ED DOUGLAS

Climbing and Flying

I

n 1867, a month before he turned 17, the future editor of the Alpine Journal
W A B Coolidge stood where I am now, on the summit of Piz Badile,
celebrating the first ascent. His write-up in the Journal, then edited by Leslie
Stephen, was perfunctory: he refers to the Badile, ‘the Shovel’, as Cima di
Tschingel, really the Cengalo, and offers a sequence of timings that show
Coolidge to be a fit young man, leaving the thermal baths at Masino at
5.22am and returning at 1.52pm, having spent 42 minutes on the summit.
It took me a shade under three hours just to reach the Gianetti hut. He left
no impression of the summit and my own is rather fragmentary: the rolledup lid of a sardine can at my feet, which I pocket as a souvenir; the Cengalo’s summit, a pile of rubble looking like a mortally dangerous version
of Jenga; and at the foot of the peak evidence of the gigantic rock fall,
some four million cubic metres, that sheared off Piz Cengalo’s north face in
August 2017, 150 years after Coolidge, killing eight hikers. This followed a
similar if smaller collapse in 2011. Footage taken of the 2017 rock fall from
above by climbers on the north face of the Badile is well worth seeking out,
but best watched from behind the sofa. You don’t need to tell alpinists that
mountains have a strong desire to lie down, but something more is at work
here: the climate emergency is in town.
My climbing partner notices the absence of snow and ice on our horizon.
‘Pretty dark out there,’ he says, or something to that effect. I look at the
black peaks around us and can only agree. The vagaries of glaciation was
a subject that fascinated Coolidge and his contemporaries, particularly
Douglas Freshfield, who had made the first ascent of Cengalo the year
before Coolidge climbed the Badile, and Francis Fox Tuckett, whose uncle
was Robert Were Fox, geologist and fellow of the Royal Society. During
Coolidge’s period as editor, famous for its hatchet-wielding, Tuckett wrote
an extended, two-part review of Albert Heim’s 1885 work Handbuch der Gletscherkunde, the Swiss geologist’s 560-page treatise on the emerging science
of glaciology. (Heim’s contribution was acknowledged with the naming of
the Heim glacier in Antarctica. He also had a side-interest in near-death
experiences, having experienced one himself and knowing lots of alpinists.)
While Heim’s immense book has obviously been superseded, it contains
much data of interest to modern glaciologists and also possibly to François
Devouassoud, Coolidge’s guide on the Badile and Freshfield’s on the Cengalo. Devouassoud was born in 1831 in the village of Les Barrats, now a
suburb of Chamonix and when he went to school in Sallanches the glaciers
flowing north from Mont Blanc had only just passed their greatest extent.
In 1825, the village of Les Bois had even been evacuated as the glacier,
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The Swiss artist Samuel Birmann (1793-1847) drew the Lower Grindelwald
glacier (above left) in September 1826 (pencil, pen, watercolour, bodyc olour,
39.2cm × 49.7cm), and the Mer de Glace in August 1823 (above right) (pencil,
pen, watercolour, bodycolour, 44.3cm × 58.9cm). (Kunstmuseum Basel)

then known as the Glacier des Bois, extended down to the valley floor.
As Devouassoud started his working life in 1849 the process went into
reverse. According to Heim, building on the work of François-Alphonse
Florel and others, between 1850 and 1878 the glacier retreated a total of
1.05km. Tuckett, writing in the mid 1880s, explained how this process was
now going into reverse as a new cycle of increasing glaciation got underway; this was part of the natural rhythm of the planet, a cycle of warming
and cooling reflected in the growth and retreat of glaciers.
Only this time, it didn’t. As Figure 1 illustrates1, the period of glacial
retreat Heim describes merely stalled until the Second World War before the
process of retreat resumed until the end of this particular period of study in
2003. Since then the process has only accelerated. Ten of the hottest summers on record have occurred in the last 20 years. Last summer, 2018, was
the joint-hottest on record, with an unprecedented series of wild fires across
northern Eurasia. Since the extraordinary summer of 1976, which many
will recall from their halcyon days, global temperatures have risen by -0.5°C.
In 1988 the small gondola at the top of the Montenvers railway opened, to
ferry passengers from the terminus to the ice grotto tunnelled into the glacier. Thirty years ago, there was a staircase of three steps leading down to
its entrance. Now, thanks to glacial retreat, there are several fights totalling
350 steps. Before too long the entire operation will have to move upstream:
there simply won’t be a glacier left at the current site at all. ‘Il n’y a dans les
Alpes rien de constant que leur variété,’ Horace-Bénédict de Saussure wrote in
Voyages dans les Alpes, but not even he could have believed what a changing
climate could do to the mountains.
The pattern of abrupt change everywhere visible in the Alps is repeated
in mountains around the world. In the summer of 2019, Josh Maurer and
1. S Nussbaumer, H Umbühl & D Teiner, ‘Fluctuations of the “Mer de Glace” AD 1500 – 2050’, Zeitschrift für
Gletscherkunder und Glazial Geologie, Innsbruck, Universitätsverlag Wagner, 2007.
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Figure 1 Cumulative length variations of the Lower Grindelwald glacier (solid
line) and the Mer de Glace (dashed line) from 1800 onwards, relative to the
1600s maximum extent.

