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“When the aromatic savour of the pine goes searching into the deepest recesses of my lungs, I know it is life that is entering.”


— Nan Shepherd, The Living Mountain








In an increasingly urbanized world, high mountains still lie mostly beyond our reach. Of all earth’s landscapes, none fixes our attention more than mountains. Why are we drawn to them? The following pages will attempt to answer this question and also present many reasons why mountains, in all their variety, are good for us in ways we’re just beginning to understand. We will examine not just why being at higher altitude may improve our physical and emotional health, but also the evolution of mountains’ meaning both in our shared myths and in our everyday lives.


The geological foundations of mountains reach far back in prehistory to an earth unrecognizable to us, constantly moulded and remoulded by a long series of tectonic stress events and volcanism: mass convulsions over billions of years with no human witnesses. Today’s mountains serve as remnant monuments of this tumult. And they’re also much more than that. One of the questions we hope to answer here is: why are mountains good for us and why should we care about conserving them? And how might they benefit us even if we live at sea level with no peaks in sight?


Mountains may seem forever fixed on our horizons even if the geologic change that created them is ongoing. But short of a volcanic eruption, a mountain will look the same to us throughout a human lifespan. Whether a mountain seems eternal to our eyes, or is exploding with smoke and lava, it commands our instant respect.






Inside a Cloud: My Background



A cloud in a balcony: that’s how it started for me. One summer as a 17-year-old, I took a French language course at an international school in the village of Les Avants in the Bernese Alps above Montreux, Switzerland. The school was in the former Grand Hôtel, built in the 1870s to serve tourists arriving on the recently completed railway. Though still grand, the building had long ceased to be a hotel by the time I stayed there, the rooms mostly converted into multiple-bed dorms. But the balconies remained and from my fifth-floor room I looked out at an expanse of lime-green turf, dotted with lonely evergreens, rising up until it vanished from view, and the bare granite spire of Dent de Jaman in the middle distance. Several misty mornings I awoke to a cloud hovering in my balcony. Far away, faint choruses of cowbells echoed around the valley walls. I was inside a cloud, and my world was full of wonders.


Since then, mountains have been places for me to revive and inform my place in nature. Many years after Les Avants, now working as an editor and writer in the outdoor media industry, I was part of a cat-ski trip to British Columbia’s Selkirk Mountains. On a bright day in January, on a snowbound alpine ridge, I found myself transfixed by the layer of clouds over the Lardeau Valley far below us. This opaque roof of pearl-tinted cloud swirled gently like a slow-motion whirlpool over the deep, narrow valley. Here above the clouds we took a moment to savour this perspective, and I felt a silent exhilaration. Then we descended into the untracked bowl, adrenaline swiftly overriding contemplation.


To someone like me who was born at sea-level, standing inside or looking down on clouds is one of the most immediate signals that mountains are a realm apart. In the following pages we will trace the myriad strands that begin here.
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CHAPTER 1



MOUNTAINS AND MANKIND
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“Great things are done when men and mountains meet; This is not done by jostling in the street.”


— William Blake








Mountains cover at least 22 per cent of our planet’s surface. Most geographers would agree that a mountain is a landform rising 300 metres (1,000 feet) or more above its immediate surroundings. If we broaden the definition to include highlands and hill country, the estimate of earth’s total mountainous terrain could increase to more than 35 per cent. The immediate and iconic image of a mountain may be a snow-covered peak, but in fact they are complex and diverse landforms whose topographical isolation protects plant biodiversity crucial to agriculture and science.


There are major and minor mountains on every continent (and under the ocean) but the highest land systems are as follows:


•   The Himalayas in central Asia, comprising three parallel ranges passing through India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, China, Bhutan and Nepal.


•   The Alps in central Europe, which covers areas of France, Italy, Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Serbia and Albania.


•   The North American Cordilleran System in western North America, including the Rockies.


•   The Andes in western South America, including the Cordillera Oriental and Cordillera Occidental ranges.


THE SERVICES MOUNTAINS OFFER US


Both major and minor mountain systems provide ecosystem services which include, perhaps most importantly, delivering water to the lowlands. Up to 40 per cent of earth’s population depends, directly or indirectly, on the irrigation and drinking water, as well as the hydroelectricity, that mountains provide. Mountains hold and cyclically release water from glaciers and snowpack. Due to higher precipitation rates in mountain areas, many major rivers originate here. To take just one example among many, ten of the largest rivers flowing out of the Hindu Kush Himalayas deliver water to more than 1.35 billion people at lower elevation.


