
form. Try not to let these become 
the cornerstone of your decision 
making. You will generally only start 
digging in snow to confi rm what you 
already know, and you have doubts 
about the stability of the snowpack. 
If you are that worried then it may 
be time to change your plans rather 
than start digging lots of pits.

Safe Travel
When you have a small doubt about 
a slope remember to use safe travel 
techniques. These involve linking 
islands of safety and having only 
one person on the slope at any one 
time.

Options
Always head for the mountains 
with at least two options of what 
you might do that day. Variable 
conditions insist that we must be 
fl exible with our goals.
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Winter Skills 
Part 1. Essential Mountain Knowledge

he winter mountains offer a unique environment to test our mountaineering ability. 
Conditions range from gentle days in a snow fi lled landscape through to blizzard swept 
slopes with zero visibility and hazards that are queuing up to catch you out. Basic 

mountaineering skills will get you up and down the general tourist routes of the mountains. 
To experience the steeper ascents to the summits requires a complete bag of knowledge. The 
following explores some essential knowledge for these steeper mountaineering ascents.

Avalanche
The terrain you are heading for will 
be around grade I or II. This just 
happens to be perfect avalanche 
terrain with all snow slopes falling 
in the 35-50° incline. How can we 
avoid being caught out? Well we 
need to seek out all the information 
before we head for the hills and 
keep interpreting what we see and 
feel when we are on the hill.

Weather Forecast
You need to adapt what you see on 
the TV to what is reality on the hill. 
Remember it will be generally 6°C 
colder at 900m than at sea level 
and at least twice as windy.

Avalanche Forecast
Read this carefully as it gives not 
only forecasted hazards but also 
the observations of what has been 
happening on the hill the day 
before. Ensure you know what 
aspects are involved and how it 
affects your journey.

Clues to instabilities
As you journey into the mountains 
the hillside will give you many clues 
about past snow movement and 
snowpack instabilities. Learn to 
read the signs. Look for snowdrifts, 
riming, sastrugi, raised footprints, 

snow of different colours, windslab 
breaking away from your feet, old 
avalanche debris.

Stability Tests
There are many snowpack stability 
tests out there and all consist of 
isolating blocks of snow in some 

 A cold and snowy Ronnie Smith

Navigation in winter conditions can be tricky
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