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  M
att Helliker might just be the definitive alpinist. Piece 
together what even the most ambitious climber might 
want to achieve by the age of 35 and chances are you’ll find 
it in his story-so-far. There’s his qualification as a British 
Mountain Guide at a young age, for one. Then there’s the 

slew of global first ascents with fearsome names ranging from Death or 
Glory to For Whom the Bell Tolls. Then you have the homegrown 
victories on highly technical rock routes from Somerset to the West 
Highlands. Beyond that you’ve got the final day (of six) 36-hour sleepless 
epic it took to send The Cartwright Connection – which winds up an 
ice-spattered, kilometre-high buttress on the north side of Mount Hunter 
(4,442m), itself buried deep in the Alaskan wilds. And finally, last year he, 
climbing partner Jon Bracey and filmmaker Alastair Lee released the film 
‘Citadel’ to much acclaim. He’s sponsored, respected and at the top of his 
game. By any standards the truth is evident: Helliker is a big deal. 

He’s also hard on himself. Really hard on himself. Delve a little deeper 
into his life story and you’ll find a streak of asceticism that’s rare and 
exaggerated even for a mountaineer. He first got his hands on rock aged 
12 when, after watching the teams taking on the lines of Split Rock 
Quarry near his hometown of Wells, he convinced his dad to belay him 
with a homemade harness made of the belt from his jeans with tea towels 
for leg loops. He went on to climb around the Cheddar and Avon Gorges 
(presumably in more dependable gear), gradually spreading outwards to 
the Pembrokeshire and North Devon coasts, Dartmoor and eventually to 
the Scottish Highlands. One teenage winter he and a climbing partner 
drove to Scotland and back on 14 consecutive Friday nights, arriving 
back in the early hours of Monday morning for a few hours of snatched 
sleep before work began as a building site labourer at 7am. The rest 
seems inevitable in hindsight: he found work teaching climbing, caving 
and kayaking at an outdoor centre, failed not a single aspect of his 
mountain Guide assessments, moved to Chamonix and forged a life that 
most would consider a dream come true. If that tale raises a few pangs of 
jealousy in your stomach (don’t worry, you’re not alone) then be 
reassured: it’s impossible to resent Matt’s achievements. If the tumbling 
blonde hair and ready smile don’t do it, then the dedication he shows in 
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every aspect of his climbing career – from training to diet to route choice 
– will. This is a guy for whom little has come easy.

MAKING MOVIES 
The first question to put to him, naturally, regards ‘Citadel’. It’s been a 
year since Alastair Lee’s 4k-shot Alaskan film was released, to much 
praised for both its technological achievements and its investigation of 
the concepts of success, failure and risk in a climber’s mind. For Matt the 
experience, both in the Neacola Mountains and whilst the film was on 
tour afterwards, was a positive one: “Al did a fantastic job and made a 
really watchable movie,” he says. “It’s very difficult to get such amazing 
footage on a first ascent in a greater range. If you’re just rock climbing 
the filmmaker can simply come in from the top and get the footage they 
need; but on a big peak, they can’t. It really is just you and your mate 
there. And while Al’s a very, very good rock climber, he’s definitely not an 
alpinist, so to have him in all the situations that he wanted to be in wasn’t 
always possible. To get that quality of footage despite that was a unique 
achievement I think.” 

A side effect of that footage, of course, was a further increase in Matt’s 
public profile. However, he’s adamant that it’s far from the first concern 
on his mind: “If you’re trying to climb professionally you have to go down 
the route of being ‘known’ because that’s what the sponsors (which in 
Helliker’s case include Patagonia, Black Diamond, Purition, LYO Food 
and Scarpa) want,” he says. “And because of the film touring so many 
festivals and winning so many awards of course you get better known, but 
it’s definitely not why I’m doing it. Even that film had a very grassroots 
appeal to a lot of people, and that’s what I really like. It’s actually just 
enjoyable to share those kinds of experiences with people who don’t get 
into those kind of environments. And since finishing the project I’ve just 
been glad to be able to climb more! When you try to make a climbing 
film, often the climbing can come second and the filmmaking first. It 
adds a really different dynamic to an expedition, and although it was a 
really cool project it’s been really nice over the last eight months to step 
away from that and just go climbing.” 

And that presents its own issues. Because when your ambitions 
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are to push the boundaries of alpinism, even your day job spent 
working as a high mountain Guide can get in the way of your boldest 
projects. So how does Matt manage to balance it? 

“It’s very tricky, I must admit,” he says. “I’m very fortunate to earn 
the majority of my money from retainers through my sponsors, so 
guiding isn’t my number one income. I’m climbing professionally 90 
per cent of the time and guiding only 10 per cent of the time. And I’m 
very selective in terms of who I guide, almost always one-to-one and 
with clients with whom I’ve formed a good climbing partnership, 
people who want a reliable person who can get them out of the shit  
if it all goes really badly. They understand that it has to be right for  
both of us,  and while it’s enjoyable to take on routes that I also want  
to tick off, for sure what’s most important overall is my own personal 
climbing. I’m guiding things with these guys that are hard but still  
not necessarily what I’d go and do with a mate on my day off – so  
I’ll often forego anything that isn’t going to help me keep climbing  
at the highest level. You have to remember that if you guide a lot  
of the time it saps your energy for your personal climbing, through  
that mental concentration of looking after somebody all the time. It  
can actually be more tiring walking slowly than climbing hard!”. 