High-altitude ecosystems and forests improve and balance air quality and climate, helping to protect human populations from droughts and floods. Roughly 1.2 billion people live in mountainous regions. And for many more people, mountains hold religious and cultural meaning; they also serve as hubs for tourism and recreation.


Mountains in Myth


Looking back at some of humanity’s foundational stories, mountains loom high. In humanity’s early myths, the mountain is a symbolic link between earth and the divine – a rough elevator to sacred realms. Many mythologies reference some sort of holy mountain, in a fabled time when humans could communicate with the god or gods atop it. One example, in the Hindu epic Mahābhārata, is the mythical Mount Meru: a gigantic mountain at the centre of the world and ‘the seed cup of the world lotus’ where multiple gods in Hindu cosmology reside. Mountain symbolism is pervasive across cultures and millennia. Many Native American peoples, particularly in the Pacific Northwest, saw mountains as giant ancestors, or as life-giving gods like Takhoma (‘mother of waters’), as the Puyallup called what is now known as Mount Rainier in Washington State. In Dante’s 14th-century narrative poem The Divine Comedy, paradise is located on top of Mount Purgatory.


As well as the gods themselves, other supernatural beings also reside on certain mountains, for example the Muses on Olympus. They were nine omniscient female deities of Greek myth who sang to the gods residing on Olympus and represented the faculty of memory. They guided the aimless mortals below who played lyre and composed poetry, offering them protection and inspiration – and teaching them to forget suffering and death for a time. Perhaps vestiges of these divine and redemptive associations live on in our conception of and association with mountains today.


Mountains symbolize a transition realm where humans may glimpse a place separate from earth and the afflictions of mortals. Mountains are still of the earth but, at their summit, the pilgrim, the climber or the dreamer may find an enlightenment that is unavailable below. Perhaps if we were to worship mountains (and climb them symbolically, as it were) we might be able to attain spiritual advancement and transcend our imprisoning human sphere in the process. Or perhaps it is possible that humans can communicate directly with the divine or receive a revelation on a mountaintop, as did Moses on Sinai, and the Prophet Muhammad on Jabal al-Nour.


To most ancient civilizations, high mountains were terra incognita, where humans could never hope to venture in a physical sense. Unsung mountain climbers in the distant past may have scaled a few peaks – after all, we know little of the Hindu pilgrims who bestowed the Sanskrit name Himalaya (hima for ‘snow’ and ālaya for ‘abode’) on the ranges they visited many centuries ago. But by and large in the West, mountains were abodes of gods and occasionally heroes – in Greek myth, for example, Jason was raised by a centaur on Mount Pelion in Thessaly.
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High-Altitude Pilgrimages


Often involving physical hardship, many of the noted pilgrimages of the world centre on shrines in isolated mountain regions.


Sansa Monasteries, Republic of Korea


Scattered throughout the Republic of Korea – a country roughly 65 per cent mountainous – are seven well-preserved mountain monasteries collectively known as the Sansa. In 2018 the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) designated these Buddhist temples, which date back as far as the 7th century, a World Heritage Site. Located in lush forest settings on mountain slopes, most can be readily accessed on foot. Trekking in Korea is a well-established and nationally encouraged pastime. One of the largest structures, Beopjusa Temple, lies among the misty crags of Songnisan National Park.


Mount Canigou, France


In the Pyrénées-Orientales department of France – sometimes called Northern Catalonia – rises Mount Canigou, a 2,785-metre (9,100-foot) peak in the Pyrénées range. Every June before the Feast of St John, hundreds of Catalans ascend their sacred mountain, which is visible from the Mediterranean Sea and in ancient times served as a navigational aid. Though two early Medieval Catholic monasteries lie at Canigou’s base, the annual pilgrimage known as the Trobada is not so much a religious ceremony as it is a nationalist celebration for the stateless Catalans. Arriving by mule, horse, bike, jeep or on foot, adorned in the red and gold colours of Catalonia, the pilgrims often carry bundles of sticks to feed the ritualistic summit fire, the Flama del Canigó.


