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Notes

As is customary, Ken Abram opened the evening after the buffet by asking new participants for their introductory talks.

Lucy O’Connor told us how she has recently left a career in regeneration as a civil servant, to work as a self-employed professional cellist. Her business, Lucello, provides background classical or contemporary music at small events where larger groups would be intrusive or are inappropriate. She also explained the basics of the Suzuki Method of learning, originating in Japan, where children are immersed in music from a very early age (sometimes younger than 2) to enhance their capacity to learn. By being surrounded by music in a learning environment the children pick up music as if a language, and become “fluent” in music.

Harriett Johnson had just come from crewing at UPW. She said that life had turned 180° degrees since starting on the UPW ‘journey’, and she now intended to move to Asia to enhance her chances (if I heard it correctly) of being part of the 2012 Olympic badminton team.

Alex Beard, a long time YGC member then told us how she’d (finally!) attended UPW in February and had enjoyed it tremendously. Even David, her husband, was now a convert, having attended himself.

Then it was time for our shares, and James Richardson told us that his posture analysis business had just taken off a little following an approach to journalists. Rather than ‘just’ tell them what he was about, he suggested that they could use a bit of posture analysis because they spend so much time sat down, typing, telephoning and so on. By adjusting his marketing to the audience and addressing their specific needs he opened a new market and enthused the reporters to his advantage, while providing them with a benefit at the same time. See www.posturecorrection.co.uk for more details.

Gareth Davies described how he and some friends had started www.gforceonline.co.uk, connected to the Professional Speakers Association. They had been fed up that people who speak in business rarely ever take the time to learn how to speak in public, and as the PSA had opened up in Cardiff stated that their next meeting would be on the 30th April 2008 at the Parkhouse Club. Hopefully, this would be a monthly meeting.

Ken Abram then told us he’d been watching Ben Fogle’s ‘Extreme Dreams’ on TV. He’d watched as teams of people had been taken on 10-day projects to break down their mental and physical barriers. He’d found the programme inspirational.

Which led us into the speaker for the evening, Cameron Hudson.

The Optical Express Challenge




Cameron

And with a name like that, he couldn’t be anything less than an adventurer, could he?

Cameron opened the talk by thanking and praising the Cardiff Yes Group for being part of his inspiration when taking on the challenge about which he was going to tell us all. Our sense of positivity and motivation had helped him out to quite some degree.

Cameron had met Ken when doing sight tests in Boots, and they’d kept in touch afterwards. Cameron had told Ken he wanted to achieve ‘an impossible dream’. He’d had a long time interest in the South Pole and was one day reading a book called ‘Pole Dance’, which described how a polar explorer had managed to reach the pole despite having made many mistakes. The book made the achievement seem more attainable – if someone making mistakes could do it, why not Cameron?

During his last year of PhD study, the idea struck Cameron that he should walk to the South Pole. 




First challenge: FUNDING! Cam thought that the South Pole was only one target worth achieving; another was to get there while contributing in some way. He had a background in Optometry, and was focused on the importance of eye tests. As a result, he approached the Royal National Institute for the Blind, the International Glaucoma Association and Guide Dogs for the Blind for their support. He rehearsed a ‘sales pitch’ and despite making what he felt was a complete hash of it managed to get a second interview with Optical Express, and obtained the funding he wanted.

Part of the pitch was to create a meaningful vision or purpose for the trek, which in this case was to create international polar history. As a result, as Cameron’s mission fitted in with theirs, the Optical Express South Pole Challenge became a reality.




So what was the Challenge?

It was to walk 700 miles to the South Pole, carry out vision research while doing so in an effort to contribute in some way to those with visual disorders, and to help them. Part of it was to research the effects of 24 hour daylight on the eyes importance as a provider of a hormone that tells us when to sleep. A hormone in the eye is ‘set off’ when it gets dark, telling us to rest. What happens to that hormone when it never gets dark?

They wanted to see what effect fatigue would have on their eyes, and on their cardio-vascular systems, and how the two inter-related. They wanted to know which came first – healthy eyes causing a healthy body, or the other way around. Did an unhealthy body cause an unhealthy eye – or did an unhealthy eye cause an unhealthy body?

Preparation.

How to prepare? Cam threw himself into acclimatisation by spending 4 weeks with a polar explorer at her home in Baffin Island, Canada, well within the Arctic Circle. He got skiing training, dog-sled training, cold-weather training – everything he needed. He had to find out if his plan was feasible – and it was!




