Research: Christian John Storey Bonington

Chris Bonington was born in London on 6th August 1934. He started climbing in 1951 aged 16. He has many notable and inspiring climbing achievements, a few of which I have included in this research piece. So far in his lifetime he has taken part in nineteen Himalayan expeditions, leading many of them, including first ascents of the south face of Annapurna and the south-west face of Everest.[1] He is also credited with the first ascent of the North Face of the Eiger. He completed the fabled route even after previous attempts claimed the lives of some of his greatest friends. He succeeded on the mountain after a seemingly spontaneous decision with Ian Clough: ‘“How about the Eiger?”,  “Fuck off, tell me about it later”’ Four days later they were at the bottom of the mountain sorting gear out [High Achiever, 2000:91][4]. Sir Chris has some inspiring words from interviews in the past discussing his experiences in the mountains and reflects upon his adventures and relates to modern day adventures. 
When he has been question about misadventures with friends when some have perished he explains how it doesn’t phase him: ‘You never get hardened to losing good friends, bit I love the process of climbing and everything about the mountains so much, I’ve never thought about giving up’.[2] This could be interpreted as a naivety to the power and seriousness of the mountain. However it is clear that this is not the case when he goes on to discuss the advances in equipment that modern mountaineers are equipped with. 

On the other hand, when discussing the current commercialisation of mountaineering he speaks strongly, almost in a protective manner; he believes there should be a limit on Everest, of numbers going up, as well as a code of conduct and emphasis put on guiding qualifications.[2] On a similar note when being interviewed and talking about ‘Everest now...’ he speaks about a crowding problem but then reflects by saying it is a natural progression and adding that you can’t be elitist about it. He finishes the interview by saying ‘Everest has become sort of a honey pot, but it’s allowed a lot of people to fulfil a dream’ In this sense he seems to be justifying the modern times where anyone can pay a mountain guide to be taken to have the experience of a lifetime and being able to stand on the summit of Everest having done very little prior training for the event. As the first ascensionist of the south face of the highest mountain in the world, personally I expected him to be more against the commercialisation of mountaineering in this region. Especially when you consider that given the choice of staying in full time employment, or leaving it to go on expeditions, he had no hesitation in handing in a resignation. This then sparked inspiration for his first book: ‘I chose to climb’ in which he explains the drives and motivation that inspired him to not only participate in but lead so many alpine and Himalayan expeditions.
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