
Climbing and competition
Dennis Gray

During the past few years there has been much controversy about the place of
competition both in the fields of rock-climbing and greater mountaineering.
Competition between individuals is inevitable, it exists in all walks of life and has
been a subtle but vital force in the development of mountain activities. It has of
course, helped to raise standards, evolve new techniques, develop and improve
equipment. The history of our sport is full of competitive human rivalries;
Whymper and Carrel; Mummef)' and Davidson; Peters and Gervasutti; Harding
and Dolphin; Brown and Whillans; Crew and Austin, ete. Some of these have been
friendly, some not so. However, apart from activity in disciplines not strictly an
accepted part of mountaineering such as fell running, ski-ing or orienteering, there
has not been overt organized competition as such within any of its branches until
comparatively recently.

Climbing competitions were introduced into Soviet mountaineering circles in
the early 1950s and they are now firmly established and slowly gaining adherents in
other Eastern bloc countries. Each year there is a series of rock-climbing competi
tions held throughout the USSR with an act;:;al National Championship for the
finalists. From this emerges the 'supreme' champion and also a separate
competition for pairs-teams of two-who race against other such ropes. The
climbing is done on steel cables, ie top ropes, and the climbers individually race
against the clock and in pairs against each other. There are also competitions
decided by the subjective judgement of a panel of jurists, who each year consider
the outstanding mountaineering feats, with the national title being awarded to
what is agreed as the outstandingly difficult ascent of a route in the Pamirs, Tien
Shan or the Caucasus.

It should be noted that in the rock-climbing championships the climbers do not
receive any support from the steel cables they climb upon for they are usually kept
fairly slack but they are allowed to practice the routes they climb in the individual
championships but not in the pairs competition. If they use any tension whatsoever
they are immediately disqualified. The winners receive much acclaim, recognition
usually as a Master of Sport with all the benefits that go with that title, and so far
the Soviet championships have usually been held on cliffs in the Crimea area of the
Black Sea where the climate and rock is eminently suitable. There is at this meeting
the usual razz-a-ma-tazz associated with such competitive events; spectators,
parades, bands, flag waving, ete. The competitions are carried out under rules
agreed and originally devised by the Rock Scaling Committee of the Soviet
Mountaineering Federation. So far at each such championships climbers/observers
have been invited, first in the early years from other Eastern bloc countries, but
over the more recent years, more and more from the Western nations and delega
tions have so far attended from France, West Germany, USA, ete.

Approximately 2 years ago the Soviets raised the question of further develop
ment and recognition of such competition worldwide at the UlAA, having
previously sent a strong delegation of rock-climbers to Munich at the time of the
1972 Olympics where a demonstration of their competition methods was a feature
of an international meet organized at that time by the German Alpine Club. Also at
Munich a public debate was organized on the possibility of such a discipline ever
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becoming an Olympic sport. This debate, it should be recorded, which included
speakers from many nationalities, declared itself firmly against such a proposition.
The introduction of the Soviet proposal for competition climbing at the UlAA has
caused some animated debate and the BMC after canvassing views throughout the
UK decided to oppose the spread of such practices.

We must however, take note at this juncture that besides the Soviet style rock
climbing competitions and their awards for high mountain achievements as already
noted, there are established competitive events in our own homeland hills. Fell
racing becomes ever more popular and the numbers attracted each year to events
such as the Karrimor Mountain Marathon have become an embarrassment for the
organizers. I took part in the 1976 Marathon myself, presented the prizes and
enjoyed the experience immensely. It was on that occasion in Scotland, and
provided two of the most demanding days in terms of physical effort and dis
comfort I have ever experienced on mountains anywhere in the world. There are
also developing several types of mountain orienteering events, some on foot, a few
on ski and in the Alps, particularly in Italy, there has lately been an acute develop
ment ofski mountaineering competitions.

