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[Photo] Greg Kerzhner at the bivy on Tower to the People, following 
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mosquitos on a hot, 90˚F day,” notes the photographer. Tara Kerzhner
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C O N T R I B U T O R S
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March , Cannon Cliff, 
New Hampshire: For hours, 
Laura Waterman had stood in the 
dark winter shadows of the Black 
Dike, belaying her husband, Guy. 
The second pitch, that day, was a 
narrow labyrinth of fragile ice, a 
faint veneer of fractured lines that 
gleamed dull silver against the 
ashen rock. Guy reached a dead-
end, backed down, and tried 
another path. Icicles shattered and 
crashed. Only four years before, 
John Bouchard had made the first 
ascent alone: he had untied from 
a stuck rope, broke an axe pick, 
dropped a mitten, and free soloed 
the last column through twilight 
and storm. Something of his fear 
seemed to permeate the chasm. 
Few had climbed the Dike since. 

Dusk was now approaching. 
Laura wiggled her fingers and 
toes against the cold. The void 
between the Dike and the rest 
of the cliff seemed to deepen,  
she recalls, growing ever more 
“unnerving.” In silence, reflec-
tions of the sun passed over the 
opposing wall, flickered into 
gold and started to vanish. At 
last, the rope rose steadily again. 
They reached the top just before 
the failing of the light. 

The time spent in the heart 
of the wall lingered. “Oddly 
enough, I wasn’t scared but in 
a state beyond fear,” she told 
Thomas Jenkins, who quoted her 
words in Summit. “Our precarious situation 
was so patently obvious that I felt an immense 
calmness and clear-headedness that comes 
only when you know you are on the thin edge 
between living and dying. I believe one tries to 
recapture that clarity of mind when doing hard, 
even dangerous climbs.”  

It can be difficult, afterward, to describe 
what it feels like to move along such edges: the 

way the world seems to break apart into lumi-
nous shards, each one a universe of its own; 
the way the boundaries of your self appear to 
merge with the landscape; the fleeting impres-
sion that everything broken and incomplete 
has been fused together, that you’re part of 
something vaster, formed between earth and 
sky, cliff and air. 

I remember a few of these moments, 
unsought and yet embraced, not always in 

situations of serious risk, but 
often at uncertain thresholds, 
between the gloaming and the 
night, between the seen and the 
imagined. They remain in my 
mind as fragments without nar-
ratives, scatterings of images that 
seemed, briefly, to reflect all of 
existence: a fleck of green moss 
that hinted of life beneath the 
snow; a piece of hidden quartz 
that caught the tip of an axe. 

One early winter evening, an 
icefall began to crumble beneath 
my crampons. Translucent panes 
fell into the gathering shadows, 
blue into black. I shouldn’t be 
here, I thought. It’s too warm. 
Without protection, I had little 
choice except to continue this 
strange, upward dance between 
flakes of wet rock and soft ice, 
delicate edges that held my 
weight briefly before letting 
go. At last, from a safe anchor, 
I watched my partner follow a  
bend in the gully. The beam of 
my headlamp flashed off a tiny 
mineral beneath the surface like 
a star behind glass. And for an 
instant, the whole forest and the 
night was icelit, turned to crystal.    

Mountaineering literature is 
filled with stories of how a sense of 
precarious, heightened perception 
vanishes when climbers return 
to their homes—and of how the 
fading memory of it lures us back 

to the heights. Behind most of these tales lies 
the assumption, stated or unstated, of distinct 
boundaries between the unpredictability of the 
mountains and the expectations of life in the 
valleys. And yet the peaks remain connected 
to plains and waterways, brushed by currents 
of far-ranging winds, traveled by migrations 
of flocks and herds, filtering through human 
history, memory and dreams. And for many 
people, in their regular lives, uncertainty is an 

