Preamble:  After several very enjoyable familial visits, interviews and social interactions in Moscow with Liana Klepinin in 2002, this article was originally written by her in Russian.  She was director of the Moscow based Risk Online Website and publication.  It appeared in the 2002/2  hard copy magazine edition of Risk Online. It has been translated to English by William H. Dougherty, formerly of Santa Fe, New Mexico.  My later comments, inserted in parenthesis in red in various locations of this translation, are meant to add perspective and my personal view of where I believe some facts, statements and content were misinterpreted or misunderstood by the writer.  Nevertheless, with a minimum of editing, I hope that presenting the translation as it is draws attention to the nuances, challenges and subtle peculiarities of multicultural relationships everywhere. 
 AT HOME AMONG FOREIGNERS, 
 A FOREIGNER AMONG HIS OWN 

  CARLOS BUHLER
 
  THE BEST MOUNTAINEERS OF THE CENTURY 

  ABOUT HIMSELF AND AMERICA 

My first meeting with Carlos Buhler, the most accomplished mountaineer in America (the magazine ‘CLIMBING’ lists him first among the strongest) made a strange, ambivalent, unforeseen impression. If his combination of mind, talent, and keen sensitivity to the law of equilibrium that is so strongly reflected in mountaineers is in some respects to be found stronger in some climbers, in other respects it will be weaker. Not everything has been pure joy in Carlos' personal life, and his work has not been all smooth sailing.  But there are no totally successful people, just as there are no pathological failures. 

“The city has changed a lot in recent years”, Carlos observed as we strolled through the back streets of Moscow.  He had last been here 15 years before.  Everything was for the better in this best of cities. What didn't we talk about with Carlos!?  He freely laid out his views and shared his observations and impressions.  He was ready to discuss anything and up to any change of subject. However, there comes through, low keyed in his speech, a "lecturing" intonation. What Carlos does can hardly be called lecturing. It is more like sermonizing young people. Imagine a "lecturer" who comes to a correctional institution for adolescents in "trouble" -- addicts, thieves, etc. -- and using the crystal-pure practice of mountaineering, persuades the inmates that they must live their lives in any circumstances and so remain human. 

Carlos has as an interesting hypothesis for lectures regarding the role of a leader, and we also talked about that. What is a leader?  How should he conduct himself on a team? What is his duty?  An example much discussed in his talks since 1998 is Carlos as the Organizational Leader of an expedition on Changabang.  There were two lines of interrelation: his own among foreigners and theirs among his own.  The analogy is quite straightforward.  Carlos was the only American in a group of Russian climbers that he had chosen, and, according to him, he had selected the best. His role as leader eventually dissolved through an evolution of the expedition under the influence of esprit de corps.  From the beginning the idea of the expedition belonged to Carlos: Who among us knew Changabang before Carlos? (For the moment, let's leave aside the matter that the route had been "handed down" by British climbers who had gone there a year earlier.)  He selected the team and directed the course of preparation.  "I gradually realized that while from conception of the project the goal of the expedition had been mine, by drawing in more and more people with strong individuality, I became uprooted as the overall decision maker.  I came to share responsibility for making decisions with the team, and that meant, you might say, I inducted them into the circle of those in authority so that the responsibility was shared among us all.  In essence, from initially being the undertaking of one of us, the expedition evolved into a common aspiration of the group.  The style of climbing also changed from stage to stage."  The only successful path for Carlos and the team was to accept collective opinion as his own.  "I was extraordinarily lucky because I was working and communicating with extremely capable people, for example, with Andrei Volkov.  I could talk to him for hours; his English is splendid and he has a viewpoint on many matters. Andrei is an intelligent, exceptional person."   

