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Preface

Increasing numbers, and by now these reach several million each year, ascend to high altitude to ski, climb and
trek. Of these, some spend long periods over 3000 m, often flying to this level.
As a high proportion suffer from acute mountain sickness and some die from cerebral and pulmonary

oedema, and as these are usually the young and fit, it is becoming increasingly important to study the physio-
pathology of what was once considered an esoteric illness.

Contributions to knowledge about mountain sickness have been made over many centuries by individuals
as varied as Alexander the Great, Jesuit priests and medical scientists as well as by travellers and mountaineers.

It is only relatively recently that more concerted and scientific efforts have been made in both the field and
laboratory to elucidate the various processes which produce the now well documented clinical features of this
condition. Whether these changes are due to hypoxia alone or whether long continued exercise and other
factors play an important part await further investigation.

Increasingly, improvements in methods of transporting specimens in the field by means of a portable
cryostat and the advent of the oxylog and medilog means that valid and accurate measurements of endocrine,
cardio-vascular and respiratory changes can be made as they actually occur rather than under the artificial
conditions of the laboratory.

Medical research in the field and particularly in mountain country is extremely taxing because the researchers
not only have to be extremely fit but also they need to have an intense desire to complete their scientific pro-
gramme even when fatigued and under adverse climatic conditions.
There have been relatively few studies in which the changes that occur during a normal Himalayan trek have

been studied and charted in such detail as the present Birmingham studies. Many interesting facts have been
brought to light and no doubt will be keenly debated. It is a pleasure to be asked to contribute this preface
and to have taken part in this stimulating symposium.

MICHAEL WARD
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