a2
W

}* 1. & . r R . e 2
‘\1 'Hard won Lg_ssons from the f; fte :

ﬂ.-
M *




Adventure Guides at the Fireside

Hard-Won Lessons
from the Field

A Taster

There is a particular moment that experienced
guides will recognise immediately. You are out front
— maybe ten, maybe forty metres ahead — and you
turn around. Something has changed. You cannot
name it yet. But you turn anyway, and when you do,
the picture is wrong. Someone is not where they
should be. Someone has stopped. And the quiet,
ordinary morning has just shifted into something that
requires every bit of professional judgement you
have ever built up, right now, in the next thirty
seconds...

This book is about that moment.
And everything that leads to it,
and everything that follows from
it.

It is not a qualification manual. It is not a workbook, a
legal reference, or an academic study of outdoor
leadership theory. It is a guide talking to guides —
specifically, to guides who are serious about their
work, who want to do it well, and who are honest
enough with themselves to know that technical skill,
while necessary, is never the whole story.

Over fifty years in the adventure industry, thirty of
them training guides across disciplines from rock
climbing and sea kayaking to mountaineering and
zip lines, | have watched hundreds of people come
through this profession. | have seen who lasts and
who doesn't. | have watched careers built carefully
over decades and careers end in a single afternoon.
And the difference between those two outcomes is
almost never what the guides involved thought it
would be.

Technical skill is what gets you into
this work. Professional judgement is
what keeps you there.

The gap between a competent outdoorsperson and
a professional guide is real, significant, and largely
invisible until something goes wrong. This book is
about that gap — what lives inside it, why it matters,
and how to close it deliberately rather than by
accident or attrition.

What follows is a taster. Three snapshots from the
fleld — one that will make you wince with
recognition, one that may make you laugh
(uncomfortable as that laughter might be), and one
that should make you think seriously about a
question most guides never quite get around to
asking themselves. Between them, they cover the
terrain  this book maps across twenty-seven
chapters. Call it a fireside conversation before the
main event.

The full spectrum of this work runs
from a two-hour archery session to a
three-week expedition. The
professional foundations are identical
at both ends.
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IN THE FIELD
The Four-Day Forecast

The trip had been planned for eight months. Six
clients, four days, a remote stretch of coastline that
required a twelve-kilometre open crossing on day
one if the weather window held. The guide had
checked the forecast twice the night before. Winds
building from the south-west, arriving later than the
original model had predicted — a three-hour window
that should be enough, if they launched at first light
and moved well.

They launched at first light. The conditions were
good. Not perfect, but good enough, and the clients
were competent intermediate paddlers with solid
fitness. He had guided this crossing before. He knew
the water.

By the time they were six kilometres out — past the
point of no easy return — the window started closing
early. The south-westerly arrived not three hours late
but ninety minutes late.

The sea state changed. Not dramatically, not
dangerously in isolation, but in combination with six
clients who were now tired, one of whom had gone
very quiet in the last forty minutes and whose
paddle strokes had shortened without the guide
noticing because he had been focused on the
navigation bearing and the building chop.

They made the far shore. Everyone made it. That is
not the point. The point is this: the guide had
confused a good outcome with a good decision. The
forecast had been borderline. The margin he had
built into the plan — the three-hour buffer — had
been consumed almost entirely by the crossing
itself. The quiet client, it turned out, had been
managing a lower back issue she had not disclosed
because she had not wanted to cause problems.
The guide had not picked it up because he had been
navigating instead of watching.

Sitting on the beach an hour later, drinking hot tea
and listening to the group exclaim about what a
spectacular day it had been, the guide did the
professional thing, which is also the uncomfortable
thing: he played it back honestly. And he found, if he
was truthful, that he had made at least three
decisions that day which, in different conditions or
with a different client group, would have produced a
very different result on that beach.

This is one of the central arguments of this book: a
safe outcome does not prove a sound decision. The
adventure guiding profession is full of guides who
have made questionable calls and gotten away with
them, and because they got away with them, they
believe the call was sound. It was not. It was just
lucky. And luck is not a planning tool.