T H E  S H A R P  E N D
THE PRECARIOUS WORLD  |  KATIE IVES

[Photo] The Black Dike, Cannon Cliff, New Hampshire, 1970s. Laura Waterman was the first 

woman to climb the route, four years after John Bouchard’s 1971 first ascent. Ed Webster 
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imposed condition, not a recreational choice.
For more than a decade, the adjective pre-

carious, so commonly used in climbing tales, 
has also proliferated across stories about the rest 
of existence. In 2013 and 2014 articles for The 
American Anthropologist, Andrea Muehlebach 
and Sarah Ives have noted how the word is now 
associated with a wide range of modern uncer-
tainties. Precarious is often used to evoke the 
way that contract work, globalization, automa-
tion and technological innovations break down 
steadier patterns of employment that millions 
have relied on. It appears in descriptions of the 
impacts of global warming, as rising sea levels 
and glacier outburst floods threaten coastland 
and mountain communities alike. And since 
the November elections, like many Americans, 
I’ve felt acutely aware, as well, of the sense of 
precariousness our country faces—amid the 
growth of hate crimes and public expressions of 
xenophobia, the fears of a dismantling of envi-
ronmental and health protections, the potential 
vulnerability of our democracy. 

Dominant forms of adventure media do 
little to prepare us to confront these bleaker, 
larger forms of risk and change. Faced with 
the possibility of widespread ecological disas-
ter, the classic heroic narrative of individual 
achievement seems more and more solipsistic. 
Nonetheless, outdated, violent metaphors of 
the conquest and possession of nature persist 
in tales of crushing the rock and bagging the 
peak. Trip reports rely on strings of generic 
words—obvious corner, untapped potential, 
mixed terrain, unlimited possibilities—turn-
ing crags and peaks into strangely abstract, 
placeless backdrops, as if their only function 
is to provide seemingly endless opportunities 
of self-expression and promotion, resources 
for climbers to extract. Feverish accounts of 
the developments of crags reflect images of  
Manifest Destiny and urban sprawl—the same 
kinds of ideas that helped push our civilization 
to its current edge. 

Exhortations of believing in yourself and fol-
lowing your dreams fail to take into account the 
realities of hidden costs and uneven opportuni-
ties. Notions of blanks on the map frequently 
ignore the prior presence and knowledge of the 
original inhabitants of a land. The archetypical, 
oft-repeated story of protagonists leaving behind 
the security of modern life for the uncertainty of 
the mountains conceals both unacknowledged 
privileges and delusions. Adina Scott, part of 
an African American mountaineering team, 
Expedition Denali, points out that for many 

members of marginalized groups daily exis-
tence can present hazards and challenges that 
are incomparable with—and much greater 
than—those in the heights.   

If mountain literature is to remain relevant 
in the future, it will need to reflect immense, 
ongoing transformations in both the cultural 
and physical landscapes of ascents. Already, we 
can no longer follow the old maps and topos 
for some of the most legendary routes. With 
the thawing of ice couloirs and snowfields, 
entire histories vanish. Forests climb ever 
higher up valleys, while glaciers recede. The 
fantasy of the mountains as a pristine, sealed-
off realm shatters and thaws.  

Laura Waterman is a longtime environmen-
tal activist and writer—as well as one of the 
pioneering New England ice climbers of the 
1970s—and I asked her, this autumn, whether 
any of her moments of “clarity” in the moun-
tains illuminated her perspective of the world 
beyond them. She responded:  

The really intensely clear moments aren’t 
everyday occurrences. But we can use what we’ve 
learned from these moments…. I think now, espe-
cially with climate change, we are without a doubt 
living in a precarious world. We have to learn to 
live with that. We have to make the right deci-
sions, ethically, as best we can. Our existence and 
our world is at stake…. But the more we can expe-
rience the joy of being in the world, in nature...
well, then we’ll start feeling love for where we are, 
where we live on the earth, and then perhaps we’ll 
wake up and start taking care of our home…. We 
take care, in the stewardship sense, of what we 
love. But first we have to learn to love it. 

