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Fig. 16-21. Changing direction on a diagonal ascent: a, jab ice-ax shaft straight
down and step forward with outside (downhill) foot; b, move into a stance facing
uphill with feet splayed; c, turn in new direction of travel and step forward with new
inside (uphill) foot.
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your other hand on the shaft just above the spike.
Press the pick into the snow just above your
shoulder. Place the adze near the angle formed
by your neck and shoulder. This is crucial. Suf-
ficient force cannot be exerted on the pick if the
adze is not in the proper position.

Place the shaft across your chest diagonally.
Hold the spike end close to the hip that is oppo-
site the ax head. Grip the shaft near the spike end

Fig, 16-26. Correct self-arrest tech-
nigue, head uphill, on your back:
a, falling; b, rolling onto your stomacty;
¢, the completed self-arrest.

to prevent that hand from acting as a pivot point
around which the spike can swing to jab your
thigh. (A short ax is held the same way, although
the spike will not reach the opposite hip.)

Press your chest and shoulder down on the
ice-ax shaft. Successful self-arrest relies on your
body weight falling and pressing on the ax,

Fig. 16-27. Incorrect self-arvest technique,
head uphill, on your back: a, falling;

b, rolling toward spike; ¢, ax is wrenched
out of your hands.




Fig. 16-28. Self-arrest
technique, head down-
hill, face down: a, reach
downhill and to the
same side as where the
ice ax’s head is; b, plant
the pick into the snow;

¢, pivot body around the
pick; d, swing legs down-
hill; e, the completed self
arrest.
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rather than just arm strength driving the ax into
the snow.

= Keep your head face down. Place the brim of
your helmet in contact with the slope. This posi-
tion prevents shoulders and chest from lifting
up and keeps weight over the adze.

® Place your face in the snow. Your nose should be
touching the snow.

»  Arch your spine slightly away from the snow.
This places the bulk of your weight on the ax
head and on your toes or knees, which are the
points that dig into the snow to force a stop. Pull
up on the spike end of the shaft, which starts the
arch and rolls your weight toward your shoulder
by the ax head.

= Bend your knees slightly. Place them against the
surface to slow the fall in soft snow. On harder
surfaces, where knees have little stopping power,
they help stabilize your body position.

= Keep your legs stiff and spread apart, toes dig-
ging in. If wearing crampons, dig in with knees
and keep toes off the snow.

Self-arrest technique depends on the position the
climber is in after a fall. A fallen climber will be sliding
in one of four positions: head uphill or head downhill
and, in either case, face down or on the back.

If a climber is falling, the immediate goal is to get the
body into the only effective self-arrest position: head
uphill, feet downhill, and face pressed into the snow.
The first move toward that goal is to grasp the ax with
both hands, one hand on the ax head in the self-arrest
grasp and the other hand at the base of the shaft. The
next moves depend on what position the climber is in
while falling.

Head uphill, face down. This is already the self-arrest
position. All the climber has to do is get the pick pressed
into the snow and body over the ax shaft, endingina
secure self-arrest.

Head uphill, on your back. Falling with your head
uphill, on your back (fig. 16-26a and fig. 16-27a), is not
much more difficult to self-arrest than the face-down
position (see Figure 16-28). Roll toward the head of the
ax and aggressively plant the pick into the snow at your
side while rolling over onto your stomach (fig. 16-26b).
Roll in the direction of the ax head (fig. 16-26¢). Beware
of rolling toward the spike, which can jam the spike in
the snow before the pick (fig. 16-27b) and wrench the
ax from your hands (fig. 16-27¢).

Head downhill, face down. Self-arrest from a head-




first fall is more difficult because you must first swing
vour feet downhill. In this face-down predicament,
reach downhill and off to the ax-head side (fig. 16-28a)
and get the pick into the snow (fig. 16-28b) toserveasa
pivot to swing your body around (fig. 16-28c). Work to
swing your legs around (fig. 16-28d) so they are point-
ing downhill (fig. 16-28¢). Never jab the spike into the
snow and pivot on that end of the ax. That will bring
the pick and adze of the ax across your slide path and
on a collision course with your chest and face,

Head downhill, on your back. Again, self-arrest from
a headfirst fall is more difficult because you must first
swing your feet downhill. In this face-up predicament,
hold the ax across your torso and aggressively jab the
pick into the snow (fig. 16-29a), then twist and roll
toward it (fig. 16-29b). Once again, the pick placed
to the side serves as a pivot point. Planting the pick
will not bring you around to the final self-arrest posi-
tion. Work at rolling your chest toward the ax head
(fig. 16-29¢) while you work your legs to swing around
and point downhill (fig. 16-29d). A sitting-up motion
helps the roll.

Practice self-arrest in all positions on increasingly
steeper slopes and hard snow above a safe runout.
Practice with a full pack. The key to success is to get
quickly into the arrest position and dig in. During prac-
tice, leave the ice-ax leash off your wrist so there is less
chance of the ax striking you if you lose control of it.
Cover or pad the adze and spike to minimize chances
of injury. Whereas crampons are often worn on snow
slopes where self-arrest may be necessary, crampons
should never be worn when practicing self-arrest.

The effectiveness of the self-arrest depends on the
climber’s reaction time, the steepness and length of the
slope, and snow conditions.

On steep or slippery slopes. When the slope is too
steep or slippery, even the best technique will not stop
a slide. Acceleration on hard snow, on even a modest
snow slope, can be so rapid that the first instant of the
fall is the whole story: The climber rockets into the air
and crashes back to the unyielding surface with stun-
ning impact, losing uphill-downhill orientation.

On hard or loose snow. Arrest on hard snow is diffi-
cult, if not impossible, but always give it a try, even if on
belay. In loose snow, the pick may not be able to reach
compact snow, making the usual self-arrest useless. The
best brakes in this case are feet and knees and elbows,
widely spaced and deeply pressed into the snow. If the
initial efforts at self-arrest are unsuccessful, do not give

B—3 FEFILE(FD3)

Fig. 16-29. Self-arrest technique, head downhill, on your
back: a, plant the pick; b, twist and roll toward pick;

¢, swing legs downhill and roll chest toward pick; d, the
completed self-arrest.

FEXHE O D5 A8 : Mountaineering The Freedom of the Hills 8%.ed. The Mountaineers Books)
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