2018 Interview with Grupo de Alta Montaña Española (GAME)
1. As a Himalayan alpinist, what did mountains bring you as a person?
Mountaineering and climbing at the higher levels is such a complex subject! The intricacies of this world are evolving continuously. However, it wasn’t always this way for me.  My own relationship with climbing began as a young teenager searching for a simple way to define himself out there in a vast, scary world of achievers.  I wasn’t motivated to excel academically.  I found that I learned a great deal more by experiencing an event in raw nature,  rather than by researching a problem in a controlled lab.  This learning process continues today.  The relationship is constantly evolving as a result of my development and evolution as a person.  My transition, from a young, shy beginner, into a mature professional alpinist and eventually to an inspired enthusiast, is part of the relatively unavoidable journey through life (if one is lucky enough to avoid a bad outcome). At the present, I am mostly appreciating from the sidelines what is possible today.   But it has been this journey, this process of evolution, that mountains brought me as an individual. 

2. You have always had a great friendship with Spanish Alpinists.  Where was this relationship born?  And what stands out in your mind about them?

When I moved to Spain to study for a school year in Barcelona, it was 1971; I was 15 years old.  While I was completely immersed in the Spanish Catalán culture, I was also drifting through my teenage years, trying to make sense of the world and how to fit in.  A group of Barcelona residents from the Viviendas del Congreso neighborhood befriended me and welcomed me into their lives.  These youths were as wild and crazy as any teenagers anywhere, all of an upbringing under the shadow of Francisco Franco and a rigid political structure lightyears apart from my own. In a very short time, I was educated in ways that had escaped my existence in the United States.  This collision of these two cultures (Los Yanquis and Los Hispánicos) was the most profound event of my high school years.  Not to belittle the learning of a second language, it was honestly the warping of my world view that had the greatest impact on my direction.  I began to question everything I had learned thus far, and to appreciate the opportunity and importance of seeing every subject and situation from multiple perspectives.  These Barcelona teenagers opened my eyes to the possibilities of exchanging and examining ideas on a level I had hitherto never realized.  

When I returned to Cataluña 2 years later to attend classes at the University of Barcelona, I began to meet Spanish climbers for the first time.  Initially I was introduced through a small Catalán climbing club, el Club Escursionista de Gracia, and later through the eyes of a small cadre of climbers from Huesca’s local outing club, the Peña Guara.  Right away, I was made to feel at ease.  There was no suspicion from my hosts, little perceived threat, and virtually an open invitation to join their adventure activities each weekend.   Especially on weekends in Montserrat, and the Catalán Pyrenees, I encountered an enthusiasm that was contagious and an environment that was both friendly and engaging.  The winter adventures I was a part of, a traverse of the Crestas del Diablo and a week of chilly climbing in the Peaks of Europe, were especially transforming.  I sensed in Spanish climbers a humbleness brought about by growing up in the shadow of French Grand Alpinism, and a quiet yet fierce confidence in their abilities to excel.  

3. In today’s world, alpinism is supported in the social media networks.  What is your opinion of the new technology? What differences do you find among the climbers of today and those of yesterday?

The opportunity for connecting people, sharing information and disseminating knowledge is unprecedented in today’s world. But along with the ability to offer knowhow and valuable insights among participants, is the ability to “spray” achievements and spread trends.  While the lightening quick pace of the information age is empowering, it is almost intoxicating.  Too much knowledge can be overwhelming, as well.  From a social perspective, somehow I can feel both more accepted and more insecure at the same time.  While I can use the vast communications network to pick up subtle weather reports about freezing levels at different altitudes, I am also vulnerable to the peculiarities of decision makers and would be trend setters in all corners of the globe in real time.  At times I have been  subjected to the expectations of a market place when I should be concentrating on the correct decision to make in the “here and now”.  

So how do we survive in this new information rich environment?  How do we prosper and protect ourselves at the same time.  How do we employ a margin of error in our decision making and maintain a sense of independent thinking while living in a world where social media zealots are being rewarded by mass worshipping and an almost mythical following?  Do we not want to be a part of the wave?

We live in a climbing world with web based social networking.  Among other things, it has opened up huge opportunities for bringing our sport into the public consciousness.  With this visibility has come vast new opportunities for obtaining our goals, turning our passion into our career,  and finding financial support that was unheard of two decades ago.  But what is at the core of it all? Have people changed?

