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OST of our climbing equipment is either imported or, if it is 
manufactured in this country, is based on continental design. 
In addition, although any number of new gadgets are produced, 

the design of the basic tools of the mountaineer, his ice-axe for example, 
has tended to remain the same. It is particularly pleasing therefore 
that two British climbers have introduced some really outstanding in
novations to some of the climber's most important pieces of equipment, 
his ice-axe and rucksack. 

Hamish Macinnes has designed and manufactured an all metal ice
axe. Not only is this the first axe (other than the W .D. ones) to be 
manufactured in this country, but it is the first all metal axe in the world. 
It is, of course, a revolutionary step and inevitably arouses a certain 
amount of instinctive distrust. I was talking to the proprietor of a 
climbing shop and he remarked: 'There must be snags. The continentals 
have been making axes for years, and they have never made one with a 
metal shaft. I wouldn't touch it myself. It can't be any good.' 

He had not even seen it but I think this kind of attitude of unreason
ing mistrust is a very easy one to adopt, especially with something as 
symbolic and traditional as an ice-axe. There is something very pleasant 
about the texture and grain of the wooden shaft, but the fact remains 
that it can break all too easily, particularly when the axe is used as a 
belay in hard snow. This is the very time when the strength of the 
shaft is of vital importance, and when the lives of the ~ntire party are 
dependent on it, and yet the shock of the leader falling a comparatively 
short distance can break it. 

The Hiduminium shaft of the Macinnes axe is very much stronger 
than any wooden shaft and is of guaranteed standard strength. There 
would be little likelihood of it ever breaking. This particular alloy 
was chosen because it becomes stronger the colder it gets. The drop
forged head, with adze or hammer, is forced under twenty tons' pressure 
into the tubing, and provides a much stronger bond than in the case of 
a wooden shaft, where the join is the weakest point. 

' 

The heads are well designed. The picks, on both the axes and the 
hammers, are set at a slight angle (8 I 0

) to the shaft; this is good for 
cutting and very reassuring when driven in above the head on steep snow 
and used as a hold, for it does not easily pull out. Most continental 
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axes have their picks at right angles to the shaft, and they come out with 
disconcerting ease as one pulls up on them. 

I used the axe last summer (1963) in the Alps and found it pleasant 
to handle. It is the same weight as a normal wooden -shafted one, and 
the balance is every bit as good. The shaft is oval, and in the original 
design was rather large in circumference; but this has now been corrected, 
and the axe cannot now be faulted. I certainly intend to use one of 
these axes in the future. Their cost compares favourably with continental 
ones at £4 6s. 

Macinnes also makes a gully-hammer which is very useful as a peg
hammer on mixed ice and rock routes, and is invaluable for step-cutting 
on very steep ice. It can also be used in conjunction with the pick of 
an axe for stabbing up steep snow, with a pick in each hand. 

The other interesting new piece of equipment is Don Whillans' 
Alpiniste climbing sack. It is by far the best designed sack I have seen, 
incorporating a number of features not obtainable in any other. One can 
pack plenty of gear into it, enough for any alpine route, and yet it fits 

• 

snugly on the back. The crampons are strapped on the top, on the flap, 
which can be detached from the sack, rolled round the crampons, and 
placed out of the way inside it. The loop for a peg-hammer on the side 
of the sack is also an excellent idea; a peg-hammer is always a nuisance, 
but in this position it is completely out of the way, and yet easily got at. 
The bright orange colour of the sack is another good idea, to make it 
easy to find if it is ever dropped, and there are several other simple but 
ingenious features. The cost is £5 I ss. 

A really useful gadget from the continent is the Hiebeler prusik 
machine. It is light, very compact and easy to use. It costs £1 7s. 3d. 
A pair could be very useful, either to get out of a crevasse or in the event 
of a man falling on a big Dolomite overhang and being left suspended in 
mid-air. The clamps are small enough to be carried in a pocket. It is 
remarkably difficult to tie prusik knots when one is spinning on the end 
of a rope, but these are easily slotted on, and could be real life-savers. 
They would be invaluable, on expeditions, for climbing fixed ropes. 

An important piece of equipment that deserves more attention is the 
crash-helmet. Last summer there were several cases of crash-helmets 
breaking under the impact of stones. The plastic dome variety is very 
weak indeed, while those made of fibre glass and with some kind of rib 
are very much stronger. The industrial type helmet, which is often the 
strongest, rarely has an adequate chin-strap or head-fitting, with the 
result that, in a fall, the helmet is often brushed off the head. There is 
no hat on the market that is both designed especially for the climber and 
is sufficiently strong, while there is certainly a growing need for this 
kind of head-wear as the Alps grow more crowded. Even in this country, 
a well-designed helmet, giving all round }?rotection to the skull, could 
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save many head injuries, which after all are the most frequent fatal injury 
suffered by climbers. I think it is largely a false sense of pride, combined 
with the fear of being laughed at, that stops people using a crash-helmet. 
A few years ago one never saw a crash-helmet in the Alps, but today 
many climbers are wearing them. Perhaps soon we shall all be wearing 
them over here . 

• 
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