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In 1982, I’d been living on my own for almost three years, and me mother died.  Although this warn’t unexpected, it were a difficult time to cope with. I’d been extremely close to me mother, although I were also close to me father, and the problem were that he also had to deal with this problem. I carried on with the re-landscaping of my garden in the house at Bingley, [voice in background] and proceeding with renovations. Just over a year later, I’d got a new dog, Megan, originally eight weeks old when I got her, and I were finding training her and dealing with her quite hard work. My next door neighbours had a mentally handicapped son in his mid-twenties and on occasions he’d do damage to my property like throw a brick through a greenhouse window, and because I had a disability I was supposed to understand this, I was supposed to say, ‘Oh yeah, great. Throw another brick through me window; it’s all right,’ and this started to, along with other things, became hard work for me. You know his parents didn’t have any control over him, he were a big fit strong lad, and if his parents saw me with any problem they’d want to be sending him round to help me. Well, with sort of disability, you know, the last thing I need is anybody touching me, I’m quite precarious, and it didn’t go down very well when I refused to have him helping me, and warn’t happy about him putting bricks through me greenhouse window. [Sound of door closing in distance.] My view about his disability were that if he warn’t responsible for his behaviour, then his parents were, and you can’t have anybody, whatever their problems are, just wandering around with nobody responsible for [voice in background] their behaviour and for whatever actions they take. [Knocking sound in background] After two years and having re-landscaped the garden, I realised that this warn’t something that I’d be able to keep up to for the rest of me life, and with this in mind I decided to move (and I also wanted to be nearer me father), so I moved to Bradford, three miles from where I worked and about eight miles from me father. This was a three-bedroomed detached bungalow with a medium-sized garden. I actually picked the largest garden, probably the biggest bungalow on the site, the biggest garden of a bungalow on the site, with a view to the fact that some day I might wish to build an extension on it. [Knocking sound.] My relationship with Megan grew [voices in background] until we became absolute best of friends, and virtually inseparable. I would describe the relationship as her being the cement that held the bricks of my life together. The point was that having a dog I had to live a much more disciplined life. I had to get up on a morning to let this dog out, be there at regular intervals to let her out and feed her at certain times, and generally have a great responsibility towards her, which I actually took very seriously. It was in effect like having a child that never bore any malice, but would never grow up, and would only live a dog’s life span. In 1982, immediately after me mother’s death, I’d walked the Likewake Walk – a 40 mile walk across the North Yorkshire Moors – and then in 1983, I’d done a large part of the coast to coast walk, from St Bees across the Lake District to Shap, crossing about four mountain ranges. This had been extremely arduous and had resulted in me having to pack in because of severe pains and a swelling in the back of me left ankle. By 1985 I had been persuaded to write a first autobiography, and had decided that I didn’t wish to write about me childhood so would start this at roughly age 15, 16, and write a very positive book about the walks that I’d done and activities that I’d enjoyed and taken part in, and me life in general, but nothing particularly that over-related to the disability aspect. In the mid 1970s I’d bought a good quality Super Eight Cine Camera and had made films of [voices in background] some of the walks that I’d done and rock climbs; the two walks which I’d filmed being the Three Peaks of Yorkshire and the Dales Way – a hundred mile walk from Ilkley to Bowness on Windermere, and also I had some quite good shots of me rock climbing at Ilkley, and Brimham Rocks. In the late seventies I had been showing these films at various places, you know, if I had to entertain anywhere I’d take along me Cine and compiled a film and showed these films. And the fact that I’d been doing these activities had come to the attention of Yorkshire Television who sent a producer/director out to see me, with a view to making a film, and I remember well as he watched this Cine film, an half-hour film that I’d put together, and when it had finished he says, ‘This is absolutely fantastic, this [is] absolutely brilliant,’ he said, ‘but unfortunately we could never show this or make a film about this, because the public wouldn’t be able to take it. [Voices in background.] There’s you as a disabled person, cerebral palsy, doing all these activities, doing these things, and you’re not getting help: it’s not what people expect, and the public at large wouldn’t be able to take this.’ And this all came as, you know, not that I were desperate to be on TV about these things because such things bring as many problems as what they solve, but this came as a shock to me that the media, you know, I’d written articles for magazines like The Dalesman and Cumbria and I’d become relatively well-known amongst the circles around Yorkshire and the Lake District, and especially in Leeds where I lived, and were known to television, and they had this problem that they couldn’t do anything because they were frightened of the image of disabled people that you’d portray. Anyway in 1985, on the 20th of August, the day after me birthday, I sat down and commenced to write this book. At first I suppose it warn’t all that easy as to what I were going to do and what I were gonna write about but I really applied meself, and basically I spent nine hours a day away at work, and all me waking hours at home spent writing this book, [voices in background] and this pattern continued for the next 10 weeks, and I actually wrote this book in 10 weeks, and it came as a big relief when I actually finished it. Initially I’d started typing the manuscript meself as I went, you know, I wrote it long-hand and then typed it up afterwards, but decided that this were far too laborious and would be better off paying somebody to type it as I went, so I wrote it long-hand, made alterations and then paid for it to be typed up. [Break in recording.] The next job were to send it to prospective publishers, and I had quite a lot of friends in fact, who were authors and had written books, so I weren’t short of friendly advice and being pointed in the right directions, and one friend – Alfred Wainwright – the legendary Lakeland walker, sent me to the Westmoreland Gazette.  Now they read this book and they thought it were really good, [knocking sound] but unfortunately they’d just published a book by a woman writing about her arthritis and it hadn’t sold very well, so they warn’t prepared to publish another book by somebody with a disability, even though my book didn’t really relate to the disability as such.  Now, you know, you could be easily upset about this but the point is that these firms are not here to just publish books for people, they’re ran on a commercial basis, and if they don’t think they can make a profit out of it then there’s no reason why they should publish your book. A second rejection came from another one of his publishers – Michael Joseph – and at this point I realised that somebody could have your manuscript for four to six months and then just turn around and say, ‘Yeah it’s a good book but we’re not interested in publishing it,’ or whatever, you know, they could say ‘We didn’t like it,’ but they could say whatever, they didn’t really have to give a reason, the only thing that you’re concerned with is were they going to publish it or not. So after these rejections I began to realise that if I warn’t careful, I could spend the next several years getting rejections while this book went around with me trying to get it published. In early 1985, I began to have to have serious problems with me neck, diagnosed as ankylosing spondylitis and I were having to attend hospital several times a week to get me neck manipulated and stretched. Now one of the problems is that, being a manager at the Inland Revenue, it were often my job to tell people that were off, who were not at their desk or away sick or whatever, that could be best worker in the world but while they’re not doing their job they’re no good to anybody, and I suddenly found myself in this similar position, in effect. On a visit to me doctor in September 19, early September 1985, he suggested to me that I might consider retiring and that at the age of 38, this were probably just the first thing of a series of things that were gonna befall me, and that seriously I ought to consider looking after meself, and keeping meself in good physical order [voice in background] rather than sat at work deteriorating. Now this came as shock to me, you know, I had a good well-paid job in the Inland Revenue, and suddenly, I mean I knew things were beginning to go wrong but I didn’t really view it as the first of a series of difficult events, but at least I decided that I’d think about it. I mean the main worry being that would I still be able to afford to live in the house where I lived, or would I have to sell and move to something smaller? I mean I had a mortgage to pay and, [knocking sound] how would I cope and how would the Inland Revenue take to me retiring at age 38/39. Anyway, he convinced me that what I should do is I should give this a test by having a period on sick leave to see if I felt any better and whether I felt I could cope with retirement, so this I decided to do. Now one of me lines of thought at this time were that I felt I were probably still capable of maybe working a bit longer, but I did understand what he were saying, and this ankylosing spondylitis had come out of the blue, something permanently wrong which I were gonna have to deal with as well as suffering from cerebral