NO TRAIN, NO GAIN 
Given what could fairly be described as a strict and limited attitude to 
guiding work, it comes as no surprise that Matt has a spartan attitude 
to his own training regimen. This is, after all, a guy who has said that 
while he’d like to surf and kayak again it risks softening his fingers and 
thus inhibiting his climbing performance. 

“Training and nutrition is a massive part of what I do,” he says. “For 
years I trained wrong and I ate wrong. In the last few years I’ve 
changed things dramatically and I feel like I’m climbing stronger than I 
ever have done. A lot of that comes down to preparation”.  
    It also comes down to the ‘ketogenic’ diet. Primarily medicinal and 
used to control epilepsy in children, it essentially replaces 
carbohydrates and glucose with fats and fatty acids as the body’s main 
energy source. However, Matt is one of many athletes – ranging from 
triathletes to marathon runners to alpinists – to have adopted it for 
sport application.  
    “I’ll eat 5 per cent carbs, 20 per cent proteins and the rest is fats, but 
good fats like avocados,” he says. “But doing this as a vegaterian is 
hard,” Matt adds. “In climbing you don’t have to weigh much, and in 
seven months I’ve lost a huge amount of weight. That’s been largely 
through muscle bulk and water retention, so I’m very lean now. I’m a 
lot lighter and climbing a lot harder. It makes a massive difference.”

Beyond that new physique, Matt’s development as a climber can be 
put down in a big way to his training techniques: “If you want to do cool 
things then you’ve got to be fit,” he says. “Climbing is both a skill and a 
strength-based sport and you’ve got to keep it. But it’s very hard to be 
at a high level in all aspects. You’ve got to be strong, have good cardio 
and keep up the skills. When you’re climbing all the time you have to 
imagine two levels – one of power and one of endurance, mainly the 
latter is going up because you’re get fitter, but as it goes up your 
strength goes down. Go on a climbing trip and you’ll notice your 
strength dip as the days go by. And the two points can get further and 
further apart. Training up for alpinism is like training for four or five 
different disciplines. And that’s very hard indeed.”

“If I’m not on a climbing trip I’ll weight up, have a good ketogenic 
breakfast, then begin with a series of power endurance circuits 
sessions in the morning followed by a strength session. That can last 
up to three-and-a-half hours. Then after that I’ll introduce some 
antagonistic work – lots of lightweight dumbbell work, lots of shoulder 
work and curls – basically looking after those shoulder muscles and 
the flex and extension on the wrist. Then I’ll have a 45-minute core 

session from leg raises to floor work.
“Then – as an alpinist – it’s important that you be cardio fit. Which 

can be a problem, because as mentioned it can affect your strength 
gains. If you were training as a boulderer you wouldn’t do much 
running, but to stay fit and strong in the mountains you have to. Later 
that day I’ll go for a 10km hill run to keep my cardio up. If I wake up 
and feel I’m not recovered from one of the sessions then the next day 
I’ll drop one out. Or two. I listen to my body as best I can”.

This attitude doesn’t end with days spent off the crag. He’ll often 
attach training sessions to a full day of climbing too: “In the summer 
time I’ve been doing a lot more hangboards sessions and weighted 
sessions to supplement the climbing,” he says. “I’ll often put in a 
strength training session in once I get home. If I’m not at home I’ll go 
and hang a portable board from a park swing or a tree, wherever I am”. 

Rest and recuperation, it seems, is something that Matt finds hard to 
embrace. “It’s a weakness,” he says. “I’d probably be stronger if I could 
rest more regularly, but mentally I find it hard. Activity is a drug. I get 
a lot of anxiety if I feel that I’m falling off the pace or not keeping up my 
necessary level.”
    The benefit of his dedicated – some might say punishing – attitude 
to training is what it allows Matt to achieve when he does head into the 
high mountains. When this interview took place he was spending 10 
days in the UK tackling some trad routes that he’d never achieved as a 
teenager. By the time you read this he could be anywhere in the world: 
“If you feel good in the mind and good in the body, then it’s time to 
push,” as he puts it.

“I’ve still got places to go,” he says. “I’m climbing stronger than  
ever and I’ve definitely got projects I want to do in the Greater Ranges. 
With alpine projects you’ve got to keep them close to your chest, as 
there are people out there who are listening! But I’ve got some in my 
mind, and some cool first ascents still left in the Alps. I’ve been one  
of the most active new routers in the Alps in the last few seasons. 
People think that the Mont Blanc/Chamonix area is climbed out,  
but it’s absolutely not! There’s still some really cool mixed lines out 
there in winter, if you just open your eyes and think outside the box. 
It’s a really cool process to put in some research, see if it’s new, see  
if it’s not. I’ve got mixed projects across Scotland in winter and 
elsewhere, there are possibilities in all aspects of the sport that  
can keep it fresh. My projects move with the seasons, from rock  
to mixed and I’ve got a massive black book of things that I want  
to do.”

