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“YOU’RE above a crevasse that
could be 20 metres or it could be
200,” Tim Ralph, photographed
above, says.

“There’s cold air coming up
from beneath and you have a lad-
der which bounces when you
walk on it.

“You clip on behind it, pull
tight on the loose ropes and walk
across.

“That’s OK unless two spikes
on the crampons covering your
boots wedge on the ladder strings
and when you lift up your foot
the ladder lifts too, and while
you’re trying to get free, you’re
looking straight down at the
drop.”

It’s at that point most of us
would start panicking, but not
Tim.

A life spent on
the edge...

“I had to bend down and unjam
the spikes very carefully,” he
recalls, not sounding terribly
traumatised.

After all, he explains, you
wouldn’t die if you fell, you’d
probably just break a leg – and
displace a few vertebrae.

Tim, of The Oval, Harrogate, is
just back from Everest, where,
aged 56, he became the oldest
Briton ever to conquer all eight
of the seven summits (it seems
there’s some confusion over Aus-
tralasia’s most formidable peak,
so he took on both).

Climbing the highest mountain
on each continent is an adven-
ture that has seen the retired

firefighter smuggled through a
cast mine by armed guards,
tackle the Carstensz Pyramid
carrying an umbrella and be pre-
sented to a tribal leader who was
no less imposing just because he
happened to be dead.

The story begins at Christmas
2004, with Tim fresh from a
fundraising climb of Kilimanjaro
in Tanzania, Africa, and with 30
years of traditional rock climb-
ing experience behind him.

It was then his friend Mike
March presented him with a book
detailing the seven summit chal-
lenge, a feat only completed by
200 dedicated mountaineers.

Tim was energised, taking on

Russia’s Mount Elbrus in 2005,
then three peaks the following
year: Aconcagua on the Argen-
tinean-Chilean border in South
America - the highest mountain
outside the Himalayas at just
under 7,000 metres - Denali in
Alaska, USA, and Kosciusko in
Australia, Australasia.

“With Denali, you fly in from a
town and land at base camp on
snow,” he says.

“The summit ridge is very
exposed - looking left you see the
Bering Strait of Russia, looking
north it’s just the North Pole.

“There’s no civilisation at all.
“It’s one of the coldest moun-

tains on the planet, but although

dealing with the climate made it
tough, technically it’s not a diffi-
cult one to climb.

“Kosciusko was a walk in the
park in comparison, though I
wasn’t expecting to see snow on
kangaroos.”

That’s the smallest of the sum-
mits, at a relatively slight 2,228
metres, but Tim says it’s impor-
tant to respect every mountain, a
view reinforced by a hut on the
slopes commemorating four
young snowboarders who per-
ished after falling asleep there in
a snow cave.

Confronting the Carstensz Pyra-
mid in Papua, Australasia in 2008
brought its fair share of drama.

First there were the locals: the
Dani tribe.

A group of tiny men, they wear
just penis shields - save for the
odd t-shirt when it gets nippy -
though happily they abandoned
cannibalism a few generations
back.

“Another thing they sometimes
do, which is quite strange, is that
they have an old chief who’s been
dead for a number of years, and
they wheel him out for you to pay
homage to,” Tim says.

“He’s all shrivelled up.”
The peak itself is hard to access.

If you don’t want a long trek in
from the north - and Tim didn’t -
it’s possible to get to it via an
open cast mine.

Problems only arise when the
authorities decide to block entry.

“We ended up lying on the floor
of the bus and being smuggled in
with an armed guide under cover
of night,” Tim says.

“No-one can really establish
why sometimes they let you
through with no problems and at
other times they don’t.

“It’s an expensive mountain to
climb, so if you’re not allowed
through, it’s a case of either turn-
ing round and going home or
finding an alternate means of get-
ting through.
“We arranged it via someone who
knew someone who knew some-
one - a lot of backhanders took
place.”

It was mentally and technically
the most involved of the eight
climbs, with sustained scram-
bling and monsoon-like rain that
troubles the area for 320 days of
the year, turning to snow as you
get higher up.

Luckily, when he arrived at
base camp, the guides had given
him an umbrella, so he climbed
carrying that.

The next year, Tim faced the
penultimate peak of his quest,
Mount Vinson in Antarctica,
arriving there in an Ilyushin
plane.

“The transport carrier actually
had to land on a blue ice runway,
because there’s nowhere else and
so it took forever to stop,” he
says.

“They can’t brake, so they alter-
nate engines until it comes to a
halt.

“Vinson itself is just incredible,
beautiful.

“There is no life there, just ice
and snow - when we summitted
just short of 5,000 metres, it was
about minus 40 including the
wind chill, round about where
celsius meets fahrenheit.”

All that remained was the
tallest peak in Asia. Everest. A

challenge that has claimed count-
less lives. At 8,848 metres, the
highest mountain on the planet.

Tim says he tried to wean him-
self off the idea.

“I climbed a mountain - Ama
Dablam - known as the
Himalayan Matterhorn, wonder-
ing if it would put me off the
scent of Everest,” he says.

“I hoped that would be enough,
but I reached the summit and I
was looking over at Everest,
thinking: ‘I’ll have you next
time’.”

“There are so many other beau-
tiful mountains you could climb
for the same price, but Everest is
Everest.”

So despite the financial cost, the
dedication required, the obvious
danger, he decided to tackle the
final summit.

“The first tricky bit was getting
your mind round the whole
thing,” he says.

“You’re climbing the highest
mountain in the world and on the
route in you pass a whole load of
memorials of people - good, well-
known climbers - who have died
on the mountain. And there are
an awful lot.

