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It was foreca t that after all the highest peaks of the Himalaya and the
Karakoram had been climbed a new era of mountaineering would open up,
bringing to these ranges small groups of climber attracted by more challeng
ing problem on the lower peaks calling for new method and more advanced
techniques. Haye we witne sed uch an evolution during the pa t fifteen years.?

A recent article in this Journal (A] 76156) highlighted some of the le de-
irable elements in the modern approach, and critici ed a mentality that eemed

to adhere slavi hly to the past. It is fashionabl nowaday to undervalue the
method and achievements of the early Himalayan climbers becau e of their
failures, seemingly through lack of skill or resolve on the easiest routes to the
great peaks. But let us judge them in the perspective of their psychological
and material limitations. And at least they did stri ve eriously to avoid the sort
oflarge-scale publicity that seems to have become an integral part of the modern
Himalayan expedition. The radical change in climbing techniques which ha
brought about a different evaluation of climbing problems wa itself brought
about by a compul ive earch for 'firsts'. The previous generation of Himalayan
climbers had achieved their 'fir t '; the new generation hav to. eek theirs.
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We live in an age in which it is impossible to escape from the tinsel and sham
of mass communications media. If the numbers who indulge in mountain
climbing have increased, so have the spectators. \Vould it be too far off the
mark to say that climbing, which has hitherto been isolated from the public
eye, has become today almost a spectator sport? In order to stimulate a mass
appeal, drama has to be added; or better still a touch of sensationalism. When
this approach is extended to mountain climbing, there seems a real danger that
the participants become gradually less aware how far their personal standards
are being sacrificed. It is no longer Chesterton's 'thing' itself which matters,
but the need to satisfy a wider and increasingly cloyed audience.

It would seem that the modern Himalayan expedition, in order to be worthy of
publicity, must be a venture bordering on the desperate. Is it necessary to set
an extreme objective in order to attract sponsors: or were sponsors attracted
by it because it was a desperate venture? Did the need for financial backing
arise because the size of the problem called for major resources: or was the
desire for publicity implicit in setting the problem? Why could not a smaller
mountain have been chosen: perhaps because a mass appeal, and therefore the
sponsorship, might not have been forthcoming? What were the overriding
motives: individual satisfaction or public acclaim? On a purely personal level
is the main appeal technical, aesthetic or physical?

As in every field of activity so in a major Himalayan undertaking, good manage
ment lies in ensuring the availability of adequate resources. It is another matter
if record-breaking is the main aim: the smallest party on the highest peak;
the quickest time on the hardest route, to which different standards, and
obviously only for a minority, would apply. One man may climb alone to a
summit of 7000 m; he may do so in a day from a camp at 5500 m. But there
is no yardstick by which to establish the principle that three men may therefore
succeed in climbing a peak of 7800 m, or six men a peak of 8500 m. And,
ethical considerations apart, it would be naIve to set rule-of-thumb standards
for the use of oxygen. Knowledge has advanced since the day when it was feared
that a man climbing on oxygen might immediately perish if his oxygen appara
tus failed at a great height. There is sufficient evidence that peaks above 8000 m
are climbable without it; although physical deterioration must be accepted as
the price of prolonged residence above 7000 m. More important are the restora
tive powers of oxygen at high altitude, and its real benefits to a climber if used
exclusively at night in order to provide a few hours of respiratory relaxation
conducive to sleep. In deciding whether and how much oxygen is to be taken,
the overriding consideration will be one of cost.

If it is agreed that what is paramount is the safety of a party and how a mountain
is climbed, it follows that careful planning, i.e. provision against every fore
seeable hazard, is absolutely basic. If technical complexity dictates the quality
of human and material resources required, the quantum of such resources
will have to be measured against the physical size of the problem. For example,
transpose the 4z-day Japanese climb of the North face ofthe Eiger in 1970 and
calculate the overall resources that such an enterprise would have required
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in the Himalaya. I believe that there is 0:11) one certain way in which to nsure
the highe t pos ible morale on any major xpedition-good leadership. It i
from this source that team-spirit Aow . I would go further; if team-spirit is
absent good leadership ha been lacking. Prima donna and exhibitioni ts
are usually misfits in a Himalayan team.

