CHAPTERTWO

Getting Started

In this chapter you will learn:

The importance of hands-on experience.

How leadership skills and confidence develop.

Different types of training for outdoor leaders and where to obtain it.
How to complement training with mentorship, personal experience, and

reading.
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“I'had no formal training as a guide;” relates Rick Wilcox. “I started out taking
the AMC rock climbing course in Boston. Then, when I was a senior in high
school, I became a winter hike leader” Today Wilcox has led 38 expeditions
as a co-owner of the International Mountain Climbing School, and in 1991 he
summitted Mount Everest as a leader of the New England Everest Expedition.
On his home turf in New England he has pioneered numerous climbing routes
and authored three editions of An Ice Climber’s Guide to Northern New England.
Since 1976 Rick has given back to the region’s mountain travelers as president
of New Hampshire’'s Mountain Rescue Service, a volunteer organization that
takes responsibility for vertical rescues and winter rescues above treeline in the
White Mountains. He has seen firsthand the tragic results of poor judgment in
the mountains and has faced his own share of challenges.

Outdoor leadership has a Ibng history in the United States of being under-
taken informally. It was infrequently pursued as a profession, and rarely was
training available (at least outside of the military). Today many volunteers con-
tinue to become casually involved in outdoor leadership, but training programs
for outdoor leaders are now commonplace, and participation is nearly universal
for professionals and those in formal leadership roles.

Wilcox tells a compelling story of near tragedy on an expedition he led to
the Himalaya—a situation he believes resulted partly from his lack of formal
training. He and his expedition members were attempting a seldom-climbed
route on Nepal's 23,640-foot Langtang Peak. Another guide, moving ahead,
had fixed a rope that Wilcox and other team members were ascending. Above
them one of the guides stopped and was stomping a platform out of the snow
for the full group to use. The guides efforts at packing out a platform acciden-
tally released a small avalanche. “All T saw was a wall of arms and legs,” explains
Wilcox. He, along with five of his team, went on a 2,500-foot fall, sliding and
tumbling down a snow-filled gully. The six people, all falling together, had no
way of arresting the slide. Amazingly, none of them suffered serious injuries,
although the incident did prematurely end the expedition.

When the uppermost guide knocked loose the snow, it hit the first person
on the rope, a participant on the trip. The rope broke where that participant’s
ascending device was attached. Modern ropes are amazingly strong, but this one
was only 6 millimeters in diameter—approximately the thickness of a pencil (as
opposed to the stronger 8- to 11-mm ropes climbers typically use). The rope
was anchored every 100 feet, but there were six people between the top of the
rope and the next lower anchor. Once the rope broke, there was nothing to stop
them from falling, Today Wilcox—considered a model high-altitude climbing
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Nepal's 23,640-foot Langtang Peak is where Rick Wilcox and his team met with near disaster.

leader—uses 8-millimeter ropes on expeditions, with 9-millimeter versions for
steep sections. Moreover, he learned more about the unpredictable nature of
hazards in the mountains and the risks of trying to travel too lightly. “It was an
eye-opener,” admits Wilcox, “and it made me a better big-mountain guide.”
“Today we have a system we use to train high-altitude guides,” Wilcox says.
“I never had anything like that, just experience at high altitude to teach me the
bugaboos?” Still, although Wilcox became a renowned climber without any
formal training, he knows the value of a well-educated guide: “Crummy people
skills do not make a good guide. In the 1960s and *70s anyone who could do a
pull-up was a guide” Wilcox believes this type of guide cannot provide what he
calls “good customer service”—an experience both reasonably safe and high in
quality. He has been active in developing training and certification programs
for climbing guides and believes, as I do, that leaders need a combination of

training and experience.

Learning

The lessons that Rick Wilcox learned on Langtang Peak are indelibly etched in
his memory. That learning benefited not only Wilcox and his future clients, but
also the many guides-in-training he has subsequently worked with. Still, as he
well recognizes, such a risky approach to learning is best avoided. Nonetheless,
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