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June 25, 2002
Twelve inches of snow have fallen in the last ten hours, collapsing the
dining tent and bringing our assault on K2 to a stand still. I am a member of
an international expedition attempting to climb not only K2, the world’s
second highest peak, but also Broad Peak, another of the world’s 14 peaks that
are 8,000 meters or higher.
Nicknamed the Savage Mountain, K2 is shrouded in danger. Of the 198
people who have summited, 22 have died on the descent. Of the 5 women
summiters, 3 died descending K2 and other 2 died on later expeditions. Just
showing up takes chutzpah, but even more so this year. A million triggerhappy troops are massed on the nearby border of Pakistan and India. Still
closer, the sieve-like border between Afghanistan and Pakistan is leaking AlQaeda fighters.
As I lay in my tent, typing these words, my teammates are playing a game
of chance known as Pigs. You can practice Pigs all you want, but there’s no
way to craft a strategy or insure success. Mountaineering is just the opposite: a
game of skill. Practice makes us better. Bad experiences teach us good judgment. Skill and technique, efficiency and fitness — mental, physical, and
emotional — combine to help us manipulate the odds.
As if to make my point, an avalanche cuts loose on the face of the mountain above me. In mountaineering, we call avalanches, sudden storms, rock
fall, and similar events “objective dangers.” We may or may not be able to predict them and thus avoid them, or luck might put us in the path of one or
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take us out of it, but more often than not, we expose ourselves to objective
dangers by failing to act upon all of the data available to us. Just yesterday, to
cite one example of hundreds I’ve experienced, three of us were climbing to
advanced base camp with backpacks full of gear when an avalanche started
2,500 feet above the glacier we were crossing, tearing rocks and ice from the
face of the mountain. As the leading edge of the avalanche neared, a hump in
the glacier redirected the main flow of the slide away from us. Hiding behind
a tower of ice, we were merely dusted by the airborne snow. Except for a brief
chill, we were fine, but surviving that near miss wasn’t a matter of luck. Knowing that particular gully was prone to avalanches, we laid out our route to arc
around the danger zone, keeping a wall of glacial ice between the most dangerous zone and us. We also hustled through that section, using a little justified fear to keep us moving despite the thin air at 18,000 feet.
In the last thirty months I have been on five other mountaineering expeditions to 8,000-meter peaks (26,400 feet) while simultaneously nurturing my
company, Earth Treks. I tagged the summit of Cho Oyu, the sixth tallest peak
in the world. Later, I guided clients to the summit of Everest, via the difficult
North Ridge. Four months after climbing Everest, I became the first American to climb completely alone to the top of an 8,000-meter peak, Shishapangma: applying all that I have learned about the mountains and myself, I swung
my ice tools and kicked my cramponed boots for 34 straight hours, in a nonstop trip up and down the technical Southwest Face. During those months
Earth Treks grew from $860,000 to $1.3 million in annual sales. We surpassed
our projections for 2001 despite a tough economy and massive geopolitical
uncertainty.
Now, while I am trying to climb and survive K2 and
Broad Peak, my Earth Treks’ team is building our second
indoor climbing gym, part of my dream of establishing a
chain of state-of-the-art training facilities to complement our
flagship mountain guide service. Clearly, I’ve turned my passion for climbing into a successful career, one that allows me,
and over 60 employees, to share our love of climbing with
thousands of people. While teaching on average 19,000
people to climb each year, we earn a decent wage and can take

time off to
pursue our own
climbing dreams.
In our business,
where peoples’
lives dangle on a
thin rope, it is critical that we walk our talk. Our personal adventures must be
leveraged into business successes.
We’ve built our little climbing empire from the tiniest of seeds — $562
scraped together in 1992 — and in one of the most unlikely places in the
United States: the suburbs of Baltimore, Maryland, one of America’s oldest
seaports.
How did we do it? How did we transform our hobby into a successful,
growth-oriented business? How did we create a corporate culture that allows
the most adventurous of us to leave the business for months at a time? How
do we have enough emotional energy and physical stamina to grow a business
at 28 percent annually and still have the drive and time to climb the most
challenging routes on the world’s tallest peaks?
Dozens of books address the objective dangers of business and offer fantastic solutions to those problems. Many of these books are useful — and I’ve
read a ton of them — but the lessons that have been most critical to Earth
Treks’ success come from the peaks, not the library. It was on cutting-edge
Himalayan expeditions where I learned the core values that helped launch and
then sustain the fast-growing, entrepreneurial company that is Earth Treks:
passion, vision, partnership and perseverance. Beyond these four things, you
also need the courage to apply them. Lack of courage in business will cause
your company to fail. Lack of courage in the mountains will cause you to die.
Today Earth Treks is fueled by our collective passion. Traveling at near
warp speed, we steer the organization through our commitment to our vision,
our emphasis on partnerships, and a proven and proud tradition of perseverance. I’ve been to the top of the world. The view from the summit of Everest
is awe inspiring, but the feeling of pride at having started and nurtured Earth
Treks is far greater.
One expedition in particular, a harrowing climb of India’s Shivling peak,
fueled my passion for all things climbing and demonstrated the critical importance of vision, partnership, and perseverance. Seeing at a gut level how all the
qualities worked together to overcome even the worst obstacles opened my
eyes to the power of their benefits in every arena, including business, and
allowed me to turn my passion for climbing into a career.