I believe climbers and explorers, as people, have not changed much over the years. However,  their definition of personal achievement and what their community anticipates of them has indeed changed. Plucked from his or her environment, it is difficult to imagine a mountaineer of the 1880’s reconciling with the sheer volume of activity that is possible in a lifetime today .  However, it is equally difficult to imagine many of today’s climbers overcoming the barriers to exploration that tested these early pioneers.   We have been eased into a world of “technology” over the last 100 years, becoming accustomed to the nature of the beast.  Social interaction in any form, whether through electronic media or word of mouth, is both an indispensable tool and an unavoidable curse at the same time.  As I watch my children growing into young teenagers,  I observe where their motivations come from and wonder how they will balance their social identities with their personal expectations of success. 

 



4. 
Of all the ascents you’ve made, which ones stand out? Is there a project that remains in your wish list?

It is almost impossible to select climbs that legitimately stand out in my mind because my memory plays tricks on me and the most recent ones stand out the most!  I have dabbled in nearly all the games of climbing at one point or another, from bouldering to high altitude alpinism.  Trying to compare a multipitch traditional climb on Yamnuska (a local 300m cliff near Canmore) with a winter climb in the Caucasus is nearly impossible. Most influential in making an activity stand out in my memory also includes the people that were there with me, how we got along, and how much fun, or not fun, we were having! Given these excuses, I will try to answer with a few climbs noted below:

Mt. Assiniboine (1975), Mt. Kitchner (1983), Mt. Andromeda (1977), Mt. Temple (1977) and Mt. Deltaform (977),  five awesome North Faces in Winter here in the Canadian Rockies in the 1970’s and 80’s.  These were scary times when I could not completely 
A) satisfy my ambitions and B) fully appreciate the risks I was taking.

Ice climbs in the Canadian Rockies 1970’s: Pilsner and Carlsberg – 1977-78  early free ascents that opened my eyes to the possibilities of ice climbing. 

Paragot Route on Huascarán Norte and the NE Ridge of Ausangate in Peru, (both in 1979: early ascents, on rarely repeated routes): During my early high altitude experiences, these two climbs left huge marks on my psyche. I realized my life would end soon if I continued in the same vein.

Kangshung Face of Everest, a new route on a large Himalayan peak (the last unclimbed face on Everest) 1983.  A huge achievement for our American team; a-one-of -a-kind team that, through good leadership, harnessed the spirit, determination and strength of an incredibly diverse team of people. However, the experience left me wanting to climb mostly in small, compact teams, in alpine style, with friends.


Makalu West Pillar 1984 (having completed the pillar, we turned around 80 meters below Makalu’s summit on the SE ridge!); the longest amount of time I’ve ever been away on a climb in my life -well over 3 months-). While hugely disappointing to me to miss the summit, a “nothing-held-back, all out" experience as leader of incredibly motivated climbers that allowed me to grow exponentially in my understanding of how human interactions are what drives or destroys a team effort.


Huascarán Sur (Anqosh Face, 1985), Pucahirca (West Face, 2003),  Siula Grande (West Face, 1999), three new routes that pushed my partner and I in every way, both good and bad.

Ice climbs in mid years 80’s and 90’s – Oh, le Tabernac, Electric Cool Aid Acid Test, Iron Curtain, Super Bok (Canadian Rockies) and a 200m new route in Alaska (Golden Fleece 1996) this was about finding the best ice was in my backyard. 

Kangchenjunga North Ridge 1988 – I realized what a small team of highly competent climbers (5) could actually accomplish. With Dawa Nuru Sherpa, Ang Nima Sherpa, Martin Zabaleta and Peter Habeler.

West Ridge of Dorje Lhakpa, Solo 1992 – I never, EVER wanted to solo again after this…

My three K2 attempts, (2 failures, and finally success), at the terrible price of losing my partner; Abruzzi 1989, West Face and Cesen SSE rib 1994, and finally the North Ridge 1996, when Igor Benkin died of exhaustion on the descent.
 
University Peak, East Face 1997 and Gunnar Nasland East Face 2003 –   2 New routes on Alaskan alpine problems, Particularly satisfying, with all that the unique problems the Alaskan ranges bring to alpinism 


Changabang North Face 1998 – the longest time I’ve ever lived on a big wall; 16 days, with Russians, in extraordinarily challenging surroundings.

Mixed rock and ice climbs in the Canadian Rockies in recent years – Nightmare on Wolf Street, Cyber Pasty Memorial, Teddy’s Bear Picnic/Suffer Machine, The Real Big Drip, Cryophobia, Unicorn – discovering new techniques lead me to new, undreamed of terrain!