Chapter 13, which covers risk management and
margin in detail, introduces a framework for
understanding what ‘margin’ actually means in
practical terms — not just a vague sense that you
have left some room, but a specific, conscious
calculation of what happens to your plan when the
thing you did not expect to happen, happens. The
kayaking guide had planned for good conditions. He
had not genuinely planned for the conditions that
arrived. That distinction, multiplied across a career, is
the difference between a guide who retires with
stories and one who ends up in an inquest room
explaining a decision that, to everyone else in the
room, seems obvious in retrospect.

The guide who gets lucky and the
guide who makes good decisions
often look identical from the
outside. They look very different
from the inside.
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IN THE FIELD
The Olympic Archer!

The outdoor centre ran an introductory archery
session for corporate groups on Tuesday and
Thursday mornings. It was, in the guide’s private
estimation, the least glamorous part of his week.
Forty-five minutes, twelve participants, a script he
could deliver in his sleep, and — reliably, on every
second group — at least one man in his forties who
had seen archery at the Olympics and wanted to
discuss draw weight.

This particular Thursday, the man arrived in a polo
shirt with the company logo on it. He stood at the
back of the group during the safety briefing with his
arms crossed and the look of someone doing the
session because HR had put it on the agenda, not
because he had chosen it He was, the guide
clocked immediately, the most senior person in the
room, The others kept glancing at him.

The guide had seen this before, He gave the briefing,
ran the safety demonstration, and then — instead of
going to the man directly, which would have put him
on the spot in front of his team — he set the group
up at the range with a simple first exercise and
wandered across to where the man was standing,
not yet shooting, watching the others.

‘These things have a draw weight of about eighteen
pounds,’ the guide said, conversationally. 'Olympic
recurves are around fifty. I'm not going to pretend
today is the same sport.’

The man laughed. Actually laughed. ‘Thank you,” he
said. 1 was wondering if youd try to tell me it was.

He shot for forty-five minutes. He was, objectively,
not good at it. He also had an extremely good time.
At the end, he told the guide that it was the first
activity he had genuinely enjoyed at one of these
things in years, and he asked for a business card.

The guide gave him one. He booked three more
sessions in the following month.

The story is not about archery. It is about reading the
room — specifically, reading the one person in the
room whose engagement or disengagement will set
the tone for everyone else. It is about the difference
between delivering a session and leading one. And it
is about something this book returns to repeatedly:
the guide who is technically competent but
professionally switched off is a guide who is present
in body and absent in function.

Chapter 7 covers group dynamics, and Chapter 25
covers specialist client groups including corporate
bookings. Both of them come back to the same
basic observation: the group you are guiding is not a
homogeneous unit of participants. It is a collection of
individuals with their own anxieties, hierarchies, and
agendas, and your job is to work with all of that
simultaneously while also running a safe, competent
activity. The guide who sees only the activity and not
the people running it through their particular filters is
doing half a job.

Also: never underestimate the man in the polo shirt.
He almost always books again.

Monitoring is not watching. It is
reading a pattern of change from
an established baseline.
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A briefed group is not the same
as a managed group. Knowing
the difference is what separates
the guide who gets everyone
safely to the end from the guide
who was technically excellent
and still missed the thing that
mattered most.

IN THE FIELD
The Client Who Went Quiet

The multi-pitch route was rated at a comfortable
level for the group — two clients, both experienced
club climbers, both fit, both well-geared. The guide
had climbed with one of them before. The other was
new to guided climbing but had a strong CV: several
seasons in the Alps, a handful of longer routes
completed with partners.

On the fourth pitch, the new clients movement
changed. Not dramatically — not in a way that would
have flagged as a problem in a brief observation. But
the guide had been watching, as guides do, and
what he noticed was not what was happening but
what had stopped happening. The client had been
chatty. Easy, comfortable chat between pitches, the
kind that people make when theyre settled in their
body and enjoying themselves. By the fourth pitch,
the chat had stopped. The client was climbing
correctly. His technique was sound. But something
was running on fumes.

At the belay ledge, the guide asked him directly:
‘When did you last eat?’

There was a pause that told the whole story before
the answer came. ‘This morning. I'm doing an
intermittent fasting protocol — | dont usually eat
until two.'

It was eleven-fifteen. They were four pitches up on a
nine-pitch route with a walk-off descent.