palsy and, giving it serious consideration, I did think that although I might have been able to work for another year or so, that I could well have a problem that I might desperately need to retire in another 12 months or so, and not have a doctor that’d retire me, [voice in background: banging of door] so with this in mind I decided that I ought to heed his warning and see how things went. So I spent the next 12 months on sick leave and then were retired at the age of 39 on the grounds of ill health. I had a reasonable number of friends and a busy home life, so I didn’t see boredom as being a problem; me main problem were that I wouldn’t have the income to any degree that I had while I worked, but at the end of the day I had to consider the fact that money warn’t everything. After the rejections on me book I’d also considered it, and decided that the answer to all this were to publish it meself, so with this in mind I prepared up a good copy of this book, and detailed information of what I proposed to do, and got an appointment with me bank manager, and went to see him to see if I could get a loan to finance the publication of this book, and do it all meself.  Now as soon as he saw the preparatory work that I’d done, and you know, he didn’t even have to read this book, he just glanced through it and said, ‘No problem, we’ll lend you it straightaway.’ Now I mean I suppose it did help, the fact that I were an house owner and not renting accommodation, cos I suppose they’d have some way of getting the money back if I didn’t pay, but he did have a lot of faith in me, and never caused me any problems, and decided that he’d lend me this money as cheap as he could technically lend me it. So with this all set up I went to a local private publishers, sorted some pictures out to go with this book, which I’d done in advance, and proceeded. It turned out that about half of the cost of the book were that I wanted a certain number of colour pictures in it and, in those days, colour printing were quite expensive, so if I wanted a book with no pictures I could have it produced quite cheaply and if I wanted some with basic black and white pictures, especially on non-glossy paper, they could also be done very cheaply, but if I wanted colour pictures that’d probably be as much again as what it cost for the rest of the book. And then also, you know, I wanted a colour dust jacket, and an hardback printing, so I decided that an economical rate to do this would be to produce a thousand copies and I’m thinking to meself, you know, probably would be able to sell a thousand copies, that wouldn’t be beyond me, but having said that, when you’ve no experience of selling books, you don’t really know what numbers books sell in. But at this point I decided to proceed with this and were given a date of the first of April 1987 for the delivery date of the book. [Voice in background.] I had actually bought a computer and typed the book on to it so that it actually went to the publisher’s on a set of floppy discs, and as such this saved me a lot o’ money: in fact it saved me almost enough to pay for the computer. It also allowed me to do any final editing that I wanted to do, and I could use a spell-checker to correct any possible spelling mistakes, although this don’t help you when words can be spelt in two different ways [laughs]. The first of April duly arrived and my books came and I immediately grabbed so many and went down to Smiths and asked to see the manager and said, ‘How about selling my book?’ Anyway the manager of Smiths in Leeds said, ‘Yeah, we’ll take a dozen copies and see how it goes,’ and then I went to see the manager of Smiths in Bradford and he said, ‘We’ll take a dozen copies, sale or return,’ and at this point I began to realise it were going to be a long job selling these books. Anyway I did have a lot of friends and, fortunately, I sold probably about five hundred of hem fairly quickly, and this allowed me to repay a large part of the loan that I had, so I warn’t actually burdened with this loan for too long. I’d published this book not really as a profitable exercise, but neither would I expect to make a loss, and eventually all the books sold and I didn’t make a loss, I made a small profit. Shortly after this book came out, which received quite a lot of press coverage, a local film company got in touch with me and asked me to go for a meeting with hem with a view to making a documentary-type film, and I went along and after some chatting they decided that they’d like me to climb Ben Nevis for a second time and make a film of it. Anyway they were deciding what sort of celebrity I ought to have with me, basically to ask me a lot of questions and chat as [we] went up, and somebody that’d be known to the public. Now initially they fancied a once-local man, John Noakes, and I said, ‘Well, what basic interest has he got in mountains? I’ve got friends that could do this climb with me,’ and they said, ‘Well, you know, what sort of friend do you have in mind?’ Now a few years later I’d met Chris Bonington, and although I wouldn’t have described him as a good friend we were on friendly terms, you know, and I knew him reasonably well, and the people making the film decided that this might be a good idea, and I suppose by way of calling me bluff he immediately picked up his telephone, stuck it in me hand and said, ‘Phone him and ask him if he’ll do it; and offer him a certain amount of money for doing this.’ I mean, fortunately, I could remember his phone number but I didn’t know the code, so at least this chap knew that I did know him well, and I just said, ‘Well, can you look up the code for Caldbeck, and looked it up and I phoned him and he immediately said yes, he’d be pleased to do it. So this venture went ahead, and basically we did it over two days. We climbed Ben Nevis; we climbed halfway up, put a tent up, climbed to the summit the next day, came so far back down, and then got a helicopter ride back down to Glen Nevis. I mean the film were actually about climbing Ben Nevis, and not how we got back down again, and they’d used an helicopter for various aerial shots of this climb. Now when we got to the summit at Ben Nevis, Chris said to me, ‘Do you have any aspirations left in your life, mountain-wise?’ and me being an honest sort of a person said, ‘Well only one. If I ever got the chance I’d like to go to Kathmandu and take one of these early morning flights over Mount Everest, just to see it.’ Now Chris, being a man of enormous enthusiasm, suddenly started jumping up and down like a 16-year-old shouting, ‘You don’t want to take no early morning flight over Mount Everest; you’ll be perfectly capable of climbing this ridge called ‘Kala Pattar’, from which point you get what’s probably the finest view in the world of Mount Everest.  No,’ he says, ‘you don’t want go be taking no early morning flight,’ he said, ‘If you decide to do it I’ll help you with the planning’. Well you could say, ‘Big deal, you can help me the planning and then send me out there to die alone,’ but at that moment it changed me perception on something and I had this feeling that it were something that I really wanted to do, while at the same time I had this other feeling that I were scared stiff and really frightened of doing it. I’d followed a lot of expeditions through the media and through going to lectures, [voice in background] to this point where teams had gone to climb Everest south west face, so I knew all about what Everest looks like and I knew what certain parts of the way up there looked like, but I didn’t have a clue of how far exactly this route was and what it actually entailed to do it, but I warn’t without a certain amount of knowledge. Anyway, from that point forward, Chris [Bonington] started explaining to me, ‘Oh I think’, you know, he said, ‘Obviously I’ve just climbed Ben Nevis with you but I’ve walked with yer and I know what you can do and what you can’t do, and I’m convinced you’d be able to do it. But having said that, you know, if you made a mistake, you could well die,’ and he never sort of wavered from this view, but then he started talking to me be saying, ‘Well on day one I think you’d manage it up to so-and-so and walk to here, and then day two you’d manage this, and day three you’d have a rest and day four you’d do this,’  and so on and so on, till eventually he’d talked me up to this ridge called Kala Pattar, and I was sort of half listening to what he was saying, and the other half of me were in extreme shock at the possibility of me ever doing a walk to Mount Everest had just suddenly arisen, and I were finding it sort of difficult to come to terms with the idea that I could go there and there would be some possibility that I wouldn’t come back. Anyway the following morning I were talking to Chris again and he said, ‘Well, I’ve been thinking about it’, he says, ‘and  I hope I didn’t make it sound too easy yesterday,’ he said, ‘because I simplified it a bit and I’ve realised that it would be very, very difficult for you to do. But I honestly still think you’d be able to do it, but you would have to take the risk that all climbers take, that you could die up there, and there would be problems and you’d have altitude problems and you could have other problems, but I honestly think that if everything went right for yer, you would be able to do it. I don’t think there’s anything that’s insurmountable about it, it’d just test you to your limit, but provided you overcame it all, you would be able to do it.’ So I went home from this second climb of Ben Nevis, with this heavy weight on me mind as to whether I should do this walk to Mount Everest or not, but I realised that this were a one-off opportunity, I had Chris Bonington offering to help me with the planning, and the momentum had started, and I had to make a decision whether to keep this momentum going and go to Mount Everest, or whether to dispel it from me mind forever. Be [the] time the trip could be arranged I would be 40, and I’d realised that me days of climbing mountains were now severely numbered.  
