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Cathy's made it- to the top of the world! 

At 06:30 o n Satu rday 

morn ing, Cathy 

O'Dowd phoned 

home. It was not, however, 
your average ea rly-morning 

wake-up call for h er mo th er, 

Mrs Patricia O'Dowd. 

The telepho ne call was 

being broadcas t live in 

Gauteng, on Radio 702, and 
its point of origin was the 

highest point on the planet, 
the summit of Mount Everest. 

Cathy, a 27-year old 

Masters student and part-time 

lecturer in the Department of 
Journalism and Media Studies , 

had just become the fifth 
woman to stand o n top o f the 

world . She is arguably th e first 
South African to do so as well; 

one other has bee n there but 

he was not trave lling on a 
South African passport a t the 

time. 

Exhausted and weary , bu t 

excited and happy, she to ld 
her mother and Radi o 702's 

lis teners, that she was 
overwhe lmed by the beauty 

which surrounded he r . 

Cathy's success wi ll be 

shared by all South Africa ns 

and it brings pride and 

pleasure to many who h ave 

been following the saga o f th e 

controversy-plagued 

expedition since it bega n over 

three months ago. The ma in 

sponsor withdrew after 

Irreco ncilable differences of 

opi nion with the expedition's 

leader, lan W ooda ll . Other 

sponsors endured, however, 

includ in g Radio 702 itself and 

Apple Computers , by cou rtesy 

of whom R!Jodos is abl e to 

pub li sh th e above 

From left to right, Ian Woodall, Bru ce Herrod, Cathy O'Dowd and a Sherpa, At1g Sirke, before set ting out for Camp 4 

and later the summit of Everest . 

pho tograph , lifted fro m the 

World Wide Web. 

After two earli e r attempts 

o n the summit, bo th thwarted 

by bad weather, Ca thy, fan 
and the expedition's 

photograph er, Bruce H errod, 

set out for th e summit fro m 

Camp 4 , where they had 
overnighted at 7 995 metres, 

very early o n Saturday 

morning. Th ey were 

accompanied by fo ur Sh erpas. 

W oodall a nd a Sherpa 

reached the 8 848 metre hi g h 

summit some 20 minutes 

befo re Cathy O'Dowd who 

had by then been trudgi ng 

th rough deep snow for nearly 

ten hou rs. Bruce H errod 

reached the summit muc h 
later and bega n hi s desce nt 

seve n ho urs a fter W ooda ll and 

O 'Dowd. This did no t allow 

him to reach the re lati ve 

safety of Camp 4 in dayli ght 

and lan Woodall attempted to 
' talk him dow n' to Camp 4. By 

Sunday a fternoon he had been 

officially li sted as missing by 

the N epalese governme nt. -

Someo ne who has been in 

contact with Cathy since she 

left , a nd who spe nt several 

weeks with the expediti o n in 

its early stages, is Monty 

Cooper, lecturer in 

Photojournali sm at Rh odes. 

Since his return from the 

moun tai ns over a month ago 

h e h as manage d to keep in 

daily contact with the 

expedition and has been able 

to file copy fo r several 

publications as a result . 

Hi s Satu rday morning was 

a busy o ne;· newspapers , radio 
and te levision statio ns and 

other media saw to it that his 
te lepho ne did not stop ringi ng. 

One tel epho ne call was 

d iffere nt , however. It was 

initiated by Cooper and had 

him talking to Sir Edmund 

Hillary in New Zealand . 

Hill ary, the first man to cl imb 

Everest (on 29 May, 1953 ) 

was full o f praise for Cathy . 

H e is an expert on the region 

and the Hima layas and has 

been responsib le for many 

soc ial betterment projects in 

th e area. H e told Cooper that 

it "takes huge effort and 

self-discpline to conquer the 

mountai n , eve n though more 

than 600 peop le have now 

do ne so." 

"South Africa can and 

should be extremely proud o f 
Cathy O'Dowd", this living 

legend told Cooper. 



Mandela's message was spur to go on 

G
reg C hild, famous 

_mountameer, once 
wrote: "l had learn d 

the real rule of this beautiful , 
reckless, terrible game, th e 
onl y rule: The mou ntains are 
beautiful but they are not 
worth dyi ng for." 

The South African Everest 
team has been adopting that 
motto and avo iding injury and 
death through superb 
organisati o n and discipline, 
although I I other teams have 
been nearly decimated in 
some of the worst storms seen 
on Mount Everest. 

The much slandered team 
fina lly received the ultimate 
"stamp of approval" before its 
final summit attempt when 
President Mandela 
congratu lated them on their 
courage and sa id that South 
Africa was completely behind 
them . 

