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LEAD STORY
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Details of our second reader expedition of 2015 revealed!

A s you are reading this our first 
reader expedition of 2015, to climb 
Aconcagua, is in full swing with a 
group of eight readers aiming to 

stand on top of the highest mountain in the 
world outside of the Himalaya. If you 
couldn’t make it on this trip, there’s no need 
to feel left out though, as we are now inviting 
applicants for the second big trip of the year, 
to climb Stok Kangri in the Indian Himalayas 
in August.  
    Stok Kangri (6,150m) is the highest 

You’ll enjoy incredible
 views while climbing

 Stok Kangri

Objective: 
Stok Kangri 

mountain in the Stok range and is a jewel of 
a mountain offering summit views into 
Pakistan’s Karakoram range and the Zanskar 
Mountains. On a clear day the summit 
pyramid of K2 is even visible. The ascent, 
while technically straightforward, is 
interesting to climb and offers the ideal 
introduction to Himalayan mountaineering.     
Our 2015 reader expedition, run by the 
experts at Peak Mountaineering, will ascend 
Stok Kangri, explore Leh (the stunning 
capital of Ladakh), visit the breathtaking Taj 
Mahal and experience the sights and sounds 
of India’s unique capital city, Delhi. It really 
is the expedition with everything.

For Stok Kangri ‘15, we are delighted to 
welcome onboard Rab, Lowe Alpine and 
Polartec as sponsors of the expedition, and 
each team member will be provided with 
some top-quality clothing from Rab and a 
pack from Lowe Alpine to take on the trip.   

During the expedition, team members will  
be in good hands, as it is led be Peak 
Mountaineering’s owner, Paul Lewis, who 
has led many expeditions to Stok Kangri. 
Paul holds the Mountain Instructors 
Certificate (the highest qualification 
available under the UK qualifications 
framework), and has vast experience of high 
altitude guiding and works full time as a 
mountaineering instructor. Paul will be 
supported by local guides and, depending on 
the size of the team, additional UK leaders. 

More info: Call Peak Mountaineering 
now on 01433 620283 to book your 
place on the 2015 Stok Kangri 
Expedition, or click on www.
trekandmountain.com/stokkangri 
for more details.
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 O
ver the years I have attended a 
number of snow safety lectures and 
built up a considerable amount of 
practical experience splitboard 

touring in off-piste terrain –  yet despite this, and 
also having a host of information from various 
sources at my disposal, it did not feel bonded 
together as cohesively as I would have wished. 

When a friend pointed me in the direction of 
the Avalanche Geeks website, their American 
Avalanche Association Level 1: Avalanche 
Fundamentals course seemed to be exactly what 
I was looking for. The Avalanche Geeks – run by 
IFMGA mountain guide Bruce Goodlad, current 
Technical Director of the British Mountain 
Guides, (BMG) and Mike Austin, a member of the 
American Avalanche Association – are offering 
the only AAA syllabus in Europe.      

So it was off to Tignes that I trotted for a 
pre-season brush up and an in-depth polish. The 
two and a half day course started early in the 
classroom with four hours of teaching and note 
taking. It soon became obvious that unlike other 
‘awareness’ programmes, this was actually a 

COURSE REPORT

studied subject, designed to provide the 
‘student’  with a set of tools to practically apply to 
their mountain travel. Very quickly we were into 
the mechanics and types of slides – wet snow, 
dry snow, glides, cornice collapse and slush 
avalanches – their consequences given the 
terrain and the likelihood of being involved in 
each type. Much of the AAA course is based on 
statistical breakdowns of when and where 
people get caught. This neatly allows the course 
to be based on actual information from the field 
and quickly manages to concentrate the 
learning where it can be most usefully applied. 

The course does require you to have a small 
degree of mountain experience and an ability to 
think logically about a day as it progresses and 
how things are changing around you. The sorts 
of scenarios that lead to many people becoming 
caught in avalanches are more often than not 
glaringly obvious in hindsight. We (should) all 
know that cornices generally collapse in thaw 
cycles and that touring in April on a south-facing 
slope after 1pm is pushing your luck. Much of it 
should be common sense, but it’s all too easy to 
become goal-focused and keep pushing on 
when actually you should be pulling the plug.

