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Alpine..style

Mummety's legacy squandered and reclaimed

I n 1895, Albert Frederick Mummery did not waste much time wondering
whether he should attempt to climb Nanga Parbat alpine-style or siege

style. He started up the Diamir face with just one other climber, Gurkha
Raghobir Thapa, and managed to reach the end of the technical climbing,
at an altitude of almost 7000m, without having used any fIxed ropes or
camps and without the help of a support team. Mummery, along with two
Gurkhas, disappeared a few days after his audacious attempt whilst trying
to cross a high colon the Rakhiot side of the mountain. His route on the
Diamir face had to wait until 1978 to get its fIrst alpine-style ascent, when
Reinhold Messner climbed it solo.

The death of Mummery did not, however, mark the end of alpine-style
climbing in the Himalaya. In the early 20th century Alexander Kellas, a
Scottish doctor, climbed a number of peaks in the Sikkirn region of India.
Perhaps his most notable achievement was the fIrst ascent of Pauhunri
(7l25m), which he made in impeccable style with several Sherpas. Kellas
used his knowledge of physiology to study the effects of altitude on the
human body. He asserted that it was quite feasible to climb the highest
peaks on the planet without the use of bottled oxygen, and even managed
to calculate the rate of ascent that Messner and Habeler would eventually
manage on the fIrst 'free' ascent of Everest in 1978.

Kellas died on a joint Alpine Club/Royal Geographical Society recon
naissance trip to Everest in 1921. Before his death he had remarked on the
extraordinary capacity of Sherpas to sustain physical activity at high alti
tudes. His observations were to have a profound effect on the strategy for
subsequent Himalayan expeditions, the Sherpas becoming the power hors
es of the European-led attempts to climb the 8000m peaks.

After the First World War, the West was impatient to conquer the world's
highest summits, even though very little was known at the time about the
effects of the high-altitude environment on the human body. There were

14. Left
Pure alpinism: Yannick Graziani, on day three of the fIrst ascent, with
Christian Trommsdorff, of Pumari Chhish South (7350m) by the
south face, Karakoram, 8-13 June 2007 (2700m, ABO 5.10 M6 AI).
Yannick is at the head of a ramp at 6400m, just before the route's fIrst
M6 pitch. (Christian Trommsdorfl).
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literally hundreds of six and seven-thousand-metre peaks which could have
been used gradually to push the limits further in this rarefied atmosphere,
but the European governments were in far too much of a hurry for that.
The strong nationalist undercurrent of the day meant that the general public
wanted to see their compatriots on top of the highest mountains first.
Mountaineering had been hijacked by politics.

Expedition-style attempts, with massive logistical support for the climbers,
were considered to give the best chance for success. Indeed this option
became the only one feasible when it was decided that bottled oxygen would
be indispensable for a summit push. The assumption that supplementary
oxygen was necessary became universally accepted despite the fact that
climbers using it on Everest in 1924 had not managed to go any higher
than those without it.

This dependence on heavy equipment meant that high-altitude porters
had to be used, camps installed and ropes fixed, and for 75 years mount
aineering in the Himalaya was generally carried out according to this model.
Although it had been demonstrated1:hat the human body could function at
high altitude, the equipment available to climbers was seen as being much
too heavy and cumbersome to allow them to move fast enough to attempt
big mountains in small teams. Lightweight ascents, such as that made by
Freddy Spencer Chapman and Pasang Dawa Lama on Chomolhari (7314m)
in 1937, were very much the exception.

Speed was the key to climbing high summits in good style and in 1907
Longstaff and Brocherel had shown what was possible by covering 1800
vertical metres on their summit day on Trisul (7135m). Almost 70 years
later Reinhold Messner would take this concept further, bringing it to the
highest altitudes. Messner was fast - in 1974 he had famously climbed the
north face of the Eiger with Peter Habeler in just 10 hours - and he had
also begun to gain a considerable amount of experience on 8000m peaks,
having been on Nanga Parbat in 1970 and Manaslu in 1972. In 1975, whilst
participating in a big siege-style attempt on the south face of Lhotse, he
began to think about a new way of climbing these mountains. Not long
after he returned from Nepal he left for Pakistan, but this time he was
accompanied by just one other climber, his Eiger partner Peter Habeler.
Just two days after starting up Gasherbrum I (8068m), the pair reached the
summit by a new route that had involved sections of technical climbing.
The challenge had been laid down for the coming generation.

