UIAA Council 14 May 2005 Agenda item 8.3:
Research on mountaineering as an Olympic sport 1896-1948: Note for information.

1

Introduction

1.1 This paper reports briefly on research which Alan Blackshaw and Roger Payne have
carried out at the Olympic Studies Centre in Lausanne on the history of alpinism in the
Olympic Movement.
1.2 This research has been extended by Marco Scolaris, especially as regards the Paris
Games 1900 (see para 2.2 below and the attached programme).
1.3 On the initiative of Paola Gigliotti, the University of Perugia have agreed to take this
research forward.

2

Mountaineering or alpinism

2.1 Alpinism was included in the Olympic Programme when the modern Olympic Games were
reintroduced in 1896. Although it was not possible to hold an event, an Olympic Prize for
Alpinism was introduced. There was also to be a Prize for Aeronautics.
2.2 The Alpinism Prize was advertised at the Paris Games in 1900, but the first Medal was not
awarded until 1924, to General Bruce for “outstanding feats on Mount Everest during the
1922 expedition”. Medals were provided for the other members of the team, and (subject to
checking) for some of the Sherpas. The presentation was made at the first winter Olympic
Games at Chamonix in January 1924. During the presentation, Baron de Coubertin
suggested that the British should aim to put an Olympic medal on the summit Everest. This
suggestion was accepted but has never in fact been carried out, leaving open the question
of whether this might be done on some appropriate occasion, e.g. on the occasion of the
Beijing Olympics in 2008.
2.3 The Olympic Alpine Prize was also awarded in 1932 to the Franz and Tony Schmidt
brothers for the first ascent of the North Face of the Matterhorn.
2.4 The Prize was also awarded in 1936 to Gunter and Mrs Dyrenfurth for Himalayan
exploration.
2.5 In September 1946, the IOC agreed to drop the Alpinism Prize. This was said to be at the
suggestion of the Executive Committee, but we have not so far identified any
documentation regarding this. The Aeronautics Prize also appears to have been dropped
at about the same time.
2.6 If the Olympic Alpine Prize had continue after 1948, there would have been plenty of
opportunities to award it during e.g. the 1950s with the first ascents of major Himalayan
Peaks as well as major climbs elsewhere.
2.7 It is reasonable to conclude from this that mountaineering was one of the original 1896
Olympic sports, raising the question now of whether the UIAA should seek to get it reestablished in some form, and if so when (para 4.4 below).

3

Ski-mountaineering patrol or race

3.1 Research has also been carried out into the ski border patrol races (called the military
patrol) which were included in the winter Olympic Games in 1924 (Chamonix), 1936
(Garmish-Partenkirchen) and 1948 (St Moritz). A number of medals were awarded for
these.

Page 1 of 2

UIAA Council 14 May 2005 Agenda item 8.3:
Research on mountaineering as an Olympic sport 1896-1948: Note for information.

3.2 These races were removed from the Olympic programme after 1948.
3.3 Subsequently, in 1960, Biathlon was introduced into the Winter Olympics as a Nordic
discipline, but there may be scope for claiming that the events in para 3.1 above are
nevertheless a precedent also for the present UIAA ski-mountaineering races.
4

Further action

4.1

As noted in para 1.3 above, research is now being undertaken in the University of Perugia
to validate, and expand on, the comments above.

4.2

We hope that this will help to clarify in particular:
(a)

(b)
(c)
(d)
(e)

The background to the decision to include mountaineering as one of the
recognised sports when the Olympics were re-launched in 1896 (para 2.1
above).
The basis of the awards in the 1930s (paras 2.3-4 above).
The reasons for cancelling the Alpinism Prize in 1946 (para 2.5 above).
Ditto for the ski-patrol in 1948 (para 3.2 above). And
The basis on which Biathlon was introduced subsequently (para 3.3 above).

4.3 It would be helpful if UIAA member federations (especially the CAF, the DAV and the SAC)
could check their own archives, and those of their respective ski federations and National
Olympic Committees, to see whether they can identify any additional material relevant to
these events.
4.4 It will then be for the UIAA to consider:
(a)
(b)

(c)

Whether to seek the reinstatement of the Alpinism Prize, and if so on what
basis.
Whether a valid case can be made for securing a place for UIAA skimountaineering in the Winter Olympics as an alpine successor to the races in
para 3.1 above. And
How to take (a) + (b) forward, in particular in relation to the Olympic
celebrations in China in 2008.

As noted in para 2.1 above, there was also originally an Aeronautics Prize. This appears
to have been dropped at the same time as the Alpinism Prize in 1946. We have had
some preliminary discussion with the World Aeronautics Federation (Lausanne) as to
whether there may be scope for collaboration on these issues.
4.4

We hope that this work can be completed in time for the Council to consider it in October
2005.

UIAA Bern
19 April 2005
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