After returning from the Caucasus (the purpose of his present trip to Russia), Carlos visited Rostov-na-Donu, Togliatti, then Novosibirsk and again Moscow. While traveling around this country, he entered into conversations with a large number of people.  He was literally shaken by the hospitality of the folks in Rostov, beginning with his hotel that, for some reason, was already paid for, and ending with going to the opera which, all evening long, was interpreted for him by  "an incredibly beautiful girl."  Carlos tried for a long time to convey what he was talking about, but only after the word "Avos", did we realize that the heart-wringing love story was called "Yunona and Avos'."  We hadn't been in "Lenkom" for a long time, a long time... A car coming to Nalchik for him and they're waiting for him until nightfall, and a press conference, an article in the Rostov newspaper; all of this moved and delighted Carlos. "I left part of my heart in Rostov," Carlos said with complete sincerity.  In Novosibirsk, where friends had invited him, he showed slides and gave a lecture, and again he was moved.  For the first time, Buhler encountered "the normal life" of ordinary people, and not life arranged for foreign tourists in "Potemkin" villages.  They related to him as had never been the case anywhere in America.  The problem is that America is a country of individuals, and Carlos interprets this not according to our favorite saying "America's for Americans" but in quite a different way. Why is it that an American has trouble adjusting to any other group?  It's because in contrast to, say Russians, an American goes on the principle of responsibility for himself.  His own security is a contribution to the safety of the team/group/city/country.    

But we moved on to this subject not from talking about the mountaineer star's adventures in Rostov but rather from the question of whether the difference in mentalities precludes joint Big Expeditions in the future. Let's say Russo-American? Carlos began from afar (well, I just couldn't stop hearing him as a lecturer...).  Imagine [he said] a team of Americans on a climb and on the flip side imagine a team of Russians.  Lunch time is coming up. An American, heeding the call of his stomach, stops for a snack, which accommodates his particular organism. He gets out food and drink and eats and drinks. He is unconcerned about who is doing what nearby.  Will he invite you to join him?  No, he will not.  And if you're the only Russian in the group? Then he won't invite you either.  He is responsible only for himself, bearing in mind that at this point he is strengthening the overall security of the team.  If you failed to take such a situation into account, then according to Carlos' doctrine, you'll go without food and water... Russians in such circumstances behave in a way that Carlos likes: they take everything out of their backpacks, sacks, handbags, and tents and spread out a common setting for everyone to eat it all (note that this happens even if not everyone is ready for it).  This example is very typical, almost banal. 

Now imagine Carlos, with his way of deliberation and thinking through everything, on Russian teams.  Why do hospitality, openness, and readiness to help surprise and delight him so? Why for so many years has he kept on spending time in the mountains with Russian climbers and almost as often climbed with Spaniards, whom he loves and respects? "I myself sought out these people; I like being in the mountains with them," he explained.  Carlos is a rare example of a super-class of American climbers who know how to understand us and accommodate themselves to our habits.  He always thinks things through, calculates, you might say -- takes the possible variants into account. And he does whatever he thinks a given situation calls for. I couldn't stop feeling that given Carlos' willingness to share his thoughts, his constant concern from the outset of our conversation was to think ahead to HOW he would have sounded afterwards. Habit, apparently... 

A little footnote: on Buhler's website (www.carlosbuhler.com) where he lists his climbs in the "Biography" section there is nowhere a single mention of any name but his own. Everywhere the word "partner" is used.  America is for the Americans... True, there is a "selection" section with a lot of details about all the expeditions and comments by Carlos. 

"The Russians?  Yes, only recently have they begun to make themselves known in the mountaineering arena. They don't yet know what to do or how to do it to make everyone notice and appreciate their undoubtedly worthy achievements.  They are in the process of fitting into the framework of the rules already established for world mountaineering and feeling at home there."  The analogy that comes to mind is that of "an elephant in a china shop"... Once free and able and, most importantly, with the opportunity to spend money on travel to the most famous mountainous regions, we took off so fast that you might say we are overtaking our own shadow.  Why did it take so many years for Climbing, one of the leading magazines in America, to become willing to "take notice" of Russian mountaineering?  Valera Babanov was genuinely delighted when he learned that at last an article about him with photographs had been accepted for publication, while nowhere in Europe were they writing about him -- except maybe only in minor papers in the provinces. 

I'm making tea and setting out cupcakes, and I'm wondering whether I should pour us each 50 grams of booze... I ask since I'm interested: "Why is it, Carlos, that we are such hotshots, but --and here's what hurts  -- nobody notices?  And so we took up the subject of the editorial policy of American magazines.  Whom did Buhler have dealings with most often?  At present with no one.  "You know, I had a lot of talk with Outside (magazine). I put up with them for quite a while. Fairly often they'd phone to get some information, comments, or such. Finally my wife got upset and said, "Obviously they're making money off you."  The next time Outside called, Carlos answered them more or less like this: "You know, I'd be glad to help you, but it'll cost you a hundred bucks." 