Passion
Even though I was born in New York City and raised in the Jersey suburbs, mountains were in my blood. Some kink in my genetic code led me to

In mountaineering, we call
avalanches, sudden storms, rock
fall, and similar events
“objective dangers.” We expose
ourselves to objective dangers by
failing to act upon all of the data
available to us.
devour books about adventurers and choose them as my role models. Following in their footsteps, I fought imaginary wars, traveled to the sources of
mighty brooks, built tree forts, and crept undetected from lawn to lawn under
the cover of darkness.
I was a kid with a limitless appetite for conquering the unknown, but
unlike most kids, my passion for adventure never tapered off. And I think I
know why. Even as a youngster, when the going got the toughest, my mind
and body slipped into what psychologists call the “flow state” and what athletes know as “the zone” — that amazing moment when we seem to escape
physical limitations and become a problem-solving, hyper-performing, integrated machine. “We feel in control of our actions, masters of our own fate,”
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi writes in Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. “On the rare occasions that it happens, we feel a sense of exhilaration, a
deep sense of enjoyment that is long cherished and that becomes a landmark
in memory for what life should be like.”
Once you’ve been in a flow state — won the championship game, made a
perfect run down the ski slope, played a set of tennis so well it seemed as if
you were living in someone else’s body — you never forget it. Flow lingers.
Despite the gnawing demands of adulthood, the mind numbing effects of a
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daily commute, even the disintegration of our aging bodies, once we’ve tasted
the euphoria and fulfillment of the flow state, we know what life can offer.
The challenge is to be conscious of what truly satisfies us and to have the
courage to create a life in which we can keep coming back to the flow state.
That’s what I think passion is: the willingness to seek flow experiences.
Positively passionate people make great entrepreneurs and leaders. They are
willing to suffer extreme hardships while pursuing their dreams. They do not
expect short-term satisfaction. They are internally motivated, driven to please
themselves according to a set of self-imposed values. Passionate people are
addicts, seeking that wonderful satisfaction from every part of life. They’re
pushers, too, dragging along every disciple who has the guts to play with
them. Employees who get caught up in this enthusiasm love to work for passionate people because their work, no matter how mundane, is valued.
I found passion in climbing, first on small crags in the mid-Atlantic and
later on taller cliff faces in Colorado and California. Eventually I drifted to the
Andes of South America, searching for experiences that would push my limits.
As I began to build my resume of extreme ascents, I came to the realization that climbing, while offering intense moments or even weeks of satisfaction, wasn’t allowing me to fully develop all my talents. I dreamed of creating
a cutting-edge climbing school. Nevertheless, I clung to my job as an administrator and lead instructor at Outward Bound. A co-worker, in whom I had
confided my dream, finally sat me down and said: “For someone who takes so
many risks with your personal life, you certainly seem afraid of taking a risk
with your professional life.”
I realized he was right. Within a few months I incorporated Earth Treks
and set off on my own. My mission was to provide the highest quality climbing courses and mountaineering expeditions. My strategy involved applying
the lessons I learned on my Himalayan climbs to every aspect of the business.
Those lessons were extremely highlighted on my climb of Shivling, a highaltitude showcase for the benefits of a tank full of passion combined with
healthy doses of vision, perseverance, and partnership. When I was in college,
at the University of Colorado in Boulder, I made fast friends with two other
transplanted easterners, Dan Jenkins and Austin Weiss. We all scrambled for
day work as rock climbing guides and spent our summers as Outward Bound
instructors. After a day on the rocks, we would sip beers, shovel beans onto
tortillas, and daydream out loud about even bigger adventures. In 1989, we
went on our first trip to the Himalaya: a 21,461-foot peak called Shivling,
notorious in climbing circles for its difficulty. Only a handful of people had
climbed it, a veritable Who’s Who of Himalayan All Stars. We chose to repeat
a route pioneered by Chris Bonington, the famed British mountaineer. A
knife-edged spine of rock, ice, and snow, the route sliced upwards along the
southeast ridge for over 6,000 vertical feet.
We set off carrying 25-pound packs. Late on the afternoon of the third
day, when we were 5,000 feet up the mountain, a cold front slammed into the
Himalaya. Within minutes the temperature dropped thirty degrees. As the
blizzard hit, we rappelled down to the only ledge system we had passed that
day. No bigger than a dining room table, and far too small for our tent, the
ledge was for two people only. Dan and Austin huddled together, laying on
the uneven and sloped surface. I climbed just below them and slipped among
some rocks. We were all tied into place, running ropes from the cracks in the
rocks into our sleeping bags with the rope ends tied to the harness that we
wrapped around our hips and legs. Austin’s left shoulder and hip hung over
the edge of a 5,000 foot cliff. My left hip was pushed against the rock, but my
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right hung over the edge of a 2,500-foot cliff face. The storm battered us for
two nights and part of three days, during which we couldn’t move. Exhaustion
dragged us into periods of fitful sleep, stealing seconds or minutes, but never
hours, from the anxiety of the situation. At some point, our single cook pot
was blown by gale force winds. It tumbled into the abyss. With it went all
hope of boiling the water needed to cook our freeze-dried meals.
On Day Five of the trip the storm slowed, then briefly stopped. The sun
peered through the occasional holes in the clouds. All around us avalanches
peeled away from the faces and thundered down the mountain.
The storm seemed to scorn us. Blowing snow crept into our down sleeping bags and promptly melted, leaving useless, heavy masses of wet feathers.
We hadn’t eaten or drunk anything for two days. Our only cook pot was lost.
How were we going to melt snow for drinking water or for our freeze-dried
food? How were we going to survive?
If we wanted to escape with our lives, our only option was to go up and
over the top via the most technical climbing and dangerous conditions any of
us had ever faced in the mountains — so bad, in fact, that we would have to
abandon our chosen route and pioneer a new one. It was time to tap into passion as an energy source. If fear were to dominate, we would die. Consciously
entering into the flow state and climbing carefully upward was our only ticket
to survival. Against all odds, we needed a victory, but if life to that point had
taught me anything, it was that I was in control of the tools of success. I knew
what needed to be done to survive. We had to devise a plan.

