
  

EXPERT INTERVIEW WITH DR ANDREW PEACOCK

MOUNTAINBIG
TRAINING

PHOTOS  ©ANDREW PEACOCK/FOOTLOOSEFOTOGRAPHY

http://www.footloosefotography.com


 THIS GUIDE

This guide is a transcript from an Interview with Dr Andrew Peacock.  
 
The information contained in Avoiding Altitude Sickness - Expert Interview 
with Dr Andrew Peacock is intended as a general informational guide. The 
purpose of this content is to provide an opinion about altitude sickness and 
physical preparation for exercise at altitude. 
 
Big Mountain Training recommend that you seek advice from a travel doctor 
and/or medical professional before conducting any activity at altitude.  
 
 
Product Disclaimer: 
Readers are solely responsible for following or not following any advice in 
this guide, and that Big Mountain Training Pty Ltd. and Dr Andrew Peacock 
are not responsible for any injuries that you may suffer as a result of this 
guide.

Big Mountain Training Pty Ltd. and Dr Andrew Peacock should not be held 
liable for the interpretation or use of the information provided. Big Mountain 
Training Pty Ltd. and Dr Andrew Peacock make no warranties or  
representations, express or implied, as to the accuracy or completeness, 
timeliness or usefulness of any opinions, advice, services or other  
information contained, or referenced to, in this document.  
 
Big Mountain Training Pty Ltd. and Dr Andrew Peacock do not assume any 
risk for your use of this information as such materials or content may not 
contain the most recent information. 

The information in this program is based on the personal experience and 
research of Dr Andrew Peacock, as an Expedition Medical Officer. 
 
Accordingly the material in this guide is copyright © 2015 Big Mountain 
Training Pty Ltd and Dr Andrew Peacock. Therefore no part of this book 
may in any form by any electronical, mechanical, photocopying, recording, 
or any other means be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or be  
broadcast, sold or transmitted without the prior permission of the publisher, 
Big Mountain Training Pty Ltd and Dr Andrew Peacock. 
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ALTITUDE SICKNESS

ALTITUDE 10
1 

The term ‘Altitude Sickness’ refers to ailments caused from exposure to 
high altitudes above 2000m. The most common is Acute Mountain Sickness 
(AMS), which if left untreated can lead to High Altitude Cerebral Edema 
(HACE). A parallel condition that can occur after a few days at altitude is 
High Altitude Pulmonary Edema (HAPE).  
 
For more information on altitude sickness we recommend you visit: 
www.altitude.org
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CHASE TUCKER DR ANDREW PEACOCK 
(MBBS, Hons)

INTERVIEWTH
E 

Medical Director of the education  
provider ‘Expedition and Wilderness 
Medicine Australia’ and an award  
winning adventure travel  
photographer.
 
Andrew splits his time between the US 
and Australia and works as a locum in 
Emergency Medicine and occasionally 
as a GP.  
 
He has significant experience  
working and leading treks at altitude 
and has ascents of the central summit 
of Shishapangma (8013m) in Tibet 
and Manaslu (8163m) in Nepal under 
his belt.  
 
Andrew enjoys combining his  
climbing, hiking, mountaineering and 
other outdoor adventure skills with 
work as an Expedition Medical Officer. 

Mountaineer, Trek Leader and  
Specialist strength and conditioning 
coach, Chase is the founder and  
head coach at Big Mountain Training  
and Base Camp Adventure Fitness.  
 
He has trained over 300 people to  
climb mountains and complete some  
of the world’s most famous treks  
with confidence.  
 
With significant experience in the  
gym and the mountains he shares 
knowledge and resources to enable 
people to become extraordinary in the 
mountains. 
 
When Chase isn’t motivating his  
clients to reach their peak physical 
fitness or celebrating successful  
summits he’s preparing for Ama  
Dablam, his next big mountain. 
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I’ve noticed that those who have trained properly often have the energy to  
absorb everything around them, and they tend to enjoy their trip so much 
more. They’ll be the people who had the freedom to stop and take photos, to 
sit in the sun and read a book, to watch the birds, while the others will be in 
their tents, just so happy they can lie down. 
 
I’ve seen it time and time again for people who are not fit, they do get there, 
but it will feel like a near death experience to some of them.  
 
They will still really appreciate it, and it will still kind of feel like a highlight, and 
hopefully they’ll be satisfied that they did this thing, but there’s a reasonable 
chance they’ll never ever want to go back, because they’ll have realised how 
knackered they were. 

It’s not to say either person has a better or worse experience, just a different 
one. And I think most people would want to come back saying ‘that was  
awesome I want to go back!’, as opposed to ‘that was awesome, and I never 
want to go through that again’, and I think that’s a reasonable way of looking at 
it.

