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ALEX HUBER

The Ethical Responsibility of Alpine
Associations in Mountaineering

Translated from the German by Ernst Sondheimer

The role of climbing's representative bodiesgrows each year along with the activity.
Leading activist Alex Huber's timely lecture at a mountaineering conference in Bad
BoIl asks whether those bodies are becoming too interested in their own futures and
not interested enough in thefuture of the sport as a whole, particularly in taking a
stance on the retro-bolting of the Alps.

I am very glad to be allowed to speak to you on such an important topic,
particularly so because we are today at the end of a critical year for the

German Alpine Club (DAY). There has been much talk of a crisis at the
club not only within DAV circles, but also in the Alpine press and even in
the national dailies. Many believe that the club is at a parting of the ways
between a mountaineering association and a service industry. On the one
hand, there is too much marketing and promotion and on the other hand
too little actual mountaineering, and too little engagement with issues such
as the bolting controversy and the fight against bans on climbing - these
are some of the challenging themes that confront us.

At the same time, anyone with any knowledge of the history of alpinism,
and there are not a few of them in our club, will know that none of these
matters are new; similar questions of principle have arisen before,
particularly since the beginning of the last century. In the first two decades
of its existence, for instance, there was such a rapid increase in the Club's
membership that some sections of the Club compared it to a 'marsh flower',
deploring its rank growth and the threat that this posed to the Club's
fundamental standards. Arguments raged about the use of pitons, about
guideless climbing, about bad manners on the mountain - all conducted
with brilliant rhetoric. Just remember in this context the writings of
Hermann von Barth or Eugen Guido Lammer; such controversies pepper
the DAV's records of 80 years ago.

Over and over again DAV members have fought for the club's well-being
from within the context of their own ideals. Again and again compromises
have been reached, only to lead, sooner or later, to the next quarreL It's like
looking into a washing machine, where the same clothes keep circulating
behind the window. Will the arguments never end? Should the challenging
issuesI have mentioned be seen as dynamite which will one day blow the
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club apart, or should they rather be regarded as the fuel which keeps an
expanding club alive?

In this connection I now ask a question which interests me, admittedly
as a member of the DAY, but above all as a mountaineer: why does our
club want to discuss such topics at all, when they inevitably create dissen
sion? The answer to that question is that mountaineering has always had
an ethical dimension, right from the start. Climbers have always discussed
how they should behave, about what the policies of a club should be, and
about the significance of mountaineering. These questions have been seen
as important moral issues and the liveliness of the arguments about them
demonstrate that the ethical dimension is essential to mountaineering and
not just something added on which might just as well be left out.

But what are the ethics ofmountaineering? Mountaineering is not a matter
of deep public significance, and many will say that one should not rate it as
being more important than it really is. And they are right, which is why
there have never been any laws framed specifically for mountaineers. But
acceptable types of conduct have evolved which are rooted in common
sense, in respect for one another and in tradition. The community of moun
taineers also accepts that these rules of conduct, based on shared philosophy
and values, provide an essential, self-imposed structure to their activities
and the environment in which they wish to spend their time in a way that
makes sense to them. Looking back through history, you have to conclude
that time and again there have been adjustments to this ethical background.

In my lecture today I am not trying to be a know-all. I want instead to
deal in a fundamental way with the fact that ethics are an essential
component of mountaineering without which alpinism must collapse like
a house of cards; that is why this topic must be discussed. And a club with
any life in it will discuss it not just once, but over and over again. Ethics,
after all, are not frozen in time. Anyone who has read accounts from the
1920s or 1950s is unlikely to agree with the ethical attitudes towards
mountaineering of those days. Climbing ethics are vulnerable to changes
in attitude - and in changes of circumstance.

Let me give you an example of both kinds of influence. It is barely 30
years since Cesare Maestri, after his controversial first ascent of Cerro Torre,
severely damaged his reputation when he made the first ascent of the Com
pressor Route using a power drill to insert hundreds of bolts in the rock. At
that time the use of a compressor was regarded as unethical. Today, by
contrast, the power drill has become an established tool. And for my exam
ple illustrating the prescriptive force of circumstance, look at the bolting
controversy. Whilst a compromise on this question is being laboriously
sought, the fact is that rock faces throughout the Alps are being covered
with bolts and are permanently changing the history of alpinism. These
two examples force us to ask how, in 20 years' time, a future generation
will judge the behaviour of today's mountaineers and alpine clubs. How do
we today regard the age of the direttissima? What do we think today of Paul
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Preuss, of the redpoint movement, of the tradition-conscious climbing in
the Elbsandstein? In alpinism, as in the clubs, there is both change and
continuity. Anyone familiar with the Alpine Club or the British Mountain
eering Council will know that ethics count for appreciably more with them
than they do with us - if indeed ethics still count for anything at all with us
in the present climate.