Take for example “Climbing” (magazine); how many people does it take to put it out? "There are about 20-30 on the editorial staff." [CPB note: a misunderstanding here; correctly: “on staff”]  "You must be kidding," I said with a sigh, and I poured another shot of hard liquor.  Of course Carlos had no answer for the question of who determines what material is to be featured in an issue of the magazine. He came up with something about the readers' opinion, their interests, and so forth. All decisions are made by the staff collectively. [CPB note: a misunderstanding here; correctly: “by the editorial staff”] So that's how it is, naturally: Twenty to thirty editors simply get together and decide whether they should give space to Russian/European/or whatever other climbers or not. So the reason why European mountaineers are absent on the pages of American publications remained unclear.  Therefore, we must introduce our representatives into the ranks of the American press. 

What exactly do we gain by our efforts to figure in world mountaineering through the mass media? In the circumstances of extreme backwardness of our own media of mass information, which mention mountaineering hardly more often than the Americans, we would like to solve our internal problem with external success.  The Americans have no problems with motivation; theirs is a problem of choice.  We have no problem of choice; what we lack is motivation. "Power, money, and sex -- that's what makes the world go round;" Carlos Buhler shares this common view! What do the Russians seek?  Political power? Money?  Can it be that being loved at home isn't enough for us?  The question was left hanging. 

After dessert we discussed motivation to take action.  That is, we tried to answer the conventional questions: what to do and to be or not to be? Let's say a certain "X team" longs to conquer all of the 8-thousand-meter mountains in the world. Its motivation? 
Why?  Is it because these are the most interesting mountains? Or is it because since childhood your heart has been set on doing  just that?  And why ALL those mountains? To go down in world history?  To be known and written about?  The satisfaction of one's own ambitions is a shallow motivation, but there is no other. Is it related to mountaineering, to that concept that we hold in such high esteem and elevate to something exclusively spiritual, at times sacred... 

"Carlos. Please don't sleep.  You're not acclimatizing right." 

"There's a 10-hour time difference for me.  Please, I need a little rest." 

I let my guest go.  Actually, I'm not at all beastly. 

THE CLIMBING BUSINESS.  ALEX LOWE. 

A lecture follows. With a certain inner trepidation I brought our conversation around to Alex. 

"I'm constantly troubled by wondering why Alex left for the slope on a day that according to plan was to be a rest day during an expedition on Shishapangma.  After a heavy snowfall the day before, after a decision unanimously made that next day would be a rest day, and when no one was doing anything..." [CPB note: There is a misrepresentation here of “facts” I clearly did not know.  I spoke of the accident with cautious reflection of someone not present. These lines appear to be a synopsis of many thoughts she interpreted from various sources.] Carlos had known Alex very well. They had lived in the same town, often spent time together, trained together, and had often discussed a variety of things.  [CPB note: There is a misinterpretation here that I knew Alex “very well”.  I didn’t know Alex very well, but was just getting to know him, slowly, during the rare times we were in Bozeman at the same time.] Shortly before the expedition on Trango, Alex had phoned Carlos and had begun to discuss life plans.  [CPB note: He called me in February to ask me about rock climbing on the island of Mallorca, Spain.] The conversation made it clear that there was a proposal to go to Trango on a high-tech expedition (in passing, the question came up as to whether Carlos would join the expedition, but it remained undecided)  [CPB note: a misunderstanding here? The question of me joining their team never came up in our conversation.] : Carlos, can you imagine what the budget is?  A million dollars. When was the last time you saw anything like that!?  True, the terms are outrageous, but never mind, it's interesting all the same...     

"Alex, nothing you've been doing lately has been simple." 

"Well, you know, someone has got to pay the mortgage and so on..." 

On a domestic flight to New York Carlos found seated nearby in the plane Alex's wife and children, headed by Conrad Anker.  They were on the flight to visit relatives. 
Talk about your coincidences. 