YOU’VE LEAD A LOT OF TREKS AND CLIMBS 
OVER THE YEARS; TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT 
WHAT YOU’VE OBSERVED IN TERMS OF THE 
DIFFERENT FITNESS LEVELS OF TREKKERS  
AND CLIMBERS.
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THOSE THAT HAVE TRAINED 
PROPERLY OFTEN HAVE  

THE ENERGY TO ABSORB  
EVERYTHING AROUND THEM.
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We’ve all heard about situations where 
people have died as a result of hiking 
or climbing at altitude, so the answer is 
yes. I don’t want to belittle the issue but 
there is this slightly exaggerated  
concern about altitude.  
 
It’s not something that’s going to strike 
you out of the blue, I mean, I’d be  
freaking out if altitude illness was a  
random event that came from nowhere 
like a rock falling from the sky, but that’s 
not what happens.  
 
You get sick because you ignore the 
early symptoms, or because you pushed 
too hard early on in the trek and  
ascended to fast.  
 
If you are ascending slowly, staying well 
hydrated, relatively well rested and you 
are aware of how altitude affects the 
body, then you don’t need to be  
concerned about dying.

SHOULD ANYONE  
BE CONCERNED ABOUT 
ACTUALLY DYING 
FROM ALTITUDE  
SICKNESS?
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HOW DOES FITNESS  
ACTUALLY BENEFIT A  
TREKKER OR CLIMBER?
Well, fitness levels of individuals have 
no bearing on how you actually acclima-
tise and avoid altitude sickness, but after 
that week to ten days where all the major 
physiological changes happen you’ll be 
close to your normal self again.  
 
And if your normal self is ‘I’m a really fit 
person who can do a lot of exercise, at 
a high level, and keep doing it day after 
day’ then you’re going to be much  
happier and more comfortable to do the 
work at altitude than someone who’s not 
like that.  
 
I mean with an average trekking day you 
have 5 to 6 hours of hard work, if you’re 
not able to do that at home with ease, 
then you’re definitely not going to be able 
to do it with any kind of ease at altitude 
either. But unfortunately, being fit will not 
help the acclimatisation process at all.”
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SAVE THE REAL 
HARD WORK FOR  
THE GRAND FINAL
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WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN FATIGUE AND  
ALTITUDE SICKNESS?

There’s no real relationship there at all, being  
tired at altitude is normal, because you’re in a low 
oxygen environment and it’s harder to do work. But 
the moment you have to start doing physical work 
and your muscles are getting a certain level of  
oxygen, then you’re going to start separating out 
those people who’ve done the training since they 
can perform the same work as others but at a  
lower level of their VO2max.  
 
The reason this becomes critical is because at  
altitude you’ve got a lower oxygen pressure in the 
air to work with. And that’s a very different thing to 
the acclimatisation process. 
 
So overall fatigue can be a symptom of altitude  
illness but also independently a symptom of poor 
preparation.”

       © BIG MOUNTAIN TRAINING     PHOTO ©ANDREW PEACOCK/FOOTLOOSEFOTOGRAPHY                                     9

http://www.bigmountaintraining.com
http://www.footloosefotography.com


WHEN YOUR MUSCLES ARE GETTING 
A CERTAIN LEVEL OF OXYGEN,  
THEN YOU’RE GOING TO START 
SEPARATING OUT THOSE PEOPLE 
WHO’VE DONE THE TRAINING
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SO PHYSICAL PREPARATION 
FOR ALTITUDE IS ABOUT  
PERFORMANCE AND COMFORT 
RATHER THAN IF YOU GET 
SICK?

Exactly, unfortunately for anyone who is well trained and 
fit, fitness doesn’t stop you from getting the Khumbu 
cough, or gastro or bronchitis any more than it prevents 
you getting altitude sickness. But for a given day of  
trekking or climbing, the people who have trained  
themselves to complete that physical task at sea level  
are going to have a happier day. But when you are fitter 
it’s important to still go very slowly, take it easy on the trail 
for the first few days, save the real hard work for grand 
final and major goal, don’t get exhausted early on.
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THE THINGS THAT ARE GOING TO MAKE THE  
DIFFERENCE TO YOUR TRIP ARE BEING EDUCATED  
ABOUT ALTITUDE ILLNESS AND PERFORMANCE,  
AND GETTING AS BEST PREPARED AS YOU CAN.
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WHAT’S YOUR TAKE ON ALTITUDE 
TRAINING AS A WAY OF  
PREPARING FOR MOUNTAINS.
As far as the altitude training rooms go, first of all, there is no 
evidence that they have any benefit whatsoever in terms of  
acclimatization, none at all. The only thing they can potentially 
do is give you some slight benefit in terms of the ability to do 
work at altitude because you’ve stressed your body in a low 
altitude environment beforehand. So maybe the EPO from your 
kidneys has kicked in, and your red blood cell count has gone 
up a little bit as a result of the training, so there are a few  
physiological processes that are improved, but I think the reality 
or research would show, that to make any substantial difference 
you’d virtually have to be doing that 6 hours a day, for multiple 
days or weeks in a row.  
 