It may be hard to see at this juncture how one can condone fell racing on the
one hand, but oppose rock-climbing competitions on the other. However, I am
certain the discerning reader will see that they are, in the way they are practised say
in the UK, two philosophically different disciplines as regards to the important
matter of the style of competition. In some British rock-climbing situations, the
element of competition is non-existent; some participants just do not care whether
they achieve anything, they are there or taking part for the view, companionship,
solitude, the hell of it I Other rock-climbing situations in this country may be
extremely competitive, but there are no rule books, no spectators and it is played for
keeps if you like because if things go wrong the end result might be a serious injury
or worse. The achievement factor is high, but it is all a personal thing requiring
above all else that most important ingredient of climbing ... judgement. Steel

cable climbing races are not the same sport and therefore we are not really talking
about the same thing. I just cannot see how with the high level of individual
freedom in the West, organized climbing competitions will gain any support, for
it means those who take part will be surrendering a vital component of our style
of mountaineering. Fell racing is however, directed towards competitive ends, it

is a part of its raiJon d'itre and, like other athletic events, organized competition
is usually a vital ingredient.

It is interesting to note however, that in greater mountaineering subjective
awards have been proffered from time to time in other sporting arenas besides the
Soviets. The founder of the modern Olympic games, the Frenchman Coubertin
always envisaged that awards would be made by the Olympic Committee for the
outstanding mountaineering achievement between each Olympiad. The full
committee adopted this at its Paris meeting of 1900 and it is significant to note
now that they saw this in similar terms to outstanding aeronautical achievements.
In May 1921, the Olympic Committee organized a conference at Lausanne and
mountaineering awards were a topic for discussion. Many of the major climbing
clubs were present but Coubertin records in his memoirs that few were fired with
real enthusiasm for Olympic mountaineering.

Coubertin was a realist for he also records how difficult it is to assess any

mountaineering feat based on after-the-event assessment. Even two parties making
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the same climb at different times do not experience the same conditions. How
ever, the Olympic Committee went ahead with its plans and in 1924 the first gold
medal for mountaineering was presented to General Bruce for the outstanding
feats performed by the 1922 British Everest Expedition in reaching 832001 on
Mount Everest. In 1932 gold medals were awarded at Los Angeles to the Munich
brothers, Franz and Toni Schmid for their first ascent of the N Face of the Matter
horn in 1931, and in 1936, at the Berlin Olympiad, the Swiss Gunter Dyhrenfurth
and his wife were given similar awards for their Himalayan explorations. After this
the Olympic Committee dropped mountaineering gold medals.

One could develop a weighty polemic against such developments being re
instated into world mountaineering which could be based on how potentially
harmful might be the increased commercialism, media interest, problems of
amateur/professionalism, increased political activity and pressures which would
now accompany such awards, but it is best to leave the argument there, each for
himself to decide on the worth of the spread of such practices. However, I do wish
to point out that modern climbing certainly in the West at any rate, has no need of
organized competitions to help further its development. The pressures on the
leading practitioners at both rock-climbing and mountaineering are now such that
they need to be totally committed. There is no division in the sport between
amateur and professional presently at this level of commitment, for most of those
who are presently pioneering major new ascents it is absolute.

It seems to me, though, the important thing is how we feel about the m'ountains,
rock-faces, sea-cliffs and outcrops, the scene of our activities in the context of
competition. If we degrade them by making them into a mere sports arena, a giant
stadium, we will be somewhat degrading ourselves, ignoring the role mountains
have played in man's history and robbing our sons and daughters of a precious
heritage of the spirit. An ennobling factor which none of us should cast away
lightly, exchanging a unique timeless mystery for something so intransigent as a
stop-watch measured climbing achievement!

A hundred days in the Himalaya 1977 Pt 1
Latok 11
Paul Nunn

Good luck rather than judgement played the greater part in allowing me to
participate in 2 Himalayan expeditions in 1977. 1 was drawn into the British Barnaj
Expedition late in 1975. This trip to Padar was harried into being by GeoffTier
from Camberley and his friends and was a fixed feast when Don Morrison invited
me to go to the Biafo. It was an offer that 1 could hardly refuse as it involved Don's
level-headed experience, a chef-de-cuisine (Pat Green), the meticulous gear
organization of myoid friend Pat Fearnehough and eventually Tony Riley as film
man-and then there were the objectives. The only problem was that it was hard to
see how my employers would see such a venture except as concrete evidence of total
dispensability. But in a City where honorary degrees are given for such activities
maybe all things are possible!
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