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Introduction
Mountains are vertical archives. Every ledge, cornice, and couloir bears the faint
handwriting of those who have passed before: the piton scars of a vanished era, the
polished grain of a frequently jammed crack, the cairn left in a storm as a promise of
return. This book reads those inscriptions as cultural text. Vertical Histories follows the
climbers who traced them, the communities that interpreted them, and the
controversies that gave them meaning. It is a story about peaks, certainly, but more
deeply about people—about how societies imagine risk, heroism, nature, and the
limits of the possible.

From the first self-conscious experiments of European alpinism to today’s speed
ascents, big-wall free climbs, and commercial expeditions, mountaineering has been a
moving target—a practice constantly reinventing itself. Each generation inherits
techniques and ethics, then revises them in response to new tools, terrains, and
ideals. The golden-age rope teams that raced for first ascents gave way to Himalayan
sieges festooned with fixed lines; these, in turn, were challenged by the purity of
alpine style and the irreverent creativity of rock and sport climbing. Along the way,
iconic ascents—some triumphant, others tragic—became turning points that
redirected the entire culture.

This is also a history of influence and inequality. The “gentlemen” of the nineteenth
century sharpened their ambitions on the skills of professional guides; later, high-
altitude labor by Sherpa, high-altitude porters, and local communities underwrote
many celebrated summits. Women, climbers of color, and athletes far from the Euro-
American centers of the sport repeatedly remade climbing’s image while facing
structural barriers to funding, mentorship, and recognition. The mountains did not
change, but access to them—and the right to narrate what happened there—did.

Technology threads through these pages as both enabler and provocation. Ropes
evolved from hemp to nylon to high-modulus fibers; protection shifted from hammered
pitons to passive nuts to spring-loaded cams; ice tools bent and shrank until they
could dance up glass. With every advance came ethical debate: Do bolts expand
possibility or erase uncertainty? Is bottled oxygen a safety device or an unfair
advantage? When does assistance become artifice? The sport’s technical revolutions
cannot be separated from its moral vocabulary.

Equally transformative has been the way climbers share their stories. Club journals
yielded to glossy magazines and films; later, blogs, GPS traces, and social feeds
broadcast ascents in real time. Sponsorships elevated athletes into global icons even
as they entangled personal ambition with commercial imperatives. These shifts
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reshaped what counted as newsworthy, how risk was incentivized, and who got to
define excellence. The narrative of an ascent—the frame around the facts—became as
consequential as the climb itself.

Finally, no cultural history of mountaineering can ignore the mountains’ changing
conditions. Glaciers retreat, seracs destabilize, and once-reliable freeze-thaw cycles
fray in a warming climate. Routes morph or disappear; seasons compress; rescue
systems strain. Ethical questions—about footprint, travel, local economies, land rights,
and the stewardship of fragile alpine environments—press with new urgency. The
future of climbing is inseparable from the future of the high places where it unfolds.

Each chapter that follows anchors a broader theme to a set of profiles and pivotal
ascents. Some are well known; others are quieter stories whose ripples nonetheless
reshaped technique and ethos. Taken together, these vertical histories offer context
for modern practice and a guide to the debates that continue to animate the rope. If
the mountains are archives, this book is an invitation to read them closely—and to
decide, with care, what you will write there next.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mountains Before Mountaineering:
Myths, Maps, and Meanings
Long before ropes and ice axes, mountains held dominion over human imagination.
For millennia, peaks were not places to conquer but forces to revere, feared as the
abodes of gods and demons. In Greece, Mount Olympus housed the Olympians, while
the Himalayas cradled Hindu and Buddhist sacredness, embodying cosmic axes
mundi. Norse sagas painted mountains as barriers between realms; in China, the
Kunlun Range was a pathway to immortality. These peaks were not climbed—they
were approached with ritual, song, or supplication. Their summits were thresholds, not
achievements. To ascend them was to trespass, not to triumph.