In 1956 the British a cent ofthe :\luztagh Tower established the enlargement of
technical fea ibility in Himalayan climbing. In that sense it was a pioneering
achievement greater, in its context and its period, than the Annapurna outh
face climb in 1970.

new approach in high-altitude climbing wa introdu ed by the Austrians in
1957, when a team of four climbed Broad Peak ( 0+7 m). Two of them then
climbed a peak of 7+20 m, and two other (Buhl and Diemberger) attempted

hogolisa (7654 m). No high-altitude porters were used and no oxygen was
carried; both the climbs were first ascent. ompetent climber: technically
easy climbs? In 1958 a very competent Italian team of eight required one and
a half month to climb Gasherbrum IV (7925 m). Some of the upper sections
of the route were classified a5 Grade I and Y by Alpine standards, and every
man wa fully extended. This was a 'large' expedition: 438 coolies and porters
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were engaged at Skardu; but no oxygen was used, and no high-altitude porters
once the climbing became technically difficult. At the opposite end of the scale
was the party of two who set out to climb Everest in 1953. They later altered
this objective in favour of Pumori. But, losing their only tent in a storm,
they then descended to a summit of about 6000 m 'on a turnip and half a bar
of chocolate each'.

I believe that it is erroneous to apply the principles of European summer or
even winter climbing when planning a major ascent in the Himalaya. But in
these vast and glorious ranges there still exist larg~ untouched areas where
Alpine principles and practices can be more or less safely applied-provided
one is prepared to seek out mountains on the scale of 5500 m-7000 m. Climbs
will be found of every description and variety; to satisfy the pure technician,
the aesthete, the seeker after 'firsts'. Costs, even in this day, can be kept sur
prisingly low. As in the Alps in a spell of good weather, over a dozen ascents
can be achieved in two weeks-without guide-books and without the crowds,
the beaten tracks of snow to the summit; with a pressure-stove instead of a
restaurant, and with a tent for the night. l:}ut the Himalaya, and perhaps
Himalayan climbing in this form, are not every man's choice. Certainly not for
the gregarious, or those for whom the public accolade is essential to their
pastime. And how many 'tigers' would travel a third of the way round the globe
in order to tackle a South face only 1000 m high?

It is unfortunate that some of the most interesting areas, and these include
some that are also the least known, are politically banned. One continues to
hope that such restrictions will not be permanent. But plenty of opportunities
still exist. In the years between 1960 and 1970, large stretches of the Hindu
Kush bordering Chitral and Afghanistan hitherto practically unknown as a
playground for mountaineers, have received their full share of attention. The
main initiative has come from the Austrians, and other European climbers;
also, latterly, from the Japanese. Of the twenty or so parties who have gone
there each summer during the past decade more than 90% have comprised
the modern lightly-equipped alpine type of expedition-groups of friends
climbing for pleasure and making their own routes, some easy, others hard; but
practically all new. These parties have proved that it is a perfectly feasible
proposition to reach the Hindu Kush from Europe in eight to ten days by road:
and to reach a 7ooo-m high summit fifteen to twenty days later; or to make
first ascents of a dozen or more peaks between 5000 m and 6000 m. Practically
all these have been low-cost expeditions employing a handful of pack-animals
or coolies, and managing entirely without climbing porters. In Nepal, following
the relaxation of restrictions, activity by small parties has expanded. Japanese
teams seem to predominate, with University groups much in evidence.

The role of the Sherpas has been much overplayed. Very few of their employers,
I suppose, have really tried to understand them. There now exists amongst them
a nucleus of trained instructors and guides, whose skill and experience would
qualify them to lead difficult routes. Bred in the high mountains, the Sheq::as
are among the world's natural climbers. But it is wrong that groups of them
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should be used as beasts of burden by practised climbers involved, of their own
free consent and with full knowledge of all the hazards, in advanced modern
techniques. When you have won their real trust and loyalty, and have led them
on climbs within their limits, only then will all their fine qualities rise to the
surface.

Recent methods adopted in Europe and the USA, it is said, have degraded
mountain climbing. With the extension of mechanical aids, it is no longer
climbing skill which predominates, but methodical technical labour. We ought
to be quite honest about this. Once the use of mechanical devices is accepted, the
introduction of more advanced or sophisticated devices is no more than a
logical development. But who amongst the guiltless will pass judgement about
a violation of principle and cast the first stone? What really matters is the ap
proach; the individual motive, and the existence or otherwise of a feeling for
the mountains. This method of climbing, by no means universal, has spread to
South America; and it would not be surprising if it were introduced in the
Himalaya.

To answer the question posed at the beginning, it can be said unhesitatingly
that as in Europe and elsewhere Himalayan climbing has advanced in recent
years both in concept and in execution beyond limits that would have seemed
practicable 25 years ago. As to the approach, is it really relevant to try to impose
the means and the methods? Let each man take his choice: a penny plain or
twopence coloured. The scale of the project must determine the size of the
expedition. Any ambitious objective on a major Himalayan mountain will
require meticulous planning and ample resources. In modern terms, this means
high finance; to acquire which the expedition has got to be 'sold' to the highest
bidder. But if you would rather organise quietly in a small, independent way
with a trusted groups of friends, you will find ranges containing unclimbed
peaks in the Himalaya and Karakoram filled with opportunity and challenge to
satisfy all. Go out and seek them: they are there waiting.
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