
Mountaineering and risk

John Hunt

A hundred years ago the chronicler of the Royal Geographical Society, writing the
Society's history during its first 50 years in that golden age ofexploration, referred to
them as 'the most perilous and therefore the most glorious'. That definition reflected
the spirit of the great Victorians, whose heroes included the celebrated mountaineers
Whymper, Freshfield and Mummery. I do not need to draw on further historical
sources in order to make the point that risk-or 'peril' -is a fundamental need for the
motivation and satisfaction of most human beings. The Danish explorer Nansen said
it all in these much quoted words:

'Nothing worth having in life' he wrote, 'is ever attained without taking risks.'
Compare this with the epitaph of a well-known public servant:

'He never took a risk and was rewarded by never meeting a reverse.'
We need this element of risk in our lives just as much today as did the 19th Century

explorers and the buccaneers of the 16th Century. It is a spur to enterprise and an
antidote to arrogance.

So I welcome the theme of this conference. I would like to congratulate the British
Mountaineering Council for exposing to public debate an aspect of our sport which
most climbers, for laudable reasons, tend to underplay. I believe it to be in the general
interest that we should put aside our reluctance and take a frank look at risk-taking in
mountaineering.

Let me begin by making a very important point. The reduction of risk is rightly a
basic principle in training for risk sports. The need for this is not in question. But
'risk' and 'safety', far from being conflicting aspects of climbing, should be
complementary to the complex pleasure which we derive from it. If safety is over

stressed, it can engertder that 'safety first' mentality which is all too prevalent today
and which is contrary to the spirit in which climbing can be fully enjoyed. In
mountaineering and other kindred sports risk is the honeypot. Reduce it and you
diminish its value. Thomas Fuller, in the 17th Century, put it well in these words:

'Security is the mother of danger and the grandmother of destruction.'
He was, of course, referring not to physical but to spiritual destruction.

The relationship between risk and safety is a fascinating topic for debate; for what
it is worth, my definition of that relationship would be: 'the use of personal
judgement in matching skill and experience against dangers of which you are fully
aware'. By this token we climbers are not to be equated with stuntmen and gamblers,
'risking all our winnings on one game of pitch and toss' (Kipling). Our attitudes are
the antithesis of recklessness. Indeed, our climbs are not intrinsically hazardous in
the sense that we seek always to remain in control of situations of our own choice
which involve us in dangers and difficulties that can be foreseen and within our
capacity to cope. We seek an equation-a modus vivendi-between ourselves and the
mountain which, hopefully, will be marginally favourable to ourselves. It is in coolly
measuring the width of that margin, sometimes reducible to a knife-edge, without
pushing one's luck too far, that lies the fascination of our sport.

So in climbing the intellectual exercise of judgement is a large component of
survival. Likewise, survival is an important condition of risk-taking. For risks, if they
are· not only to be savoured once, but repeated and increased for even greater
enjoyment, must be justifiable risks.
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Let me now, greatly daring, attempt 10 answer the question: 'What is ajustifiable
risk?' I say 'greatly daring' with intent, being well aware that risk means different
things 10 different people and as between different generations. I am aware, 100, that
the theme oflast year's conference was 'commitment'. Not everyone will agree how
far 'commitment' hould be taken. I peak only for myself, my experience, my
limited kill and in the context of my generation.

With the e caveats, here are my thought about what is justifiable and what is not in
mountain climbing. Edmund Burke, writing 200 years ago, said: 'Dangers by being
despised grow great'. I am sure there would be no dissent from my fir t proposition:
that there i no ju tification for ri k incurred through ignorance or carele sne . A
for ignorance, examples abound. I am particularly concerned for instance, about
ignorance on the subject of avalanches, which is revealed not only in the Alp and on
the bigger mountain, but here on our home hills. As for carele ness, a climber is at
risk when he i 100 tense; but he is especially vulnerable when 100 relaxed and after
the ten ion of a hard climb. On an off-day from training commandos in mountain
and snow warfare in the Cairngorms during the war, David Cox and I climbed a
rather good route on the Mitre Bullre s of Beinn A' Bhuird. In ome euphoria I ran
along the narrow neck of ridge between the buttress and the main mountain, tripped,
fell about 25 feet, landed on a ledge, bounced off, fell another 25 feet and again made
a landing on a ledge where mercifully I tayed put, with no worse damage than a
broken lOe. I am not proud of this incident.