The course concentrated on the types of dry 
snow avalanches that are most likely to be 
human-triggered and therefore constitute the 
highest risk to backcountry skiers and climbers. 
D1- 5 avalanche scale ratings, Q1-3 shear quality 
ratings, the P.H.D acronym (persistence, 
hardness, depth) slope angles and aspects, snow 
pack temperature gradients, terrain observations 
and route planning... at the beginning it can feel 
like an overwhelming mix of figures, letters and 
angles. But being overwhelmed is a good thing 
as it keeps you asking questions and reduces 
complacency – two factors that will go a long 
way towards keeping you safe in the mountains. 

Once the theories and concepts had been 
discussed it was time to head outdoors. The AAA 
Level 1 is specifically designed to provide you 
with a set of practically applicable tools and it 
was this part of the course that I was most 
looking forward to. As soon as we stepped out of 
the cable car we were asked what we could see 
around us that may affect subsequent route 
choices and help to reduce our exposure to any 
avalanche risk. There are many factors to observe 
including wind direction, historical snow 
depositions, visibility, temperature, snow quality 

Duncan McCallum attends the first American Avalanche Association course in Europe

Avalanche 
safety the 
American way

WORDS AND PICTURES DUNCAN MCCALLUM

Simulated avalanche
rescue scenario

Route selection is 
key to staying safe 

  Shovels should be metal only,   
as the plastic ones flex and are 
ineffective when digging in hard 
snow.

 Get a probe that’s 240cm or longer. 
Anything less and you seriously 
reduce your chances of being able to 
locate and rescue/retrieve in the event 
of a burial.

  Update your transceiver to a 
modern digital three-antennae 
version. They are faster, more accurate, 
and have a longer range.  

  ABS bags certainly help, but not 
as much as training and 
knowledge. Your first priority 
should be to take an avalanche course 
and only then consider buying an 
expensive airbag.

 Buy a PIEPS inclinometer and 
learn why it’s so useful. Slope 
angle is key to understanding safe 
travel in avalanche terrain.

On the mountain
  Read the avalanche forecast in 

the lead up to your trip and for the 
day itself.

 Read the weather forecast. If the 
weather changes, the risks also 
change, so continually monitor the 
weather before and on the day.

  Observe what’s around you – 
be aware of any signs of instability 
in the snowpack or existing 
avalanche activity 

  Planning is key - have a back-up 
plan if plan A is not working out. 
Discuss a rescue plan with your 
group and make sure you have 
the necessary emergency gear.

 Choose your companions well 
- don’t get suckered by an 
apparent expert and ask 
questions of yourself and your crew.

  Measure the slope angle. Below 
30 degrees is good, 35-38 
degrees not so good. 

Contacts and further reading
 The Avalanche Geeks www.

avalanchegeeks.com
 Scottish Avalanche Information 

Service – www.sais.gov.uk
 ‘Staying Alive in Avalanche Terrain’ 

by Bruce Tremper

AVALANCHE 
SAFETY: 
VITAL INFO
Snow safety equipment

and slope aspect and slope angle, always slope 
angle. Getting out onto the mountain makes the 
whole thing real and this is also the point where 
heuristics come into play. 

The term ‘heuristics’ was new to me before the 
course but it is currently the hot topic in 
avalanche discussion. Heuristic traps and ‘human 
factors’ very often lie at the root of many 
avalanche incidences and as such are extremely 
important to comprehend. The Oxford 
Dictionary describes heuristics as  “a mental 
shortcut that allows people to solve problems 
and make judgments quickly and efficiently. 
These rule-of-thumb strategies shorten 
decision-making time and allow people to 
function without constantly stopping to think 
about their next course of action.”  When you 
automatically put on your seatbelt when you get 
into a car, you are experiencing heuristics at work 
in a positive fashion as in the event of an 
accident, this shortcut will save your life. In the 
case of an avalanche incident however, heuristics 
and assumptions can lead to bad decision 
making, putting at risk not just your own life but 
that of many others.

In the past, avalanche education tended to 
focus almost exckusively on the learning of a 
series of empirical ‘rules’ that you could apply  
in the backcountry, but the ‘Tunnel Creek’ 
avalanche in February 2012 forced a reappraisal 
and highlighted the need to look at the human 
factors in avalanche accidents. At Tunnel Creek, 
16 well-equipped and knowledgeable skiers and 
snowboarders were involved in an avalanche in 
which three were killed. It shook the American 
ski community to its core; how could such a 
thing happen to these ‘pros’? The answer turned 
out to be heuristics; the human factors. No one 
took charge, they all deferred the decision-
making to someone else and, in effect, no-one 

was calling the shots. To one extent or another, 
they were all blinded by what is known as the 
‘expert halo’, where people assume an expert is 
right and follows without asking questions.

