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Because It’s There
By Patrick Marren

Many readers may dimly recall the famed Englishman George Mallory’s fatal third expedition to Everest in 1924, during which Mallory and Sandy Irvine may or may not have made it to the top; neither ever returned. Mallory may be most famous for allegedly uttering the answer “Because it’s there” to a New York Times reporter who asked why anyone should climb Everest.  He was last seen along with Irvine by fellow climber Noel Odell “going strong” toward the summit.  Mallory’s body was finally discovered, mummified on the side of the mountain some distance below the peak, by a joint American-British expedition 75 years later, in 1999.

Wade Davis, an anthropologist, recently published Into the Silence: The Great War, Mallory and the Conquest of Everest. It holds lessons not only for mountaineers and other adventure travelers, but also for other realms of human endeavor, business and strategy in particular.  

Most readers probably come to the book with an eagerness to read about the ultimate assault on the peak.  It’s only natural for human beings to want to know about the superlatives, and it’s even more natural to want to cut to the chase about the assault on the highest peak on earth.  But Davis’ book takes its time getting to all that, and is a far richer account for the ride.  And the part of the book that most stimulated this reader was not the final assault on the summit, nor even the penultimate assault two years earlier.  It was the preparatory reconnaissance mission in 1921, an expedition that ended without really making a serious attempt on the mountain itself.

There is a classic black and white photograph of the eight members of the British team near the end of their herculean labors.  (You can locate it online without too much trouble; search under “1921 Everest Reconnaissance Expedition.”)  It is a portrait of eight people faced with a hopeless task at the end of four months of ridiculous slogging. 

Standing second from the left, in a checked jacket and jaunty hat, is the aristocratic boss, Charles Howard-Bury. He may be the least weary of the eight; he thinks everything is pretty hunky-dory with his expedition. 

The peeved guy seated on the lower left is George Mallory, not yet a mountaineering icon, but an irritable and resentful and prodigiously gifted 35 year-old. (He's "the talent.") Mallory secretly can't stand Howard-Bury. 

Seated to the right of Mallory is the unfortunate, unsuspecting and undeserving object of much of the rest of Mallory's scorn, Edward Oliver Wheeler, an indefatigable surveyor who endured more than any other expedition member without complaint, and whose main sin in Mallory's eyes appears to have been his Canadian-ness - and the fact that he had discovered the key approach to the mountain when Mallory had overlooked it. 

Standing upper right is Harold Raeburn, who had straggled back out of a Sikkimese hospital for the final push up the mountain, much to the surprise and secret annoyance of all, as he was manifestly unfit to climb Everest, despite being the titular head of the climbing team. 

The crew-cut guy who stands third from the left is Alexander Heron, geologist.  He is an industrious and inoffensive fellow, but after the expedition he will be barred from ever returning to Tibet because false rumors will abound that he has taken precious jewels out of the ground and therefore released demons into the atmosphere that were supposed by the Tibetans to have caused an outbreak of scarlet fever across the country.

The third from the left, bottom row, is Guy Bullock, Mallory's schoolmate and hand-picked climbing companion; now after months together in a tent they can't stand each other. 

Standing upper left is A.F.R. Wollaston, expedition doctor and an amazing explorer and mountaineer in his own right.  He was the first to climb several notable peaks in Africa, and the first to make attempts on Mt. Carstensz in New Guinea, the tallest peak in Oceania; despite this he is far more interested in collecting plants than climbing "snow mountains." 

Seated far right is Henry Morshead, mentor of Wheeler and another ridiculously accomplished surveyor for the Indian Raj, personally responsible for mapping huge areas of the Indian subcontinent. He is respected for his toughness and accomplishments, but, like his protégé Wheeler, is not felt by Mallory to be “climbing material.”

So what is the relevance of this expedition and these people to business strategy? 

1. A business strategy can be seen as an “expedition.”  Business is not actually the humdrum daily repetition of known tasks.  Humans can’t work that way.  A business can be seen as composed of individual projects that are like expeditions: each will require a team; there must be a goal; there is inevitable disagreement and conflict, and great difficulties to be overcome; camaraderie develops amongst the team, despite personal idiosyncrasies and even animosities; and afterwards there can be great nostalgia for the time of greatest difficulty.  

Listen to any veteran of a serious business campaign of some type, and you will hear some great war stories.  And that gets at the crux of the matter: any successful strategy has to achieve “story” status.  People want to see themselves as involved in a drama.  This infuses everything they do with significance, helps to explain it to others, and – assuming the project is successful – gives the entire team a sense of triumph in getting the job done. Strategies need to be designed to take this into account.

2. Strategy has to be carried out by people, and any strategy that disregards the human element will most likely fail.  That is to say, a strategy that does not explicitly and accurately take particular people and their strengths and weaknesses consciously into account in the planning stages, and assign them the correct roles – will suffer and most probably fail.  

And this mission, to the extent it “failed,” did so partly because the people assigned to key positions were the wrong choices, made by non-mountaineer staff types back in London. Most notably these staffers included Arthur Hinks, secretary of the Royal Geographical Society, and a couple of doctors who passed a superannuated general with a blood pressure of 210/110 for the second expedition, but disallowed George Finch, the most outstanding ice climber of the time, for the 1921 reconnaissance, because he appeared to them a bit unhealthy. 