It was time to tap into passion
as an energy source. If fear were
to dominate, we would die.

Vision
If passion is the propellant, vision allows us to steer, and on Shivling, we
wanted direction badly. Our small party had opted from the beginning for an
alpine style climb, in which climbers shoulder a 30-pound backpack and
ascend directly from base camp to the summit. We had no Sherpas, fixed
ropes or established camps, the infrastructure common on a typical Everest or
siege style expedition. If something went wrong, thousands of feet above base
camp, our solution had to come from our small packs or our collective
wisdom. There was no safety net below us. We liked the greater-risk, greaterreward formula, and we had the overwhelming confidence of youth on our
side. (Alpine style climbs are the Himalayan equivalent of bootstrapping:
telling the greedy venture capitalists to take a hike while you struggle your way
to financial success and industry acclaim. Your chances of success may be less,
and your comfort level infinitely reduced, but in the end you still own 100%
of the business.) The logistical simplicity of alpine style climbs increases the
risk, while the deeper commitment and more intense demands placed upon
you yield far greater feelings of pride and accomplishment. Now cowering in
our sodden sleeping bags, high on Shivling, those long, slow supply lines of a
siege style expedition would have been mighty comforting. Dan, Austin, and

I had to pull together and see our way out of a situation that had been severely altered by the storm, the lost pot, and the avalanches.
As mountain climbers, we rely heavily on visualization techniques, just as
a good golfer visualizes sinking the putt before ever stroking the ball. Like a
golfer, though, we have to read the lie right for the vision to work. Many an
Everest climber has visualized himself standing on the summit but failed to
accompany that with a well-detailed plan of attack. Typically, plans fail
because the people who made them misjudged themselves or processed the
data — snow conditions, time of day, amount of food, etc. — and came up
with the wrong conclusion. That’s why whenever I create a vision of the
whole, I’m quick to break it into the tiniest parts, examining the peak and
searching for a route that is both climbable and safe. And that’s exactly what
we did on Shivling.
Critical to our success was re-hydrating our bodies and fueling them with
some kind of food. Among all our gear we had nine Twix bars — our only
non-freeze dried food. We used the stove’s foil windscreen to form a tiny,
makeshift pot, taking nearly 40 minutes to melt a soda can’s worth of water.
For the next three days, we treated ourselves to one daily meal of a single Twix
bar and a half-cup of boiled snow-water. We climbed to a symphony of stomach growls, groans and grumbles.
The snowstorm had greatly altered the route we hoped to climb. Snow was
piled on the ledges, avalanches swept the faces, wind tore past the ridges, and
the cracks were filled with ice. Our route was now far too dangerous. A gap in
the clouds showed us a possible escape route — from our ledge, back up the
ridge, and then out across acres of snow-covered, just-less-than-vertical granite

slabs to a notch in the summit ridge. Breaking it into parts, we could see an
almost continuous line of weaknesses to capitalize on, but the route was far
from direct. We would have to climb up, down and over, zigzagging across the
face, all the while searching for crack systems to which we could anchor ourselves. I figured the distance to be over 3,000 feet, meaning a minimum of 18
rope lengths. At over an hour a rope length, this day would never end. But
would it work? Would we be able to escape a slow death trapped on our tiny
ledges? We didn’t know for sure, but with passion and vision on our side, and
the storm finally in abeyance, the odds of escape were looking far better.
Business challenges are no different: Vision is critical to surmounting
them. In 1995, I returned to the cliffs above Boulder for the first time since
the late 1980s. In the old days, I had been working for one of the region’s
larger guide services; now I was guiding my own clients. But that wasn’t all
that had changed. Every guide service I used to work beside, or for, had gone
out of business. When I asked around, my old guiding friends told me that
the local rock gym, with its greater financial and marketing resources, had
gobbled up all the trade.
I owned an outdoor rock climbing school in the Washington, DC suburbs
that I thought had a fine future, but now I could see the writing on the wall.
The DC area had two local climbing gyms that could gobble up my business
just as the Boulder one had done to other, similar outfits. It was time to open
a climbing gym of my own.
I flew on from Boulder to Mount McKinley in Alaska, where I was guiding Kevin Maloney, a successful New York City real estate developer. Kevin is
a chronic entrepreneur as well as a dedicated climber, which made him just
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the right person to hone my vision with. Every night we would lie in the tent
and refine the idea. By the time we wrapped up our climb, Kevin had helped
me develop a plan of attack. A few months later, with the steps needed to
accomplish the vision clearly laid out and the financial projections in order, he
agreed to loan me $400,000 in start-up capital.