So far "professional" mountaineering isn't in our vocabulary, nor is the term "business climbing."  If we were to construct a simplified model, we might imagine something like this: someone contracts with an outfitting company to sponsor an expedition. The contract provides for several important actions to be performed.  To begin with, so far as possible, the expedition must succeed to the max; second, it should have as widespread publicity as possible; and third, it should give the participants and the firm an opportunity to earn some money.  And all this in turn presupposes an appropriate objective, for example an impassable barrier, Himalayan giant, or the like, and getting directly on the internet, frequent bulletins, and complete oversight of the situation. I really hate writing about this. That's because it's almost the same with us.  Almost, I qualify since a sponsor doesn't yet lean on us so heavily as "on them." Also because climbers are interested in doing their own writing "to be widely published, as well as to be on the Internet" (here I quote one of our well known climbers).  And because we have just a variant of the interest in seeing one's persona in the mass media. 
This bolsters self-esteem in our own eyes as well as reputation in the eyes of others. Carlos signs no such contracts.  He may write a report, or maybe not. This isn't because of any personal privilege; he's just made that way.  He takes a dim view of business in the mountains.  This is understandable.  We view such a climb from different angles. We are still only curious; we're only beginners. 

There is in Moscow a good jazz club that has been a favorite of ours for many years. Caressed by the warm Moscow sunshine, we head for there while calculating whether it would be cheaper to extend Carlos' visa for a week or two or to fly to the U.S.A. and back.  Carlos doesn't want to leave.  He basks in the Russian sunshine, feels good in the warmth.  "I keep feeling as though I were in a big bubble," the warmth of the friends and fellow climbers who are with him every minute.  It really is good to be in Moscow. Carlos' hand is dry and warm.  He tries to talk less fast because when he gets carried away, I, for lack of practice, don't understand what he is saying.  Yes, indeed, my inglish "leevs mach to bee deezaye" (leaves much to be desired).  But so what, you'd also like to hear good music and eat well...So here we are inside the club where we get a phone call from Yura Koshelenko in Rostov who kids us by asking whether his partner is giving me a hard time.  Carlos chats with him in Russian, sending many greetings and even using the first name and patronymic [Russian style] of one of Yura's friends (Yuri Antonovich Skorobogach).  His unimaginable breadth of mind was amazing.  (Why he spoke Russian very little with me was puzzling.  Probably he was helping me improve my English). 

THE INTERNET AND SPONSORING 

For over 8 years Carlos has worked with the Marmot Company, a firm known to be "krutoi" as the buzz word goes.  [translator's note: the dictionary meaning of "krutoi" is steep, abrupt, or severe.  But here the context seems to indicate a jargon meaning something like "stylish" or "hip", or “cool”.]  (Carlos uses the word "krutoi" in Russian and always very appropriately.) 

At present he is working with a developmental group of the company's designers.  He is enthusiastic as he tells about ways of attracting buyers, and he opens my eyes to the basics of marketing.  Incidentally, the word "krutoi" came up again here when we were discussing why people far from the cutting-edge of the sport every year purchase new and more and more "up-to-date" models of gear. They do it because it's "krutoi," Carlos said, putting me in mind of a good friend of mine who changes his mobile phone every month because a more "krutoi" model has come out with even more "krutoi" capabilities.  We didn't enter into a discussion, but we nodded to each other in mutual understanding of an example: just imagine this, a friend of mine and I at an ice festival priced a ledolaza [ice suit?] that was clearly a novelty, and the price was on the order of 2,000 bucks.  WOW!  Even Carlos, who owns 3 bicycles, was astounded. 

A DIGRESSION:  A marmot is what we call a "surok."  We proposed that Carlos give his sponsors and employers a splendid representational variant of the matrioshka [nested Russian doll of peasant women] -- a big marmot containing increasingly slightly smaller nested ones down to a teensy little marmot. 

The company's website not only has a standard keyboard limited just to production news, but also a tape for general news.  The Marmot people gave a lot of thought to whether they should invest money in the internet and if so, how much.  "Everything had to be taken into account before deciding whether such an investment would yield a profit or whether it would be better to run an ad in publications or invest in rock-climbing fairs."  After Quokka went broke and mountainzone.com vanished (much to the regret of both of us), there remained an empty site. However, as Carlos remarked, there was no rush to occupy it. This was due to considerations of profitability.  Generally speaking, it would be interesting to investigate the prospects for promoting investment in the internet by companies in the West and in Russia.  In America, viewer interest in the Internet is known to be declining.  Over here the opposite is true. We are only beginning to experience all that the Americans have gone through (the ill-fated high-tech expedition on Trango and the on-line exploratory expeditions and the like). ATsTOI [CPB note: Possibly “What” ?] lies ahead. 