His words inspired Ian 
Wooda ll , from Camp Two on 
the slopes of Mount Everest, 
to say that this was the most 
important message they had 
yet received. ian said modestly 
that "we have had a few 

/ 

problems along the way", 
playing down the controversy 
which has dogged their epic 
slog up the world's highest 
mountai n . 

The climbing season has 
been plagued with unseasonal 
weather and the tragic deaths 
of e ight people from three 
in ternational climbing teams. 

The South African team 
has risen above the tragedy 
through Ian's conservative 
approach- pulling them 
down the mountain before the 
storms and assessing their 
asce nt carefully . 

The South Africans have 
demo nstrated their 
determination and courage by 
avoi ding th e politics and 
mcdia .war back home, by 
be ing heroic and focused on 
the task at hand-to climb the 
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Montgomery Cooper explores the background to the weekend's successful ascent of Mt Everest 
and reminds us that there are two sides to any story. 

world's h ighest mountain 
without injury . They were the 
o nly ones that did not have to 
be rescued in th e past two 
weeks from Camp Four. 

The team di splayed an 
enormous amount of heroism 
by helping with the rescue 
evacuati o n of 14 inJured from 
the International Expedition , 
the American Croup an d 

climbed, there were 12 
expeditions on the Nepalese 
side and 14 o n the Tibetan 
side this past month . More 
than 600 people have reached 
the top of Everest, while I 00 
have died in the attempt . 

The South African team 
did split, as reported by the 
Sunday Tim es journalist Ken 
Vernon, largely due to the 

'Return my call' Mandela 
asks Cathy 

0 
ne of the sponsors of the South African Everest 
Expedition , Radio 702, has a reporter stationed at the 
Base Camp o n the mountain . 

It was through Patrick Conroy's radio link to the summit, 
combined with a sate llite telephone, that Cathy O'Dowd was 
able to speak to her mother and share her experience with the 
radio station's listenership . 

Later, in alive crossing on the radio, Pres·ident Mandela 
spoke to Conroy. He asked him to convey his congratulations 
to Woodall and O'Dowd saying that "our children did very 
well indeed" . 

The Presiden t said their successwas "very important not 
only for the purpose of inspiring the youth but the whole 
country. They deserve the highest recognition we can give to 
people who make this achievement," he added. 

Mr Mandela told Conroy he would like to speak to 
Woodall and O'Dowd personally on the telephone when they 
returned to Everest Base Camp. 

Yugos lavians down fro m 
Camp Four to T wo, past the 
Lhotse face. 

lan and Bruce H erro d, the 
deputy leader, have 
demonstrated th eir leadership 
and heroism at Camp Four. 
Ian we nt out into the snow 
and blizzard to rescue two lost 
climbers and bring them in 
the ir tents . Ei ght died in the 
blizzards . 

Compared to the relatively 
"empty" mountain in 1953, 
when Hillary and Tensing 

firing of the ex pediti on doctor 
for a variety o f reasons, and 
for the main reason of a major 
clash over leadership . 

I was there in Namche 
Bazaar, when the team came 
off the mountain the first 
time, strained, bitter and split. 
I remember how shocked 
Cathy and I were at the news. 

In a lette r delivered to the 
remaining team members, th e 
men indicated that they 
would o nly-rejoin th e 
ex pedition if Ian was r~moved 

as leader. But the remaining 
members , O 'Dowd and 
Deysel , did not feel that this 
was appropriate as "we had no 
problems with ian's leadership " 

There was fierce 
in-fi ghting over the permit 
issue- the permit fo r 
Deshun Deysel and for Ken 
Woodall, ian's father, but 
Cathy O 'Dowd explained via 
satellite that there "was always 
one place on the permit 
reserved for the Woman on 
Everest project. Six women 
were selected out of 200 
applicants to go to 
Kilimanjaro and two selected 
to go Base Camp. Only one 
name could go on the permit" 
Woodall had given O'Dowd's 
name. 

I asked th e team whether 
Woodall's style of leadership 
was a cause of the resi gnation 
o f the three male climbers and 
the expedition doctor being 
sacked. Cathy said, "l frankly 
don't see the problem . ian 
does lead in a military style. 
You need someone who is 
able to keep driving the 
project forward . I have yet to 
see him try to enforce a stupid 
or dangerous decision on the 
rest of th e team ." She 
considers him a safe and 
capable leader both on or off 
th e mountai n. 

Woodall has talked 
proudly to me about his 
dream of investing in the 
future of mountaineering with 
this 'apprentice scheme' of the 
Woman on Everest contest. 
"No one expects everybody to 
top out (reach the summit) 
the first time and I don't 
expect myself to , but I think 
we've got a good chance. 
People misread it , even those 
three who went hom e. What! 
expected was that maybe in 
five o r ten years , Cathy or 
Deshun, or bo th , would be 
leadin g the first South African 
all-woman Everest expedi tion!' 
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