Perseverance
Propelled by passion, with a new vision steering us, it was time to climb
towards safety. Like the start-up phase of a business, cutting-edge mountaineering seems to be made up of equal doses of suffering and risk taking. In
such a setting, perseverance, the ability to keep putting one foot in front of the
other, is often the most important tool for success.
On the world’s biggest peaks, the extreme physical and emotional fatigue
and lack of oxygen cause some people to simply give up. Summiting Everest
via the North Ridge, you step over, or around, seven bodies. Each of these
people stopped moving toward safety. At 40 below zero, the unconscious body
freezes solid in 6 hours. There is nothing sexy about taking one more step, but
it can mean the difference between being a landmark for mountaineers —
“Step over the man with the green boots…. Make a left at the waving man”
— or living to climb another day.
On Shivling, our motivation for moving upward was simple: to stay alive.
Had we remained on the exposed ledges, we would have died a slow death of
starvation and hypothermia. Had we tried to escape by descending, an avalanche would have torn us from the mountainside, twisting and crushing our
bodies, then burying us alive.
On the fifth morning of the Shivling climb, we packed our gear as fast as
we could, shouldered our packs, and climbed upwards. We started by ascend-
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ing the ropes we had placed on Day Three and reached our high point in less
than an hour. Then, we climbed into the unknown.
On a technical peak like Shivling, the only system for making vertical
progress is to have one person lead out. He hammers pitons into the cracks
and clips the rope to the piton with a carabiner, thus protecting himself from
a long fall. If he places his first piece of protection ten feet up, climbs ten feet
above that and falls, he’ll fly twenty feet through the air before being caught
by the rope. As it turned out, though, we weren’t going to have the luxury of
such short increments.
We were organizing the climbing gear at the edge of unknown terrain
when clouds began to choke the peak and fresh snow started to fall. Suddenly,
speed became our greatest concern. We quickly decided to accept even more
risk by tying our two ropes together into a single 330-foot rope. The lead
climber was now looking at taking falls in excess of 300 feet. With the likelihood of a long fall so high and the consequences ranging from bone-shattering to fatal, there was little room for error.
I led out across the face, heading for the notch in the summit ridge, well
over 3,000 feet away. My vision of the route we would take to the notch was
precise. Patches of snow clung to the face of the mountain, and I would try to
climb from one to another, hoping that the points of my crampons and the
picks of my ice axes might be able to gain purchase in this snow.
The climbing was extremely technical, involving the most delicate weight
transfers to keep the snow from calving off the bare granite slabs. Where the
snow was slushy, it would slide off unless I carefully molded it into a tiny
ledge. Holding my breath, expecting to fall, I would ease onto each clump of
the slush. The ledge would slide, sometimes for only inches before compacting a bit more into the rough surface of the granite. If it held, I moved onto it.
When it didn’t, I set off upwards, downwards or laterally in search of my next
foothold. Occasionally, I found cracks in the rock and would lever my ice axes
or crampon points into these.
Each pitch — a 330-foot section in our case because of the rope length —
took me at least 90 minutes to climb. When I neared the end of the rope, I
scraped in the snow in search of a crack to which to anchor the rope and
myself before allowing my partners to climb up to me. Then I would lead out
again. The snowstorm came and went throughout the day. At times, the blizzard conditions nearly tore me off the wall. Small avalanches of soft powdery
snow hit me without rhythm. Occasionally, I could see and hear Dan and

Austin. Other times, I felt totally alone in the center of the storm.
Amazingly, it was when I felt most alone that I felt most competent, focusing solely on the objective at hand. My mind and body were performing a
simple task. Every action was answered with direct and immediate feedback. I
quickly shed the burden of fear. I didn’t have the time or emotional energy for
it if I was going to do my job, and worrying about falling to my death seemed
unproductive. As long as I kept persevering, I was making progress. In the
process, I was receiving fantastic, positive feedback from myself. I was in the
flow state, and being there made me emotionally and intellectually stronger.
Twelve hours and a dozen rope lengths later the terrain changed. The
route took us up a thin icicle that hung over a section of the granite face.
Fourteen hours had passed since our last Twix bar meal, during which time
there wasn’t even a ledge big enough for us to stop and rest on. Exhausted, we
either stood on our crampon points or hung in our harnesses the whole time.
The icicle was physically the hardest section of the route we faced that day.
Luckily, in the rock wall behind it I was able to hammer a piton into a crack,