colleagues from Columbia University published a paper2 on Himalayan
glacial retreat that was staggering both in its scope and its implications. From
the 1970s, US spy satellites have been looking down on central Asia and that
data has now been declassified. Maurer and his colleagues were able to track
the changes affecting 650 Himalayan glaciers. Not only had they shrunk,
Maurer and his team discovered the rate of melting was twice as fast between
2000 and 2016 as it was between 1975 and 2000. They were also able to
assess the volume of glaciers being lost, not just the surface area. This study
followed an assessment from the Kathmandu-based International Centre for
Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) earlier in the year predicting
that in a best-case scenario Himalayan glaciers will lose more than one third
of their mass by the end of the century and in the worst case, which with the
US withdrawal from the Paris Agreement has become more likely, two thirds
will be lost, impacting Himalayan communities that rely on glaciers for irrigation or replenishing natural sources. Add in changes to monsoon patterns
and population growth, and the region as a whole is facing unprecedented
environmental challenges affecting hundreds of millions.
Mountain glaciers are of course only a small part of our warming world,
at least when viewed in the context of the melting Greenland ice sheet
and changes in Antarctica. Even a small rise in sea levels has devastating
impacts on the coast where many of us live. Most of the world’s mega-cities
are at or very near sea level and the coastal population continues to increase
both as a proportion and in absolute terms. Suddenly, looking down the
north face of the Badile at the rock fall from the Cengalo, the immensity of
2. J Maurer, J Schaefer, S Rupper & A Corley, ‘Acceleration of Ice Loss across the Himalaya over the Past
40 Years’, Science Advances 5 (6), 2019, DOI: 10.112/sciadv.aav7266.
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Two cartoons from 1911
depicting the ebb and
flow of glaciers from a
sequence of seven by
Munich artist Rudolf
Reschreiter (1868-1939).
The figure in the cartoons is the mountaineer, glaciologist and mathematician
Sebastien Finsterwalder (1862-1951) who in June 1911 was studying the
Vernagtferner glacier in the Ötztal Alps in Austria. Finsterwalder pioneered
the use of repeat photography and photogrammetry, the use of photography
to measure in three dimensions. His work has proved a valuable resource in
illustrating climate change. The Vernagtferner was one of the first Alpine glaciers
to be depicted in art and has proved particularly vulnerable to climate change.

