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SOME TIPS FOR THE APPRENTICE MOUNTAINEER |
| by Andrew J, Kauffman

Like numerous other Americans many readers of UP ROPE have made plans to
visit North American Alpine regions during the coming summer months, Some of
these persons have had no previous mountain. experience, although their rock-
climbing technique and ability is of unquestioned competence, -In North America,
unfortunately, guides are often unavailable and other trained climbers are
frequently reluctant--often for selfish motives--to act as leaders for a group of
beginners, , : -

I have consequently tried to set down a few semi-fool-proof rules, which, if
Scrupulously followed by the apprentice mountaineer, will probably keep him out of
Serious difficulty. That ‘these rules should bc meticulously observed by any
hewcomer to the mountains is borne out by the elementary postulate of Alpinism,
that no inexperienced persons should travel in high mountain terrain without a
Qualified companion, unless tHey have no other alternative, A host of evil
forces conspires against the rock-climber, no matter how able, who ventures for
the first time into the mountains and fails to seek out a trained companion,

The key problem for the rock-climber who is a newcomer to the mountains is
Yo be found in the fact that he is a tuctician and not a strategist, He is
competent to overcame certain specific obstacles which will confront him on his
zay up the mountuin: he may even experience less difficulty in overcoming them
han many a well-trained guide, But in the course of his ascent he tends to
ive disproportionate importance to the technical aspects of the climbing problem
¥ith which he is faced, and to neglect other considerations which are of equal
y not greater significance, He does not realize, like the guide or expert
amateur, that what he is trying to do represents more than a rockclimbing problenm
nd that, unless he exercises care, he is likely to be stopped if not ovcrwhelmad,
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by some force which he could ndtndnticipate and with which he knows not how to
cope. In an effort to find a solution, he often loses sight of his objective,
Not infrequently he forfeits his life, - é

The guide or the trained mountaineer looks upon Alpinism as a strategic
problem, He sclects his objective: safe travel in mountain territory; more
specifically, the successful and safe ascent and descent of a peak or series of
peaks, He does not, like many rock-climbers, seek the hardest and most spectacular
route to the summit, Instead he studies the mountain with great care and picks
a way which h¢ feels will lead safely to the top and back without straining the
ability and force of his party, .Cimcumstances permitting, he may choose a more
difficult ¥ath. “But, under " such cirgumstan€és, he will look the entire route
over from a'distance im an.effort to digcover.the ‘specdicst, safest ond easiest
way whereby the route may“bé@cl~mb§d. %%efore setting out he will also take
into considerhition a whole series ¢f other elements; ‘the strength of his parvy,
the reliability of his equipment, the distance to be covered and the eclevation to
be gained, the weather, the time clement, the- condition of ice and snow and the
risks of avalanches, Finally, he will give thought to the course of action
which he should follow in event of injury or serious accident,

All these things, including the rock-climbing problem itself, the competent
leader will weigh. and reason, placing them into the proper tactical relation-
ship and subordinating each to the general strategic problem of getting his
group: safely up and down the mountain by way of a prcdetermined route, =

The average rock-climber, who cannot obtain a properly trained companion,
must, if he is to be successful in the mountains, also weigh all these matters,
and endeavor to consider<them in the same light as the expert mountaineer, He
must remember, however, that, until he has had considerable cxperience, his
judgment will 1likeély prove to be often erroneous, and he must allow margin for
error, o

. Since ‘I assume that my reader$ are competent rock-climbers and well-versed
in the.basic aspects of rock-work, I shall not devote space to the technical
phases -of this branch of mountaineering, It is, to be sure, one of the important
phascs of -this sport, but I feel that the readers of UP ROPE, ' on the average, °
¥now how to take care of themselves on cliffs, Instead I shall turn my attention
to the other problcms of mountaineering which I mentioned briefly above, and with
which the beginner is bound to be confronted if he undertakes any serious - ascents,
And. I shall try to draw up a few rules which may serve to give him.the proper
sense of proportion in the course of his mountain travels, . ; L

' In addition to rock-climbing technique, there are six elementary factors
which the beginner in the mountains must think about in determining his strategy
when planning anﬂexcursion. ' O :

,Q a): ' Strength of the Party;
b) Route Finding and Reconnaissence;
c) Weather;
d) Rock slides (partially subordimate to b) -
¢) Timé énd the Elevation Differential (partially subordinate to b)

f)  Travel on Tec and Snow; 1
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lastly, there are two other factors to which he must also give some
thought: rescue mcthods on glaciers and a pattern of action to follow in case
of serious accident.,

I proposc to discuss these matters as they would apply to novices in the
mountains who do not have the benefit of experienced companions, and not as
they should necessarily be applied by the trained mountaineer,

Strength of Party

The first point to make is that no novice should, under any circumstances,
undertake a mountain ascent alone nor should h= wander beyond calling distance
of his companions, even on easy terrain, The accident above Lake Tahoe last
August may largely have been caused by disregard for this fundamental principle,
I assume, therefore, that the novice will seek out companions, preferably two
or three, ,