Where is it that I’d really like to climb now?  In Asia, the region of Eastern Tibet is the most exciting region that I’d like to explore.  In particular, Tamotsu Nakamura has been publishing amazing photos of the area in South Eastern Tibet, the McMahon Line, (the area bordering Tibet and the Northeast region of India) and the mountains south of the Yarlung Zampo. There are so many first ascents and areas of exploration to be found.  If I had another 20 years to climb I would not be bored for a moment! In Antarctica, we are just beginning…

5.What does Canada offer that convinced you to make your base there?

While I was growing up, I felt that the really serious mountaineering in North America that was still very accessible to people living a relatively “normal lifestyle” was here in the Canadian Rockies of the Bow Valley.  It wasn’t long before I made my first trip up to these Rockies (1973, a ski touring winter adventure in itself!) and the experience was more than I could ever have asked for.  Over the years, I never found another place I liked as much (although the Hunza Valley of Pakistan is close), that offered the same resources for making a living, for exploring the mountain parks and for getting to and from a large populated area (Calgary) without the crowds normally seen on the highways.  When I found a way move here, to raise a family after a long career in climbing, I jumped at the chance. I love nordic skiing almost as much as alpinism.  After the 1988 Olympics, the Canmore Nordic Center was a huge attraction for me, as well.  Here, I found that I could have children in good schools, and still find a few meaningful hours to climb during a day when time was limited.  Having the world class nordic center gives me a superb opportunity to train when I have just a couple of hours free time.  With the splendors of the Ghost River area nearby, and the rock climbing mecca that has developed here on all the accessible limestone, there is just no other area in North America that offers the same situation.

6. As a Rockies “local” and having made numerous first ascents and repetitions of winter ice routes,  and alpine climbs, do you have a recommendation for visiting climbers?  From your first ascents, which ones gave you the most satisfaction?

A visiting climber should try and experience each of the regions that make up the “Rockies Ice Experience”; the Kananaskis, the Ghost, the Bow Valley, Mt. Stanley Headwall, the Field area and the Ice Fields parkway .  In an attempt to not leave anything out, I am sure I’ll do just that!  But in essence, one could say there are half a dozen “hit list” climbs of a reasonable grade (Grade IV and V) that deserve attention:  Professor’s Gully, Louise Falls, Bourgeau Left, Super Bok, Polar Circus, Whiteman Falls, Hydrophobia, and The Sorcerer, are all high quality, accessible, multipitch climbs.  Add to these the Sea of Vapors, Nemesis, Terminator, Curtain Call, Weeping Pillar, and Kittyhawk and you’ll have a great deal of appreciation for what the range offers. Then, there are dozens of other routes to keep you begging for more:  Takkakaw Falls, Oh le Tabernac, Ice Nine, Murchison Falls/Virtual Reality, Fang and Fist, Pilsner Pillar, Super Bok, Carlsberg Column, Cool Spring Spire, French Maid, Fearful Symmetry, and Rainbow Serpent. Now with mixed climbs throughout this area, the list is almost endless.

In the winter of 1978 I stuck out my neck when trying to make a free ascent of Pilsner Pillar. It was an obvious climb in a popular valley. The ascent was a mega effort on my part.  I spent about 3.5 hours on the pitch, never resting, while my belayer, Mark Whalen, froze to death below.  We had crappy screws back then, and only OK tools, so protecting the pitch was a truly time consuming ordeal.  Larrañaga marvels at how slow I climb today (ha ha!), but on that climb of Pilsner, he would have been truly mesmerized!  In the wake of that ascent, I discovered that ours was only the second free ascent of the route, according to local knowledge. I had assumed that Pilsner had been climbed free numerous times before or I likely would not have attempted it! The first free ascent, apparently, had been accomplished by climbing legend John Roskelley of Spokane, Washington, not long before.

One of the most satisfying climbs I made the first ascent of was one I called “The Electric Cool Aid Acid Test” about 20 years later.  It was not one I had my sights on at the time.  But the climbing was very tricky and required some clever route finding to succeed.  It was basically a difficult column dropping from the lip of an overhang.  However, the formation was extremely technical and I had to circle around the pillar completely to find a route up over the lip of the fragile overhang and onto the vertical ice above. The day after we climbed it, another strong party, hoping for first ascent, discovered our tracks and repeated the route.  They graded it conservatively at V+. Interestingly, last year the route was climbed by some local experts Michael Williams and Andrew Abel. After an amazing season of ice climbing, Michael commented on his Instagram post (home.in.the.mountains) that it was his “hardest climb of the season to date, definitely climbed harder than the given grade”.  Ice climbing expert Jon Walsh commented that he had “generally found it harder than its more better known neighbor”, (a VI+ called French Maid.)  Conclusion: We must have found it in a very fat year!!