To do so, truly and deeply, we may need 
to look beyond the edges of our genre to lit-
erature that encompasses more of humanity 
and more of the earth. For two years on his 
CaringBridge site, mountaineering author 
David Roberts has chronicled his experiences 
of facing cancer. At one point, he opens Elisa-
beth Tova Bailey’s memoir, The Sound of a Wild 
Snail Eating, in which a chronically ill author 

finds solace for “chance, uncertainty, loss and 
the sharp edge of mortality” in a tiny snail kept 
in a terrarium by her bed. “Watching another 
creature go about its life…somehow gave me, 
the watcher, purpose too,” Bailey wrote. “If life 
mattered to the snail and the snail mattered to 
me, it meant something in my life mattered.” 
Upon finishing the book, David recounts, “I 
keep thinking, Where is my snail?”

Perhaps, it is not transcendence, but imma-
nence that we need to seek—a recollection of 
all that infinitude of being, worth and wonder 
that exists, not only in the grand, the alpine 
and the monumental, but also within the sin-
gular, the seemingly ordinary and the small.

In the  Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, a group of psychologists published 
a study of awe, searching for ways that “fleet-
ing” visions of the sublime could help people 
identify with something vaster than them-
selves and learn to become more focused on 
the well-being of others. 

To me, Lauret Savoy’s recent book, Trace: 
Memory, History, Race, and the American Land-
scape, offers one map for mountain stories that 
could be more conducive to empathy and 
engagement in a world at risk. As she travels 
across ranges and deserts in search of half-van-
ished geographies of dispossessed African 
American and Indigenous people, she encoun-
ters a land marked by dystopian fragmentation, 
silenced histories, ecological damage and cli-
mate change. There, she finds a lingering hope 
in an act she calls re-membering, a word reso-
nant not only with the idea of recollection, but 
also of piecing together what has been broken, 
of re-creating a single body, a sense of place 
that includes all dwellers in this country. “Re-
membering is an alternative to extinction,” she 
writes. “Home indeed lies among the ruins and 
shards that surround us all.”

What new visions and calls to action we 
might thus discover in the very brokenness of 
the earth, in the silences, the fragments and the 
absences; in the idea that stewardship and love, 
put to practice, are more transformative than 
the surpassing of any mountain fears, more 
illuminating than any sudden clarity along 
fragile cliff edges—and more revolutionary 
than any alpine ascent. Amid the darkness that 
now drifts across the valleys and the heights, we 
might remember: it is the precarious situation 
of living on this earth that binds us all. 
[Parts of this essay also appeared in a book review of 

Trace on Alpinist.com.] 

“Home indeed lies among 
the ruins and shards 
that surround us all.”

—Lauret Savoy
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Our Eiger Drama

In an effort to understand a new and 
unsettling era, in which much that was con-
sidered just and sensible now appears cast 
aside, I find myself looking to lessons found in 
climbing and its history. It is not the first time 
that I have sought refuge in what 
is most familiar to me or have felt 
that life’s confounding challenges 
can sometimes be analogous to 
mountain experiences. So, here 
I am, picturing our nation—and 
indeed the world—vulnerable 
to forces that are chillingly sim-
ilar, though greater and more 
capricious in their devastat-
ing potential, to those faced by 
ill-fated climbers on the Eiger 
Nordwand. 

Consider, for example, a rope 
of determined alpinists, who 
are more than a climbing team, 
forging a new line up the notori-
ously grim face. Imagine, in this 
case their striving represents our 
country’s efforts to mitigate the 
worst effects of the environmen-
tal crisis. The route to the top is 
uncharted. There are cul-de-sacs 
and pitfalls to be overcome. But 
with skill and careful prepara-
tion, a way through can be found. 
Now, however, the climbers con-
front the increased threat of the 
moral faltering of a nation, and a 
danger like no other threatens to 
sweep them from the mountain.  