What can we learn from this? Well, if a slope or 
situation does not feel right to you, even though 
apparently experienced people are getting ready 
to drop in then, quite simply, do not go. Step 
back from the group and make your own calls 
based on your own personal experience and 
observations. 

Even if you are familiar with heuristics and 
understand what a Q3 shear is, the AAA Level 1 
offers a whole host of strategies, tips and advice 
to help keep you at the top of your game and up 
to date with the current thinking and rescue 
techniques. Lots can be learned and practised to 
either keep you safer or to speed up a rescue in 
the event of a burial. Practice shovelling 
techniques, using your transceiver correctly and 
fast deployment of shovel and probe as these 
are all critical to shortening the time if someone 
is buried. If you are buried for longer than 10 
minutes or are deeper than 1.5m down your 
chances of survival are minimal, and when faced 
with a multiple burial scenario, hard choices 
have to be made. 

Experience and practice will help and 
techniques like being able to reading the 
weather, snowpack, slopes and terrain can all be 
learned. It is far more difficult to be the one who 
voices concern or ‘calls it’ when powder lines are 
scarce and your group have all spent three hours 
sweating it out on the ascent. Not only do you 
have to learn how to read the mountain, you also 
have to understand the people around you. 
Choose well, plan well, and take a course this 
winter.  
 
More info: www.avalanchegeeks.com
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A t the time of going to press, El 
Capitan is once more playing  
host to yet another record-breaking 

climbing feat and world first. Whilst the pen 
was still drying on most people’s New Years 
Resolutions in early January, Tommy Caldwell 
and Kevin Jorgesen were well on the way to 
achieving their six-year goal to free climb  
the Dawn Wall. Widely considered to be the 
toughest multi-pitch route in the world, the 
32-pitch Dawn Wall is a monster of an 
undertaking that has captured the 
imagination of climbers and non-climbers 
alike and seen the niche sport of rock  
climbing featured in mainstream press outlets 
such as The New York Times. 

On the 6th January, Caldwell and Jorgesen 
were 10 days in and over halfway through the 
route they have spent much of the past five 
years training for, practising, strategising and 
perfecting. Climbing mostly in the late 
afternoon and at night, the pair’s adventure  
is being recorded by a film crew ensuring  
that it receives the exposure it deserves. The 
crux of the route are pitches 14, 15 and 16 

I t may be a slight departure from the normal titles 
we review here at Trek & Mountain but the hype 
surrounding the recently released film version of 

Cheryl’s Strayed’s ‘Wild’ tempted us to take a closer 
look at the book upon which it is based. 

After her mother dies, her family falls apart and her 
marriage collapses, Strayed sets out to walk 1,100 
miles of the Pacific Crest Trail from the Mojave Desert 
through California and Oregon into Washington 
State. Alone and with no previous significant 
backpacking experience, the 26-year-old heads out 
into the wilderness laden down with a weighty past 
and an even heavier backpack.

Published in 2012, Strayed’s first person memoir 
and journey of self discovery has received rave 
reviews over the years, reaching number one on The 
New York Times Best Seller list and selection as Book 
of the Week on BBC Radio 4. The success of the book 
seems to lie in the balance that Strayed achieves 
between two parallel narratives – the challenge of 
the PCT itself and her own troubled life leading up to 
the trek.  

During the three month adventure, Strayed circles 
around black bears and rattlesnakes, fights extreme 
dehydration, drinks grey pond water and hikes in 
boots patched up entirely with duct tape. The 
fascinating realities of ‘thru-hiking’ are shared in detail 
but, interestingly, there is no mention of a singular 
drama or catastrophe that so often forms the basis of 
adventure books with mainstream appeal. On the 
contrary, the story and writing are so well put 
together that any need for hyped or false drama is 
redundant. As Dwight Garner of The New York Times 
put it – “there were very frightening moments, but 
the author was not chewed on by bears, plucked 
dangling from the edge of a pit, buried by an 
avalanche or made witness to the rapture. No dingo 
ate anyone’s baby. Yet everything happened”.

Whether you are the type who finds solace in the 
great outdoors, are looking for long distance hiking 
inspiration or simply enjoy reading stories of great 
courage, we recommend putting ‘Wild’ on your 
reading list this year. And then go see the film.  
Sophie Nicholson

Wild: From Lost to Found on the Pacific Crest Trail
by Cheryl Strayed (Atlantic Books, £8.99)

EXPEDITION NEWS

which are all graded at around 9a and on  
the 5th January Tommy Caldwell had sent 
them both, meaning the hardest pitches  
were now behind them. With favourable 
weather forecast for the next week, if all  
else goes to plan and the skin on their  
fingers holds out then the pair should 
complete the route in the next few days, 
become household names and guarantee 
themselves a place in both climbing and 
mainstream history books.