I will give another example of differing attitudes. When, a few years ago,
Swiss guides fixed permanent pitons on the Zmutt Ridge, British alpinists
responded with an outburst of indignation. They recalled that the ridge
was fust climbed in 1879 by Albert Frederick Mummery, one of the most
distinguished British alpinists of the 19th century. For the Swiss, however,
reasons of safety justified the secure fastening of pitons where there had
previously been none at all, and even the question of ownership was raised.
In this controversy two entirely different philosophies collided. The Swiss
maintained that the Matterhorn belonged to them, that it was their guides'
workplace and that they had the right to fix bolts. The British argued from
an historical perspective: the Zmutt Ridge, if left in its original state, was an
Alpine work of art of historical significance. The British also used ethical
arguments, claiming that no one on earth 'owned' the Matterhorn.

And what is the attitude of the German Alpine Club to such Alpine works
of art of historic significance? We spend a lot of money running and main
taining on Prater Island a good living museum which also houses the world's
biggest specialist Alpine library. Do Alpine cultural concerns stop for the
club at the borders of Prater Island? Or do they extend to the huts and
paths, for whose upkeep tens of millions of marks are spent every year? In
a famous essay entitled 'The Work of Art in the Age of its Technical Repro
ducibility', Waiter Benjamin talks about the unique essence of an original
work of art. Through photography and film the power of the original has
become repeatable and devalued. We encounter the same phenomenon in
alpinism. Messner described the unlimited use of technical aids in 'Murder
of the Impossible' and with foresight he preached restraint in alpinism. Crea
tive achievement, the boldness of the first ascensionists and the uncertainties
of adventure have today given way to the certainty that it only needs a suffi
ciently large number of boIts and artificial holds to make everything possible.
For this reason we find that, at the turn of the Millennium, new routes on
alpine rock are hardly worth recording. By contrast, the achievements of Tomaz
Humar of Slovenia in making the solo ascent of the south face of Dhaulagiri,
or the legendary Wolfgang Giillich in making the first ascent of Action Directe
are based on boldness and expertise and will go down in history as out
standing achievements.

How heavily we feel today the loss of the charismatic climber Wolfgang
Giillich whose approach to our sport, so deeply rooted in ethics and
tradition, should be an example to our club. Without any positive image
before it, rock climbing finds itself today facing the fact that climbers no
longer admit any barriers, any sacrifice, have no respect for tradition and
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misuse the innovative techniques open to them. Above all, we face the
dilemma that it is we, the climbers, who must redefine the limitations and
the sacrifices needed in the light of our own ethics. Where is the common
line, when it is a question of hacked-out holds on French sport-climbing
routes? Where is the consensus on the use of oxygen in high-altitude
mountaineering?

When will any rules be formulated about the placing of bolts on Alpine
routes, which at present goes on without restriction? Who is to blame for
this problem? It would be wrong to place the blame solely on the younger
generation of climbers. Instead, the German Alpine Club should realise
that, by failing to take a stand, it is actively promoting the problem.
Protecting the future has been the club's motto for many years and it has
scored some successes in this area. For example, stopping the Watzmann
cable car and the prevention of many access prohibitions to rock faces.
I would here like to thank those responsible for these achievements for in
this way the German Alpine Club has actively protected its future.

But is this sufficient? Or is more required in the way of protection? Should
we also be protecting the future of bolts, the future of artificial holds and
the use of bottled oxygen? To put it bluntly, since we, as a club, adopt no
position on such important matters we must be counted as belonging to
the promoters of such developments. I call on the DAV to pay more attention
in future to putting its own house in order, towards protecting its culture
and traditions based on the history of mountaineering. The Alps and the
world's mountains belong to no one and therefore to all of us in equal
measure. They constitute a collective resource for sport; but the ethical use
that is made of that resource is marked by extreme individualism. Nobody
feels he has to account to anybody else for his behaviour; everybody does
what he likes. We shall all of us get a shock when the FFH guidelines are
put into practice over access restrictions in the Alps. When that happens,
some of the hikers and moderate climbers, who take so much for granted,
will also have to face the implications of the ethical dimensions of alpinism.

The notion that you should leave the mountain as you found it is an old
one. Anyone who has visited the exhibition Beautiful New Alps in Munich
or Innsbruck can only conclude that the concept has foundered. In many
types of mountaineering, the climbing clubs have abandoned any discussion
of ethical values, delegating such matters to the climbers themselves. And
today's controversy, for example, over route cleaning, was caused by a lack
of interest by the German Alpine Club in what was actually going on. The
truth is that there has been a split in the climbing community in every
region where there has been such cleaning-up. Is that what we want?