As we enter what may be one 
of the darkest times of our coun-
try’s history, I feel an obligation 
to subject my most basic values to 
the utmost scrutiny. These values 
guide many personal decisions that in turn are 
based on an assessment of risk that I must not 
limit to myself. And the best measure of risk 
to apply to our shared future can be found in 
the irrefutable reality of climbing. It is peril-
ous to ignore the degree of danger I accept in 
the mountains. A careful weighing of potential 

outcomes is vital to both personal and group 
survival. Once a decision is reached, all objec-
tive dangers of the chosen peak come with it, 
not just the ones I feel most comfortable with. 
That choice defines who I am, and I own all of 
it. I must never put my rope mates in harm’s 
way because I expect the mountain to become 

benign—when its history proves otherwise—
simply because I think it will. Off the hill, I 
am roped to more than a close friend or two. A 
rope of seemingly infinite length connects me 
to strangers of all ethnicities, languages, and 
beliefs—and to generations yet unborn.

For better or worse, climbing and politics 

are also inextricably joined. The continuation 
of outdoor pursuits depends on advocacy to 
safeguard access. The health of wild regions 
requires efforts to limit industrial develop-
ment and resource extraction, and more. The 
destructiveness of climate change, an abstract 
idea for some, becomes very real through inti-

mate contact with the natural 
world. My climbing experiences 
do not permit me to believe that 
serious human-made warming 
is not happening at an unprec-
edented rate. Even the age-old 
desire to place financial inter-
ests above all else can no longer 
be argued as a pragmatic choice. 
Environmental stability is, 
clearly, a foundation of economic 
well-being.   

I sometimes think that I must 
write a letter to be opened in the 
future when my children have 
reached my age, the contents of 
which contain the justification 
for my beliefs and actions in 
this time when so much, espe-
cially the basic right to a healthy 
planet, hangs in the balance. I 
hope they will see that I was on 
their side.  

Every American will have 
a role to play in our unfolding 
Eiger drama.  Crowds will fill the 
viewing area of Kleine Scheidegg. 
Some may feel vindicated when 
rockfall and avalanche descend. 
Others will be sickened by the 
onslaught and retire, under-
standably, to the bar.

And what will our com-
munity do in defense of the 
climbers when their survival 
becomes imperative? I wish to 

believe that the greatest number of us will be 
above. There, fortified with a cup of the sector 
guard’s warming tea, we leave the dark and 
narrow confines of the railway tunnel and step 
past the gallery window, knowing that our 
rescue must succeed.

—Tad Welch, Greensboro, North Carolina
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Unattached

There is nothing unusual in the 
feeling for wild country which 
has been the chief and most con-
stant influence shaping the course 
of my life; though I have been 
exceptionally fortunate in being 
able to follow its inspiration. 
—Eric Shipton
 

Solukhumbu, Nepal, 2013
A friend had given me just a single 
piece of information: a map hand-
drawn in black ink on a white napkin. 
When I unfolded the sheer material, I 
stared at a vague sketch of 5000-meter 
peaks near the village of Marlung. The 
Colombian climber Camilo Lopez 
and I had no photos and no precon-
ceptions. We would climb anything 
that looked appealing, and if the route 
was unclimbed, even better.

As I gazed at the sinuous lines, I 
imagined the napkin twisting into 
various shapes of unseen rock and 
drifting snows. Ever since I can 
remember, I’ve been fascinated by the 
mystery of nature, by the boundaries between 
one realm and the next. I grew up in rural 
Ohio, and as a child I ran through the corn-
fields, searching for the places where the land 
changed from rolling hills to plains, where 
the river deepened, where the grass altered in 
color or shape. At night, I slept in the yard, 
stared up at the stars, watched the lightning 
bugs sparkle in the cool black air and listened 
to the bullfrogs sing. I knew there were entire 
worlds out there to investigate, far beyond the 
shadows of the house lights. I knew there was 
so much I did not know.