Life’s most defining moments
demand perseverance. If we are
ever to reach the summit or
achieve success in business, we
must keep moving.
allowing me to safeguard against a fall. The icicle was no bigger in girth than a
telephone pole, and it seemed like thirty vertical feet of struggle would get me
through the toughest part. I’d gotten half way up when the ice narrowed. I
tried to reach past the thinnest section and blindly scraped around for an ice
axe placement. Tiring, I swung the pick of the ice axe into the ice. The icicle
split in two and I fell 30 feet through the pitch-black sky. I landed on a steep
patch of snow, kept from falling further by the rope that was attached to the
piton.
Life’s most defining moments demand perseverance. If we are ever to reach
the summit or achieve success in business, we must keep moving. Of course,
we need to catch our breath, but we mustn’t linger in the danger zone or let
opportunity pass us by while we’re resting on old laurels. When obstacles seem
most impossible, any step is better than none. Action brings feedback, and the
feedback lets us know if our solution has merit or stinks. The trick is to listen
and alter course if the route we’ve visualized might be fatal or reckless.
Unhurt by my 30-foot fall, I climbed back to my previous high point,
hoping that I could force my way past the difficulties and onto the top of the
granite face. Once again I swung the ice axe into the remaining bits of ice, and
once more I fell 30 feet into the soft snow below me.
I was spent, physically drained after more than fourteen hours of leading
out with the rope. My exhaustion was now slowing the team. We were at the
very top edge of a 5,000-foot cliff face, and a mistake here could kill us all.
Yes, I visualized myself climbing that icicle. Yes, I attacked it, falling twice. But
now I was becoming a liability to the team. The time had come to pass the

responsibility of leading on to a partner.
Cash flow crises are rarely solved by a miracle sale or brilliant entrepreneurial vision. The only method that seems to work for us is perseverance:
keep doing the right thing over and over and over again until the crisis passes.
We built our first indoor climbing gym within sub-letted space, renting a
mere 7300 sq. feet in a 622,000 sq. foot warehouse. In 1999 the building was
sold to new and ambitious owners. They began to convert over half the building into class A office space. Our tranquil work environment was turned into
a war zone by the construction of additional floors, the re-facing of the building, the paving parking lots, landscaping, sewage and electrical upgrades.
Power was shut off at odd hours and for up to 48 hours at a time, usually on
weekends when we were most busy. Piles of garbage, mountains of dirt, scaffolding and bulldozers hid our entrance and threatened the safety of our
clients. Sales dropped by 25 % each month. By the 6th month we were
having difficulties making our loan payments.
We worked patiently and closely with the new owners and they were quick
to patch the new roof leaks and replace the damaged sewage pipes. They
would apologize for the inconvenience as they pointed to the fine print in the
lease. It didn’t help that we did not have a direct lease or that we were the
smallest tenant. To make matters worse the tenant we were subletting from
took legal action against the landlord. Our future was bleak. We owed nearly
$300,000 to an old client and we were about to default on that loan. The
tenant we sub-letted from was being evicted. Revenues were at an all time low
and our savings were depleted.
Besides our belief in hard work, three things were in our favor as month
six ended: the contractors were finished and now cleaning up around a much
improved building, the busy season was approaching and a local bank was
anxious to win our business (based on the success of the previous year and a
favorable SBA program). After battling for 6 months against declining
income, we could see the summit and just needed to struggle upwards to
reach it.
The staff dug deep for the first six months and seeing the end in sight,
they put in even longer hours while thinking creatively to cut expenses just a
bit more. Two months after construction ended, operating profits returned.
The bank stepped in with a better loan package, lowering the interest rate and
extending the terms. And the landlord, once done evicting the tenant we subletted from, crafted a new, long-term lease directly with us. We persevered
through the crisis.
In retrospect, our responding to this crisis by simply working harder and
smarter was critical to our eventual success. Getting angry and pursuing litigation resulted in the eviction of the company we sub-let from. Big promotions
were out of the question, as we couldn’t even count on there being power on
any particular day. And our commitment to and friendship with our regular
clients paid off, as they never abandoned us, despite not knowing if we would
even be opened as they drove from work to our door. We just kept putting
our best foot forward, over and over and over again.

Partnership
Climbers can’t stop talking about their partners. The rope so obviously
links us together that partnership defines the experience. Every time I have
pushed my technical limit, my partner fed the effort with enthusiasm, coaching, and devotion to my safety. Partners make you better, whether they are
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obvious during the battle or not.
Few experiences in life place so high a premium
on partnership as high-risk Himalayan climbing, but
many experiences reinforce the partnership lessons
I’ve learned there. When we built our first gym, our
core team members transcended themselves and
became a high-performance unit as so often happens
with bootstrap start-ups. We were so committed to
the vision that we literally stayed at the site for the
final nine days of building, collapsing into 45minute naps every few hours but never compromising on quality. In fact, our best work came in the
final weeks of the six-month project. That business
experience was the most intense “expedition” in
which I have ever participated, and in some ways the
most enduring. To this day the pride that each of us
feels is incredible. Each partner who made it to that
level of commitment and performance — and quite
a few did not — experienced the flow state for hours
and days at a time. The team members who built
that gym know that they have the seeds of excellence
in them forever.
With the gym, our money was at stake. On
Shivling, it was our lives. At midnight Dan Jenkins
took the climbing protection from me and began to
lead climb up a steep cliff band. I had dismissed this
path in favor of the ice route, but while I was high
above them, failing, Dan and Austin saw possibilities
where I saw none. Dan inched up the wall as Austin
fed him the rope. After fourteen hours of leading, I
hung from my harness, waiting for Dan to reach the
top of the wall and gathering my strength back.
By 2 a.m. we had regrouped on a narrow ledge,
just below the ridge crest of the summit plateau. A
cornice — a wave of wind-sculpted snow — hung
over us. Below, a flake of rock had jammed the
ropes. Unable to budge them, Dan lowered himself
back down the route, freed the rope, and climbed
back up to us. Now, he was spent.
I resumed the lead, searching for a weakness in
the cornice. As I traversed further and further to the
right, I remembered a classic photo from the early
days of Scottish winter climbing. These climbers had
literally drilled a tunnel up and through a cornice:
The photo was of the second climber popping his
head through the hole. The bottom of our cornice
was within reach, so I figured I could do the same
thing. Of course it was dangerous. If the cornice
broke, more than a ton of densely packed snow and
ice would collapse and carry me down the face.
Swinging my ice axe, I chopped until the hole
was a bit wider than shoulder width. Then, I
crawled up into the shaft, leaned against the back
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wall, and dug some more. Next, I pulled my feet up into the shaft and braced
myself against both sides, so I could dig even higher into the overhang.
Beneath my feet, the egg-shaped shaft in which I was encased framed the
5,000-foot East Face of Shivling.
After eight feet of digging, I broke through the surface and crawled toward
the safety of the summit ridge. With shaky legs, I walked for the first time
since we started up the mountain six days earlier. As far from the hole as the
rope would allow, I created an anchor. Since there was neither a convenient
rock to tie to, nor a patch of ice for an ice screw, I dug a hole and sat in it, the
rope still tied to my waist. Dan and Austin climbed safely through the hole
and sat beside me.
With the sky beginning to lighten and the clouds thinning, we pulled out
the stove and remolded the tin foil into a pot. On the morning of the sixth
day, we each ate a Twix bar and drank a half-cup of water.
The actual summit seemed so close, but Austin had no desire to go any