SOMEHOW MY FRIENDS PASS AWAY... 

For some reason we discussed some tragic events in the car.  I would like very much to have seen the expression on Carlos' face when he was talking about Alex, and especially during our last conversation before his departure when he told about the Lithuanian Dainius Makauskas whose death on Dhaulagiri many consider to have been Carlos' fault.  Buhler's climbing career includes "altogether" two deaths: Dainius' on Dhaulagiri and Igor' Benkin's on K2. He regards both cases as exceptional. [CPB note: a misinterpretation here.  “tragic” is more accurate.]

'I couldn't get through to him," Carlos says about Danius.  [CPB note: I was speaking about Igor Benkin descending on K2’s North Ridge in 1996, in this case.  The author seems to have confused the two situations we discussed.] "I was able to persuade him to go to the mountain.  One of my arguments, though not the main one of course, was that if he succeeded, he would become the first Lithuanian climber to summit on Dhaulagiri.” [CPB note:  a misunderstanding here? Dainius wanted very much to join me on Dhaulagiri  when I proposed it to him in 1989 during his visit to the USA.  His ability to obtain an exit visa from Lithuania/USSR was his major doubt.  As far as I can recall, before the expedition neither Dainius nor I ever brought up the fact that he might become the first Lithuanian to summit Dhaulagiri, or an 8000m peak.  Alex Bertulis, the American/Lithuanian climber from Seattle, discussed some thoughts with me later, after the accident, in regards to a possible additional Lithuanian team mate, and Dainius’ motivation to push so hard on Dhaulagiri.  Alex spent time in the Pamir with Dainius one month prior to our departure for Dhaulagiri in September, 1990.]

A day before the final push the Lithuanian and Sherpa...refused to go to the summit. Danius had a sore leg, problems with his knee, and it was decided that they should stay behind. Next morning Carlos was surprised to find them leaving the tents to attack the summit. [CPB note: a misunderstanding here? I was surprised that Dainius felt his knee was fit enough to try for the summit when I returned to BC on Oct 18th.  I had been absent from BC for 2 weeks due to a respiratory illness and recuperation period at lower elevations in Marpha and Muktinath.  By the time we three, “Jiri” Nuru Sherpa, Dainius and I, reached Camp 3 on the NE Ridge of Dhaulagiri during our final attempt on October 30, I fully expected all of us to try to reach the summit together. There was never any question in my mind that all three of us wished to try for the top.] Weather conditions that year were not favorable; there was a lot of snow, the route was difficult, and it was cold, bitterly cold. Carlos told how he tried to get Dainius to turn back while leaving him the right to choose. Obviously no arguments had any effect on the course of events. Dainius was lost descending the snow-covered slopes of Dhaulagiri.  So he was never found, and no one knew the cause of his disappearance.  He left a fully packed duffle in his tent, with a note telling what items should go to whom in case of his death... 

Carlos has been blamed for not being able, despite being an experienced climber, to stop a comrade who was clearly feeling unfit.. 

Carlos showed me an article in a Rostov newspaper where a short interview with him was published. Among other things, I liked very much a story he told about his mother. You could consider Carlos' climbing career to have begun when, at the age of 14, he took a trip to the mountains with school friends. When his mother realized that he was going to be a climber in earnest and for a long time, she found her own way to the mountains.  For many years she accompanied Carlos on all his expeditions, and sometimes her fame exceeded his. She was known to the sardars and Sherpas on all the expeditions, and a recommendation by this woman was valued as 100% reliable.  Many of the best known climbers of the world knew her, and once anyone ran into her on a trail or in a camp, that person was imbued with everlasting admiration for her.  Carlos speaks of her with a son's great pride, the likes of which I dare say I have never even once encountered in any other such conversations. You get the impression that you could write a whole story or novel about her, if you so wished. 

I have the hope, or anyway, we have the idea of wandering off through the Caucasus in the spring.  And again we will talk of life and of the mountains, again we'll listen to music and for a time forget lectures, work, and Carlos' so apt slogan: "at home among foreigners"... 