At nineteen, I packed my old small silver 
car with my few belongings, and I drove hun-
dreds of miles to Denver, Colorado, where I 
finished school and took my first job as a reg-
istered nurse. On days off, I wandered into the 
mountains, enthralled at ridges that seemed 
wilder, bigger and more enchanted than the 
fields of my childhood. As I gained more expe-
rience, I began saving money for trips to the 

Greater Ranges, seeking ever-vaster places to 
roam. At work, when I injected chemother-
apy into the veins of patients, they asked for 
reassurance that the medicine would give 
them more years on earth. I thought of small, 
intense beauties: the sunlight on a grain of 
mica, the flight of a red-tailed hawk above the 
snows, all that lay outside the hospital walls. 
I was almost unable to look them in the eyes. 
All I could honestly offer was a smile and the 
availability to listen to their stories. “Remem-
ber to forgive, be forgiven, to love and be 
thankful,” a young patient told me. “Change 
is inevitable.” 

Identifying and overcoming natural fear 
is one of the pleasing struggles intrinsic to 
climbing.—Alex Lowe

In late September 2013, my Nepali friend 
Mr. Damber Parajuli tried to explain to me 
that the Lukla runway goes uphill. He told 

me that the thirty-minute flight from 
Kathmandu would be “one of the most 
exhilarating” of my life. He was right: 
my heart pounded as the single-engine 
plane carved in and out of the narrow 
range. Once we landed, young Nepali 
porters, with kind smiles and sun-beaten 
faces, shuffled our gear to a hostel across 
the tarmac. From there, Camilo and I 
hired two porters to accompany us as 
we followed the napkin map. 

After four days of hiking the 
well-traveled path through the trad-
ing center of Namche Bazaar and 
the village of Thame, we stumbled 
upon the Marlung Tea House, where 
Dati Sherpa welcomed us with warm 
chapati and steaming dal baht. She 
suggested we stay with her instead of 
setting up a base camp. Her husband 
Norbu Sherpa was away working on 
Everest, while she remained in the vil-
lage to prepare the animals and the 
homestead for winter. That night, we 
slept on comfortable beds of potato 
sacks and straw. I dreamed vividly of 
dying in the mountains: my body glis-
tened with frost, frozen like a rock to 
an icy platform. When I told Camilo, 

he laughed off my fears with a slight twinkle in 
his eye. “Altitude dreaming,” he said.

In the Marlung Valley, Camilo spotted 
the most aesthetic line: a steep couloir that 
wandered up the south face of Lungaretse, a 
5870-meter peak. “Let’s go for it,” he said. I 
could hear the smile in his voice. To me, his pro-
posed route looked like a mere ribbon of snow 
and ice. Rational and irrational What ifs filled 
my mind. What if a storm came in while we 
were high up on the mountain as it did on Cho 
Oyu? What if our ropes were chopped by rock-
fall as they were while we were climbing on Fitz 
Roy in Patagonia? What if one of us developed 
altitude sickness and I didn’t bring the correct  
medication? 

On our previous expeditions, Camilo and 
I had always been short on funding, unable to 
afford a GPS or a satellite phone. We climbed 
with the mentality that there would be no res-
cues. By now, I’d come to realize that trauma 
nursing and exploratory alpinism share a 

O N  B E L A Y
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similar paradox: both are simple and 
complex at the same time. You can 
try to anticipate the outcome, but 
when the unpredictable happens you 
must rapidly, yet precisely, change 
your plans. Why would this trip be any 
different? I thought. But, course, it 
was always different; you could never 
get used to the unknown, and much 
as I still longed to explore it, memo-
ries of risks kept accumulating, and 
the sense of vulnerability now shook 
me every time. 

After establishing a high camp at 
4800 meters, Camilo and I attempted 
the couloir in one push, only to real-
ize that we’d misjudged the scale. 
What appeared nearby took hours 
to reach and what looked small grew 
tenfold. After approximately 700 
meters of rotting ice and crumbling 
grey and black-speckled rock, we 
retreated because we didn’t have bivy 
gear. Back in the Marlung Tea House, 
Dati Sherpa rejuvenated us with warm 
chai. I felt weary of clinging to precarious, 
cold walls so far from safety, of staring into the 
abyss until my eyes stung.   