Sulaiman-Too Mountain, Kyrgyzstan


An ancient place of pilgrimage, the multi-peaked Sulaiman-Too overlooks the city of Osh on the Silk Road, the former trade route between China and the Mediterranean. Honeycombed with caves and shrines, it is of major archaeological interest, with pre-Muslim petroglyph sites and two 16th-century mosques. The shrines – many of which are still in use and connected by footpaths – are thought to aid fertility, cure aches and pains, and bestow longevity. Sulaiman-Too is probably central Asia’s most sacred mountain.


The Lake District, England


Cumbria, in the northwest of England, is home to not just the country’s largest lake (Windermere) but also its highest mountain, Scafell Pike, at 978 metres (3,210 feet). The Lake District was the home of and primary inspiration to Romantic poet William Wordsworth (1770–1850), whose lyric poem Daffodils encapsulates what the place meant to him. Many other poets, writers and artists have also memorialized the wild beauty of the region – including Sir Walter Scott, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Ruskin and Beatrix Potter – and its sprawling massifs and deep-cut valleys are secular pilgrimage destinations. The shrines here are not religious; in recent years, hikers have established routes (including a 275km/171 mile loop) to numerous ‘natural cathedrals’ or spires of ancient volcanic rock.
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Mountains in Fact



One mountain with the distinction of being both factual and celestial is the dome-peaked Mount Kailash (pictured) at 6,714 metres (22,000 feet), its summit technically in Tibet but its massif encompassing India, China and Nepal. Tibetan Buddhists revere the mountain as the home of Demchog, the ‘One of Supreme Bliss’, a multifaceted deity symbolizing enlightenment. Hindus, Jains and Chinese Buddhists also make pilgrimages to its base. By unspoken agreement, mountaineers have always steered clear of Kailash – no one, at least in recorded history, has dared to summit it. Though Mount Everest may tower above it in height and infamy, as a sacred site Kailash puts Everest in the shade.


With the first successful summit of Europe’s highest peak Mont Blanc in 1786, the role of mountains in the West began to shift (though remnants of the divine-elevator will always remain). With peak after peak climbed, and flag after flag planted, mountains became jagged proving grounds for national pride. New Zealander Edmund Hillary and Nepalese Sherpa Tenzing Norgay summited Everest in 1953 and, the following year, an Italian team topped the world’s second-highest mountain, K2, on the China-Pakistan border – a more difficult ascent.


By 1964, climbers had stood atop all 14 of the world’s mountains over 8,000 metres (26,200 feet) in elevation, known as the 8,000ers (and all in the Himalaya). Today every last millimetre of earth’s highest and remotest terrain is mapped and photographed. The world’s highest peaks may have lost their mystique, but the need to climb them shows no sign of waning, even though the risks remain unabated. The deadliest-ever Mount Everest climbing season was 2015, with 24 deaths. Even with ideal weather and no earthquakes or major icefalls during the 2018 climbing season, Everest still claimed the lives of five.
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Mountains and Self-Examination



Italian-born mountaineer Reinhold Messner – the first to summit all 14 of the 8,000ers, and without supplemental oxygen – is a proponent of minimalist alpine freestyle climbing. After summiting Everest without oxygen in 1978, and garnering comparisons to Hillary and Tenzing’s 1953 first ascent, he explained: ‘Their ambition was to stand on the summit. Mine was an adventure towards spiritual and ethical self-examination. We both succeeded. Hillary with his summit, and me with a new measure of myself.’1


After most available peaks have been conquered, spiritual and ethical self-examination may be the new object of mountaineering.


Overlooking a vast mountain range doesn’t necessarily spur everyone to don crampons and climb. One doesn’t need to scale a mountain to benefit in some way from the venture. The Death Zone can bring all manner of life experience into stark relief. How do we act when faced with tragedy or impossible choices? What is courageous and what is reckless? Accounts of humans enduring, and sometimes not enduring, in these environments may help to answer these and other big questions.