“You’ve got to come to terms
with the fact that you are climb-
ing this mountain that has
claimed a lot of people’s lives.”

Another daunting aspect was
the idea of the
K h u m b u

Icefall, “which is like climbing
up and down waves of ice as tall
as the high-rise buildings in Har-
rogate”.

Having dedicated a year of his
life to preparing for the chal-
lenge, Tim left Harrogate in late
March and returned in early
June, with 20 days’ climbing at
the centre of a 73-day trip.

He experienced frostnip and
the kind of extreme lethargy
that’s typical when the oxygen in
the air has dropped to half its
normal levels and every footstep
has to be followed by two deep
breaths.

He crossed 288 crevasses, “a
welcome relief from trudging”.

He saw a fellow climber fall off
the face of the mountain, only
saved from death by an ice
screw.

He trusted a 11mm-thick rope
to hold the weight of 30 men.

And on May 23 he reached the
top of the world.

“Even before reaching the sum-
mit, I looked across to the
Hillary Step - the final ridge - and
I was just in awe,” he says.

“I saw the sun come up on our
right and cover the tops of the
mountains in golden light.”

Pushing on up the Hillary Step,
he asked his Sherpa guide how
much further there was to go.

“He took that to mean I was
done in and he said: ‘Shall we go
down?’ - and I won’t tell you what
I said!” Tim says.

“Then I told him: ‘We summit’
and I think I repeated myself.

“We stood at the summit of
Everest and we were the highest
people with our feet on the land
in the world.”

What did that feel like?
He pauses.
“It’s so easy just to spew out

superlatives,” he says.
“I don’t really know how to

explain it.
“It was a feeling of total emo-

tion.
“That’s all I can say.”
Despite going as part of a

group, when each person is
beyond the levels of normal
human endurance, there’s no
safety net, literal or otherwise.

“At that sort of altitude you’re
on your own,” Tim says.

“If something untoward were
to happen, the Sherpa who is
with you would help to a point,
but the bottom line is that you
are beyond your personal limits,
to help someone else you are
jeopardising your own life.”

It was as Tim approached the
summit that things had begun to
get particularly tricky.

“When you’re climbing using a
fixed rope you can only go as fast
as the slowest person there - and
on the night we went for summit
they were going so slowly, and
several of us were getting very
cold,” he says.

A Russian up ahead was having
trouble with his oxygen, slowing
down everyone heading for the
top.

Though he went off to one side,
the only solution was the 30-odd
people wanting to pass was to
use an 11mm rope for a 15 metre
climb.

“I was about to commit to the
rope completely and I was think-
ing: ‘What is the breaking point
of this rope?’,” Tim says.

“There was no way round that
and we had to go for it.

“The proof that it didn’t break
is that I’m here now.”

It took him two weeks to scale
Everest and two days to get back
down, with the fitness and oxy-
gen-enriched air making up for
the tiredness.

“I knew I was tired, though,
because I kicked myself with my
crampons on two occasions,
which never happens,” he says.

He arrived back in Harrogate
seven kilos lighter, but feeling
pretty much invincible.

“When you come back down
from the mountain, you feel 10
years younger just for a few
weeks and then all the aches and
pains come back,” he says.

Experts say it should take two
months to recover from climbing
Everest, but Tim was back in
action within two weeks, com-
pleting a bike ride from Lands
End to John O’Groats in aid of
Henshaws Society for Blind Peo-
ple, a charity close to his heart.

As he observes with a smile,
he’s probably the only person to
prepare for a charity cycle ride
by climbing Everest.

● To sponsor Tim for his
Henshaws ride, go to
www.justgiving.co.uk/cycling
forhenshawsyorkshire
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Tim at the
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the south
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Everest. (S)

Start shopping for basic school supplies early, and at different stores. Get a
jumpon items on the list fromyour child’s teacher.Many teachers now post lists
of required supplies on the school’s website. Others may give out a list of some specific
items, such as a particular type of folder or notebook, on the first day of school. As soon
as you knowwhat is needed, pick up the supplies from your local office supply or other
retail store. The earlier you can buy what you need, the better: Stores are less likely to
run out of certain items, you’ll avoid long lines, and you might find a discount.

Your children will need a wide variety of school supplies. Here are
some great ideas on how to save and simplify to make back-to-
school shopping hassle-free and a bit less painful on the wallet.

Let your child choose
some school supplies.
When a grade-schooler
feels like he has a say
in choosing the school
supplies he needs, he
is more likely to be
enthusiastic about starting
or going back to school.
Present him with two or
three choices of a few
items such as backpacks or
lunchboxes.

Think quality over
quantity.
This rule can be applied to
everything from pens to
backpacks. You may spend
a few more pounds at the
outset, but you’ll find that
it’s well worth it when you
can use, say, a lunchbox
for a few years rather than
having to replace it every
year or even more often.
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‘Unique’Brand
of stationery and
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PRICE
Pental Pen

Packs
from£2

jespers
Specialist Retail Stationers

4
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Fountain Pen
Cartridges,

Ballpoint and
Rollerball
Refills

MUZO
Musical Intruments

Guitar Lessons & Courses

MUZO
Song Books & Sheet Music

MUZO
Above 'Le Deli' on Beulah St.

Call 01423 569138 Fun classes for
children aged 2-6

and their
parent/carer with
puppets, songs,
craft, stories and

snacks.
As seen on

BBC TV!

www.littlefidgets.co.uk
Harrogate and throughout Yorkshire
We are expanding! Teachers required

0845
6809 603