When Camilo suggested that we add a sec-
ond high camp, I was relieved. After a short 
rest and a lot of tea, we returned to our first 
camp. Our alarm beeped at 2 a.m. My pack was 
heavy, but we’d split the gear evenly between 
us. The idea of a different strength-to-weight 
ratio never applied when we climbed together. 
“Equal loads,” Camilo said with a chuckle. All 
day we navigated crevasses, rockfall, and steep 
snow-slogging. In a glowering sunset, we set up 
our second camp near the base of the couloir. 
Morning came quickly, and we repeated our 
simple routine: boil water; put on clothes; eat 
oatmeal; put on boots; stand up and go. 

As we simul-climbed, my breath quick-
ened with fear and altitude. I heard the words 
I said to patients: Deep, slow breaths. Breathe 
with me. Inhale, 1,2,3,4. Exhale, 1,2,3,4. I 
tried to wiggle a numb toe inside my boot. 
When I told Camilo that I still couldn’t feel 
my toe, we decided to descend from the top of 
the couloir. Shivering uncontrollably, I fought 
with stiff hands to load the rope into my belay 
device. My mind wandered to humid Ohio 
summers when the fields seemed to melt in the 
thick, hot haze while I stacked bales of hay like 
Jenga blocks in the barn. Here, an icy white-
out enveloped us so completely I thought we’d 

never find our camp. At last, Camilo pointed: 
the bright orange tent gleamed in the dis-
tance. I felt overwhelming gratitude. We were 
still alive, all fingers and toes intact. Camilo 
grinned, and the frozen crystals stuck to his 
facial hair glittered. “See,” he said. “I told you 
we would be fine.” 

On the teahouse steps again, I unfolded 
the napkin, now smudged and withering. 
Soon the massifs that surrounded me would 
turn into paper, maps and memories once 
more. We had found what we wanted here, 
at least for a moment: a sense of freedom to  
follow our own path where we envisioned.

Leave the door open for the unknown, 
the door into dark. That’s where the most 
important things come from, where you 
yourself came from, and where you will 
go.—Rebecca Solnit 

Zanskar Range, India, 2015
“Hmm, the article said the peak was in 
the first of the five valleys toward the Pensi 
La off the main road,” Lisa Van Sciver said. 
A seasoned Wyoming mountain guide, Lisa 
crouched in the back of a begrimed farm trac-
tor, gazing through a broken window. Early 
that morning, we’d left our camp on the bank 
of the Suru River. Breathless from altitude, we 
were walking through light rain when the trac-

tor bounced by. The driver, Dorjay, was 
collecting dried yak dung for heat in 
the approaching winter, and he let us 
hitch a ride. The tractor climbed slowly 
up the mucky dirt road. Women and 
children cut handfuls of long-bladed 
brown grass in the fields. They waved as 
we passed. Thick fog covered the peaks. 
Specks of grey granite walls appeared 
through holes in dark clouds, hinting 
at mysteries. 

Years before, a wrinkled, weather-
beaten article had captured my 
attention. Within its pages, a small 
black and white image of a peak resem-
bled a picture from a Dr. Seuss book: 
an irregular triangular massif with 
smooth linear ridges and a massive 
granite headwall. It seemed to wave 
back at me from the paper. I closed my 
eyes, now, as if I could intuit its direc-
tion. I felt only emptiness. 

Cold rain poured down until our 
baselayers were soaked. The valley 
became even more opaque. We could 

see nothing of the heights. Lisa and I jumped 
out of the tractor, shook hands with Dorjay 
and plodded back down the mud toward base 
camp, where our climbing partner Rachel 
Spitzer waited. A nurse from Salt Lake City, 
Rachel had received the Copp-Dash Inspire 
Award from the American Alpine Club that 
year. I felt excited at the invitation to accom-
pany her and Lisa on a journey to the southern 
Zanskar Range—close to the Shafat Fortress, 
a vast wall that Jonny Copp and Micah Dash 
had climbed. I’d never met Jonny, but I’d spo-
ken with Micah in Yosemite Valley years ago. 
“You should go. Do something new,” he said 
in a confident voice. “Go to the Himalaya. 
More women need to do first ascents in the 
Greater Ranges.” 