Over the next 10 years Habeler and Messner's vision was accepted and
developed by a new breed of Himalayan climber. These mountaineers had
a high technical standard which gave them the necessary margin to be able
to move quickly and climb difficult terrain at high altitude. Like their
predecessors they were fit, determined and ambitious, but the cumulative
experience of high-altitude climbing gained over the previous 50 years also
gave them the confidence to head up into the unknown without the need
for a lifeline back to the bottom of the face.
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15. Yannick Graziani exiting the first sustained mixed section above the ramp,
c6500m.'During this section Yannick led a 6O-metre pitch up an
overhanging, icy chimney - no place to fall!' (Christian TrommsdorfJ)

However, perhaps the most significant development during this period
was the erosion of the close-knit national team. Organising and financing
a small alpine-style attempt was simple compared to a large expedition,
and it was no longer necessary to appeal to the general public for funding.
Individual climbers met and joined forces to tackle the big Himalayan faces
with little concern for nationality. Ideas spread faster through this diversity
and the momentum of the alpine-style ideal accelerated. A mere 10 years
after Chris Bonington had led an expedition comprising 124 porters, eight
climbers and several Sherpas who fixed 4000m of rope on the south face of
Annapurna, Rene Ghilini and Alex MacIntyre set off up it with just one
ice screw and three pitons between them. MacIntyre had already proved to
himself that this strategy could work on the south face of Shishapangma
the previous year, but this time the technical difficulty of his chosen line
prpved too great for their sparse rack. Forced to retreat from beneath a
vertical rock wall, he was hit by a falling stone and fell to his death.



16. 'For alpinists who specialise in lightweight, high-altitude climbing, these
high peaks are the ultimate on this planet.' Near the exit of the headwall
at 6950m, day four, Pumari Chhish South. (Christian TrommsdorffJ
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The challenge of an alpine-style ascent of this huge wall was taken up
two years later by the Catalans, Nic Boghias and Enrico Lucas. Even with
considerably more equipment, they took a whole day to overcome the 50m
high rock wall that had thwarted Ghilini and MacIntyre's attempt. Reaching
the top of the face after six days, Boghias and Lucas whipped their secret
weapon out of the bottom of their sack - 80 metres of 7mm cord - and
rapped the neighbouring Polish route to the bottom of the face in a single
day, using their last piton to equip the fmal anchor.

MacIntyre had developed his rutWess approach to Himalayan climbing
with the Polish climber, Voytek Kurtyka, with whom he had shared several
major ascents. Kurtyka was keen to explore the spiritual aspects of high
altitude climbing, searching for what he called a 'State of Nakedness', by
which he meant lightweight and vulnerable but confident. However, he
freely admitted that this state of self-belief was usually preceded by long
periods of doubt and fear.

Kurtyka began his quest with an epic ascent of the 2500m-high east face
of Kohe Bandaka (6643m) in the Afghan Hindu Kush in 1977 with
MacIntyre and John Porter over six days. The next year they were joined
by Krystof Zurek on the south face of Changabang (6864m), a huge 1700m
rock wall which they climbed in a single eight-day push. In 1980 he took
his vision to the highest altitudes when he climbed the north-east face of
Dhaulagiri (8l67m) over three days and in appalling weather with
MacIntyre, Rene Ghilini and Ludwik Wikzynski.