Climbing clubs are currently burdened with too many problems from the
outside world - transit traffic, tourist development, nature conservation,
environmental directives, and so on. As a result, the discussions we might
have been having on the ethics of mountaineering have clearly suffered.
And so we find only local pressure groups, instead of the clear guidelines
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which, given its reputation, the DAV could provide through its literature
and public statements. Instead of a comprehensive structure for promoting
our sport in all its Alpine manifestations, only in competition climbing has
the DAV evolved a comprehensive policy that has been fully put into practice.
The Safety Commission, with its valuable work, has made itself independent
and has broken ranks in nearly all the regions.

While a vehement debate is going on in the DAV about the commerciali
sation of the club through sponsorship and merchandising, a debate that is
certainly justified, mountaineering itself and above all its expeditions have
been commercialised and bartered away in such a fashion that I personally
can no longer support such initiatives. The problem is that substantial sums
won from sponsors require live reporting on the Internet. The ultimate thrill
- to witness a tragedy, to experience human existence at its limits - signals
to me the loss of the ethical dimension in mountaineering and the total
sell-out of all those things that make mountain climbing so fascinating: the
personal confrontation of the individual with nature, the experience of
adventure as a gift of life. That is something, of course, on which I am able and
willing to report, but I have to do so within the framework of the contracts
with my sponsors. What remains alien to me is the transference of my indi
vidual experience in its authentic form to the anonymity and arbitrariness of
the mass media. Marshall McLuhan once said: 'The medium is the message.'
What you perceive on your television screen is not a genuine Alpine experi
ence but merely a commercial interpretation via satellite to the screen.

The German Alpine Club is a member of the German Sports Association
and therefore subject to regulations for competitions which are backed by
penalties. Those guilty of drug abuse, for instance, have to reckon with
frnes and exclusion from competitions. Here the DAV has deliberately laid
down a clear line in a problematic field and has formulated the necessary
guidelines. But an equally clear policy is also urgently required for rock
climbing. No such discussion is, however, taking place in the German Alpine
Club at the present time. Nowadays, only bolts are taken seriously as a
means of protection. The use of the piton has fallen into disrepute and
there are even concerns that the use of leader-placed protection techniques
will soon be regarded by insurance companies as negligent. Today, nobody
any longer wants to know about the skill and dexterity of earlier climbers,
the ability of our fathers' generation to hammer in a peg in the most extreme
situations. Instead, we traditionalists are often regarded as semi-lunatics
who, to coin a phrase, 'know not what they do.' (As opposed to today's
mainstream climbers who no longer know how to do it.) The same holds
true for all types of other protection, like nuts and Friends. It has clearly
become a matter of indifference whether a route is red-pointed completely
without bolts or whether bolts are used directly next to cracks which form
well established classic routes. As a result, no one cares any longer about
right or wrong behaviour and this amounts to a total loss of ethics. But
without the latter, the true meaning of climbing is destroyed.
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Who, if not the Alpine Associations, should share the responsibility for
this when the individual cannot prevent the wholesale abandonment of
our historical heritage? It was for just" this reason that individuals first
joined together to form a club and secure a common purpose. A club should
be a union of like-minded people. For me, personally, the club as an abstract
concept was first of all as a meeting-place, but I also believe that the noblest
and most important function of the DAV is the care of our common heritage.
And my club allows our heritage today to be ravaged and destroyed. No
previous generation has succeeded in the destruction of our heritage, but
my contemporaries will have accomplished it within the space of a few
years. Personally, I would feel ashamed in twenty years' time if I had to
admit to myself that I had done nothing towards the preservation of this
heritage.

I regard it as the German Alpine Club's duty to underline its ethical
stance by formulating guidelines and by insisting on adherence to them,
just as it is already doing in several other fields, for example in 'environ
mentally-friendly ski mountaineering'. These guidelines could offer an
ethical dimension to allow once again the house of alpinism to rest on the
sound structure and secure foundation so urgently needed in the coming
show-down with politicians and conservation societies. Whoever wishes
to protect alpinism in the future must today develop a clear understanding
about what he or she really believes it to be about. Alpinism is no aimless
push up a mountain where each person does as he pleases. It has no codi
fied laws, it is true, but for just this reason it needs an ethical content, based
on a complex mixture of the traditional and the modern.

Finally, I call firmly on the German Alpine Club - above all on its
President and its section head for mountaineering - to be concerned again
with that which gave it its name: with the Alps, and with mountaineering.
And I expect to see results, a clear signal from our mountaineers' club that
it wishes once again to be in the midst of us, the mountaineers.
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