Religious pilgrimages offered early human contact with high terrain, though summiting
was rarely the goal. In Peru, Inca pilgrims walked to Machu Picchu but did not scale
Huayna Picchu. Similarly, the Hebrew Bible describes Moses ascending Mount
Sinai—not a feat of mountaineering, but a divine revelation. Medieval European
pilgrims climbed Croagh Patrick in Ireland, but their focus was on spiritual purification,
not geographic conquest. Even so, these journeys planted seeds of habit. The idea
that elevated places might house transcendence, whether divine or mortal, lingered in
cultural memory, dormant but potent.

Maps of ancient and medieval worlds reveal how mountains loomed in the collective
psyche. Ptolemy’s second-century Geographia marked elevations with vague letters,
treating peaks as markers for regions rather than destinations. Islamic cartographers
of the medieval era rendered mountains as jagged teeth along China’s western edge,
emphasizing mystery over precision. Europe’s Tabula Peutingeriana, a Roman road
map, ignored topography entirely, prioritizing trade routes over topography.
Mountains were obstacles, not features to map or master. Their visual representation
reflected fear and utility, not curiosity.

The Enlightenment began to shift perspectives. Explorers like Pytheas of ancient
Greece ventured to northern reaches, noting ice-capped peaks, though his work was
dismissed as fable. In the late medieval period, the Catalan Atlas of 1375 depicted the
Atlas Mountains with an attention to detail unknown in earlier works. Yet even these
early cartographic efforts focused on political boundaries rather than human potential.
Mountains remained margins of maps, edges of civilizations, not centers of adventure.

Myth and geography intertwined in early literature, shaping how societies viewed
height. Homer’s Odyssey placed Olympus as a unreachable divine realm. Dante’s 
Divine Comedy inverted this—his Purgatorio scaled a mountain toward salvation.
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These literary peaks were metaphysical ladders, not physical challenges. Similarly,
Islamic texts described mountains as pegs stabilizing the earth, their underground
roots echoing Quranic verses. Such interpretations rendered mountains eternal and
unchangeable, not to be tested or climbed.

Early natural philosophers began to question the unknown. Leonardo da Vinci
sketched mountain formations, speculating on erosion and geology. He envisioned
peaks as remnants of ancient seas, a theory ahead of its time. Yet even Leonardo’s
curiosity was theoretical, not practical. His notebooks contained no climbing notes,
only geological musings. The mountain as laboratory was an embryonic idea, but the
notion of physical ascent remained alien to scholarly inquiry.

Religion continued to dictate mountain interaction well into the early modern period.
Monks in Ethiopia claimed to have climbed the “Red Mountain,” a sacred site, but their
accounts emphasized miracles over method. In Tibet, Buddhist monks traversed high
passes for trade, yet document little about conquering peaks. These expeditions were
pragmatic, not recreational. The idea that climbing could be an act of human ambition
rather than spiritual duty was still centuries away.

Early European accounts of the Alps reveal fear rather than fascination. Medieval
chroniclers described the mountains as wastelands, home to dragons and bandits. A
13th-century monk wrote of crossing the Great St. Bernard Pass: “We climbed until the
air grew thin, and our mules refused to go further.” The emphasis was on survival, not
summiting. Mountains were trials to endure, not trophies to claim.

Scientific curiosity slowly began to erode myth. The 16th-century Swiss physician
Paracelsus proposed that mountains held medicinal properties in their minerals and
herbs. His work hinted at elevation’s physical effects—altitude sickness was noted,
albeit misunderstood. Yet Paracelsus’s focus remained on what mountains could
provide, not what they could challenge. The Alps were apothecary shelves, not
climbing walls.

Geological theories like the Neptunian idea—that rocks formed from ancient ocean
sediments—sparked debate about mountain origins. Abraham Ortelius’s 1570 world
map included detailed Alpine topography, reflecting growing interest in earth sciences.
Still, these maps were scholarly exercises, not climbing guides. The notion that
humans might physically conquer peaks remained unspoken, even heretical in an age
when nature’s grandeur was divine monopoly.

Tibetan and Andean cultures offered early examples of sustained mountain
engagement. The Inca built Machu Picchu at 7,970 feet, not merely accessing but
inhabiting high terrain. Yet their structures served religious and administrative
purposes, not sport. Similarly, Tibetan traders crossed 16,000-foot passes regularly,
but their goal was commerce, not conquest. These civilizations demonstrated human
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capacity for altitude, but not the culture of climbing as pursuit.