His main consideration in planning any climb must be these very companions,
Before engaging in any ascent which involves the slightest difficulty, he should
Join them on one or two lengthy hikes to test their strength and endurance, He
mst not forget that his party, like a ship convoy, will move only as fast and as
far as its slowest member, He should plan an excursion which will not exhaust
his weakest companion, And he should not attempt an ascent which any of his
Companions may be unable of accomplishing, no matter how confident he may
Personally feel, Should he not be as strong as his companions, he should insist
Upon remaining in camp so that he will not become a burden to them, If, after
the trail has been left, one member of the party genuincly feels that he cannot go
on to the swmmit and return home without seriously impeding the group's progreés,
the ascent, if it has been undertaken by a party of less than four persons,

?hould be cancelled forthwith and the men should return to camp, To leave an
lnexperienced person behind, or expect him to return to camp alone in a state of
Weariness, while the rest' >f the party climbs the mountain, is courting disaster,
In a party of four or more persons, it is sometimes proper to split the group, but
Under such ¢ircumstances the strongest or at least thc second strongest member -
Mst volunteer to accompany the weakest back to camp,

Remember that while a man may have the right to take what chances he pleases
With his life, it is not his privilege to jeopardize the lives of others, In
Tisking his own neck, he may involve persons unknown to him in hazardous rescue
Operations, which these other persons consider it a duty to carry out, Many an
able professional guide has died in an attempt to save a foolhardy mountaineer,

-Route Finding and Reconnaissance

No novice should ever attempt to make a first ascent of a peak or route
Without skilled companions during his first season!s mountaineering, The case
gf Farmer on Kangchenjunga (who also violated a lot of other sound principles)
rs typical, Instead, the beginner should attempt to climb only over a known
w°“te. Furthermore, he should not travel in wild and unsettled territory

here help is not easily obtainable irrespective of temptations to do otherwise,

g His first step is to select a peak which is neither beyond his strength nor

_that of his companions, He should exercise restraint in his selection, He

gan make this selection by consulting the guidebook on the region he is visiting,

aztpersonally inspecting the terrain, and by asking the advice of local

e horities--if available--who have made the climb, His best source of information
Sts with local climbers, because available American guide-books, while extensive
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do not usually provide adequate descriptions of particular climbs, and because ;
his own judgment is likely to be faulty, _ ‘

Whether or not he can obtain local information, he and his companions
should then study the proposed route by looking it over from a good vantage
point, and a general plan should be formed, He should consider the types of
problems he will encounter and how he will solve them, He should also cstimate
the amount of time it will take his party to overcome each obstacle and make
the ascent, He should make liberal cllowance for the time clement and plan on
an early start, He must consider what equipment will be ‘necessary to overcome
the various obstacles. -

Having selected a peak and a route, he must pick the easiest, specdiest and
safest way up that peak in the manner selected, Many rock-climbers, after
picking an easy route, frequently choose the hardest way up that route and later
find themselves unnccountably dclayed and sometimes bénighted short of the .
summit, The easiest way is, of course, the one wherc belays and the rope are
least frequently used, It is not necessarily the mopt direct way, It is also.
almost invariably the speediest,

The climber.must remember that many of the problems he will run into cannot
be solved in exactly the manner he has planned, But the tactical, individual
problems which he meets must never be permitted to alter his general strategic
pattern for the climb, unless they represent a force which can only be overcome by.
endangering the party. In such an event the ascent must be abandoned,

Reconnaissance for the return trip is as important as reonnaissance for the
climb, If the descent is to be made by the same route as the ascent, the leader
should turn around frequently and look behind him to familiarize himgelf with the. -
appearance of the terrain on the way down, At all doubtful points, he should,mark
the route with a small but promlncnt calrn. :

Lastly, before sctting out, he should inform the local people of his intent-
ions and he should try to stick rigorously to his plan, = Thus, if he fails to
return by a given hour, a rescue-party can be formed which will kmow approximately -
where to look for him,

There are many examples of good rcconnalssance, route flnding and strategic
planning in the annals of mountaineering, Outstanding among these are the 1929
Kangchenjunga Expedition, the 1936 Nanda  Devi Expedition and the 1938 K-2
expedition, The last of these provides perhaps also the best illustration.
Before venturing upwards K-2, the Houston party first carefully inspected its
flanks from every possible angle. Finally, after rejecting other routes for
various reasons the Abruzzi ridge was.choseén, A strategic pattern of attack
was devised and scrupulously followed, When provisions ran out and it was no
longer consistent to observe the pattern establlshed,the party though within
striking distance of the top, did not allow its emotions to get the better of
its reason, and decided to retreat, The men preferred to alter their entire
plan when their margin of safety became too slim,

(To Be Continued in the June 15 issue)
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