
rAN MCNAUGHT-DAVIS

The Future of Mountaineering

I was brought up in a tradition that mountaineering was a quest into the
unknown, an adventure, an exploration of the mysteries of nature and

the limits of man's courage and endurance - and it was, above all, fun.
Gradually, as many of the great peaks of the world had their first ascents
and every ridge and face was climbed, each route more difficult and more
challenging than the last, the mystery seems to have disappeared. But in
reality this is not the case: there are thousands of unclimbed mountains,
ridges and faces still to be explored, but they have one great disadvantage 
they are unknown; and in today's highly commercial environment it is
difficult to raise the finance to do them. Is this good or bad?

To gain any respect as a mountaineer, particularly in Eastern countries,
the first question that must be answered is 'How high is it?'. Nothing is
asked about its beauty, mystery or even difficulty: simply a number. There
is a peculiar fascination with the fourteen peaks over 8000 metres (26,300
feet) - not, you will notice, 26,000 feet, of which there are more. This is
because the eight-thousanders are well known, and it is possible to raise
money from sponsors to finance your trip by promoting their products;
and you can boast about your ascent afterwards, even to people who have no
knowledge of mountain climbing. There are no questions asked, such as:

How did you climb this peak? Did you use supplementary oxygen?
Did your Sherpas carry everything for you to the summit, including

oxygen, with you gasping whilst they used none?
Did you pay a commercial expedition to put you on the summit?
Did the fixed ropes lead all the way to the summit or did they stop

just below it?

The general public do not yet know that most ascents of the 8000 metre
peaks are done using fixed ropes put up by other parties breathing supple
mentary oxygen carried by someone else; nor do they yet know that some
of these mountains are technically so easy that fixed ropes are unneces
sary. The only unknown is the weather and whether or not your oxygen
will see you to the top and back down to your last camp. If it runs out, you
can always use the Sherpa's.

So, is there any worthwhile future for mountaineering in this sort of
environment? Probably not.
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At one time the great north faces of the Alps - the Eiger, Matterhorn,
Badile - were stepping-stones to fame. Now they have lost their glamour
and popularity, apart from the Badile which has been fully equipped with
pitons and bolts, making it an easy day's climb for the aged. The unknown
has gone: the uncertainty of whether the next move was possible, the end
of the climb attainable, and the thrill of knowing that you were the very
first person to stand on that foothold. Above all there was no financial
reward.

In the early days of Alpine climbing, paying for a guide or for porters to
carry the tents, ropes, food and wine was commonplace. All the summits
were virgin and there were few people with both the' money and the time to

pursue this sport. Essentially it was a sport for the elite - in other words,
the rich - with sufficient contacts and money to mitigate the discomforts of
the mountains. It was original exploration, and you didn't have to go to
another continent and mix with strange people to do it. The mountains
were in sight, and fame and fortune were there for whoever found a way to
the top; and you could use the local1Jeasantry to do all the manual labour.
In the Alps today the guides still exist - mainly for the aged. the lonely, or
climbers whose ambitions exceed their leading skills. There are huts at all
the popular locations. Mechanised transport up the mountain eliminates
the need for porters and boring walks through the forest. There is an ever
attentive rescue service to pull you off from the most unlikely positions,
from the bottom of a lOOm-deep crevasse to the middle of a 1000m
overhanging wall. Everywhere there are traces of previous climbers,
including pitons on every popular route, even the easy ones. Everywhere
there are bolts to make difficult routes safe or to revitalise an area round a
hut that was losing trade to other more popular areas.

Quite rapidly the virgin peaks in the Alps were climbed; then the climbers
turned to the great unknown. How high could man really climb? The
attack on the Himalayan giants was underway. The liaison officer smoothed
the way, with the fractious porters heaving 35kg loads for a weekly wage
equivalent to less than a good meal in Europe, and eventually it was
discovered that the locals, particularly the Sherpas, could actually go higher
and faster than their sahibs, if they were allowed to. But climbing was still
an affair for mountaineers who had served an apprenticeship, who had
climbed lower and more difficult peaks and were banded together by
friendship and the sharing of common discomfort and risk.

It was a golden era, many mountains were completely strange and every
step was a step into the unknown. It was thrilling and in a way it felt as if
you were actually doing something that was not only enjoyable but also
important. The expedition book was written, enthusiastic, tragic,
adventurous - and almost totally predictable. There was an insatiable
demand, and quality didn't matter as long as the story was good and the
pictures in focus.
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Over very few years all the big peaks were climbed and some of the first
ascents of the 8000 metre peaks were made without the use of supplementary
oxygen. It seemed as if a standard was being set for the future. Small
expeditions, lightly equipped using no supplementary oxygen, making their
climbs with the minimum impact on the environment and at the lowest
possible cost. It was not to be.