Explorers of the Age of Discovery occasionally encountered towering peaks, but their
ambitions were horizontal. When Spanish conquistadors reached the Andes, they
focused on gold and empire, not summits. The highest peaks remained unmentioned
until surveyors like the 18th-century astronomer Pierre Bouguer attempted to measure
Chimborazo’s height. His measurements, taken from the valley floor, were the closest
early science came to engaging mountains on their own terms.

The 17th and 18th centuries saw the rise of natural philosophy societies, which
cataloged strange and distant lands. The Royal Society in London published accounts
of the “Hindoo” Himalayas, but these were secondhand tales of giant birds and hidden
kingdoms. Edward Tyson, a Royal Society member, dissected a “Yeti” skull in 1694,
actually a human skeleton, revealing how myths outpaced evidence. Mountains
remained objects of speculation, not science.

Religious narratives persisted into the 18th century. John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667)
cast Eden’s walls as a mountain range, linking elevation to spiritual fall. Similarly,
Christian mystics sought mountaintop visions, but never literal ascents. The cross-
cultural obsession with peaks as divine thresholds slowly faded as secular inquiry
grew, yet climbing remained beyond cultural imagination.

Maps grew more precise in the 1700s, yet still ignored climbability. The Cassini
family’s French topographic surveys revealed Alpine valleys in unprecedented detail.
Their atlases showed villages and passes, but left summits blank, unmarked by human
ambition. Surveyors like William Roxburgh, mapping the Himalayas in the 1790s,
measured peaks in the name of imperial knowledge, not personal glory. Mountains
were data points, not challenges.

The Industrial Revolution’s rise of empiricism began to crack old certainties. Chemists
analyzed mountain minerals; astronomers used peaks to observe celestial
phenomena. Still, the human body’s limits were untested. The idea that someone
might walk to a mountain’s roof—and live—was considered absurd. Even so, the stage
was set for a shift. As natural philosophy matured into modern science, the impossible
grew smaller.

Ancient myths faded from mainstream thought, but their echoes lingered. The 1770s
English poet Robert Bloomfield wrote of the “dizzy height” of mountains, blending awe
and terror. His contemporaries read Rousseau’s Reveries of a Solitary Walker, which
celebrated nature’s sublime power—but even Rousseau trekked to Mont Ventoux in
1762 for philosophy, not sport. The mountain as a mirror for self-reflection was
emerging, but not yet a test of skill.

Early 1700s scientific expeditions hinted at a shift. The 1730s Swedish botanist Pehr
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Wargentin studied Himalayan flora, but his team’s highest excursion reached only
10,000 feet. Yet their survival at altitude implicitly questioned old assumptions. What
if humans could dwell above the clouds? The answer would come decades later, but
the question was forming.

By the late 1700s, curiosity about mountains had reached a tipping point. The
sublime—aesthetic theory describing nature’s terrifying beauty—influenced artists and
writers. Paintings of Alpine peaks by Caspar Wolf emphasized their menace, while
others, like Thomas Gainsborough’s The Alps at Montreux, hinted at wonder. These
works framed mountains as emotional experiences rather than physical spaces.

The first recorded deaths on Alpine peaks occurred in 1762, when two chamois
hunters fell to their deaths near Chamonix. Their accident was treated as local
tragedy, not a cautionary tale for climbers. The victims’ motivations were
practical—hunting, not sport—but their fate underscored the risks of mountain work.
Such incidents were anomalies, not trends, yet they hinted at the dangers to come.

The 1770s marked a turning point. Scientists like Horace-Bénédict de Saussure began
measuring Alpine peaks with trigonometric surveys. His teams calculated Mont Blanc’s
height (15,771 feet) in 1775, but stopped short of attempting its summit. The
mountain was a mathematical puzzle, not a physical challenge. Yet de Saussure’s
work laid groundwork for others to ask: Why not climb it?

Philosophical debates about human potential thrived in salons and coffeehouses. The
Enlightenment’s belief in progress suggested that no boundary—natural or
spiritual—was absolute. If humans could master disease and explore continents, why
not conquer mountains? This mindset, still abstract, would soon manifest in literal
action.

