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Stephen Venables’ A Slender Thread: Escaping Disaster in the Himalaya is an old-fash- 
ioned expedition narrative in the British Himalayan tradition. It features a remote, little- 

known objective in Panch Chuli V, a very well-known cast of characters including Chris 
Bonington, and the ubiquitous disaster referred to in the subtitle: a rappelling accident high 
on the mountain and the author’s miraculous survival and harrowing evacuation.

To clarify what I mean by old-fashioned, the book is not about an 8000-meter peak, not 
about a death (true: a near-death), not about a controversy, not about a commercial enterprise 
of any kind (unless writing a book eight years after the climb counts as such). It is about a 
small group of people going together into an unknown place in the spirit of exploration and 
adventure. Of the 20 or so titles reviewed this year in the AAJ, this is the only one of its 
kind— the single volume with a single expedition focus.

Venables admits to being a professional climber, but he is a sufficiently accomplished 
writer that this book never reads as if its raison d ’etre is merely cashing in on his own near
tragedy. One does wonder if this book would have been written were it not for the accident.



It’s a shame to think it might not have been.
In David Roberts’ seminal essay, “Slouching Toward Everest: A Critique of Expedition 

Narratives,” published in Ascent ( 1980), he argues that what interests us in the genre are “the 
variations and nuances possible within the formula.” I have already implied much of the for
mulaic in the first sentence of this review. The trip itself, to the seldom-visited Kumaun 
Himalaya, west of Nepal in northern India, was exploratory. The objectives were several 
peaks in the 6000-meter range, some that were unclimbed. The British climbers included 
Bonington, as well as familiar names Dick Renshaw, Steve Sustad (U.S. ex-pat), and Victor 
Saunders, whose own account of the trip is contained in his book, No Place to Fall. They were 
joined by an Indian contingent led by Harish Kapadia, whose knowledge of the area is 
exhaustive and whose organizational talents are legendary.

Venables does not try to exalt these climbs to either cutting-edge or epic status; of his first 
climb, a new route on Rajrambha (6537m) accomplished with Renshaw, he says: “True, we 
had all done tougher climbs at much higher altitudes … but five days’ hard work, with relent
less early starts, little sleep and not much food, all at around 6000 meters.…”

The accident itself, a 300-foot fall, after a rap anchor fails, that results in two broken legs, 
is described first in the Prologue. It is next described about 100 pages later, as seen through 
Bonington’s eyes from a lower camp, and from the eyes (and ears) of his climbing partners 
and from his own perspective once again— but not repeating the description in the prologue. 
Sounds like overkill as I describe it here, but the effect is artful and painstakingly rendered, 
both in detail and introspection. In Roberts’ description of the expedition formula, he warns 
that base camp may not be reached until page 100, but this volume is much briefer and to the 
point: the accident occurs on page 113 of a book that ends on 204.

Where do the rest of the pages go? Well, there’s the waiting, the return home and recovery; 
there’s even another climb. All part of the formula, and to be honest we should all be thankful 
that no one has yet truly documented the reality of the waiting facet of expeditionary life.

Venables is a skilled historian. His secret is in a sense of proportion, giving us just enough. 
While the area is rarely visited, the list of travelers is distinguished and familiar: Longstaff, 
Frank Smythe, Shipton and Tilman, Charles Houston, Odell, Bill Murray, and Heinrich 
Harrer. Indeed, this expedition is probably what Smythe had in mind in the passage Venables 
cites: Everest is far removed from “pleasurable mountaineering.” This expedition is pleasur
able mountaineering, at least until the accident.

Venables begins by acknowledging that each climber might write a different account of 
the trip and claim Venables’ to be deliberately subjective, going so far as to worry that he 
might be underplaying the achievements and contributions of his fellows. But it seems that 
quite the opposite was true: an immense appreciation for his friends comes through, particu
larly of Bonington, of whose fame he admits being wary. In fact, the penultimate line of the 
book acknowledges that he had seen his companions “at their very best.” Venables is humble 
and grateful, particularly to Bonington and Kapadia, upon whose strength of reputation a hel
icopter evacuation was effected.

The single most noteworthy nuance (Roberts’ dictum) of this book may not necessarily be 
expeditionary. Throughout the trip, Venables experiences a longing for home from which he 
never quite recovers. This is further developed by Venables’ description of the severe illness
es suffered by his young son after he returns home. Nietzsche once described literature as 
“the desire to be elsewhere.” It’s a feeling climbers know well, both when we’re in the moun
tains and in our non-climbing lives. Venables has a light touch with regard to his doubts: he 
doesn’t let them overwhelm the book, but never lets them go, either.



Venables is not, of course, an average climber, nor were any of his companions on this 
trip. But in many ways this book speaks to the aspects of climbing that I value, more so than 
those espoused in other climbing narratives, which of late seem to require some desperate 
sensational scheme or tragedy. Here we have, as Bob Bates said so well in the title of his 
book, “Mystery, Beauty, Danger.” Added to the mix are capable companions and a little luck 
and humility. What more could one want from a book, or a climb?
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