest thing in the world to flip over into an uncontrolled tumble and that’s the last thing you want just when you need to open your canopy!

PARAGLIDING

While fixed-structure enclosed gliding machines have been around since the early days of flight, the technology to fly Harry Potter-like in a flying armchair open to the elements has only been available for the last few decades. And, arguably, only in the last decade or so have these remarkable flying machines been safe enough for anyone to learn to fly without causing themselves a serious injury.

Paragliding over some of the most sublime landscapes on earth, from the Himalayas to the Alps and the Andes, takes some beating and has restored much of the sense of excitement of aviation’s first pioneers. While hang gliders, which have a rigid structure, have been around since the early 1970s, they have now been overtaken in popularity by the paraglider. And for good reason, as the dawn of the age of the paraglider now means that you can carry a flying machine in a rucksack anywhere in the world.



[image: ]
It’s hard to resist the urge to fly.

ON A WING AND A PRAYER

In flight a paraglider resembles a magical flying armchair suspended from a spider’s web of gossamer cords. The canopy is shaped like a wing with an upper and lower layer of ripstop materials. The two layers are joined at the back with open cells at the front so that on being pulled into the wind the structure inflates to form a solid wing. The inflated canopy then creates lift in much the same way as the wing of an aircraft.

Paragliders can be launched from anywhere high up, a hillside or a mountain, as long as it’s clear of obstructions. The only necessity is that the wind is blowing onto the hill and is no stronger than about 15mph. There are paragliding schools all over Europe and the US where you can learn at sites where it is both legal and safe to fly.

You may think there is little difference between a parachute and a paraglider, but there is one important difference: because of its wing-like aerodynamics when inflated, a paraglider can go up as well as down. This is achieved by flying into areas of rising air, of which there are two main types: ‘ridge lift’ and ‘thermals’. The former is caused from the upward draught of a breeze blowing against a hillside, while the latter can potentially be found anywhere and is produced by the sun heating up some pockets of ground faster than others – fields of ploughed earth, buildings or rock faces for example. This process in turn heats the air above until bubbles of heated air break off and start rising. These are known as thermals.


[image: ]
Learning how to recognize and ride the thermals is the key to long, non-powered flights.



Rising air is invisible so pilots have to learn to spot the signs (birds circling or the wisps of an embryonic cumulus cloud, for example) and fly towards them. Once mastery of these techniques has been achieved, a paraglider can ‘hop’ from thermal to thermal for distances that can reach up to several hundred miles.

    
        [image: ]
        One of the scariest moments in my life – taking off for our flight above Everest.
    
PARAMOTORING

Paramotors, like the one in which I flew to above Mount Everest, allow far greater flexibility for launching and flying than conventional paragliders. They consist of a propeller and an engine strapped to the back of a pilot’s harness surrounded by a protective cage.

Their great advantage is that they can be launched from flat land (like a plain, ordinary field) and will keep the pilot in the air when there is no other available lift.


PARAMOTORING OVER EVEREST

The newest paramotors are electric. They have quieter, more efficient and economical engines, which are better for the environment. The great joy is that they are silent when at idle. You can use the engine to pop back into the thermals, then you can go silent again. This offers the perfect combination of paragliding and paramotoring.

It’s a far cry from the expedition I led to fly paramotors to above the height of Everest in 2007. We had the loudest, most powerful machines ever made. The battle we faced was not only the sub zero (minus 60º) temperatures and jet-stream winds, but being able to design a machine that could even reach those extreme Himalayan heights in the first place. The world record was 20,017 feet beforehand. We were aiming to reach 29,000 feet, which was effectively like trying to knock five seconds off the 100 metres sprint.

The normal 20hp engine was replaced by a 100hp one, which was then fuel injected, supercharged, had the exhaust and starter motor removed to save weight and involved us carrying supplementary bottled oxygen and over 30 litres of fuel. No wonder so many people said we would never do it! But we did it, and despite our altimeters freezing at 25,005 feet robbing us of the chance to claim any official records, my machine eventually lifted me above Everest allowing me to film looking over and beyond the summit. It was a flight of dreams and in the process we raised over $2.7 million for children’s charities worldwide.
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Up into ever-thinner air through the Himalayan giants.

BUNGEE JUMPING

Few activities provoke such an intense reaction in the human brain as falling through the air at terminal velocity. And the closer you are to the ground, the greater the rush. Until recently this usually meant one thing and one thing only: a one-way ticket to the afterlife. But during the 1980s the hitherto suicidal proposition of jumping off a bridge or tall building was turned into a new extreme sport … and all without the inconvenience of actually having to die.

Strangely enough, it all started with a documentary by Sir David Attenborough. Early in his career, Sir David made a film about a bizarre initiation ritual still practised by the natives of Pentecost Island in the South Pacific. This involved young initiates throwing themselves off wooden towers with vines round their ankles to celebrate a successful yam harvest. Normally (though not always), the vines broke their fall before the ground broke their heads.



