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has always been a tendency for the young to rebel against the 
modes and traditions which they regard as old-fashioned, and for 
the middle-aged to criticise and resent innovations. Today, in the 

climbing -vvorld, this tendency is sharpened by the wide gulf which nn\v 
exists bet\veen the classical mountaineer and the practitioner of modern 
techniques. There are many \Vell-kno\vn climbers still in their prime who 
vvould be quite incapable of tackling the more difficult routes in the Alps, 
or even of using modern methods and equipment effectively. This is 
largely due to the fact that until comparatively recently the development 
of these techniques vvas virtually confined to the Alps, while those who 
climbed widely in other ranges, \vhere the new methods were still hardly 
applicable, had no need to employ them to break fresh ground. It is surely 
for the Alpine Club, with its substantial acquaintance with rebellion, to 
take a leading part in bridging the gap between the traditional forms of 
mountaineering and the new. The important thing is to foster the view 
that mountains can be enjoyed in a great variety of ways according to the 
temperament and the skill and the changing mood of the individual, that 
none is to be despised and that the wider our range of experience the 
greater our capacity for enjoyment. 

British climbers, preoccupied with climbing in the Himalaya and 
other ranges, took relatively little part in the developments of the great 
era in the Alps between the two \Vars, when totally new standards were 
being set by continental mountaineers. Soon after the last war, however, 
some of the ne-vv generation began to tackle the great routes of the 
'thirties, and they -vvere follo\ved by scores of young men trained on 
British rock. \iVith a speed that I would not have thought possible thirty 
years ago, they adapted themselves to the Alpine environment, the ice and 
sno\v and the enormously greater scale of the climbs; they quickly master
ed the techniques of artificial climbing and learned the art of survival in 
bivouacs in the most rigorous and terrifying conditions, unavoidable on 
these modern routes. Their performance has won the respect of their 
continental colleagues. Even more significant is the initiative they have 
shown in applying their methods and their hard training to the more 
distant mountains of the world. They certainly deserve both our admir
ation and our wholehearted encouragement. 

1 The substance of the President's speech at the Annual Dinner, December 6, 
1966. EDITOR. 
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We often hear the present generation of young climbers criticised for 
being competitive and for running unjustifiable risks (what a chord of 
memory this strikes!). Though I believe that the Alpine Club should 
maintain its traditional standards in these and other matters, we must be 
careful to see that they are based upon positive and liberal thinking, and 
not upon mere prejudice and blind opposition to change. We cannot 
deny, for example, that there has always been an element of competition 
in mountaineering. Even in the Golden Age in the Alps \vhen, with -
many unclimbed peaks and so few climbers in the field, there was surely 
less excuse for it than now, it reared its ugly head, while the colourful 
record of acrimonious dispute in the history of our Club is evidence 
enough that it has been \vith us ever since. Can even the most humble of 
us claim never to have harboured any feeling of rivalry; would any of us, 
for example, be as pleased with a second ascent as with a first? No man 
can be blamed for wishing to excel in his craft, to measure his skill against 
the accepted standards of the day; and it is hardly surprising if this desire 
is more marked in the young. It is when competition becomes the 
principal, or worse, the only motive for climbing that it poisons the springs 
of our enjoyment. By enjoyment in this context I mean the deep philo
sophical contentment to be found in close contact with and mastery of the 
natural environment of our choosing. I am confident that young climbers 
today are at least as sensible of this kind of pleasure as we were, and that 
they prize it as highly. If their manner of seeking it may sometimes seem 
a little austere, that could surely be said by some of any form of 
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The question of justifiable risk is also one on which we should 

hesitate to generalise, because it is so largely a subjective matter depend
ing upon the temperament, the experience, the skill and the endurance 
of the individual concerned. Waiter Bonatti and J oe Brown, for example, 
operate in realms totally beyond my experience and I would be most 
reluctant to comment, still less to pass judgement, upon this aspect of 
their achievement. Obviously some risk is involved in any mountaineer
ing venture. For a party climbing one of the classic routes in the Alps, 
it is of one kind; for a small expedition in uninhabited regions, cutting 
itself off from all outside help for a period of many weeks or months, 
when the smallest mishap could have ugly consequences, it is of a different 
order. Not so long ago, Polar explorers were often called upon to face 
hazards \vhich today seem quite appalling. By \Vhat standard are \Ve to 
judge the risks they ran ? Are we to dismiss them as irresponsible fools ? 
When Shackleton was stranded with a large, unwieldy party on the pack
ice of the Weddell Sea, with no communication with the outside world, 
his plight must have seemed hopeless. But Shackleton was a brilliant 
improvisor, a superb leader in disaster. It) his \-vhole career he never 
lost a man. Again, consider the situation in \Vhich Nansen deliberately 
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placed himself when he and J ohansen left the Fratn to make their \vay 
over the shifting ice of the Arctic Sea towards the Pole, '\Vith no hope of 
finding his ship again because of the erratic drift, faced 1-vith months, 
possibly years of frightful privation and a thousand unforeseeable 
hazards, with nothing but two canoes with which eventually to return 
from the edge of the pack. But Nansen was a master of the art of survival, 
well endowed not only with resourcefulness but with that profound, 
imperturbable patience which is a vital quality in any survival situation 
and, incidentally, an esssential part of the equipment of anyone attempt
ing these modern climbs. 

Again, in this question of risk, a cardinal factor is motive, attitude of 
mind. If the dominant reason for climbing is to achieve fame or beat a 
rival, if there is no pleasure without success, the temptation to ignore 
danger may well be overwhelming; but if the motive is a real feeling for 
mountains and a love of climbing as a means of giving expression to that 
feeling, reasonable prudence is likely to prevail. 

Personally, I welcome wholeheartedly the advance of modern tech
niques because it has widened the bounds of mountain adventure. There 
was a time, long ago, when I was depressed by the thought that soon there 
would be no ne\v peaks to climb and no new routes to explore. But the 
more I travelled in the remoter ranges of the world Karakoram, Kuen 
Lun, Alaska, the Southern Andes the more I realised how vast is the 
field of fresh endeavour even for the conventional mountaineer. With 
the application of modern climbing and survival techniques the horizon 
is now truly boundless . 
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