The guide made the call They descended. The
client argued, briefly and politely, that he was fine,
that he did this reqularly, that his body was adapted.
The guide listened to all of it and then held the
decision, because the thing about being the guide is
that you are not paid to agree with your clients, You
are paid to make the call that the situation actually
requires, regardless of what the client believes about
their own condition.

On the descent, an hour later and two pitches down,
the client admitted that he had been starting to feel
it. He had not said anything because he had not
wanted to ruin the day.

This is the scenario this book uses to open its
chapter on leadership, and it is used there not
because it is dramatic — the descent was safe, the
client was never in serious danger — but because it
contains, in a relatively quiet package, almost every
important thing there is to say about professional
field leadership.

First: the guide caught it early, which is the whole
game. The client's movement had changed before
he was symptomatic in any obvious way. That kind of
observation — watching not just what is happening
but what has changed from the pattern you
established earlier — is a skill that takes years to
develop and that no qualification workbook teaches
in useful terms. Chapter 12 talks about what guides
are actually watching when they are watching well.

The decisions that build a long
career are mostly invisible — the
quiet no, the early turnaround, the
margin preserved for the day that
needs it.
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Second: the client concealed the information
because he did not want to cause problems. This
happens constantly in guiding, across every
discipline, at every level of client experience. People
do not disclose the thing the guide most needs to
know because they are self-conscious, or optimistic,
or they have paid good money for this day and they
do not want to be the person who ruins it. Building
the kind of professional relationship in which clients
tell you the truth — quickly, honestly, without
worrying about the judgement — is one of the
quieter arts of this profession. Chapter 6 covers the
briefing process and Chapter 7 covers group
dynamics, and both of them are really about this:
creating the conditions in which the information
flows.

Third, and most importantly: the guide held the
decision under social pressure. The client was
friendly about it. He was not aggressive or
confrontational. He simply believed he was fine and
said so, with reasonable arguments. And none of that
changed the call. This is where professional guiding
diverges sharply from enthusiastic outdoorsmanship.
An enthusiast might have listened to the arguments,
reconsidered, and continued. The guide did not,
because the guide was not making a decision about
how he felt about the client's arguments. He was
making a decision based on the objective picture:
four pitches up, five to go, eleven-fifteen in the
morning, client in a known energy-deficit protocol,
movement already degraded. That picture did not
change because the client had a thoughtful
explanation for it.

You are not paid to have your own
adventure. You are paid to
manage someone else’s safely.

What This Book Is, And What It Is Not

Those three scenarios between them — a sea kayak
crossing, a corporate archery session, and a rock
climb cut short — cover perhaps a fifth of what this
book addresses across twenty-seven chapters. The
rest ranges from the legal and ethical architecture of
the profession (duty of care, negligence, the
question of what a ‘reasonable guide standard
actually requires) through to expedition planning,
equipment management, environmental
responsibility, emergency response, critical incident
stress, client psychology, business and marketing,
and the question of what a long, clean,
professionally satisfying guiding career actually
looks like and how you build one deliberately rather
than hoping it assembles itself.

The book does not assume you are a beginner. It
assumes you are a working professional who wants
to be better at this than you currently are — not
because you are failing, but because this is the kind
of work where the ceiling is high enough that even
the most experienced guides can keep reaching. |
have been in this industry for fifty years. | am still
reaching.

It does not tell you what qualifications to hold or how
to pass any particular assessment. Those
conversations happen in workbooks and training
rooms, and they are important — but they are not
this. This is the conversation that happens afterward,
when the assessment is over and the real work starts
and you are standing at the put-in or the trailhead or
the base of the climb with a group of clients who are
trusting you with something significant.
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It does not promise that if you follow its advice
nothing will go wrong. This is adventure guiding.
Things go wrong. The promise — the only promise
this book makes — is that if you have genuinely
absorbed its arguments and applied them seriously
to your practice, the things that go wrong will be
fewer, less serious, and better managed. And the
things that go right will be more consistently,
deliberately, professionally right.

