
The Breach: Kilimanjaro and the Conquest o f Self. Rob Taylor. Coward, 
M cCann & Geoghegan, New York 1981. 254 pages, photographs, 
diagram. $14.95.

Big climbs can establish and affirm friendships; they can also destroy 
them. International expeditions are most subject to the occupational



hazard of bitterness and recriminations, with cultural incomprehension 
heaped upon the strains of altitude, isolation and effort. Even small 
parties, the long-standing refuge from  such worldly difficulties, have 
produced ill will instead of inspiriting memories. F or here the claims of 
personality are particularly severe; weeks of hard mountaineering may 
turn  minor character quirks into the stuff of open antagonism.

But what if there is little congeniality to begin with? Rob Taylor 
presents his relationship with the pseudonymous Harley W arner as the 
conjunction of two climbing virtuousi of utterly differing temperaments. 
W arner “was born and brought up in the exclusive community of W ild
wood… .  Early on he accepted the dogma of the dollar,” and he 
makes his sensational climbing achievements pay their way with lectures 
and endorsements. Taylor, on the other hand, grew up in Sudbury, 
M assachusetts, “only a few miles from  Thoreau’s cabin on W alden 
Pond.” As a child he rom ped in the fields with his brother and sister 
and didn’t think about money. Despite their differences, the Taylor- 
W arner partnership did carry them up a steep frozen waterfall in 
N orway and to the top of M ount K enya’s fabled Diam ond Couloir. 
But the m oment questions of judgment arose, not all the climbing skill 
in Africa could avail them. Hence their Kilimanjaro disaster, which 
even a little team work apparently could have mitigated or prevented 
altogether.

In January 1978 Taylor and W arner challenged the then unclimbed 
Icicle route on Kilim anjaro’s Breach Wall. This account well conveys 
the isolated immensity of the place— a huge flank of rock and glacier 
rising to the highest point in Africa, a volcanic summit plateau wide 
enough to get lost in when the mists rise. Moving quickly despite 
indifferent weather, the two men reach the base of the Icicle itself, at 
some 18,000 feet, a “dripping rotting cylinder of ice stretching three 
hundred vertical feet to the top of the Breach W all.” Such a prospect 
requires at least a strategy session, but that was out of the question 
for these two: throughout the book they talk past rather than to each 
other. So against his judgment and instinct Taylor leads twenty feet up 
the Icicle until it shatters; the resulting fall leaves him with a compound 
fracture of his left ankle and questionable chances of survival, with a 
single companion and help many miles below and away.

The account of Taylor’s rescue, with his own cool courage and the 
heroic efforts of the Norwegian Odd Eliassen and African rangers, is 
worth the price of the book. It should inspire climbers who may be 
tempted to renounce hopes of extricating themselves from  perils in 
remote places. But The Breach attempts far more than to tell this story: 
its subtitle bespeaks its central ambition. Yet here the book is weakest. 
Even for the most gifted writers, “The Self” is a hard beast to snare. 
Pursue it as one may through the wilds of memory and deception, it 
has a way of slipping off just when you think you have the creature



pinned down at last. Taylor grows to believe that “there comes a time, 
at least once, when our past catches us up… .  For me this day of 
reckoning came upon the Breach. I knew then, while still on the Wall, 
that I could blame no one but myself for my lack of assertiveness.” 
This entirely convincing insight is preceded by pages of heavy introspec
tion, suffused with allusions to Hemingway and memories of Taylor’s 
companion Dave Knowles, killed in an Eiger rockfall in 1974. These 
sections are often overwritten, in keeping with the pseudo-poetic epi
graphs that Taylor has unwisely intruded between his chapters. His 
conclusion, “those final days in Africa I lost my vision, that inner vision 
we must all have to carry on, to aspire, to be,” sounds Conradian; but 
like most of us, Taylor cannot write much like Conrad. The search for 
self needs to be conveyed with greater literary power than Taylor yet 
commands.

The narrative passages are more successful. Taylor’s story is not 
merely arresting but shocking. In contrast to the introspective sections, 
Taylor here shows considerable restraint in describing what most readers 
will regard as a betrayal: for after tearing down the mountainside and 
arranging for help, Harley W arner vanishes. He does not assist in the 
rescue, does not even remain in the country to verify the recovery of 
the companion whose safety— Taylor’s brief description is unambiguous—  
he had failed to guard at the moment the Icicle cracked. Perhaps neither 
Taylor nor we should have been surprised at the desertion, since W arner 
has been portrayed all along as obsessed by considerations of tim e and 
money. From  his first appearance at the Boston airport, when he rushes 
off to  phone ABC in New York, to his last, again in Boston at the 
hospital where Taylor is recuperating, W arner seems concerned only 
with himself. He never has second thoughts, much less regrets. H e sums 
up the Breach: “I am not sorry for anything that I have done and 
would do the same thing again in similar circumstances.” When he is 
hospitalized in Tanzania, where patients are traditionally cared for by 
relatives and friends, Taylor has to rely upon people whom he had not 
even met before his accident: the Eliassens and a sympathetic American 
couple. W arner had gone to Houston for a sports convention.

It is not only W arner’s personality that is indicted in this book, but 
his mountaineering judgment as well. Although portrayed as a dazzling 
technician, he is granted virtually no alpine sense. A t the top of the 
Diam ond he plunges on in avalanche-prone snow instead of keeping to 
the rock as Taylor insists. He seems oblivious to the danger of a debris 
chute on Kilim anjaro and ignores the treacherous condition of the Icicle. 
W orst of all, he is inattentive when his companion is leading: his casual 
rope-handling transforms “what should have been no more than a very 
short, three- or four-foot fall” into something far more serious. Taylor’s 
judgment on his companion strikes me as disingenuous: “An avalanche 
is not malicious unto itself, nor was Harley. He was what he was. I



had simply failed to recognize this.” W arner is drawn as something far 
worse than a force of nature unleased: as unremittingly vain, shallow, 
and even duplicitous to the point of implying to Taylor’s family that he 
took part in the rescue and ascribing the length of the fall to the failure 
of an ice screw (which actually held). Taylor may seem to present us 
with a choice between two sharply different personalities, but he makes 
it extremely hard to choose W arner.

“Harley W arner” is for general consumption only. Followers of 
alpine literature will identify him with a well-known New England 
climber of very similar name. There are at least two sides to every 
story; H arley’s should soon be available. Meanwhile The Breach, for all 
its flaws, gives its own account commendably.
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