Nigel Vardy on ‘Seventh Heaven’

At the meeting on 16th June Nigel Vardy gave an entertaining and inspiring talk on his climbing of Mount Maromakotro in 2007, the culmination of his expedition to climb the seven highest peaks on the world’s seven largest islands (Baffin Island, Greenland, Honshu, Borneo, Irian Jaya, Sumatra and Madagascar, in the order that he took), inspired by a Guatemalan in a snowstorm, and the only British climber to have done so.

The challenge was all the greater as Nigel’s life changed after ‘a bit of an epic’ 11 years ago when he lost his toes, fingers and nose to frostbite. The tropical sun was a problem as his skin grafts were susceptible, and was worse for someone who had liked cold from a childhood in the Derbyshire dales. 

With fine photographs and film (a first), Nigel described his route from a welcome in Tana as Nibble Miguel, to Ambanja and by 4x4 to the village at the start of the trek, and on into the spectacular scenery of the massif. As the climb would be longer and hotter than his usual, he had six (barefoot) porters carrying bags and chickens. He walked from 5am to 11am, rested in shade, and then pressed on, as progress could be as little as one mile each hour. He admired the simple but effective construction of houses and caught images such as the sweetness of Bonbon Anglais lemonade, the use of plastic oil containers for water, and the mystery of ASDA bags. There were limited pathways and the route was tough, but quiet and beautiful, from savannah into undergrowth and then out to waterfalls, when at 8,000ft above the tree-line the scenery was like the Peak District.

He reached the peak of Maromakotro at 2,876m (9,436ft) and unfurled a Union flag, while the team released a chicken and left offerings of money and honey. They descended as the weather closed in, taking a different route out, through jungle that took more than the six hours a guide suggested, until a 450ft slide down in the dark to reach a river let them find the path again, and they made it back to the villages.

He did see a lemur, too, but only in a nature reserve.

