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Protect and Survive

Pinned to the noticeboard in my office is a photograph taken at the
Pen y Gwryd in 1993. A group of friends have gathered by the door

and are looking with some resignation towards a bank of photographers
just in front of them. There is little about this group of pensioners, beyond
the inclusion of one or two Nepalese faces, that would seem remarkable
except for the almost tangible impression that they have shared a great part
of their lives together, and the story of each one of them is inextricably
woven into those of all the others.

They could be trades unionists, or an angling club, but that's not what
counts. The importance of the photograph is the comradeship that so
obviously binds them. John Hunt wrote after the first ascent of Everest
that, 'If there is a deeper and more lasting message behind our venture
than the mere ephemeral sensation of a physical feat, I believe this to be
the value of comradeship and the many virtues which combine to create
it.' Of course, the world rarely lives up to such ideals but their occasional
reiteration does nobody any harm.

This was also very much the message given by the team that made the
first ascent of Everest during the celebrations of its fortieth anniversary,
although at times you would have been hard pressed to recognise that fact.
Not that there was any shortage of coverage, but rather that the interest
dwelt elsewhere. Instead the newspapers concentrated on how the moun
tain was now climbed routinely - although that was conveniently put aside
when Rebecca Stephens made the first ascent by a British woman - and
how it was also a trash heap. The impression given was that somehow,
since the new Elizabethan age of innocence, mountaineering had slid into
a trough of mediocrity and indifference. The sub-text, rather crudely drawn,
was that this slide reflected some national collapse led by the familial up
heavals of the House of Windsor. Thus the full gamut of tabloid interest 
sex, death and royalty - was squeezed out.

For the majority of those climbers who bother to think about such things,
comment from the opinionated but ill-informed is easily bru·shed aside.
But do they have a point? Have we maltreated the mountains we suppos
edly love? Has the sport become a cipher for ambition rather than team
work and comradeship? Sometimes you feel that the challenges of John
Hunt's youth were more straightforward; the good guys wore white hats
and the bad guys black. Nobody, it seems, wears hats - or helmets for that
matter - at all these days.
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Superficially, there is evidence that we have lost some of the integrity of
1953. There are parts of the world that have suffered from the influx of
mountaineers, not least Everest itself. The sport is commercially viable
now, offering a route for professionals as well as amateurs, with the attend
ant need for publicity and reputation. Expeditions themselves are run as
businesses, crags become holiday resorts.

And yet the brilliant and compelling quality of climbing mountains for
personal satisfaction, to be in the company of friends, to develop an inter
est in the world around us, is just the same. The notion that Everest is
somehow reduced by our activity whether good or ill is obvious nonsense.
The scraps of litter that garnish our sport's greatest icon, the tiny number
of people that have struggled up its bulk make not the slightest bit of differ
ence to Everest's challenge any more than its first ascent did. Nor have the
people changed that much, although I suppose you could make an argu
ment that the immediate post-war generation were physically and men
tally tougher than the current bunch. But Paul Pritchard, Andy Parkin,
Dick Renshaw, Dougal Haston and Don Whillans - plucked pretty much
at random from the last forty years of British alpinism - have all pushed
the limits of the possible and so all have a great deal in common in terms of
motivation and ability.

Whillans battling his way up the Central Pillar of Freney, Haston slugging
it out with the Eiger, Renshaw doing the same but in more committing
style, Parkin bringing new technical standards to the steep north faces,
Pritchard realising Chouinard's dream of superalpinism in Patagonia and
Baffin - modern mountaineers are probably a bit fitter, certainly better
equipped, but the thing that fires them to take the next step into the unknown
is pretty much standard issue. Scratch the surface of glossy presentation
with which each great leap forward is greeted and you quickly discover
that the sport is more organic than hierarchical. One era is no better than
another. Mummery and Messner, Bonington and Beghin, their business is
the same. It's only when you include personality and style that differences
emerge.

If this were the whole story then mountaineering would continue
serenely on the same course ad infinitum. The trouble is that once some
thing gets momentum, it's very hard to bring back. This is happening with
climbing and it's got very little to do with those at the front of the pack.
The issue is the pack itself. There seems to be an almost exponential growth
in the numbers taking up the sport and very few of those who help influence
its direction have even begun to understand where that growth in interest
will take us.

Personally, I think it's groovy that a lot more people are having as good a
time as I am, although I must be honest and confess that I would rather
they did it somewhere else. But the increase is presenting us with chal
lenges as great as the ones we climb. Whereas before we were a quirky
minority, now we are an interest group. While our tiny numbers used to
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leave little impact, now there are complaints that we wreck the place. Where
before our heroes had their egos regularly deflated in the pub, now they
have fan clubs.