There is a thread that runs through every chapter
here, not always named, but always present. It is the
idea that the guides who build lasting careers — the
ones still out there after twenty, thirty years, still
curious, still sharp, still standing between their
clients and the consequences of the environment —
are not necessarily the most talented or the most
technically gifted people who entered this
profession. They are the most honest. Honest about
what they know and what they don't. Honest about
when the picture is wrong. Honest about the call that
needs to be made, even when the call is unpopular.

That honesty, applied consistently over a career, is
what this book is really about.

The best guides | have known were not the ones
who never made mistakes. They were the ones who
made fewer of the same mistake twice.

Pull up a chair. There is a lot to
cover, and most of it, | promise,
was learned the hard way.

Find out more and register an
interest when the book is
released:

https://www.adventurepro.co.uk/

About the Book

Adventure Guides at the Fireside: Hard-Won Lessons
from the Field is a twenty-seven chapter
professional resource for adventure guides across all
disciplines — from introductory outdoor centre
activities to multi-day wilderness expeditions and
technical mountaineering. Written in the voice of an
experienced guide-trainer with fifty years in the
industry, it covers the full arc of a guiding career:
professional identity and legal responsibility,
planning and preparation, group management, field
leadership, risk and emergency management,
business and operations, wellbeing and career
longevity, and professional development.

It reads like a professional memoir. It functions like a
fleld manual. It is the book that working guides reach
for not to pass an exam, but to think more clearly
about the work they are already doing.

HOW MANY DAYS WILL YOU ACTlIALlY GUIDE?

STARTING W1 wn‘H 365 DAYS...

365 DAYS

~ QUIET DAYS
NO BOOKINGS.
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: } Balanced Decision
Aligning All Three J

T constant Decisions in the Field

SAFETY FIRST | GOOD EXPERIENCE

Always the Top Priority { Ka

A safe outcome does not prove a
sound decision. The question
investigations ask is not whether
you intended harm — it is whether
you operated below the standard
a competent professional would
have maintained.
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A Word from the
Author

This book does not come with a guarantee.

It comes with experience — a few decades of it —
and that is a different thing entirely.

Experience means | have made mistakes, witnessed
mistakes, and on a handful of occasions been close
enough to serious incidents to understand what the
word ‘consequence’ actually means outside of a
classroom. It also means | have had the good fortune
to work alongside guides who were considerably
better than me, and the humility — eventually — to
learn from them.

What follows is my best attempt to pass on what |
have learned. It is not a legal document, a
qualification framework, an operations manual, or a
substitute for proper training under a competent
mentor in your specific discipline and environment. It
is not peer-reviewed, academically sourced, or
endorsed by any regulatory body. It is one guide's
honest account of what has worked, what has not,
and why the difference matters. Adventure activities
carry real risk. Some of that risk can be managed.
Some of it cannot. This book addresses the
manageable portion — the decisions, habits, and
professional behaviours that separate the guides
who build long careers from those who dont. It does
not, and cannot, eliminate the portion that remains. If
you are looking for a book that promises zero risk in
exchange for reading it, you will need to look
elsewhere. | have no such book. Nobody does.

This book is about Zero tolerance
for preventable harm. Not zero
risk. adventure is inherently risky

A safe outcome does not prove a sound decision.
The question investigations ask is not whether you
intended harm — it is whether you operated below
the standard a competent professional would have
maintained.

Every environment is different. Every client group is
different. Every guide is different. What applies
directly to your context, take and use it. What doesn't
apply, file it away — it may apply later, or it may never
apply at all, and that is fine too. What contradicts
your experience or your jurisdiction's specific legal
requirements, push back on it You are a
professional. You are expected to think.

Nothing in this book constitutes legal advice.
Nothing in it replaces the obligation to know and
comply with the legislation, regulations, and
professional standards that govern adventure
guiding in your country, province, or operating
environment. Those standards exist for good
reasons. Read them. Follow them. When this book
and your local requirements disagree, your local
requirements win every time.

The author and publisher accept no liability for any
incident, injury, loss, or outcome — to guides, clients,
or third parties — arising from the application or
misapplication of anything contained in this book.
The decision to take any action in any situation in the
field belongs to the guide on the ground, and that
responsibility cannot be transferred to a book, its
author, or anyone else. It never could. Which, when
you think about it, is precisely what this whole book
is about.

Find out more and register an
interest when the book is
released:

https://www.adventurepro.co.uk/