And here comes the strangest part: “It’s stressful,” Matt reveals 
suddenly. “But it shouldn’t be, should it? It’s only climbing. But I want 
to do all these cool things. You feel like you’re not getting younger,  
you feel like you’re peaking, you want to go and do everything while 
you can! And with conditions being so dependent, it might be in 
condition for a season or a week and then it’s gone… and you’re  
not there. “As a climber you’re never satisfied,” he continues “I’m 
never going to be satisfied. And that’s the problem. You do all this 
training. You get anxiety from that. Then you get it from not being in 
the right place at the right time. Then you work on a project for a while 
and send it. And that euphoria lasts two minutes before you’re looking 
next door to the next goal. And that’s what keeps me going from 
project to project. At the moment I think that I’m increasing my gains. 
I’m really going for it… but I’m always going to be disappointed at 
what I haven’t done. And that inability to be satisfied can have a lot of 
negative effects on your personal life, particularly”. 
     
SPEED VS STYLE 
One thing that doesn’t make Matt anxious – and which indicates the 
kind of routes and climbs we can expect to see from him in the 
future – is the style of climbing he favours. He is certain: in the face 

“People think that the Mont Blanc/Chamonix area is climbed out, but it’s 
absolutely not! There’s still some really cool mixed lines out there...”

Matt on the first ascent of the
 ‘Cartwright Connection’, 
Mt Hunter, Alaska

Product testing Patagonia’s 
new ‘High Alpine Range’ in 

full Scottish conditions

The easy smile belies 
Helliker’s drive and 

dedication     
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of headline-grabbing speed ascents from the likes of Ueli Steck, Dani 
Arnold and even Kilian Jornet, traditional alpinism has a long, long life 
yet to live. 

“I think speed ascents have been over-egged,” he says. “For me, I 
don’t care how long I’m on something for, as long as I’ve done it. And I 
get much more satisfaction from going and doing a new route rather 
than one that hundreds of people have done before me... but trying to 
run up it. I think it’s a different sport. In the last few years the climbing 
focus has gone down the route of fast and light alpinism – and that’s 
important, you need to be efficient – but in terms of doing big, new 
routes... that’s not always the way. Sometimes you have to go slow and 
heavy, and that’s just how it is. 

“I’d prefer climbing to be going back to its roots: going onto a big 

face and sending it. I would much rather go out and fail on a new route 
than repeat one that thousands have already done. I’ve failed a lot now, 
in the Alps and the Greater Ranges. But I’d rather do that than  
repeat anything. I get a lot more satisfaction from not knowing if  
what I’m doing is possible, or what I’m going to find along the way. 
That’s real climbing.”

Given what he’s achieved already, and the rigorous standards of 
performance he expects from himself, one thing seems certain: there’s 
more greatness to come from Matt Helliker yet. 

 

To keep up with Matt’s latest projects, go to matthelliker.com 
and Instagram: @matt_helliker

AMBASSADORIAL DUTIES  

Outside of guiding work and personal climbing projects there’s a 
third major part of Matt’s professional life: his work with his 
sponsors, and most prominently the California-based and 
environmentally-minded brand Patagonia. “I’ve been with 
Patagonia for 15 years”, he says. “It’s like being part of a 
family. And I do a lot of product testing for them. I get sent a lot of 
samples that would never ever go to production – really wacky 
things. You send things back that are too good, and would be too 
expensive to make; you get interesting materials to test that can be 
half of one thing and half of another and you have to test the 
balance between breathability and wind and water repellency; and 

you get to work with a lot of interesting ideas and get to see how 
things work under the surface. Then you get to give your best 
feedback and see real changes made. When something 
finally goes into production for the public it’s really fulfilling 
to see a positive difference in what will eventually be used in 
the mountains. I’m often at various events in the UK for them 
and giving a few lectures and attending trade shows and 
meeting dealers and customers, answering questions from a 
technical point of view. I essentially try and ‘share the love’.”
 
More info: www.patagonia.com

Matt sending ‘Parfum de 
States’ 8b, Van d’en Haut, 
Switzerland

“If I’m not at home, I’ll go 
and hang a portable board 

from a park swing or a tree”

Matt back in his neck of the woods 
climbing ‘Darkinbad the Brightdayler’,
E5 6a, Great Wall, Pentire Head

Time for a cuppa: Matt 
models the new Patagonia 

Nano Puff Jacket

Matt on-sighting “Knuckleduster”, 
VIII/9, Ben Nevis, Scotland

So what exactly does being an ambassador for Patagonia involve?

P
IC

T
U

R
E

: A
N

DY
 P

ER
KI

N
S

P
IC

T
U

R
E

: P
ET

E 
BE

N
SO

N