[image: ]
I told you it’s hard not to smile!

Inspired by this, two Kiwis – A. J. Hackett and Henry van Asch – developed an elasticated rope made of hundreds of strands of latex to replace the dodgy vines used by the islanders. They called this a ‘bungee’ and tested their new invention by making a series of extreme jumps from a gondola in the ski resort of Tignes, France. Once they had perfected the equipment, ‘AJ’ jumped from the arch of the Eiffel Tower in Paris and into the international spotlight. The bungee legend had been born.

The world’s first commercial jump site opened on the banks of the Kawarau River near Queenstown, New Zealand in 1988, a site now recognized as the spiritual home of the sport. Since then bungee jumping has spread all over the world with commercially run jumps taking place from bridges, cranes, cable cars, hot air balloons and helicopters, with everything from bikes, sofas and surfboards used as props. Not to mention the exhibitionist’s perfect day out: the nude bungee jump.

BASE JUMPING

It’s mad, it’s bad, and it’s very dangerous. But there are still people out there who are willing to risk everything for the biggest thrill of them all. If you get a kick out of bungee jumping, then try to imagine it without the bungee rope attached. That’s essentially what BASE jumping is all about. BASE jumpers get their thrills by jumping at such relatively low altitudes. Instead of 4000 metres from a plane, some BASErs jump from as low as 150 metres off bridges. The danger is the limited amount of time this affords to correct any errors or malfunctions. The BASE jumpers I know tend to be methodical planners and it is this minimizing of risk and the careful preparations that give them a large part of the BASE buzz – as well as, of course, the actual moment of the jump, which is often carried out illegally and at night!

DON’T TRY THIS AT HOME

The word itself is an acronym and stands for the types of objects that people jump from: B is for Buildings; A is for Antennas (aerial masts); S is for Spans (bridges); and E is for Earth (usually meaning cliffs). BASE jumpers have parachutes attached to their back but they don’t have much time to open them. That is why so many BASErs pay the ultimate price.

The skill of BASE jumping is in keeping the body stable from the moment of launch so that the parachute opens cleanly and doesn’t get snagged either on the object (building, cliff, antenna, etc.) or around the limbs of the jumper. Body stability is easier to achieve the faster you are going but as it takes up to 12 seconds to reach terminal velocity (around 120mph), this is time most BASE jumpers don’t have. Unstable or ‘off-heading’ launches are all too common and often have fatal consequences with the jumper hitting an outcrop from a cliff, for example.


It’s mad, it’s bad, and it’s very dangerous. But there are people out there who are willing to risk everything for the biggest thrill of them all.



BASE jumpers are awarded a number when they have successfully jumped from one of each of the four categories of fixed object launch pads. Since the awards of BASE Numbers 1 and 2 to Americans Phil Smith and Phil Mayfield in 1981, there are now around 800 ‘certified’ jumpers around the world. Certified insane, some might say.


[image: ]
Toasting the Queen at our record-breaking, high-altitude dinner party, set at 7,500 metres.

CARL BOENISH – THE ORIGINAL BIRDMAN

Carl ‘Ronnie’ Boenish was a Norwegian freefall photographer and is known as the ‘father of BASE jumping’. A skydiving film-maker, he was the first to apply modern technology in the form of ram air parachutes and freefall tracking techniques to the art of leaping off fixed objects.

In 1978 he filmed four friends jumping from the famous cliff face of El Capitan in Yosemite National Park and later produced some of the most thrilling skydiving films ever made. Carl was a casualty of the sport he invented and in 1984 was killed jumping from Norway’s Trollveggen, otherwise known as the Troll Wall. In 1987, in recognition of his achievements, he was awarded the USPA Achievement Award, the skydiving community’s highest award.

TO BASE OR NOT TO BASE

While BASE jumping is illegal in many parts of the world, there is an increasing number of year-round sites where jumping is both legal and welcome. These include more than seventy cliffs near Moab in Utah, USA as well as others in Italy, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland.

Even some cities have now started to welcome BASE jumpers, including the Malaysian capital, Kuala Lumpur, where BASE jumping competitions are held from the Petronas Twin Towers (452 metres), and Shanghai, where group jumps have been made from the Jin Mao Tower (427 metres).

KJERAG PLATEAU, LYSEFJORD, NORWAY

Overlooking Lysefjord in western Norway, the Kjerag plateau, a 1000-metre vertical granite cliff, is a BASE jumping Mecca. It is also probably the best place in the world to watch the sport.

The plateau is famous for the ‘Kjerag Bolten’, a huge chockstone wedged into a crack in the mountain, from which the jumpers launch themselves into the unknown.

PERRINE RIVER BRIDGE, TWIN FALLS, IDAHO, USA

Experienced skydivers flock to the Perrine River Bridge to learn the skills of BASE jumping as it’s a legal site and has an excellent landing area. It’s also the home of Marta Empinotti, one of the sport’s most famous athletes with more than eight hundred jumps to her name.