(Finch went on to set a number of records climbing in the Alps the following summer; his sallow complexion had something to do with domestic problems that had begun when he discovered that his wife had given birth to another officer’s child while he had been off at the front during World War I.  That child, never disavowed by Finch, grew up to be the actor Peter Finch, who won an Oscar for playing the role of Howard “I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore” Beale in the movie Network. Finch was added to the 1922 attempt on Everest as a key climber.) 

Another team member who had been medically cleared, Alexander Kellas, an accomplished climber of 52, actually died in the early stages of the expedition.  Harold Raeburn, who was supposed to be the lead climber if an actual assault on Everest was deemed plausible, was even older, at 56, and had to be taken to a hospital in Nepal before the reconnaissance had properly begun.  His reappearance just before the ultimate push up the mountain disconcerted the remaining climbers; he did not, in the end, join the climbing party.  

In general, there was a built-in bias against youth, and an over-valuing of rank, social caste, and experience in the team.  The incredible stress of the venture eventually caused the best climbers (Mallory, Wheeler, Bullock, Morshead) to rise to the top irrespective of rank, age, or social origins, and the higher-ranking nonentities (Raeburn, Kellas) to fall by the wayside (in one case literally).  

We can see something similar in business.  When the future of the organization is in the balance, rank and experience and other political considerations must give way to merit.  Management in large organizations is prone to choose the wrong people for important posts; if they cannot be eased out of the way, your strategy can fall by the wayside.  

3. Headquarters often cannot predict the effectiveness – or even the plausibility – of its plans when they are taken out to the field.  Humility and deference to the people on the ground – and, wherever and whenever possible, an ongoing dialogue with them – will be required of top management in order for any strategic project to achieve success.  

London headquarters obviously made some bad personnel decisions on the 1921 reconnaissance mission, but their role should not be entirely dismissed.  It was the back-office folks in London who rarely or never saw a mountain who raised the money and marketed the expedition and pushed through diplomatic roadblocks with the Tibetan, Indian, and U.K. governments to make the mission a reality.  And there was some realization that an expedition managed from thousands of miles away (in an era without instantaneous communication, and in a region that was not yet even mapped) would make little sense.  So the Royal Geographical Society, the sponsoring entity, gave Howard-Bury, the expedition commander, great latitude to do as he saw fit.  The intensity of the effort and the tremendous professionalism of most of the team members allowed for further shifts in roles and tasks as events warranted. So just as the relative failure of not actually climbing the mountain can be laid partially at the RGS’ doorstep, the tremendous successes that did occur must redound to their credit. 

4. A team of one mind, without disagreement, cannot normally succeed. There should always be alternative viewpoints presented on any decision of consequence, and this will require people of differing temperaments who on many occasions will tend to get on each other’s nerves.  A good leader will not seek to eliminate this conflict entirely, but will have to ensure that it does not get out of hand as she or he takes advantage of the variety in opinions offered by a diverse team.  

The 1921 expedition worked largely because no one team member got his way on everything, and legitimate contributions of each were acknowledged.  Despite returning, Raeburn did not lead the climb. When push came to shove, Wheeler and Morshead ended up on the team that made a tentative attempt actually to climb the mountain. And the approach was one that Wheeler had recommended. Mallory, despite having emerged by then as the consensus leader, had to acquiesce. (And to his credit, he did so with good grace.) Howard-Bury managed this with a light touch.

5. When all else fails, a compelling goal that is understood clearly by everyone will cover a multitude of sins.  The impossibly high looming summit pyramid of Everest was a goal that everyone involved with the reconnaissance could understand implicitly.  All else flowed fairly straightforwardly from that fact: the need to reconnoiter all possible approaches to the mountain (at least, those that did not involve crossing the border into Nepal, which had forbidden entry to the expedition); the need to test equipment and climbing techniques; the need for reliable maps; the need to know the local weather patterns.  

The fact that it was a difficult goal (to say the least) also had advantages.  As we saw above, the ridiculous level of hardship that was involved overrode almost all distinctions of class and rank and age in the team, and pushed people to accept the most pragmatic solutions to problems as they came up.  

Businesses also should put some thought into their goals beyond mere spreadsheet plausibility.  Stretch goals should not be designed to motivate people through fear; they should inspire. And they should be clear and compelling to all who need to be working towards them.

6. Even a strategy that fails can ultimately lead to success if future attempts can benefit from its lessons.   

The thing about the photograph that makes it most relevant to the many projects I've worked on with varied super-talented people? This was just the 1921 Reconnaissance of Everest. They did intend to try to climb the mountain at the time the picture was taken, after 4 months of reconnaissance, but there was no expectation that they would actually succeed; the real attempt to reach the summit was supposed to be the following year. But the summit was the compelling object that kept them on track, subordinated their personal gripes, and caused them to achieve astounding results in places no European (or even, in some cases, no human) had ever been. Like so many of our projects, this one never reached the ultimate peak. But their prodigious effort was indispensable to allowing others ultimately to conquer it.
*            *            *
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