
p i o l e T s  d ’ o r  2 0 0 9 77

just attempted. There were many reasons for defeat. But to tell the truth, 
I feared the wall. Tatsuro and Yuto had planned to be with me and their 
absence undoubtedly affected me. I felt uneasiness about my climbing on 
Kangtega and about Itchy and Yusuke on Kalanka’s north face. They had 
departed for India a month earlier.

Perhaps my feeling below Kangtega is a proof that I am maturing. I had 
climbed rather rashly in these years. As a climber, I cannot avoid thinking 
about the death of friends or myself. From the loss of Tatsuro and Yuto 
I had learnt not only fear but also the importance of inquiring into one’s 
philosophy and dreams on the mountain. I’m always happy when thinking 
‘what next?’ for my climbing but I nonetheless have complex issues to work 
through. It is surely the same for my friends of the Giri-Giri Boys.

Summary: An account of an eight-day enchaînement on Denali by 
Fumitaka Ichimura, Yusuke Sato and Katsutaka Yokoyama, 11-18 May 
2008; Isis Face (Alaska grade 6: M4 5.8 A1, 2200m) to the south buttress, 
descend by Ramp Route (AK 3: 2800m), re-ascent by the Slovak Direct (AK 
6: 5.9, 2700m). The trio also made a first ascent, Climbing is Believing (AK 6, 
5.10a M7R A1+, 1250m) on the north-east face of Bear Tooth.

‘Everyone has won and all must have prizes.’ So said the Dodo to 
Alice at the end of the Caucus Race. Something of this Wonderland spirit 
touches the reborn Piolets d’Or. When Doug Scott accepted the invitation to 
be president of the jury for the 17th edition of the French alpinism awards, 
his first instinct was that all six of the nominated teams should receive a 
golden ice-axe. In essence, the Scott view on competition is that while we 
compete to be first to climb particular routes, the idea of a competition for 
the title ‘best climber’, or even a ‘best climb’, is anathema. However, in the 
end representatives of only three teams stepped up to receive a shiny axe. 
Hard choices had been made.

The 2009 Piolets d’Or was undoubtedly a success in the sense of a festival 
of alpinism and a showcase for the town of Chamonix. Over four days in 
May (22-25) mountaineers young and not so young, from across the globe, 
debated, partied, gossiped endlessly, and even managed to fit in a bit of 
climbing – champions of the free-climbing ethic happily clipping bolts on 
the Chamonix and Aosta valley crags. ‘When in Rome... How could it fail 
with a line-up including Walter Bonatti, Peter Habeler, Scott, Jim Donini, 
Japan’s Giri-Giri Boys and Simon Anthamatten; reliving their adventures 
before audiences in the Salle Docteur Michel Payot in the Hotel Majes-
tic, and then reliving their youth boogying to a blues band at the Bistrot 
des Sports until 4am? The Strictly Come Dancing award would probably go 
to Donini for his table-top twist. For most of the time then, the so-called 
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‘coveted axes‚ seemed little more than a pretext to be there.
Guided by the new president of the Groupe de Haute Montagne, Christian 

Trommsdorff, the 17th Piolets rose from the ruins of an event that had 
collapsed due mainly to a deep dislike among mountaineers of the idea of 
picking winners in alpinism. An attempt to meet these concerns in time 
to hold a 2008 PdO failed and for most of that year there seemed little 
prospect of its revival. Undoubtedly there were other complicating factors, 
money being one. But perhaps that is now history.

Early in 2009 Trommsdorff and his friends, as he put it: ‘saw an op-
portunity to relaunch the Piolets as a climbers’ festival celebrating the pure 
amateur spirit of alpinism. The ‘opportunity’ was a coherence, or coming 
together, of what the GHM wants to promote in terms of climbing ‘by 
fair means’ and a deep respect for nature and what Chamonix wants to 
promote as an alpine resort.’

Trommsdorff emphasises the need to revive an amateur spirit – in the 
French sense of the word of doing things for love rather than the British 
notion of a bumbler – and for a sharing within the community of alpinists. 
‘When you go climbing somewhere, say the Rockies, you should be able to 
connect with people there who you don’t necessarily know, but who share 
the same spirit; to learn what they’re doing, or maybe to climb together.’

The involvement of the municipality of Chamonix Mont-Blanc and 
later Courmayeur, just through the tunnel in Italy, provided the GHM 
with the resources necessary to lay on a major festival with little reliance 
on commercial sponsorship. Suddenly the Piolets had cash to provide not 
only travel and hotels for its stars, but also venues and vital administra-
tive backup. The mayors of both resorts, Eric Fournier (Chamonix) and 
Fabrizia Derriard (Courmayeur) were much in evidence, both the embodi-
ment of chic New politics, not at all aldermanic. Past Piolets budgets have 
been around €30,000; Trommsdorff reckoned 2009’s was a basic €80,000; 
add in the municipal infrastructure and the time of council officers and 
volunteers, and it was at least €120,000. Also in the organising group were 
publishers Nivéales and the magazines Montagnes and Vertical.

An important element for the new team in gaining acceptance among 
sceptical climbers was the endorsement of the American Alpine Journal, 
which became involved in the selection of the climbs, and the appointment 
of Doug Scott as president of the jury. To a lesser extent the Alpine Club 
also became a player in the event. The award of the golden axes was pre-
ceded by the presentation of the first of the AC’s ‘Spirit of Mountaineering’ 
commendations to six climbers who had attempted to rescue Iñaki Ochoa 
de Olza on Annapurna in May 2008.