this event shrinks into obscurity, a perspective far more dizzying that being
perched on the summit of a mountain, even one as steep as the Badile.
Following in Coolidge’s footsteps, both as climber and editor, is a sobering
task. His angle of attack was born from a sense of exploration, of getting
to grips with a range of mountains hardly known in the capitals of Europe,
where the notion that man could upset the balance of nature was laughable.
Now the Alps are threaded with infrastructure, the arteries through which
we metabolise the earth’s resources. As places of recreation they are equally
transformed. I was able to fly into Milan and drive to the mountains in a
matter of hours, one more tourist among hundreds of thousands.
There, I mentioned it: the ‘F’ word. Peter Foster records in his new book,
reviewed on p330, how T Graham Brown flew Imperial Airways from
Croydon via Paris to Basel to resume his Alpine season in 1926, among
the first alpinists to go climbing by air. It cost him £8, roughly the price of
a flight to Kathmandu now. The airline flew little more than 10,000 people
that year; easyJet alone now flies almost a quarter of a million each day.
Cheap flying is a hallmark of our age, allowing quick trips to the mountains
where our immediate forebears were restricted to long visits by car. This has
bred a superficial attitude to the mountains; they have become playgrounds
in a way that would see Coolidge, a man steeped in Alpine culture and
dedicated to its study, reaching for a hatchet. Many current Alpine Club
members share the sense that popular mountain regions are to be avoided
and happily there are lots of corners of the Alps that are still delightful,
if you know where to look. But what moral responsibility do we have to
change our behaviour? We are, after all, the ultimate canaries in the coal
mine, scrambling over peaks that are rotting from the inside as the climate
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warms, adapting our behaviour just as insects head north and the tree line
rises. In the scheme of things, what the world’s mountaineers get up to is
neither here nor there, but should we not talk about it? Set an example?
Faced with my circumstances in the overheating 21st century, what would
my eminent predecessor Coolidge do?
As arch-individualists, alpinists generally don’t appreciate a moralistic
lecture, and that’s not my intention. Some young people are starting to turn
their backs on the thoughtless indulgence of cheap aviation, as the impact
of the industry becomes apparent. Many more are carrying on regardless,
blithely trusting on someone else to sort out the problem, arguing they
are entitled to what previous generations took for granted. Flying’s contribution to emissions only accounts for 2.4% of the global carbon budget
from around a hundred thousand flights a day, but flying is set to triple on
current forecasts. On an individual basis, the impact of flying is immense:
one trans-Atlantic return flight emits more carbon dioxide than a citizen of
Nepal does in a year. Even my flight to Milan exceeded the annual carbon
budget for those living in several sub-Saharan African countries.
Should I simply stop flying? I’ve thought long and hard about this. I’ve
certainly adapted my behaviour in other areas. I’ve vastly reduced the
amount of meat I eat, to the extent that I’m borderline vegetarian, with half
the carbon impact of being an omnivore. I’ve cut the amount I use my car,
easy for me since I live in a city and can cycle most places. Both these lifestyle changes, if I’m honest, have as much to do with improving my health
and saving me money as they do about reducing my carbon footprint, even
though I can’t pretend it doesn’t make me feel a bit better about my flying
habit: a return flight to Kathmandu is roughly the same as giving up meat
for a year.
Of course, there’s a strong argument that I should give up both, although
the law of unintended consequences applies here. Tourism is one of the
few industries Nepal has successfully developed, creating jobs and securing
the viability of protected areas: in 2017, 67% of tourists, around 630,000
people, visited one of Nepal’s national parks or nature reserves. In 2014,
1.38m Nepalis3 were working in the tourism sector; there were 790,000
visitors that year, so that’s almost two jobs per visitor and within the mountaineering and trekking sector, the ratio of jobs to tourists is even higher.
This is despite the rather pitiful low-value nature of Nepali tourism: tourist
spending remains low, around $54 per day in 2017, compared to a regional
average of more than $100. So while tourism as a proportion of Nepal’s
GDP is surprisingly low, given the country’s reputation as a destination, its
significance as an employer is crucial. If tourists stopped flying there, what
would those workers do? Most probably join the exodus of Nepali youth,
averaging 1,600 men and women each day, burning jet fuel to fly abroad in
search of work in the Gulf or Malaysia. Taking the train to the Alps is a
no-brainer, but not flying to the Himalaya is more equivocal than it seems.
3. The World Bank, ‘Nepal Sustainable Tourism Value Creation’, May 2018.
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Should I offset? Pay a little extra into a scheme that draws down the
carbon dioxide I’ve chosen to put out there? Many environmentalists are
justifiably sceptical when it comes to aviation offsetting schemes; where
does that £1 Ryanair offers to charge you to ease your conscience really
go? The International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO), a UN body, has
committed itself through offsets and emission reduction to stabilise emissions from 2020 onwards, although many analysts are sceptical about the
value of this far more comprehensive project: the Carbon Offsetting and
Reduction Scheme for International Aviation, or CORSIA. China has still
to decide if it wants to join, and there is a danger airlines will use biofuels
as offsets, essentially creating a new market for hugely destructive palm oil.
(If you run a private jet, don’t panic: they are exempt.) Academic studies
have however shown that properly managed offsetting schemes can make a
difference: the Swiss-based NGO myclimate.org is a good option.
Perhaps, though, I should look closer to home. Moorland and bog restoration near my home in the Peak District is a viable approach to locking in
and even sequestering carbon, as well as an opportunity to improve biodiversity in a country – my country – that is one of the most nature-degraded
in the world. There are similar efforts in Scotland to re-establish the Caledonian forest, like the Trees for Life project (treesforlife.org.uk). Wouldn’t
it be magical if I could ameliorate some of the damage done in a lifetime
of flying by improving my own backyard? It’s a simple matter to calculate
the carbon offset cost of a flight: the myclimate website has a handy carbon
cost calculator. Others are thinking along the same lines: the British Mountaineering Council is just one outdoor body working on policies around
the climate emergency and considering linking with conservation NGOs
to create a scheme the outdoor community can pay into to support viable
carbon-offsetting and improved bio-diversity.
One final thought: alpinism at its best is about self-reliance. Over the
years the definition of what that means has evolved and been refined.
It wasn’t so long ago that climbers would toss garbage and extraneous supplies into the void if it was slowing them down and not think twice about
it: like whoever left the sardine tin I collected from the Badile. Most of us,
I think, now frown on that sort of thing. Eventually, I expect the same will
apply to environmental responsibility around travelling to base camp. It’s
about taking responsibility for your own actions, the antithesis of the heavy
helicopter usage and careless use of resources on Everest. Already there is
discussion about including such behaviour, taking responsibility for your
carbon footprint, as part of the qualification process for mountaineering
grants. What’s obvious is that we cannot go on as we are. The jury’s back
and the verdict is in. It’s time to face the consequences of our actions.
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