Ancient pilgrimage routes, once sacred, became tourist paths. The 1780s saw the first
guided tours of the Alps, led by locals for wealthy Europeans seeking scenery. These
“Grand Tours” were for pleasure, not conquest, yet they normalized mountain travel.
Tourists sketched peaks and drank from glacial streams, but none dared dream of
standing atop them.

Local populations had long interacted with mountains pragmatically. Swiss villagers
collected crystals and medicinal plants from Alpine slopes. Tibetans grazed yaks at
15,000 feet. Yet these activities were routine, not revered. The idea that such labor
might translate to sport—or that sport might honor such labor—was still centuries
away. Mountains were livelihoods, not legacies.

Scientific curiosity about altitude intensified. In the 1790s, French chemist Aimé
Bonpland measured air pressure on Andean peaks, noting its effects on respiration.
His data hinted at physiological limits but offered no solutions. Meanwhile, explorers
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like Alexander von Humboldt (1799–1804) ventured to South American volcanoes, yet
stopped before summits. Mountains remained laboratories, not playgrounds.

The late 1700s also saw the rise of Romanticism, which recast nature as a source of
spiritual renewal. Writers like Goethe and Byron celebrated mountains as symbols of
freedom and transcendence. Yet their reverence stopped at the base. Goethe’s Alpine
diaries describe vertigo and exhaustion—his reaction to elevation was fear, not
ambition. Mountains were metaphors, not missions.

Early attempts to climb peaks for scientific reasons occasionally surfaced. In 1786, a
Genoese astronomer named Corsi attempted to scale Monte Viso but turned back at
10,000 feet, citing “unfavorable weather.” His retreat was pragmatic, but his
intent—scientific observation—was a precursor to climbing’s eventual union with
research. Still, the summit remained unconquered, its mystery unbroken.

Cultural attitudes toward mountains were shifting, but slowly. The 1790s English poet
William Wordsworth trekked the Alps as a young man, later writing of their “awful
grandeur.” Yet his Alpine travels inspired philosophy, not physical endeavor. The
Romantic sublime still dominated, casting peaks as objects of awe rather than action.
To climb was to desecrate; to write about climbing was to sanctify.

By the late 1700s, the stage was set for change. Maps were precise enough to chart
routes; science was curious enough to measure altitudes; philosophy was bold enough
to challenge limits. Yet the final push—to turn curiosity into action—required
individuals willing to test the impossible. That moment would arrive in 1786, when
Michel Paccard and Jacques Balmat stood atop Mont Blanc, not as pilgrims or
philosophers, but as climbers. Their ascent marked the end of mountains as myth and
the birth of mountaineering as culture.

The transition was abrupt but incomplete. Paccard and Balmat’s climb was accidental
in many ways—a bet born of rivalry and scientific curiosity. They carried no ethical
framework, no climbing tradition, no community to welcome them. Their achievement
was a spark, not a flame. Yet it ignited a fire that would consume centuries: the idea
that humans might not just revere mountains, but master them.

Early reactions to their feat were mixed. Some scientists praised their data; others
dismissed it as stuntmanship. The public fixated on the danger, not the achievement.
Yet for the first time, a mountain summit had been reached deliberately, if clumsily.
The peak was no longer a mythic threshold—it was a destination.

This cultural shift was not universal. In the Himalayas, peaks remained sacred and
untouched. Tibet’s Everest was known as Chomolungma, “Mother Goddess of the
World,” and climbing it was unthinkable. Even in Europe, many peaks retained
religious significance. The Eiger’s north face would not be climbed until 1936, but
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locals already considered it cursed. Mountains were still repositories of meaning, not
just matter.

Yet the seed was planted. In the decades after Mont Blanc, more peaks would fall. The
Alps became a playground for the curious elite, and climbing evolved into sport. But
before that, in this chapter’s realm, mountains were myths, maps, and meanings—a
world where the highest places were reserved for gods, not humans. That
transformation, from sacred to secular, from feared to fancied, was the essential
prelude to vertical history itself.
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