The things that are going to make the difference to your trip are 
being educated about altitude illness and performance, and  
getting as best prepared as you can be for your trip physically 
and mentally.
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SO JUST ON THE 
KHUMBU COUGH,  
DO YOU HAVE  
ANY ADVICE FOR 
TREKKERS TO  
AVOID GETTING IT?
Sure, so the ‘Khumbu cough’ happens 
because the lining of your respiratory 
tract gets extremely dry from exposure to 
the cold, dry air. One thing that I do when 
I trek or climb at altitude is to wear a  
balaclava or a buff. So in Nepal for  
example from the moment I leave  
Namche, I always have something across 
the mouth while hiking, it really helps. It’s 
about the only thing that I know of that 
can prevent the Khumbu cough, and it 
works because as you breathe out you 
start to get some condensation in the  
material over the mouth and that  
humidifies the air that reaches your  
lungs just a little and prevents that  
dryness.
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ACCORDING TO RESEARCH IS  
DIAMOX WORTH THE SIDE EFFECTS?   
ARE ANY LONG TERM? SHOULD IT BE KEPT 
FOR EMERGENCIES OR TAKEN AS A  
PREVENTATIVE MEASURE?

Diamox is the brand name for a drug called acetazolamide, which helps 
the kidney excrete bicarbonate, so it enhances the body’s ability to do 
the things it needs to do to acclimatise at altitude. It’s also thought that it 
directly stimulates the respiratory center. A term I use is “to breathe up” 
and when you go to altitude one of the natural things to start doing is to 
breathe faster because you are in a low oxygen environment, and so 
that’s part of acclimatizing as well. It’s thought that for some people who 
don’t have as strong a drive to breathe faster acetazolamide is a useful 
drug because it is improving that drive.  
 
The main side effect is some tingling in the fingers and that is not  
permanent. Diamox can be used to prevent altitude illness but there are 
really only 3 situations in which the international experts who deal with 
altitude illness suggest that you should use it to prevent altitude illness.  
 
They are:
1. Is if you’re flying into a high elevation, such as Leh in India or Cusco in 
Peru, or anywhere above 3000m.
2. A situation where someone is forced into an unnaturally fast ascent of a 
mountain that they were not acclimatized to e.g a rescue situation
3. If there is a previous history of significant altitude illness that suggests 
you are predisposed to the problem. 

But in general, for trekking and climbing there is absolutely no reason 
that you can’t just rely on a good acclimatization profile with a slow initial 
progress up the mountain. This avoids the use of a drug that does have 
mild side effects, and I think it’s preferable to learn from how your body 
responds and adapts at altitude rather than relying on a pill.
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WHAT’S THE MEDICAL  
OPINION ON TAKING  
IBUPROFEN FOR  
ACCLIMATISATION 
There has been a study not too long ago 
that looked specifically at ibuprofen in  
relation to trekking at altitude and the  
prevention of headache. The overall  
result was a positive one. But upon  
looking at it, my feeling was that it  
really just showed that ibuprofen does a 
very good job of treating the headache 
brought on at altitude rather than having 
an effect on acclimatisation per se.  
 
If I had a headache on ascent to altitude 
and was feeling a bit below average, I’d 
be drinking water to make sure that  
dehydration is not a cause for my  
headache and I’d be taking some  
ibuprofen.  
 
There is no reason at all not to take it, 
your not going to mask anything by doing 
that.
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After interviewing Dr Andrew Peacock it is clear that the mountains are no 
place for the ill-prepared.  

As a mountaineer and trekker I’m familiar with the sense of achievement 
and the thrill of standing on top of a mountain. On the flipside I’ve also seen 
the devastated looks on the faces of many tired trekkers who weren’t able to 
achieve their goal. 
 
The only element you have control over in the mountains is your fitness. If you 
want to secure your place at the top, DO NOT leave this up to chance. 

Over the past two years I have trained hundreds of people, just like you to 
reach their goals in the mountains, whether that’s the summit of Mt  
Kilimanjaro, climb Island Peak or stand at Everest Base Camp.

At Big Mountain Training I share my knowledge, experience and provide  
motivation so you can have an extraordinary time in the mountains. 

If a mountain is in your future. You need to become #mountainfit.  
 
See you over at Big Mountain Training - Chase 
 
Trekking Success Training Guide. 
12 week aerobic conditioning and strength training program. 

TRAIN HARD. CLIMB HIGH.  
WWW.BIGMOUNTAINTRAINING.COM

WHAT NOW?

MOUNTAINBIG
TRAINING



All photographs in this ebook  
were taken by Andrew Peacock. 

To view Andrew’s portfolio visit:  
www.footloosefotography.com 
 
Andrew directs medical courses  
on expedition and wilderness  
medicine, for more information go 
to www.expeditionmedicine.com.au
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