BRIDGE DAY, FAYETTEVILLE, WEST VIRGINIA, USA

The largest extreme sports event in the world, Bridge Day is held every year on the third Saturday in October when more than 200,000 people converge on the New River Gorge Bridge to watch more than 450 BASE jumpers make the 267-metre plunge into the gorge. BASE jumping from the bridge is allowed during a six-hour window from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. during this one day of the year. Brilliant!

DEFYING GRAVITY – THE WORLD’S HIGHEST BASE JUMP

In one of the all-time examples of how fear and lack of experience can be overcome to achieve the seemingly impossible, in 2006 Australian Heather Swan broke the BASE jumping world record when she jumped in a wingsuit from Mount Meru in northern India, 6604 metres above sea level. She jumped with her husband, Dr Glenn Singleman, who held the previous world record. Her transformation from a corporate executive with no experience of mountains or skydiving to a world record BASE jumper is described in her book, Defying Gravity, Defying Fear.
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Base jumping – one of the most dangerous (and scary!) things it’s possible to experience.
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Great Outdoor Adventures
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Off-piste skiing in deep powder. Just you and the mountain. Heaven!

MOUNTAINS CAN BE hard work to climb up, but they are always fun to come down. I have spent a considerable portion of my life going up and down mountains – and they are both entirely addictive, but in different ways.

Climbing up is like a slow, steady, methodical game of chess on a vast scale, edging your way round crevasses and cornices, often wading through waist-deep powder snow, heart thumping, sweat freezing and legs burning. And in the connection between man and mountain there is a quiet sort of solitude. I love that. Coming down is much more dynamic. It’s fast, technical, graceful and intuitive.

How can you not fall in love with skiing in deep powder snow in big mountains? It just takes a little practice. I have had the privilege over the years of skiing many exciting routes with people who are such masters that they make my skiing pale into insignificance. So I have learnt only ever to admit to being an ‘average’ skier – and this normally covers me. I figure it is better to try to over deliver than to over promise.

But like many great outdoor adventures, skiing is not about how good you are, it is about a shared joy of the outdoors – and the more dynamic this is, the better. I find if I’m skiing what I consider a hard route together with a great skier then I raise my game almost without knowing it. It is as if their skill and ability produces a confidence in me that allows me to ski stronger and more dynamically than I might normally do. It is a wonderful feeling where together we become stronger and better. I love the way that mountains can bring that out in us.
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Skiing with Jesse, my eldest son. Got to start somewhere!

I once filmed a programme in Alaska. The show was to open with a big helicopter scene, summer skiing, high on the Alaskan glaciers. From the heli the face looked near vertical, riddled with crevasses and almost entirely sheet ice. I was nervous (and wishing I had been given the chance to have a few days’ warm-up beforehand!). But instead, this was going to be a one-taker. To make matters significantly worse, the guide in the chopper who would be on the radio to my earpiece, directing my route, was an ex-US ski champion (I had, you’ll be pleased to note, told him my skiing was ‘average’!)

The heli dropped me on the summit. I clipped in and set off down the gentle bowl leading away from the peak and towards the face. My breathing was fast and shallow. I was scared and there were a lot of the camera team’s faces pressed against the windows of the two filming helicopters. As I moved, the snow felt sticky and heavy underneath and I struggled even to turn gently in it at about 5 mph. My nerves weren’t helping my shaking legs at all, nor was the voice in my ear telling me the





Lean forward, be aggressive and dynamic in your movement and you take back the control.
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Snowshoes I made from willow branches and string – how people would have travelled through deep snow before skis.


I had skinned a dead yak, eaten its eyeballs and used the fur to keep me warm at night.







A SHORT HISTORY OF FOOT PLANKS
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They had so much class in those days!
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Put that in your pipe and smoke it!




ALPINE SKIING








SKI TOURING
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Crevasse crossing on Everest. Crevasses are one of mountains’ biggest hazards.
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The ultimate workout – and a beautiful way to move through the mountains.




TELE MARK





CROSS-COUNTRY





RANDONNÉE
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Alpine touring in spectacular mountains is hard to beat.
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Fast … and feels even faster when you’re that close to the ground.


TOBOGGANING






All that is required then is a liberal quantity of compact snow, and gravity will do the rest.
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People will go to ridiculous lengths to impress the ladies.


ST MORITZ TOBOGGANING CLUB AND THE CRESTA RUN









SKELETON





LUGE
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Skeleton racing requires nerves of steel, thighs like mountains and very fast reactions.



The Yukon Quest race is held every February. It takes between 11 and 14 days, with the dogs and the mushers eating and sleeping in tempratures as low as minus 50 degrees.




DOG SLED RACING





IDITAROD





YUKON QUEST
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