While I was falling through the
air, Dan started to scream, and
Austin dove for the ends of the
rope. He hadn’t told us, but
before starting the climb, Austin
had had a premonition that one
of us would die.
higher, so Dan and I set off without our packs to tag the top. The ridge above
us twisted towards the summit, but just a few feet below it and a hundred feet
before the true peak, we ground to a halt. The remaining few feet was too
dangerous for us to traverse. After all we had gone through, we couldn’t even
touch the summit. Dan and I huddled together on a tiny hump of snow and
rock, taking in the almost unbelievable view. Still, we couldn’t relax, knowing
we were so far from safety.
Our partnership began with our collective desire to test our limits and
prove our abilities on a remote and difficult mountain. Dan, Austin, and I
were young and ambitious. We had no idea that we were embarking on an
epic battle for our lives. High on the slopes of Shivling, our long friendship
entered a phase rarely experienced. We were completely dependent on each
other for our survival. The personal strengths we brought to the team were
magnified. The extreme situation demanded that our weaknesses be controlled. Forged by the severe circumstances we faced, we sculpted a culture up
there that quickly shifted burdens to whomever could best shoulder them at
the moment. I am certain to this day that most teams would have died on
Shivling.
I took this lesson on the importance of partnership to heart when building
Earth Treks. I wanted to mold the employer-employee model into a climbing
partnership. When fighting through business challenges, the boss is usually
out in front, leading the troops and waving the corporate flag. The same is

true in climbing. The leader takes the greatest risks, stretching out the rope
and protecting the followers from a fall. That’s the role I play at Earth Treks: I
sign the loan documents, the leases and contracts. If cash is short, I don’t get a
paycheck. If we default on a loan, it is my house the bankers will own. In
return, I get the biggest piece of the pie.
That’s Management 101, but a climbing partnership changes the dynamic
in subtle yet important ways. If I lead us to the first ledge, you lead us to the
next. This balance creates a relationship based not on hierarchy but mutual
dependence. The very act of climbing, with its inherent risk, also makes the
relationship more intimate. When we enter into a climbing partnership, we
know that we will see each other wrestle with self-doubt and struggle against
the pull of gravity and the discomforts and brutality that are part and parcel of
adventuring in extreme environments. But for every weakness that is exposed,
we also see the beauty of personal triumphs. We bear witness to limits being
pushed and expectations exceeded. We share moments of awe and majesty
that can be felt or seen only in the natural world. Through the journey, we
play a crucial role in each other’s growth.
I’ve tried to do that at Earth Treks. I stress partnership where many other
business owners stress leadership. To create this partnership approach, we took
first hires very seriously because together we would be creating the corporation’s cultural legacy. We spent hours outlining our values. Staff training sessions and end-of-season debriefings focused on questions such as “What extra
things can each of us do for our clients that will make their experience the best
it can be?”
Guided by these conversations and by a few early hiring mistakes, we
refined our hiring and training processes. Today, a team interviews each candidate, and no full-time employee is hired without being interviewed at least
three times. We want to be certain that whoever we bring on board shares our
values and has the desire needed to contribute to our organization’s growth.
In part, the need for a good fit is driven by the economics of the climbing
industry. Almost every manager at Earth Treks took a significant pay cut to
join the company. They came to us because they wanted a career built around
their love of climbing and because they were confident they could help us
grow sufficiently to return to the salary range they once enjoyed.
Our focus on partnership pervades all of the organization’s operations and
decision-making processes, from open-book management to our profit-sharing plan. Twenty percent of all profits are split among part- and full-time staff.
The bonus checks are just one of many ways to celebrate our successes. A
business partnership, much like a climbing one, can be difficult to maintain.
The intensity can burn people out. We’ve had to fire underachievers and the
less-than-zealous. On a long and difficult climb, a bad climbing partner can
kill you faster than a bolt of lightning or an avalanche, but in both venues,
those who survive thrive.