A total of 57 first ascents from 2008 were considered of which six were 
put before a jury, presided over by Doug Scott and comprising 8000m spe-
cialist Dodo Kopold of Slovakia, Jim Donini, outgoing president of the 
AAC, Peter Habeler, Im Duck Young, a Korean mountain journalist, and 
Dario Rodriguez, editor of Desnivel, Spain’s premier mountain publication. 
Their criteria included: style of ascent, spirit of exploration, level of com-
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mitment and self-sufficiency, suitability of the route in the light of objective 
dangers, efficiency and sparing use of resources, respect for fellow climb-
ers, porters and local people.

With at least one member of five of the teams present at Chamonix – the 
exception was the solo climber Dave Turner – the hour of judgement was 
approached with some unease. We had heard all their stories, each was 
impressive in its own way and the images the climbers had brought back of 
alpinism at its most committing were breathtaking. It seemed churlish to 
start setting one on a pedestal above another. This had been the thrust of 
Marko Prezelj’s protest in 2007 when he condemned the Piolet d’Or from 
its own platform:

‘It is not possible to judge another person’s climb objectively. Each ascent 
contains untold stories, influenced by expectations and illusions that develop 
long before setting foot on the mountain ... Comparing different climbs is not 
possible without some kind of personal involvement, and even then it’s difficult. 
Last year (2006) I climbed in Alaska, Patagonia and Tibet. I cannot decide 
which expedition was the most ... the “most what?” in fact.’
With two golden ice-axes in his trophy cabinet, Prezelj was wide open 

to the charge of hypocrisy, but his fundamental argument is a hard one to 
rebut. In their hearts, the 2009 jury surely must have known this, but having 
accepted their role, they now had to deliver. For me, a note of sadness crept 
in at this point. Only the day before, there had been such a sense of shared 
enjoyment and fraternity as we’d climbed and joked together at Arnad, a 
sport crag in the Aosta valley. Maybe that is a little misty eyed. But so it 
seemed; and now we waited, slightly awkward and embarrassed I thought, 
to hear the jury’s verdict. And for all one might say that it is the quality of 
the climb that is being saluted, look at how these things are trumpeted on 
publicity blurb put out by the sponsors‚ of winning climbers, or on their 
own websites – ‘Joe Soap, winner of the prestigious Piolet d’Or, etc, etc...’ 
Business is business.

Doug began his address with words that, to me at least, caught this sense 
of discomfort: ‘This should be the most important part [of the festival]. But 
is it? The greatest thing is that these six climbs have created the spirit that 
has surrounded us in this great week.’ The Piolets d’Or had been reinvented 
and there had been ‘many winners‚ – Christian Trommsdorff and his fellow 
organisers, Chamonix and Courmayeur, and climbing itself. ‘Rather like 
the great religions which occasionally need to be brought back to basics, 
climbing needs an occasion like the Piolets d’Or as a reminder of what is best 
in climbing at a time of commercialism and dumbing down with bolts.’

The jury had been unanimous in all its decisions, said Scott as he set 
about eliminating three of the nominated climbs: The Denali enchaînement 
had been ‘an incredible tour de force but it was not original. ‘It didn’t go any-
where new.’ Because of his use of bolts, Dave Turner’s 34 days solo on the 
east face of Cerro Escudo ‘lacked that bit of commitment’. And the French 
ascent of the south face of Nuptse failed because although Glairon-Rappaz 
and Benoist topped out on the face, they did not reached the summit. The 
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Nuptse climb had given the jury their biggest headache, Doug said, adding 
that the climbers had turned back for very good reasons. ‘They wanted to 
come back with their fingers and toes.’ However the dismissal of such an 
impressive alpine-style route on what seemed akin to a legal technicality 
will reinforce the view that reform of the Piolets d’Or must go deeper still.

Golden ice-axes were presented to: Kazuya Hiraide and Kei Taniguchi 
for their first ascent of the south-east face of Kamet, to Kazuki Amano, 
Fumitaka Ichimura and Yusuke Sato for their alpine-style ascent of the 
north face of Kalanka, and to Simon Anthamatten and Ueli Steck for their 
first ascent of the much-tried north face of Teng Kangpoche. As if this 
were climbing’s Oscars, there was also a ‘lifetime achievement’ award for 
Walter Bonatti. The 69-year alpinist par exellence was given an affectionate 
reception in both Chamonix and Courmayeur, where he was the focus of 

the Piolets’ Italian festivities.
Scott declared: ‘There are no 

winners and no losers. The hon-
oured are ambassadors of an art, a 
passion.’ Ideally there should be no 
winners and losers, however, while 
there is a jury delivering a verdict 
on who will receive a golden axe 
and who will not, it is a hard claim 
to stand up. Although it wasn’t 
explicit at the presentation, a sub-
sequent press release categorised 
the awards as follows: the Kamet 

climb embodied the ‘spirit of exploration’, the Kalanka axe was for ‘com-
mitment’, while the Swiss pair were honoured for the ‘technical difficulty‚ 
of their Teng Kangpoche ascent. The jury’s approach was that all the nomi-
nated climbs that met the event’s exacting criteria would be honoured, and 
there were, reportedly, six axes in the cupboard just in case. Is it conceiv-
able also that if one year no climb measured up fully there would be no 
final award? The fact is that at the moment when Doug got up to speak, the 
audience, and presumably the nominees, thought that all six climbs were 
in with a chance. But disappointment for some was inevitable when climbs 
had been shortlisted which actually fell short of criteria – fell short of the 
summit of Nuptse for example. 

Christian Trommsdorff and all concerned with the 2009 Piolets d’Or can 
take pleasure and credit at having created a great festival of alpinism – 
some 300 people filled the hall for the final event – but I hope they will give 
further thought to removing the invidious business of choosing between 
feats of alpinism each unique. In the end, surely all that climbers desire, 
like any practitioner of a craft, art or profession, is the respect of their peers 
for what has been achieved? Honours or baubles are mere chaff by com-
parison.

77. Piolet People 2009