After the death of MacIntyre in 1982, Kurtyka began a partnership with
Jerzy Kukuczka, another Pole. In 1983 they teamed up to establish two
new routes on Gasherbrums I and II on the same trip and in the following
year traversed all three summits of Broad Peak. Despite these impressive
achievements, their partnership was never destined to last a long time.
Kukuczka was obsessed with climbing 8000m peaks and shunned technical
difficulty, choosing only to pit himself against the challenges of survival in
the 'Death Zone'. Kurtyka preferred to dedicate himself to the vision that
he had shaped with MacIntyre where 'the summit was the ambition (but)
the style became the obsession' . In 1985 he teamed up with Robert Schauer
to complete what is undoubtedly one of the greatest ever ascents in the
Hirnalaya - the west face of Gasherbrum IV. This 2500m face culminates
at 7925m and the pair took eight days to climb it - eight days during which
they had to overcome several pitches of grade 5 climbing on rotten,
unprotectable marble, bivouac on tiny ledges up to 20m apart, and sit out a
two-day storm high on the face. When they eventually reached the summit
ridge they were both exhausted and hallucinating, Schauer imagining
himself to be a raven flying across the wall and looking down on his decrepit
body. They had run out of food and water and renounced continuing along
the almost horizontal ridge to the summit, preferring to maximise their
chances of survival by descending immediately.
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Since these landmark ascents of the late '70s and '80s, climbers trying to
pursue technical, alpine-style ascents on the highest summits have been
few and far between. At the same time, it seems that most significant ascents
at high altitude are once again made by teams of climbers of the same
nationality. In the '90s the energy that invests certain climbing communities
at different times moved to Slovenia, perhaps as a result of the incredible
new routes that were claimed by Tomo Cesen on Jannu and Lhotse in the
late '80s. Marko Prezelj and Andrej Strernfelj climbed the south ridge of
Kangchenjunga in 1991 and Tomaz Humar and Janez Jeglic made the first
ascent of the east face of Nuptse in 1996, Jeglic unfortunately being blown
to his death from the summit. Humar went back to the Hirnalaya in 1999
to attempt the south face of Dhaulagiri solo. His ascent was certainly
impressive but his willing exposure to serious objective dangers, his inflation
of the technical difficulties and the presence of a massive media machine
covering the whole operation detracted somewhat from the purity of his
climb. More recently Steve House and Vince Anderson from the USA made
a fast, lightweight ascent of the 4000m-high Rupal Face of Nanga Parbat
in impeccable style, just a month after Humar had been plucked from it, at
an altitude of 5900m, by helicopter.

However, whilst these ascents are truly impressive, and for the most part
were undertaken in the same spirit as Kurtyka's search for his 'State of
Nakedness', they have not taken the concept any further than the pioneers
of the early '80s, despite a huge increase in technical climbing standards
and significant improvements in equipment. Have the limits of alpine-style
climbing at the highest altitudes been reached? Are the last great Himalayan
faces destined to be sieged into submission by climbers who are too
impatient to wait for the next generation? Only time will tell.

Acknowledgement: This article appears with the kind permission of Vertical
magazine in which it was first published in issue 5, April-May 2007.

Above left:
17. Yannick Graziani, 50m from the summit of Pumari Chhish on day five of

his climb with Christian Trommsdorff.
'The wind suddenly got stronger, and at about a hundred metres from

the top we were caught in 80 to 100 kph gusts. Despite being very close to
the summit, we began to doubt again.' (Christian Trommsdorfj)

Below left:
18. Rapelling down in the early evening of day five. The pair had climbed the

face with four bivouacs, summiting at noon on 12 June. They down climbed
and made approximately 35 rappels along the line of ascent over the next
day and a half. (Christian Trommsdorff collection).



19. Face of an alpinist: Christian Trommsdorff back at the last bivvi on the
descent. (Christian Trommsdorff cellection)

20. Pumari Chhish South (centre) as seen from Trommsdorff and Graziani's
base camp at 4500m. Note that Khunyang Chhish East (7400m) on the
left side and the 6800m unnamed peak on the right are both unclimbed.
(Christian TrommsdorfJ)

After the climb Christian Trommsdorff's next stop was the Alpine Club's
celebration in Zermatt where Trommsdorff was an honoured guest who still
had enough reserves of energy to party.
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