SAVOURING UNCERTAINTY


Our lives are by nature unpredictable, but we convince ourselves that we can plan for all contingencies. Most of us do everything in our power to insulate ourselves against sudden reversals of fortune. Climbing a high mountain crystallizes the uncertainty of life, its inherent peril, into a single effort that is far outside the bounds of safe conduct. Mountain climbing is a metaphor for our struggle towards higher meaning in a world that never offers straight answers. Merely existing above 8,000 metres (26,200 feet) is an achievement, at the whim of weather which could change to deadly at any second, where every move and even every thought is consequential. In 1963, Americans Thomas Hornbein and Willi Unsoeld completed the first ascent of Everest via the dangerous West Ridge (they were also the first to traverse the mountain). Hornbein later wrote about one of Barry Corbett’s photographs of their ascent:


‘His photo of two tiny figures, Willi Unsoeld and me, on the crest of the West Shoulder, dwarfed by the mountain soaring seductively above captures for me the essence of what our West Ridge adventure was about – savouring uncertainty.’2


This is sound advice with which to navigate a human life, subject to icefalls of outrageous fortune: savour that uncertainty, if you can. And you don’t need to spend a night literally freezing your toes off at high altitude, as Willi Unsoeld did on the 1963 descent, to savour it. The few may suffer at high altitude to bring insights back down to sea level for the many. Recalling the aftermath of his Everest summit in a recent interview, Hornbein elaborated on the metaphorical meaning of the risky climb:


‘After we got back to Seattle, Willi gave a talk about the trip. The audience mostly greeted us with adulation, but there were a few smart people who – even though we were back alive and well – thought we were really stupid and had no business trying to do the West Ridge. That’s not uncommon in any endeavor where you venture into the unknown. You’re taking risks and you don’t know how it’s going to turn out – that’s a great metaphor for everything in life.’3


Mountain adventurers today explore not necessarily new terrain but new human relationships – with the self, with others, and with nature. In the following pages we will hear from several such present-day explorers and discover how and why they thrive in these environments. We’ll also delve into the psychological benefits of mountains, and hear from conservationists, ecologists and botanists working in mountainous regions today. Before that, we’ll rope up for a rappel into the world of high-altitude scientific research, focusing on mountains’ wide-ranging impact on human health.
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CHAPTER 2


PHYSICAL HEALTH AT HIGH ALTITUDE
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“Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is like going home; that wildness is a necessity…”


— John Muir








In myth and religion, mountains represent the holy simply because they rise above the world of flawed, earth-bound, suffering mortals. The Tibetan Buddhist legend of the kingdom of Shambhala – a paradise lost in a valley behind unscalable mountains, where people live free from strife and disease – may spring from a place informed partly by fact. Over the last decade or so, increasing numbers of studies have pinpointed the health benefits of being at higher altitude.



Does Mountain Life Increase Longevity?



For decades, scientists wondered at reports of extraordinarily long lifespans in Abkhazia (formerly in the Soviet Union and today a republic) in the Caucasus Mountains (pictured). In the Soviet era, state doctors studied the population but results were inconclusive.4 The reason for the region’s large number of centenarians was probably due to a combination of factors, including unpolluted air and water; natural selection, abetted by the region’s genetic isolation; Abkhazians’ propensity for hard outdoor labour and daily exercise; even the local cultured buttermilk. But clearly the mountain setting was a major contributing factor, even if altitude alone was not producing the results.


And likewise, a study over 15 years on the adult populations of two lowland and one mountainous village in rural Greece found that residence in mountainous areas seems to have a protective effect over total mortality and heart mortality. The authors of the study suggested it might be due to increased physical exercise from walking on rugged terrain with less oxygen entering the bloodstream due to the altitude.5
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Can Altitude Protect Against Metabolic Syndrome?



A recent study with concrete results linking higher altitude to improved human health came out of the University of Navarra in Pamplona, Spain. Researchers monitored a cohort of just under 7,000 healthy, well-educated Spanish adults over a period of 10 years, making note of their altitude of residence. The results were striking. Subjects in the highest category of altitude (456 metres/1,500 feet above sea level) showed a lower risk of developing metabolic syndrome than those living below 122 metres (400 feet). Metabolic syndrome – a catchall term for several conditions including obesity, high blood pressure and high cholesterol which increase the risk of stroke, heart disease and diabetes – is on the rise throughout the world.6


The study results suggest that living at a higher altitude (and thus having a lower amount of oxygen in the blood, among other factors) contributes to a lower incidence of obesity, to take just one example. Surprisingly, the study participants living at higher altitude exercised less on average than those at lower altitudes. They were also found to have a lower Body Mass Index (BMI) and ate more – they were ‘more likely to snack between meals’.7 After considering all the factors (including the aforementioned), the study concludes that ‘to live at geographically higher altitude was directly associated with a lower risk of developing [metabolic syndrome].’
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