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Blanks on the Map

John Fairley

Now that the 8000ers have all been climbed the Golden Age of Himalayan
mountaineering, far from being over, has really only just begun. Just when it
seemed that there was nothing left to do, our eyes have opened to the myriad of
beautiful and difficult peaks from which the 8000ers had diverted our attention.
As if reawakening we have realised, once again, that huge expeditions and bottled
oxygen are not essential to success. With cheap transport and relatively easy
access, small parties are finding that there are enormous opportunities and that
even big mountains are feasible.

None of this is new; indeed small expeditions have always been the very essence
of mountaineering and the big, cash-hungry expeditions with their panoply of
media razzamatazz - in extreme cases complete with direct television satellite
links - are an anachronism. Such large expeditions are exercises in management,
not mountaineering. In effect, they get in the way as local expectations, used to
the scale of big expeditions, cannot grasp that small expeditions can equally be
successful. Slowly the tide is turning in favour of small expeditions again and
grant-giving bodies can do much to encourage it by discriminating against the
large expeditions. This edition is almost exclusively devoted to small expeditions,
but its main theme is mountain exploration. As Shipton and Tillman showed, the
small expedition is eminently suited for this.

Although the Hindu Kush in Afghanistan has been closed by invasion and
fighting, the effect on mountaineering in Asia has been barely noticeable for
access elsewhere has eased to a tremendous extent. Now the eastern Himalaya are
beginning to open and Ward's article provides a timely introduction. Bhutan,
too, has announced its intentions and these are reported by both Kholi and
Mould. These and Vaill's definitive article on China go a long way towards
beginning the process of filling in the blanks. It will be a long time before that
process is complete. In the north, the Russian end of the Altai Shan has only
recently been opened and Town reports the first British visit there for over 80 years.

Information is very difficult to obtain and the few photographs available are
mostly of very poor quality. Recent issues of the AlpineJournal contain articles on
Mongolia CA] 86, p103) and Kongur in the same volume, Tibet CA] 87, p83), and
Mustagh Ata, Kongur and the Bogdo Ola group CA] 88, pp29, 65, 70). Similarly
the American Alpine Journal includes reports in recent issues and The Mountain
World in two consecutive issues, 1964/65 and 1966/67, contains excellent articles
on Sikkim and Bhutan. Finally, the Alpine Club Library is probably the best
single source of mountaineering information in the world'.

Nearly 50 years ago, Dora de Beer with just five companions successfully
explored and climbed in an area that is as little known and unchanged today as it
was then. It is our privilege to follow in the same fashion; it is our obligation to
change nothing there but ourselves.
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