There are some who see this as a shame. I think it's great simply because
it's different and exciting but that doesn't mean that we can afford to ignore
the new responsibilities that it demands. There is an inherent rebellious
streak in climbers which is worth preserving but tends to provide an excuse
for avoiding unpalatable truths. We have to share the hills with so many
other interests and unless we acknowledge the need for compromise then
we might find ourselves in trouble. Already in Europe and the United
States, climbers are being excluded because of the impact we have on the
environment. I am not suggesting that we are necessarily in the wrong 
the reverse is often the case - but unless we provide positive reasons why
we should enjoy the same levels of access as we have in the past then we
will only have ourselves to blame when it all goes wrong.

Already there are moves to strengthen links between the UlAA and the
International Mountain Society. This co-operation between mountaineer
ing and conservation interests could become one of the most positive forces
in the future. Who can better defend the mountain environment than
those who love it as we do? This has to be reflected in the way we conduct
ourselves. It means taking responsibility for our trash, giving up time to
solve access problems, agreeing to reasonable demands from landowners.
We have the opportunity to earn respect not just for 'the more ephemeral
sensation of a physical feat' but for what we put back. The new commer
cial strength of mountain sports - and I would include skiing in that bracket
- offers us the chance to influence these changes. Equipment manufactur
ers have to recognise that their increasing market carries with it responsi
bilities to the arena their customers frequent. Already Patagonia has tried
to move in this direction, Chris Brasher has put aside profits for conserva
tion work and numerous companies offer clothes that are environmentally
more acceptable. It is up to us to see that this trend is continued.

In the same way, our purchasing power can affect the lives of the people
who live among the mountains we climb in. Doug Scott has argued force
fully for some time that we have a responsibility to protect the social wel
fare of the poorer countries we travel through. Ensuring that porters are
reasonably paid and treated is only the beginning. We should be aware of
how the poorer countries we visit are developing in every asp~ct, not just
those that affect us directly.

When John Hunt arrived in Kathmandu in 1953 there were few cars and
no roads. Now there are more than 70,000 vehicles plaguing the city with
terrible pollution. Mountaineers were at the vanguard of such changes
and we shouldn't absent ourselves now. There are a number of high-profile
mountaineers involved in this debate but little attempt has been made to
harness the voting and commercial power of millions of mountaineers all
over the world.
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We have an obvious if depressing precedent on our doorstep. The climb
ers who helped awaken interest in the Alps could not have foreseen the
changes that would transform them into the tourist processing plant of to
day. Many who visit now resent the style of the development but there are
scores of mountain ranges which will face the same kind of problems in the
future. At least we have the benefit of hindsight with which to protect
them.

This growing interest and respect for the mountain environment is be
ginning to affect the ethics of our sport. The retro-bolting of many crags in
Europe seems a fait accompli, but there is growing opposition to an exten
sion of that practice to the mountains. Climbers like Royal Robbins,
Catherine Destivelle and Paul Pritchard have all publicly doubted the prac
tice of retro-bolting and inevitably this concern will extend to the broad
majority of alpinists who are reluctant to see their achievements devalued.
We would be horrified at the retro-bolting of climbs like Spiral Stairs on
Dinas Cromlech, but there are bolts on the Cosmiques An~te ofthe Aiguille
du Midi. Right Wall with ten bolts would no doubt become doubly popu
lar, but there would be outrage. Why then is the South Face of the Midi
smothered in the shiny little blighters? It is not a question of trying to force
ethics on other countries, but rather a request for some kind of debate be
fore it's too late.

No climber could expect to find Rebuffat's classic as he did, but for the
route to be emasculated by a bolt gun is unnecessary - it's safe enough
already - and robs future generations of the same pleasure that we have
enjoyed. Of course there are thousands of routes in the Alps most of which
see few repeats but does that really offer an excuse for what is happening
on the standard classics?

There is so much that is new and impressive in modern climbing that
reports of the sport's demise seem to have been grossly exaggerated. While
there may be something of a hiatus currently underway on the world's high
est peaks, the level of exploration, new routing and hard repeats elsewhere
continues and increases. Technical standards in the last ten years have
soared both in summer and winter and it is only logical that this practice
should be extended to the big mountains. The prospect is mouth-watering.
And far from John Hunt's world of comradeship being lost to ambition, it
seems that we are on the verge of a major change in the Himalaya too, as
ordinary climbers finally discover that the roof of the world isn't reserved
for the elite. But we mustn't wreck the place.
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