The second principle is: that risk which are within the competence of a particular
person must, a a general proposition, be scaled down when a novice, or les skilled
performer is on the rope. I once climbed the Central Route on Cyrn Las with Alf
Gregory and a novice friend. I had climbed it before, so had no excuse for not being
aware of its standard. Half-way up it was obvious that the novice wa finding the
climb 100 difficult, but by then we were 100 committed. I went on and finally climbed
the last pitch. Here disaster nearly en ued when the novice fell Out of the finishing
chimney, dragging me and a huge block 10 which I was belayed, into space. I wa
miraculou ly checked from a fall which would have taken u all down the cliff by a
small projection on my stance, which snagged my rope and left me winging near the
foot of the chimney. This is another incident of which I have reason 10 be a hamed. As
a rider 10 this second principle, there are no circumstances when it is so e ential 10

adhere 10 it a when introducing novices 10 climbing in a training programme in
which they are not volunteer and when they have no means of knowing the risks.
There is no more telling example of thi than the disa ter which overtook a group of
young girl a few years ago on Cairngorm in winter. They had all been led into a
situation, as pan of a deliberate lOughening exercise, a a re ult of which mo t of
them perished during a blizzard. This i indeed not only bad but criminal
mountaineering, which Dougla Freshfield, a one-time President of the Alpine Club
condemned as 'the slaughter of the innocents'.

Conversely a high level of risk can be justified with a companion in whose
experience and competence you have complete confidence and when this confidence
is mutual. Among leading climbers one could cite many examples of high risk-taking.
Here is a modest example from my own experience.

On an unclimbed peak in East Greenland in 1960, 4 of us on 2 ropes were about
200 yards from-and perhaps 200 vertical feet below-the summit. The snow ridge
was heavily corniced on the left hand ide; it would have been prudent 10 keep well
down below the crest on the right but for the fact that a variable wind during the
previous days of bad weather had produced unmistakable wind-slab on that side. The
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risks were all too evident and we proceeded with care, the second rope waiting at
some rocks while Alan Blackshaw and I moved one at a time along the ridge. I had
run out our 120 feet of rope and before fixing an axe belay, shouted back for advice as
to whether I was too close to the enormous cornice. The advice was reassuring.
Shortly after Alan passed me the whole cornice collapsed over a distance of at least 12
feet. Seconds later I was hurtling down a very steep ice slope, head downwards on my
back, in the wake of the cornice. My gaze was riveted on the gap in the crest framing
the blue sky; I was waiting for the moment when Alan would be projected through it,
to join me in a swift descent to the glacier 2000 feet below. It did not happen. Instead,
my fall was arrested with a violent jerk on the rope. Alan had taken the classic evasive
action, rolling down the opposite slope. So there we were, suspended at either end of
the rope and on opposite sides of the mountain. With a companion like Alan, it had
been a justifiable risk.

In this matter of mutuaI confidence, it is appropriate to mention the traditional use
of the rope as a safeguard between climbers. We are all aware that there are
circumstances when there is less risk to a group of climbers-as distinct from single
individuals-when they accompany one another unroped. The danger of roped
climbing is likely to increase as the mass invasion of the peaks grows in volume. This
has been demonstrated tragically in several Alpine accidents, notably that involving
students from the Ecole Nationale de Ski et d'Alpinisme on the Aiguille Verte a few
years ago and last year on the Tour Ronde. What is more, speed when climbing solo
is often an important factor in reducing risk. I recall the pace at which Hermann Buhl
and Kuno Rainer were moving on the Drus many years ago after they had climbed
the N face, while my wife and I with a friend were completing the traverse from the
Petit Dru to the Grand, after a minor accident due to stonefall, travelling far more
slowly as a roped threesome. We were nearly benighted. I wonder how Messner and
Habeler would have fared on Everest had they been roped' However the reverse can
be equally true. It is probable that Buhl would not have died when he fell through the
cornice on Chogolisa in 1957-and the same might be said ofMick Burke on Everest
in 1975-had they been roped.