Whilst some dreams were on the verge  
of coming true, others were being put on  
the back burner. Denis Urubko’s hopes of 
becoming the first team to climb K2  
(8,611m) in winter were shattered on 
Christmas Day when his request for a permit 
was officially rejected by the Chinese 
authorities. Despite the fact that Denis and his 
team intended to travel directly to K2 base 
camp, the permit was apparently rejected due 
to the fragile security situation and terrorist 
attacks in the Xinxiang province. 

Following the news of the K2 permit 
rejection, the focus of the winter 

mountaineering world shifted to Nanga 
Parbat (8,126m), also in the Karakoram, 
where three teams are hoping to make 
successful winter ascents. A four-man Russian 
team are making an attempt from the Rupal 
side while on the Diamir side a team of Nanga 
Parbat veterans are in place, consisting of 
Tomek Mackiewicz (fifth attempt), Daniele 
Nardi (third attempt) and Elisabeth Revol 
(second attempt). Tomek and Elisabeth are 
hoping to climb the unfinished Messner-
Hanspeter 200 line while Daniele’s plan is to 
climb Mummery Rib. An Iranian team are also 
expected to arrive in Pakistan mid January to 
make an attempt from the Diamir side. We 
wish all the teams the very best of luck.  

Caldwell and Jorgesen climb hits mainstream media

El Cap, K2 and more

Still no first winter 
ascent on K2
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T  he 80-year-old mountaineering legend  
Sir Chris Bonington is set to reflect on his 
extraordinary life at The Royal 

Geographical Society in London this month. In 
this celebration of an outstanding career, Sir 
Chris will be in conversation with former 
Mountain Heritage Trust Chair Julie Summers 
and joined by a host of specially invited guests to 
discuss the highs and lows of his life in the 
mountains over the past six decades. From his 
home in the Lake District to the Alps, Arctic 
regions and the Greater Ranges of the Himalayas 
and South America, Sir Chris has enjoyed a 
ground-breaking career which continues to this 
day with notable achievements such as last 
summer’s ascent of the Old Man of Hoy with Leo 
Houlding. The event starts at 19.00 and tickets 
can be purchased online for £25.  
More info: www.mountain-heritage.org 

Chris Bonington: 
My Climbing Life 
February 11

TALKS & EVENTS

 T he annual Edinburgh Mountain Film 
Festival is back for the twelth time and 
this year’s line-up looks better than 

ever. The independent event is dedicated to 
the promotion of adventure and aims to 
entertain, enlighten and inspire. In addition to 
highlighting some of the best adventure films, 
photography and poetry around, the festival 
also offers the opportunity to hear from 
leading names and inspirational characters 
such as Cory Richards, Karen Darke, Tom 
Randall, Jamie Andrew and Dave Cornthwaite. 
Six films will be shown over the weekend and 
tickets are available to purchase online. 
More info: www.emff.co.uk

Edinburgh Mountain 
Film Festival
February 6 - 8

Held over four days, the Fort William 
Mountain Festival is a celebration of all 
aspects of mountain culture. Featuring 

inspirational speakers, adrenaline- fuelled films, 
adventure film screenings, ski mountaineering, 
hill running races and mountain skills workshops, 
this event will appeal to anyone with a passion for 
the mountains and the great outdoors. This year’s 
highlights are set to include the European 
Outdoor Film Tour, the Best of Banff Night and the 
prestigious annual Mountain Culture Award that 
recognises and celebrates the achievements of 
one inspiring individual and their outstanding 
contribution to Scotland’s mountains. Further 
details on the Festival including ticket prices, 
accommodation and where to eat and drink 
locally are available online. More info: www.
mountainfestival.co.uk

Fort William 
Mountain Festival
February 18–22

NAVIGATORS SLOPE 
ANGLE TOOL £1.99

What is it?
This month’s gadget is the Navigators 
Slope Angle Tool, a brand new product 
designed by Shaven Raspberry, an 
organisation dedicated to sourcing and 
developing bespoke navigation aids and 
products for outdoor enthusiasts, 
Mountain Rescue, SAR professionals and 
the emergency services. Put simply, it is a 
credit-card sized bit of plastic which when 
used in conjunction with a map allows you 
to reference slopes that may be prone to 
avalanche, helps you to avoid steep and 
dangerous ground and predict slope 
angled pacing. It also helps you 
micro-navigate in low visibility as 

measuring a slope angle can be a reliable 
indicator of your location.