Courage
Dan, Austin, and I had to descend from the summit of Shivling via a route
we did not know, through terrain that might be even more avalanche prone
than the faces of the South and East sides. We shouldered our packs and
headed across a giant glacial plateau at 21,000 feet. When the edge appeared
abruptly, we rappelled down a 300-foot wall of dense glacial ice. Below this,
the face dropped down a 1,000-foot cliff. On the sixth rappel, Dan and
Austin waited below as I leaned back on the ropes. The ropes were anchored
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to a loop of thin nylon webbing that had been flipped around a large, icy
rock.
I leaned back. The rope slipped off the icy rock. I fell through the air.
In the eight or so seconds I was airborne, I focused on just one thing: survival. Instead of fear, I was bathed in calm. My mind was in complete control,
seeking a solution. First, it confirmed I was falling. Then a mental map of the
mountain presented itself. I was flying past hundreds of feet of rock heading
for a 55-degree snow slope. A thousand feet down the snow slope, a jumble of
ice cliffs fanned out into a sea of crevasses. To stop myself while my body was
still on the snow slope, I would need to dig my mittened hands into the snow,
spreading my legs wide apart to keep from flipping and tumbling.
While I was falling through the air, Dan started to scream, and Austin
dove for the ends of the rope. He hadn’t told us, but before starting the climb,
Austin had had a premonition that one of us would die. Now this fear looked
like it would come true. As my arcing body flew past, then drew taut on the
rope, Austin was yanked from his stance. The rope flew from his hands, along
with his ice axe, and he too tumbled down the slope, out of control.
A few hundred feet below him, I was being pulled toward the face of the
mountain, my trajectory altered by the momentarily taut rope. After falling
through the air for 450 feet, I slammed into and bounced off the steep snow
slope. Fifty feet later, I was propelled like a dart right into the face of the
mountain. A small avalanche started by my initial impact swept over me and
threatened to pry me from the slope.
As the snow hurled past, I looked up to see Austin tumbling down the
face, heading straight for me. In a flash of a second, he whipped himself
around and stopped. His ice axe bounced past me.
Buried to my knees but alive, I felt a rush of security sweep over me, even
though I knew that overconfidence at this point would be more dangerous
than the fall. This absurd delusion told me that my partners were going to get
me off this face alive. In reality, each of us was fighting, separately and togeth-

er, for survival. The terrain and situation were simply too desperate.
I wanted to cry: not a little whimper, but a full-on wail of fear. I wanted to
let go of every restraint, to give in to self-pity and despair, but I wasn’t willing
to accept my death. I wasn’t ready to give up after so long and hard a battle to
make it down alive.
I reached for my ice axe, unclipped it, and swung it into the snow, and
that simple step allowed me to take back some control, to reassert my will to
live. The moment that ice axe struck, the need to bawl like a baby subsided,
but only momentarily. It welled up repeatedly — at first, by the second. After
a few hours, I could go a minute without the need to cry. Within days, a few
hours might pass.
We were still high on the mountain, at just over 19,000 feet, but at least
we were physically whole. I had one small scratch on my nose, my crampon
hung loose from my right foot, and a pile of avalanche debris was piled on my
chest. Thankfully, no bones were broken or ligaments torn despite my 500foot fall.
Austin righted himself and climbed down to me. We didn’t need to speak.
Dan gathered the ropes as he climbed towards us. It was his turn to take complete control of the situation. He was now our leader.
Darkness caught us as we traversed the giant face for hour after hour,
aiming for a flat place on the ridge to camp safely. Once we found a good
ledge, Dan, in a tremendous display of partnership and perseverance, melted
another round of hot drinks. Late that evening we huddled together in our
tiny nest of snow, carved from a step in the ridge. After more than forty hours
of non-stop technical climbing, in desperate conditions, we were spent. At
dawn the hanging glacier above us collapsed, sending tons of ice down the
cliff face we had rappelled only twelve hours before. When it hit the snow face
that had stopped me, it triggered an avalanche. Within seconds, a cloud of
snow dust rose beside our ridge, covering us with an inch of powder while
wiping away every sign of the fall and every footstep we carved while climbing