Essentially, it is a matter of judgement between mountaineers of exceptional skill
and experience. As a general rule, it is surely wise to rope up, especially in the case of
climbers of differing aptitudes. I have never felt the truth of this rule more strongly
than while crossing the deep, avalanche-scoured grooves on the Brenva Face of Mont
Blanc while climbing the Sentinelle Route unroped with WilfNoyce, one dark night
in 1956. Wilf of course was blissfully unaware of my difficulty and discomfiture.

My next point is more a matter of conscience than of principle. However skilful
and experienced you are, justifiable risks are bound to vary at different times and
circumstances. This is a point I feel strongly about and I would like to offer three
illustrations. On Sal toro Kangri in the Karakoram, 3 members of a 4 man expedition
were approaching the summit ridge which led without difficulties to the t.op at 7740m;
the peak had not been climbed. Twice during the climb up the E face of the mountain
we had dislodged windslab avalanches, escaping quite miraculously from one of
them. The final slope below the ridge was in the same dangerous condition. I was on
tenterhooks, but it held; and we reached the ridge. Later; on the way back, we found
the slope swept by the avalanche which I had expected on the way up. We were 3
young bachelors without domestic ties. I was well aware of the risks we were taking all
the way up, but I still reckon it was worthwhile.

Some years later, soloing up' Alpha' on the Glyder Fach on a very cold December
day early in the war, with everything iced up, I came off at the top pitch and fell more
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than 100 feet, landing close to the rucksacks of a CUMC party-or so I was told later.
The damage wa quite considerable. My wife, 7 months pregnant, had been waiting
by the shore ofLlyn Bochlwyd. She first learned of the accident hour later, when a
rescue party, alerted by the Cambridge climbers passed her on their way to pick me
up. In those circumstances I had taken an inexcusable risk. On Jangi Tau in the
Central Caucasus in 1958, 4 of us stopped about 600 feet below the summit on a slope
which simply invited us to start an avalanche; we had just crossed slope from which
the snow had already peeled off to a depth of more than a fool. All of us were married
with young children; we were quite clear that the risk was notju tified. Our Russian
friend were a tonished when, later, we told them. Wilf Noyce and David Cox had
made a imilar decision the previous year, on Macha Puchare.

My last point is this: [ do not believe that risks are justifiable when they are
incurred for reasons other than on the ole basis of mountaineering per se. By thi
criterion, it is not justifiable to step up the risk in the intere t of commerce: for
instance, for greater dramatic effect in a TV film; or to meet a deadline stated in a
contracl. or is it right to escalate the risk in commitment to some cause or other, in
which uccess-or victory-becomes all-important to that ulterior aim. There are a
number of examples of the spirit in which some pre-war climbers dared all for the
greater glory of azism. I fancy that the same point could be illustrated from
incidents during the ill-fated International Meet beneath Pik Lenin in 1976.

As a rider to this axiom, the introduction of organized competition into
mountaineering, providing an obsession for winning, may well have the effect of
increasing risks and affecting adversely a c1imber'sjudgemenl. I am against it for this
reason. The same objection could be raised against making awards for valour in
port.

Perhaps I should add a qualifying footnote to all these propositions. one of them
need apply: if you have no dependants, or other commitments than climbing: if you
climb solo, or with a companion who is also free of cares and who feels the ame total
commitment a yourself: if, in fact, you climb in the spirit of 'do or die', in your
support, I will quote another one-time President of the Alpine Club, ir Claude
Schuster, who wrote in Peaks and Pleasant Pastures:

'While for ourselves we enjoy (le struggle none the less because we have taken
every care ...... , they freely give all; for such as they, there i surely no law.'

I have been speaking of risk-taking from the viewpoint of the climber as an
individual and of his companions. But I began this talk by referring to the image of
the British Mountaineering Council and I would like to return to this point in my
ending. Much as I dislike the notion of restricting mountaineers with codes and rules,
I believe the BMC should consider, with the training board, the need to make its
position widely known in this matter of mountaineering and risk-taking. I hope that
the newly established joint consultative machinery between the Council and the
board will address itself to this question.

Note
This paper contains the substance of the opening talk at the annual conference of

the BMC-Buxton 28 March, 1980.
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