7. Do you believe the spirit of adventure and exploration has been lost? How do you see the Canadian Landscape for future generations?

No, I do not.  The way people go about looking for adventure has changed significantly in the past 20 years.  However, I believe it is mostly due to the way the internet has changed our lives.  We are expected to produce social media content today in quantities unheard of before. A new post is considered vital to every account and every sponsor contract. People’s attention span is getting shorter and shorter.  The pressure is intense and almost overwhelming for many, I presume.  This requirement is causing people to do things that can be photographed, videoed, or in some way recorded for future use in the marketing jungle that has evolved along with everything else.  Thus, taking 3 months “off” to climb a mountain in Asia is all but useless and potentially insane. The photos just don’t usually give the necessary visual impact that is expected now,  especially if there is no professional photographer around to capture the experience.  The result is obvious – fewer people are willing to let it all hang out and do things in absolutely bare bones style in the most remote corners of the planet. There has to be some safety margin or most pro photographers won’t come along and take photos.  

However, the things people are climbing are beyond sick! The technical difficulties are unsurpassed and the speed of ascents are mind boggling.  Four minutes a pitch on El Capitan?! It is almost inconceivable. However,  I think that we are just at the beginning.  I think this age is still the infancy of climbing and alpinism.  Over the next 200 years, the sport will look back at what we are doing today and reminisce about the good old Golden Era of climbing. The climbing here in the Rockies will reflect this march towards the future with plenty of opportunities.

9. How should a young alpinist approach mountains in his/her early stages?

Be patient. It is impossible to communicate effectively to a young person the real length of a lifetime without early termination.  I think the one thought I would give to young climbers is to try to remember that it’s all about longevity.  Becoming known as a dead alpinist is not where you want to end up, if at all possible.  I know this will fall on deaf ears. And that is human nature.  If it were not for young people, we would not be moving forward as a species in any field.  But there is some value in pointing out that a balance can be found between taking extraordinary risk in pursuit of achievement and finding satisfaction as a conservative, safe climber.  I don’t have the balance figured out.  I still suffer from anguish over routes that I have not succeeded on or turned around on. But the amount of anguish? It is all individual, I suppose.  Still,  for every distinguished climber I have ever heard of, there are at least as many others I’ve heard of that have died while pursuing their passion.

10. In your later expeditions to the Himalaya, did you share your permits with climbers from other countries?  How were your relationships with climbers from Eastern Block countries?

The expeditions I took part in often consisted of foreign climbers, but I rarely shared my permits with other teams.  I was either a member in a foreign expedition or organizing a team with foreigners.  My first trip to the Andes were with Aragon, Spain teams in 1977: to Ausangate and Huandoy Norte.   Likewise, my first climbing expeditions to Asia were with Russian and Spanish teams: in 1978 (Peak Communism), 1979 (Annapurna IV) and 1980 (Baruntse).  In the seventies, I formed warm connections with Spanish climbers from Barcelona, San Sebastian, Huesca and Zaragoza.  These people virtually adopted me into their “families”, giving me opportunities that I could never have had elsewhere and enriching my life in so many ways. Spaniards Didac Molina, Felipe Uriarte, Javier Escartin, Lorenzo Ortas and Pepe Diaz all opened their arms to me early on. I owe them an eternal gratitude for taking me in as a young climber.  In the Soviet Union in 1978, I met Ivan Dusharin, Dainius Makauskas, and Victor Baybara, Soviet members of our joint American-Soviet team in the Pamir that year.  These men supported me in my climbing and welcomed me into the world of Soviet Alpinism.  I remain friends with many Russian climbers today as a result of these early friendships.  Later I climbed with British, Polish, Italian, Austrian, Peruvian, and Canadian climbers over the course of my life. Each one gave me a better appreciation for intertwining our cultures and ambitions. And friendship.  Lots of friendship.

10. In finishing up, we would welcome a literary recommendation about mountaineering; is there something that you particularly enjoyed? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]I’m not a deep reader of mountaineering literature.  I read more for information than for pleasure.  However, I find that hearing the accounts of alternative versions of a story are very eye opening. Think: Anatoli Boukereev’s version of events in 1996 on Everest (The Climb: Tragic Ambitions on Everest) and Peter Habeler’s version of what happened on Everest in 1978 (Lonely Victory). These books offer alternative ways of understanding stories portrayed by Jon Krakauer ( Into Thin Air, A Personal Account of the Mount Everest Disaster) and Reinhold Messner (Everest Expedition to the Ultimate). 














