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AREA NOTES
Compiled by Philip Bartlet

The complete closing of the Nanda Devi Sanctuary by the Indian authorities in
the spring of 1983 is an event of some significance and not only for those
expeditions who were immediately inconvenienced by it. Over the last few years
there have been increasing rumblings from conservationists and from concerned
mountaineers as well as government authorities regarding the ecological damage
caused by the ever growing tourist industry in the Himalaya, yet there has been
little serious effort to solve the problem. Indeed, the problem is likely to increase,
for rather than closures we have seen new areas opened to foreigners such as the
Ladakh and Zanskar areas of India as well as parts ofChina. The closing of the
Sanctuary, which is intended to apply to villagers and shepherds as well as to
climbers and trekkers, is an action which may have to be repeated in other
hard-pressed areas. So far no viable alternative to the temporary closure of
damaged and abused areas has appeared. Meanwhile the litter left by climbers
and trekkers alike continues to accumulate at an alarming rate. Ethics, it seems,
are about all that we leave at home.

In many areas the problems are not caused by foreign visitors only, but by the
local population too. In Nepal the problems caused by deforestation and the
subsequent washing away of the soil by the rains are well known. 'If you keep
chopping down the trees and taking so much for firewood you will destroy the
forests for good', complain the advanced nations. 'If you go on the way you are,
you will destroy the world for good' counters the Sherpa.

A major issue of the year for British climbers, has been the continued
discussion over the degree of danger which is inherent in climbing at very high
altitudes without supplementary oxygen. The tragic death of Dr Peter Thexton
on Broad Peak indicates the suddenness with which altitude sickness can appear
and, significantly, the difficulty even a trained doctor will have in foreseeing it.
Our distinguished member Dr Michael Ward has produced research which he
firmly believes indicates that most of us are not up to climbing above the 8000m
level without oxygen, however good the preparation, and however much care is
taken. He suggests there is a real physiological difference between the Messners
of the mountaineering world and the rest of us, not merely the psychological
difference which has tended to be assumed so far. However, Ward's conclusions
are by no means universally accepted and it is not only those young ambitious
climbers planning lightweight assaults on high peaks who are opposing his views.
Sir Jack Longland among others has expressed the view that a climber's
performance at high altitude is dependent on too many factors for a single
physiolosical test to predict it accurately. The discussion is further complicated
by the question of whether the Mount Everest Foundation should take Ward's
findings into account in allocating funds to ambitious expeditions, or whether it
should not. The Foundation has a duty to assess for itselfan expedition's chances



192 THE ALPINEJOURNAL

of success; on the other hand, as has been pointed out by critics of Ward's
findings, its role is not to protect climbers from themselves.

The year has been notable for a number of impressive solo ascents in the
Himalaya, including the first ascent of the highest unclimbed summit in the
Karakoram, Broad Peak North, by Renato Casorotto. In addition France's
Pierre Beghin soloed Kanchenjunga. Elsewhere, it is worth noting that in the
Peruvian and Bolivian Andes robbery from expeditions is becoming a concern.
Some have been violently attacked.

A major survey of mountain heights in Jepal and India has recently been
published and out of 122 peaks the heights of 72 have been changed. Most have
had their official heights slightly increased; but the height of Bobaye in Eastern
Nepal has increased from fi I07m to 6808m a rise ofmore than 700m.

I t is interesting to note the 'Seven Summits' saga. This was an attempt by two
rich American businessmen Frank Wells (51) and Dick Bass (53) to climb the
highest point of every continent within a year - and it nearly succeeded. The
only failure was, not surprisingly, Everest. Two members of their team, Larry
Neilson and Ang Rita·, reached the summit without oxygen, six others got to the
top with oxygen. Bass reached 8530m and Wells the South Col. Chris Bonington
was later involved in the Antarctica phase of the venture.

Such notable success by people oflimited experience is a reminder, not always
welcome perhaps, that mountaineering is not a sport requiring any special
natural talents. It does require certain skills but only those such as can be learnt
by most healthy specimens of humanity. What it requires is motivation and, for
projects such as this at least, money. Expeditions are expensive, and certain
geographical areas are still only open to those with considerable funds. For these
reasons among others the definition of success in mountaineering must not be
allowed to degenerate into something oversimplified which the public will accept
but which is out of tune with the sport's real values.
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