How does it work?
The first step is to place the card on a 1:25 
000 or 1:50 000 map and match up the 
lines with the contours on your map using 
Index or Single Contours. All you then need 
to do is read the corresponding data on the 
card that not only determines the angle of 
the slope but also whether it constitutes 
any avalanche risk. According to the Tool, 
slopes over 27 degrees in angle are 
considered avalanche terrain. 

Why do I need one?
Whether you are ski touring, winter 

mountaineering or ice climbing, the 
chances are that if you are travelling in  
the hills during winter you may be at risk 
from an avalanche. This tool helps you to 
mitigate that risk by encouraging safe 
route selection. It is also useful during the 
less snowy months to help you analyse and 
avoid steep and tricky terrain. 

What we like?
The best thing about this tool is that it  
is so useful yet so simple to use. It can  
be easily stored in your wallet or  
pocket, has a simple ‘how to use’ guide  
on the reverse and eliminates any need  
for complex calculations on the hill.  
An additional benefit is that it also 
calculates the extra distance travelled  
on a variety of slopes which is really  
helpful when it comes to detailed route 
planning. 

Where can I get it?
The Navigators Slope Angle Tool costs just 
31.99 and is available online at  
www.shavenraspberry.com 

Possibly the best two quid you’ll ever spend...
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 O  
n the weekend of 28th February to 
2nd March, Trek & Mountain will be 
running its second annual Scottish 
Winter Weekend event, in 

association with Rab, Lowe Alpine and Polartec. 
Announced last issue, the weekend has proved 
super popular, with all 30 places having been 
snapped up in quick time. If you weren’t lucky 
enough to bag a place all is not lost however, as 
we have one final place available on the 
weekend, thanks to our friends at Rab. 

The T&M Scottish Winter Weekend, in 
association with Rab, Lowe Alpine and Polartec 
combines winter mountaineering instruction 
during the day and social activities in the 
evenings. Our base for the weekend is the 

WIN A WINTER 
WEEKEND WITH RAB!
WINTER TRAINING AND 
£500 OF KIT TO BE WON

Our Scottish Winter Weekend is sold out, but Rab have 
reserved one last place for a lucky reader to win...

Enter online before 25th February 2015 at:
www.trekandmountain.com/rabcomp

Inchree Inn, a comfortable pub/restaurant just a 
short drive from Ben Nevis and Glen Coe. 

THE COURSES 
Our lucky winner will be able to choose one of 
the three courses we are running during the 
weekend – Winter Skills, Winter Mountaineering 
and Winter Climbing. For those new to winter 
mountaineering, our Winter Skills course is the 
perfect place to start as you’ll learn all the basics 
including how to walk in crampons, how to use 
your ice axe and how to self-arrest. Those who 
already have some winter experience, Winter 
Mountaineering is the next step up, and during 
this course you will learn how to make snow 
anchors, move together with your partner and 

TERMS AND CONDITIONS APPLY. Entries must be 
received by 25th Feb – for full terms and conditions, go to the 
website. 

weigh up avalanche risks. Finally, we have our 
most advanced course, Winter Climbing, 
which builds on the skills covered in Winter 
Mountaineering but takes on some classic 
Scottish winter routes containing pitched 
sections. All courses are led by the instructors 
from Peak Mountaineering.

COMPLIMENTARY GEAR 
The winner of the competition will not only 
participate on a course of their choice, they 
will also receive the same package of gear that 
the other participants will be receiving from 
our sponsors, Rab and Lowe Alpine. This 
consists of a  Rab Neo Guide Jacket – top 
quality waterproof/breathable mountain shell 
using Polartec Neoshell; Rab Strata Hoodie – 
hooded midlayer using Polartec Alpha 
breathable insulation; Lowe Alpine Peak 
Attack – classic alpine mountaineering pack 
with 35:45 litre capacity and Rab Logo Beanie 
– high quality beanie sporting the Rab logo.

HOW TO ENTER 
Just go to the URL below and answer the 
following question: 
 
Which Rab-sponsored athlete will be 
giving a talk at the 2015 Scottish 
Winter Weekend?
1. Calum McCalum
2. Calum Muskett
3. Calum Best

T&M Competition
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