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I now had a professionally-made film of me, and Chris Bonington climbing Ben Nevis, with him generally interviewing me about me life and more personal details with him being a personal friend, and made to a quality that were directly suitable for television, and this company that had made it in fairness to hem I didn’t get paid for making this film, but I would get half of whatever it sold for, [voice in background] assuming that it sold, which seemed quite reasonable to me. Anyway initially this film went to the BBC and they started umming and aahing because they hadn’t actually shot the film, and they didn’t particularly like the man that had made the film, and Yorkshire Television didn’t have any real interest in it, and Channel 4 had quite a big interest but would only make a decision if another £20,000 or so were spent to edit this film, and make it into a final product. Now the problem is that in this film industry, without any guarantees that a film’s gonna be shown, nobody is gonna spend another £20,000 editing a film without a market for it; so in effect that ruled Channel 4 out. But I do honestly feel that if it had been edited, they would probably have wanted to show it: but this film had cost quite a lot of money to make. Obviously we hired a helicopter for two days, and we paid Chris Bonington, and a film crew and various porters to carry camera equipment about, went to Ben Nevis basically for three days, so quite a lot of money were invested in this film, and once again we had this problem that nobody were prepared to show it. The main thing that came out of it for me were the fact that I had climbed Ben Nevis with Chris Bonington and I’d come away with the idea that I might walk to Mount Everest. Well, I decided that I needed to give it a lot of thought, and I actually thought about it for the next six months, and although the prospect of going to Mount Everest frightened me, I sort of realised that it were something that I just knew I had to do. The only thing that you can really compare it to is like getting married. You know lots of people get married and they really don’t know why they’re doing it, they just know that they’ve got this feeling and that it’s something that they have to do; and they go ahead and do it and as it were live with the consequences. And I realised, sort of on this same basis, [another voice in background] that I had to go to Mount Everest, and that it as in effect, you know, it were what I were destined to do, whether it were to live or die, and having made a decision I did go visit Chris to see him and he did give me as much information as he could that’d be helpful to me, including contacts of people that I might want to get in touch with to arrange for a Sherpa when I got out there. The idea is that I would do this walk accompanied by one Sherpa, and it would be normal for anybody to employ a sherpa because you don’t just got out to Nepal, start walking here there and everywhere, without you spend [spending] some money on employing local people. It’s one of these countries where technically you could go and you could come back and you could have had a brilliant time and not spent any money in the actual country.  Now the country don’t allow this, they make you change so many dollars a day, which you have to spend on something, so one of the good things is that you just employ a sherpa, and set off on your walk. Anyway I’d fixed up this walk, that I would probably go out there in October, and walk to Mount Everest with this one Sherpa.  Around April or May, a friend [voices in background] who knew that I intended to do this walk sent a journalist from the Guardian newspaper to see me, and one Saturday on the leisure page, a half-page article appeared about this walk that I intended to do to Mount Everest, and I suppose lots of people really found it difficult to take serious; but after this appeared I had various TV stations phoning me up, wanting to do a piece about this proposed walk to Mount Everest. Now my initial response were to say, ‘Well, look I’ve got a film of me and Chris Bonington climbing Ben Nevis and, quite frankly, you’ve refused to show it or even give it serious consideration. I’m not interested in doing anything else for yer,’ and this is how it stood really for quite a while, with me saying, ‘Not interested,’ but the BBC were quite persistent about this and on the third time of phoning eventually I agreed for this producer to visit me at home – which he duly did – and really I’d invited him just to say to his face, ‘No.’ I didn’t wish to make any sort of film about this walk that I proposed to do to Mount Everest. Anyway, when he arrived, basically I asked him, ‘Why d’you want to make this film?’ And he came up with quite good and in some cases honest reasons for wanting to make it, and at that point I realised that maybe I ought to agree to certain things and allow something to be put on TV about it. And with this in mind, some time in July I believe it was, the BBC local station decided that for our local news programme we’d go to the Lake District, and as part of my preparation for Everest I’d decided that I would climb Crinkle Crags, Fairfield and Pillar, which would mean that I’d then climbed the 12 highest mountains in the Lake District, and I decided that I’d do this in case I didn’t come back from Everest, cos I’d have wished to have climbed these highest mountains in the Lake District. Anyway they decided, did the BBC, that they wanted to go up Crinkle Crags with me and I’d decided to do this with a couple of friends – a friend and his wife – and we went there and climbed Crinkle Crags which went fairly well, except it took rather longer than I expected, largely due to the fact of making this film. And the BBC put this out on the local news one evening, and it had such an high profile, and was such a well-shot film, that this short piece were followed the following morning with a showing on breakfast television, and the BBC then decided that they would actually like to go to Mount Everest with me, and film that walk. Now in a way what they tried to do is, they’d seen this brilliant film on Ben Nevis, and decided that they could make one better and supersede it by filming a walk to Mount Everest, but at the same time I had reasons for going to Mount Everest which making this film, if anything went wrong, would allow people to understand why I went, and I were beginning to think that making this film might not be such a bad idea.  Now at this stage the BBC didn’t know that they were gonna make this film of me walking to Mount Everest; it was only a proposal, and it did need authorising by the BBC hierarchy, but this film on Crinkle Crags went a long way to convincing them that a film about me walking to Mount Everest would be a good idea. Now they’re not gonna make a film of me walking to Mount Everest unless it took the form of a one-hour documentary, and it’s most unusual for a one hour film to be made about one person. Normally, you make a one-hour film and you actually, although it might feature one person, it’s about lots of different people in it, but this film would be basically just about me and anybody else who happened to be there. The BBC; eventually it got to the 11th hour of me getting ready to go on me own, when they finally got permission to proceed with their making of the film. Now I didn’t get paid as such for making the film, but anything that the BBC changed or ordered, they paid for, so if I had a flight to go out to Everest in October and they said, ‘No we’re putting it off a month, you’re going in November,’ then they paid, and if I could get any money back from my flight that were my business, and if I lost my money, hard luck. So whatever they changed, or whatever they booked, they paid for, and I got paid £50 purely so that they could have me under contract – it’s the minimum amount that you can pay somebody and have them under contract. So I got paid £50 and so that they had me contracted to them only for hem to film this walk to Mount Everest. And everything seemed to be proceeding all right but in late August I’d come to climbing this third and last mountain – Pillar, in the Lake District, from Wasdale Head – and I had several failures on Pillar, once through really bad weather, and once because I realised it were actually too far for me to walk in a day: to get up and down it in a day were too much. So I’d decided that I’d go with three friends and that we’d camp just over halfway (about 18,000 feet to 2,000 feet) and then proceed to the summit the next day and then try and descend the whole way. But before I set off to Pillar, about a week before, something went seriously wrong with me legs, and I started retaining massive amounts of fluid, and me legs just swelled up as soon as I got out of bed on a morning, swelled up, and I in fact I had to rest most of the time, but I could actually still walk and I’d decided that seeing as I could still walk using the muscles wouldn’t actually do any warm to this fact that I were retaining fluid, as long as I didn’t allow this fluid to build up. If it started to get too bad I’d have to get me legs up in air and drain it off. So I climbed Pillar and it all went well over the two days, and I realised that although I had this big deterioration in me condition, that I could still walk. Now I wasn’t about to go running to the BBC and tell them that I had serious problems, and that I might not be going to Everest and what-have-you, and I needed to see a specialist quickly to see if anything could be done about it, and the easiest way to get this quickly were to pay privately, and have a private consultation. Now this warn’t the first time that I’d had to pay privately to get problems that had resulted from me initial operations which I didn’t want, to get hem sorted out with a reasonable amount of speed, so I paid and saw this specialist who says, ‘Yeah we can help you. What you need is some pretty intensive physiotherapy,’ and I told him that I would hopefully be going to Mount Everest in the November, and basically he said, ‘Thank God for that, we’ve got two months to get you right.’ You know, he said, ‘I often get people who come and want a problem dealing with and I say, ‘When are you going?’ and they say, ‘Next week,’ so he did have two months, and he referred me immediately to a physiotherapist at a local hospital. Now this young woman did perform miracles, she worked extremely hard on me and put her heart and soul into it, and my body responded, and from going from a very, very painful position in fact when I moved me legs, when it were at its worst it felt like every muscle in me leg were barbed wire around me knee and below me knee every time I moved, these muscles pulled through past each other feeling like barbed wire, and she worked intensely on me leg with [banging sound in distance] pressure treatment followed by fantastic massage, and as I say, I responded to it and made massive improvements. And then, as we got closer to the time, instead of going just for physiotherapy once a day I’d p’raps go twice a day, morning and afternoon, and maybe in between go for a walk round Bradford city centre, just to get some extra exercise, and by time I went out to Everest, I felt a lot more happier about the situation. I still had problems with these muscles and swelling in me legs, but not the pain that I’d had previously, although I didn’t actually know at that time but I were never gonna fully recover from this; and a year or so earlier when me doctor had said, ‘You know, you’ll suffer deteriorations,’ I hadn’t actually realised that this were gonna be one of hem, and that certain aspects of what had happened would now be permanent: which in a way gave going to Everest extra impetus because I realised that if I warn’t careful I might not be able to walk at all, and this would probably be me one and only opportunity to extract a last long walk out of meself, and so it gave an extra impetus to what I did. About the 19th of November, the film crew and meself flew out from Heathrow to Bangladesh and then on to Nepal to do this walk to Everest and make this film. We had a few days in Kathmandu in which to get used to the idea of being out in Nepal, and then we had to take what’s probably, well in them days were the second most dangerous scheduled air flight in the world, to a mountain airstrip called Lukla. Now bearing in mind that I’m not enthusiastic about flying, this were a pretty serious event to me, and we landed up the side of a mountain at an angle of 30 degrees on a dirt track, and I felt extremely pleased when we came to a stop and we’d landed OK. The first thing that I had to do at about 8,000 feet were to sit down for most of the day and acclimatise to the altitude. At this point I’d envisaged the most difficult part of the walk to Everest could well be this acclimatisation to altitude. Now unless you’ve really been to altitude, you can’t imagine what problems it causes yer, and the other thing that lurked in the back of me mind were that, as a cerebral palsied person, I had obviously been born with brain damage and an altitude can affect you brain. It could put pressure on your brain or cause swelling, and since I didn’t know anybody else who’d had a cerebral palsy or brain problem that had been up to these altitudes, I didn’t really know how it were going to affect me and that if anything did start to affect me, whether or not I’d suffer sudden death. One of the problems with altitude especially is that when you start to suffer from it and you get altitude sickness, which is when you would get oedema on the brain or oedema on the lungs, and you get this pressure, is that even for a normal person one of the side-effects can be sudden death. So it’s a quite serious problem that you have to watch, and I s’pose as I went out there, this were me main problems. Before I’d gone, left in the summer as well, the BBC had fixed up for me to do an interview in a local Leeds beauty spot with Sir Edmund Hillary, the first man to climb Everest, and when we’d been filming he’d been talking to me about this walk to Mount Everest, and then when we finished filming he basically turned round to me and says, ‘You’ve no chance really, it’s gonna be impossible for you out there. I really don’t know why you’re going,’ and I just had to think to meself, ‘Well, I know why I’m going and you haven’t seen me walking on difficult terrain.’ Now one of things about me walking on difficult terrain is that if I’m walking on fairly good terrain, I’m walking quite slowly and with some degree of difficulty, but where my skill comes in, that once I get on difficult terrain I’m still only walking slowly with some degree of difficulty, so I’m not actually an awful lot different on difficult terrain that what I am on easy terrain, because over a long number of years I’ve perfected me balance techniques and walking techniques to cope with difficult terrain. Anyway we’d flown out to Lukla and got off this plane and began to walk, and it warn’t really while the next morning that I began to really realise what some of the problems were, and Chris had warned me about these but we came to the first suspension bridge, and this hung about 80 yards across this Dudh Kosi River: massive drop to the river, and there’s no proper sides on this suspension bridge, and it’s six floorboard planks wide, [voice in background] and some of them are broken, and I looked at this bridge and thought, ‘My God, do I have to cross this?’ And then I realised that I did. Now I’d walked on ahead and I didn’t really have the camera crew with me at that stage, and then the director appeared and he said, ‘You’re going to have to wait, you know, we don’t want you crossing this bridge yet, we want to film you crossing it.’ He says, ‘You know, you could easily fall off and die here, and if you do it’s very important that we have some good film of it,’ and he also said, ‘We’re really going to have to wait till the sun comes round, cos in order to get some really good film we really need you in full sunlight,’ so I had to sit and wait a couple of hours while this sun came round, and they got the film angles sorted out and set up before I walked across this bridge. Now, at that moment in time when I crossed this bridge, I would have possibly thought it were one of the most difficult things that I’d ever done in me life. I just had to compose meself, shut out the prospect of falling off, and this bridge swayed a bit when you were walking on it, it moved, it were a suspension bridge, and as I said before, it’s 80 yards long at least, and it’s hung high over this Dudh Kosi River, and I got across it and then, the next day, we came to another bridge back across this Dudh Kosi, but this time it were a cantilever bridge and it had no sides on it whatsoever, and because I had to climb up to it I warn’t able to get on me feet again once I got on the top platform, so I actually had to crawl across this bridge and then get off at the other side. And then the next day or the next day but one, I had to, well it’d be the next day, I had to cross another bridge a lot further up back over the Dudh Kosi, and this particular bridge were just three tree trunks that spanned this bit of a gorge, and in fairness it warn’t over-long, probably about 20 or 30 yards, and you were on these three tree trunks and they just had some cross-paling nailed on a bit like chestnut fencing, and this were largely so that you didn’t think this bridge were as narrow as what it was, and basically it warn’t wide enough for anybody to pass on it or anything, it were just wide enough to walk across, and there were nowhere if, you know, no sides to it, you know, if you’d fallen, basically that would have been it. We didn’t even film this because it were very early in the morning, and what we did is, somebody walked in front of me, somebody walked behind me, nobody touched me and they just said if you fall we’ll do our best to save you, and away we crossed over this bridge. And that [was] probably slightly more difficult than even walking over this suspension bridge. Then having crossed this bridge we began a really steep climb to a place called Namchi Bazaar, and it were while we were climbing this that we came across the first point where there were memorial flags for somebody who’d recently fallen off of this route and died, and then this set a pattern of things to come, and during our walk to Everest we actually heard of about eight or nine people that had died along the way in recent times, and they’d either fallen off of the path or fallen somewhere, or had altitude sickness and collapsed and just died, and you sort of lived with this every day that the people around you, some of hem were dying. Now there warn’t that many people walking to Everest in them days, this is 1988, and, you know, I suppose shortly afterwards, my documentary in a way opened the floodgates for people to go walking out there and also people had developed a greater interest in this, but when I were there, there were definitely very few people came past us, overtook us on this way up, and when we got there, there were very few people there. Now it might sound by December that it’s because of the time of the year, but there are actually only two windows of opportunity in the year when you can go to Everest and hope to see it, and one would be at the end of May, and the other would be in sort of early to mid December, so that’s either before the monsoon or after the monsoon, and before the great snow falls. [Voices in background.] The BBC had chosen the Sherpa to walk with me, and they’d picked him because of his photogenic looks and this fact that he spoke excellent English, but in reality he warn’t a particularly good Sherpa, although he were a nice enough chap, and whereas a good Sherpa would do all sorts of things, he just basically walked and did any filming as necessary and, as I say, spoke excellent English. At the beginning of the walk I’d said to him that if I successfully got to Mount Everest, that I would pay him an extra £50 for the part he’d played in it, and after a few days he began to get quite awkward, and I said to him, you know, ‘What is the problem? You know, when I get to Everest you’re gonna get an extra £50 payment off of me, above and beyond what you’re already getting’ – £50 being an awful lot of money to him – then, at that time, the most that he could have earned in a week would be about somewhere between eight and 12 pound.  
[End of recording.]
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