2005 Update
Warner continues to push both himself and his company since this account of his 2002 adventure. His expedition to K2 ended in tragedy,
when a climber from another team tumbled and bounced downward 5,000 feet. Warner and his partner raced to the scene, found the climber
dead and evacuated his body. After a season of storms and other deaths, Warner said, “it seemed like time to go home.” In December of 2002,
the Earth Treks Climbing Center in Timonium opened and quickly became a hot gathering spot for top east coast climbers. The third-ranked
climber in the world is among the gym’s employees.
In 2003, Warner guided reality TV show contestants on the North Ridge of Mount Everest. In the Spring
of 2004 he soloed Mt. Lhotse, the 4th tallest mountain in the world. He then spent the summer climbing in Pakistan and came home to marry his sweetheart, Melinda. In the summer of 2005 he returned
to K2, where a blizzard stopped his summit bid. While Warner was climbing, the Earth Treks team began
constructing their third gym in Rockville. In the last few weeks he hosted the pilot episode for a new
History Channel show called “Risk Takers/History Makers.” And as we go to print, Chris and Melinda
are gearing up for their toughest adventure yet: parenthood.
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to the safety of the ridge.
We spent the next several hours climbing down the ridge and hiking the
easy terrain back to our base camp, occasionally glancing upward to the face
of the mountain. We were hungry and thirsty, but most importantly, we were
alive. In the midst of a dire situation, we had been left with three basic instinctual responses: fight (stand up to the opposition and try to defeat them), flight
(run away from the problem) or freeze (simply ignore the problem and suffer
even worse consequences). We chose to fight, and that’s why we made it
through.
Our climb of Shivling was a fight for our very survival. Everything was
going wrong, from the storm, to the dropped pot, to the 500-foot fall. Any
one of those events could have killed us. But somehow, when things seemed
out of control, the stress inhuman, I felt stronger and more capable. I became
more courageous with each challenge. “Well, if we survived that, we can certainly survive this.”
On Shivling acts of courage inspired the team. As long as one of us was
willing to fight, we moved towards safety. I see this phenomena play itself out
in business all of the time. When we decided to build our second gym, we
pulled together the Earth Treks team and laid out the risks and the rewards.
Just a few years ago, I was running the business out of a condemned warehouse, and now we were borrowing $960,000 while our collective and ambitious vision was for a $1.5 million facility. We decided to roll the dice, build
the greatest gym, and supplement our debt with a lot of sweat equity and creative financing. We were constructing the gym using Alpine style climbing
methods like we used on Shivling. A group of us shouldered minimalist
equipment and set off into the unknown. The staff rallied to the cause, some
of us working 7 days a week, 14-48 hours straight. We sold the vendors on
our vision, persuading them to extend terms and deeply discount their products.
Despite our commitment, we ran into a giant hurdle: we needed to
change the zoning for the site, from manufacturing to recreational. We hired a
lawyer who shared with us the bad news. Clearly we did not meet the recreational code requirements: the County demanded at least 10 parking spots for
every 1000 sq. feet of space. We needed 160 spots and had less than 40.
Our zoning lawyer shook his head and said “This project will never, ever
be approved by the zoning commission.”
I was shocked by his willingness to admit defeat. “We have to be
approved, I’ve already torn the roof of the building. I’ve spent over $360,000
on this site already. We have to be successful.”
I prodded him to nearly his breaking point, forcing him to come up with
a crazy scheme, though he proclaimed, “thirty years of zoning work in this
county and I’ve never seen it done.” The solution: a landlord within 500 feet
of the Earth Trek’s front door had to give us a 15-year lease for over one hundred parking spots. The problem was that in reality the parking lots surrounding the building didn’t have any spots to spare. Each parking spot was like a
bar of gold, fought over by tenants in over-crowded buildings. Could I convince someone to sign away one hundred and twenty of their most valuable
assets: assets that were pledged to rent paying tenants?
Solving this problem required me to use my passion, vision, perseverance,
and partnerships that I had developed within the business community. But
none of those things would have mattered had I not had the courage to act on
them and pursue a solution to the problem. I remembered speaking to an
executive MBA class and meeting someone there who managed over a million

I became more courageous
with each challenge.
“Well, if we survived that, we
can certainly survive this.”
square feet of commercial space. His company owned a neighboring building.
A phone call, an offer to go to lunch and an Everest story or two, lead to his
staff crafting just the finely balanced and creatively worded document we
needed. Two days later I sent our zoning lawyer the documents and signatures
he said couldn’t be obtained. At the zoning meeting the commissioner had but
one question. “Would it be possible for my child to have a birthday party at this
climbing center?” With a quick “yes sir,” the papers, along with a handful of special exemptions for parking, were signed. It was a small step in the long climb
towards completing the gym but it was a good reminder to not accept failure.
The Shivling expedition was the most valuable learning experience I’ve
ever had, and it is one I hope to never have to repeat. Shortly after surviving
that climb, I felt an intense sense of pride at having pushed myself so far
beyond my imagined abilities and limits. But it took years for that pride to
progress into a conscious and reusable source of wisdom.
When we applied the lessons learned on some of the world’s largest peaks
to the culture and operations of Earth Treks, we found ourselves standing on
not one summit but many. Creating an organization that consistently exceeds
our customers’ expectations demands that we apply these lessons with discipline. Given the company’s rapid growth, we face a lot of challenges, and cash
flow issues and personnel difficulties always remind us that there is a lot of
work ahead. We are constantly re-learning that after every summit, the team
needs to return to the valley floor. Of course, you may be superhuman enough
to “enchain” multiple summits, but most teams are incapable of enduring
such abuse. In the Himalaya, those who linger to celebrate on the summit
often die on the descent. Leaders must make sure their teams have enough in
reserve to get back to the valley and should take advantage of forced rests to
celebrate recent successes, assess resources, and mend wounds.
Guiding clients to the summit of Everest or building the highest grossing
climbing gyms in the U.S. are big goals. But simply declaring the pursuit of
such goals could lead a company to disaster.
Teams should not attempt to climb a
metaphorical Everest without first developing
the philosophical foundation of the company
and increasing the depth of corporate courage
it has to draw on. Consciously applying the lessons of passion, vision, perseverance and partnership strengthens our foundation and gives
us the courage we need.
Reprinted with permission from the book Upward Bound: Nine
Original Accounts of How Business Leaders Reached Their
Summits, edited by Michael Useem, Jerry Useem, Paul Asel. 256
pages. Crown Business Press.
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