The mountains had been climbed, honours given, fortunes made. It was
time to turn to the unclimbed faces, steep, icy, unpredictable, dangerous.
A wonderful vertical world of the unknown and they all had two things in
common - they looked impossible and sponsorship money could be raised
to finance the trip. Once again the gigantic expeditions were justified, with
ropes fixed from top to bottom on dangerous and sometimes extremely
difficult routes that pushed techniques and technology to their limits. As
the faces on the largest peaks were climbed, the targets shifted to smaller
but more sensational and impossible-looking peaks. Again we were enter
ing a new golden era for today's extreme climber. At the same time, the
collector came to the fore: the first to climb the highest peaks on all the
seven continents, the first to climb all the 8000 metre peaks, the first to do
them all without oxygen, right up to the latest collector's dream to climb all
the second highest peaks on all the continents. Unsurprisingly it has yet to
be done, but it will be! Who said that mountaineering wasn't a competitive
sport?

Now the time has come for the commercial expedition to step in. Want
to climb Everest? Pay your $65,000 and we will put you on the summit.
No experience? Doesn't matter, we will teach you all you need to know as
you go up, the camps are all in place, the ropes through the icefall fixed and
all those you need are already in place above. It's a breeze - you will hardly
be out of breath with our latest oxygen equipment.

Each country feels the need to place at least one mountaineer on the
summit of Everest, and if the mountaineers of that country expect any
financial help from their governments they had better conform and toe the
line. At the very least they should provide live television coverage right to
the summit from the highest that helicopters can go to the highest that the
porters are prepared to carry the cameras. A live television interview with
the country's leader from the summit is obligatory and expense is no object.
The peak fees for this are only $120,000 but someone else will pay.

Does it really matter that Everest is littered with hundreds of discarded
oxygen bottles and the accumulated garbage of many expeditions, not to
mention over a hundred dead bodies of climbers who lost out in the
'conquest' of the highest mountain? Does it matter that the Nepalese now
rent large Russian helicopters and their crews to ferry more people up the
Khumbu valley to the slopes of Everest? This eliminates the need for long
porter trains and the fruitless delays of long tedious approach marches.



172 THE ALPINE JOURNAL 1997

More than that, it concentrates the income directly into government coffers,
without having to distribute it to the local population who have helped so
many expeditions in the past.

On the one hand it could be argued that all this doesn't matter. It brings
needed income to poor countries, it aUows mountaineers to experience high
mountains that they could never afford to do on their own, and it does no
more environmental damage than has already been done in Western
countries with large· huts, teleferiques, mountain railways, fixed ropes, via
ferrata and other paraphernalia that clutter our own mountains. Yet what
will happen when the Russian helicopters are no longer available at low
prices? Will the infrastructure of villages and porters still exist?

Higher prices will force mountaineers to seek out unknown areas in order
to avoid paying the ever-increasing fees being demanded for permission to
climb, together with the $1500 fee to the liaison officer for equipment he
never uses, the $2000 garbage deposit, the satellite phone deposit and any
other way of extracting cash from the mountaineering fraternity that can
be thought up. There will be a temptation to sneak in, do a climb and keep
quiet about it, to arrange small expeditions with the minimum amount of
equipment, looking like trekkers and not climbers, without sponsors, lecture
tours, picture books - and simply doing it for one's own enjoyment.

We used to distinguish quite clearly between a guided ascent of an Alpine
peak and a guideless ascent, and there is a clear case that we should now
differentiate between being 'taken up' a Himalayan or Andean peak by a
commercial expedition and ascents made with no assistance above advanced
base camp and without artificial aids such as supplementary oxygen and
helicopters. The difference is easy to determine: if you are not responsible
for the decision on next actions to be taken, then you are being taken up
the peak or climb. The people who could climb 8000 metre peaks without
these aids would be few, the number of expeditions would reduce, climbing
would return to its more natural base and whilst the risks might be higher
the total fatalities could be less. This is unlikely to happen.

The future of mountaineering is much as it always has been - the search for
adventure, the quest for unfound mysteries and the raw thrill of discovery.
These are not to be found in the popular highest mountains of Asia; there
is little mystery there, only over-commercialisation, unjustified excessive
costs and stifling bureaucracy. Give them a miss and keep your new-found
areas of unspoilt climbing a secret from the commercial hordes that are
tracking you. Don't write a book or article, make a film, give a lecture or
even write a guidebook! Just reveal these places to your close friends, for
them and future generations of climbers to enjoy.
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