Then a further 12 months intensive preparation took place, including the pulling together of a team of four people to take the challenge. In time, they were John Huston, a 30-year-old American with a polar background as expedition leader; Sumio Tsuzuki (a lady Japanese Everest Summiteer) and Peter Blaikie, a 70-year-old American lawyer with an enthusiasm to get to the Pole.


 


Peter & Sumiyo
Cam told us that Scott started his trip to the South Pole from Cardiff – there is a Terra Nova pub, and Scott took his last UK meal in Cardiff, and the room in which he did so has been preserved as it was then.

So in November 2007 they all flew into Chile to prepare for their efforts. After a planned 7 day stay in a hostel that they took over with their equipment, they stayed another week because their flight could only take off if it could land on the windswept icefield in Antarctica. Then, at 45 minutes notice they put on their full Antarctica gear in a 20 degree country, flew into a -20 degree country, and then took a shorter hop to their base camp. They were at 80° latitude when they landed and started their walk. 

The four split into two pairs for sleeping and tenting purposes, each pair taking responsibility for their tent. They had to take care of themselves, and not be tempted to take short-cuts. Cam himself nearly fell foul by breaching that rule and not looking after his feet as well as he should – he said that preparation and discipline are tow areas that MUST be observed when setting out on any project.

Cam also showed us that they built ‘toilets’ by making huge walls of ice-blocks – walls that got shorter and shorter until they weren’t walls any more, as time passed!
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John Huston 

They started walking and things went well for 10 days before Peter (70, remember) surrendered to his feelings and was picked up. Cam said he respected Peter’s reasons and still respected him. In the event it was timely because although until then they’d had clear skies they then entered a whiteout situation where they literally had to navigate by waist-mounted compasses and GPS because they couldn’t see more than a couple of feet. Peter, with his mind on family, would not have managed.

That whiteout lasted 14 days!

One challenge was the mental strain, particularly when the whiteout meant they made only 2 miles a day of the planned 10 – meaning for every 2-mile day they theoretically had an 18-mile day to face! (And I worry about digging my garden!)




They got to the half-way point at 37 days, instead of in 30. They had to finish on 60 days because of the extraction requirement. This was wearing!

They spent Xmas Day in their tents, giving out presents (Penguins!) and generally having a good time.  They were resourceful – when Cam needed more give in his boots because of his blisters, he made new insoles out of the tent’s plastic flooring!

On Day 56, they camped 8 miles from the Pole, with its buildings clearly in sight. Cam said seeing it from there was more satisfying than arriving, because the Pole is so well-populated with scientists these days it’s almost like being home. And after arriving, he suddenly realised how tired they all were. One way of achieving the catch-up required was to do 36-hour days instead of 24 hour days. (I admit, I didn’t quite follow the logic but I think it was there, somewhere.)




South Pole Station

Cam concluded by saying that the challenges met were excitement rather than fear, facing the amount of time it would take, preparation, self-care. He couldn’t emphasise preparation enough – it is key. 

Another challenge was occupying the mind in a land of white under blue – or just white. John suggested planning parties, and other events, just to occupy the mind.

Cam’s final philosophy in this situation was – don’t try to force ‘calm’ on yourself. The calmer you ‘forced’ yourself to be, the greater the mental strain became. Let it happen, naturally. He said, “Let the mind wander and be comfortable with where it goes.”  And share your thoughts.

He finished by saying that he had suffered a ‘Secret’ moment after he returned. One of his events planned was a trip to Newcastle by plane, followed by a drive up the N.E coast to Edinburgh, then a flight to Italy. On his return his girlfriend planned a flight to Edinburgh – but missed it. They elected to take the next flight available – spookily, it was Newcastle. On arrival they explored the train costs and discovered it was cheaper to hire a car – so they drove the stated route and arrived for the planned stay in Edinburgh.

Hasn’t been to Italy, yet.

The team won the 2007 Captain Scott Association Adventure Award for their efforts – with Scott being one of Cam’s heroes, he was particularly gratified to get that one! Cam will let us know the final results of the research they did at a future meeting, or through e-mail.

Ken thanked Cameron and in particular mentioned how inspiring and motivating he found the talk. I, too, agree with that sentiment. I’ll stop listening to my negative thoughts – if an optician can walk 700 miles to the Pole, this copper can dig his b*****y garden!

NEXT MONTH Dr Giles Croft will give a presentation on the Principles of Career Change.
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