Now, Lisa, Rachel and I needed to make 
our own plan. The horses we’d hired would 
arrive at dawn. We’d only have the pack ani-
mals for a limited time since the local farmers 
needed them for work in the fields. The three 
of us had pored over maps, analyzed topog-
raphy, and downloaded Google Earth images. 
But when we compared the maps to the actual 
terrain, they looked blank, as if the cartog-
raphers had forgotten the area or just left it 
behind. Even the Google Earth images didn’t 
match what we saw. On a whim, I suggested 
we venture into the Dalung Valley. The Dr. 
Seuss peak might be hiding in the dense fog. 
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Between words is silence, around ink 
whiteness, behind every map’s information 
is what’s left out, the unmapped and the 
unmappable.—Rebecca Solnit 

Early orange-yellow rays of light filled the 
sky. With the help of six horsemen, we loaded 
up five horses and crossed the swift current of 
the Suru River. Behind the curtain of clouds, 
I could feel the vastness of invisible peaks and 
walls. About ten kilometers into the Dalung 
Valley, we were committed to exploring this 
area; there was no longer enough time to move. 

We woke to crisp blue skies. Snowy peaks 
shone all around us. Our original objective 
was nowhere to be seen. It was time to let go. 
We could waste time looking for something 
we might never find or we could just climb. 
Rachel, Lisa and I referred to the new options 
as: “The Boat,” a massive snow- and ice-covered 
peak at the far north of the valley; “The Cas-
tle,” a towering rock pyramid to the east that 
resembled a heavenly chateau; and “Star Peak,” 
a glowing formation that rose high above the 
other summits to the west.

“Let’s go there,” Rachel said. She pointed 
lightly toward the third mountain. She spoke 
in a timid, yet affirmative voice. I knew she’d 
had her eye on the peak since our arrival. I 
was up for anything. When Lisa agreed that it 
looked good, I knew that she was drawing on 
years of experience, and I felt reassured by her 
aura of confidence.   

Over steaming rice and spicy potatoes, our 
cook, Dawa Sherpa, gave us the Hindi transla-
tion of Star Peak, Tare Parvat. Its white snows 
and silver granite glistened in the moonlight. 
Stars sparkled around its summit. Warm in my 
sleeping bag, my mind shifted: I became fully 
committed to the mountain and to our partner-
ship. The cool darkness reminded me of summers 
at home. I thought of all that still stretched 
beyond me, invisible, far into the night. 

Each of the senses is a way in to what the 
mountain has to give.—Nan Shepherd

During the next few days, Rachel, Lisa 
and I all fought off debilitating chest colds—
never an easy feat at altitude. But as we hiked 
around, trying to acclimatize, we became more 
familiar with this place: the clouds that build in 
the east in the early afternoons and the breeze 
that blew from the south; the purple poppies 
that glimmered about the valley; the murmur 
of the river in the morning that became a roar 

[Opening Page] Lungaretse (5870m).  l  [Facing Page] Anna Pfaff leads up the couloir on Lungaretse, Marlung Valley, 

Nepal. Camilo Lopez (both)  l  [This Page] Rachel Spitzer below the summit ridge of Tare Parvat (5577m), Zanskar, India. 

Spitzer, Lisa Van Sciver and Pfaff named their route Unattached (5.6 WI3 AI4 M4, 600m, 2015). In the 2009 Himalayan 
Journal, Indian explorer Harish Kapadia described how each bend in the road in Zanskar reveals another unclimbed 

face. “Sip wine at one valley, climb and move on to the next one to open another bottle,” he recommended. Anna Pfaff 
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by evening; the recent rockfall scattered across 
the old moraine; the small Himalayan black 
bear cubs that appeared high on the ridge 
above our base camp. Amid the perfection of 
nature, my mind quieted. 

At last, we regained enough strength to set 
up a high camp at 4800 meters near the base 
of Tare Parvat. Above, veins of water ice and 
granite cracks seemed to offer enough adven-
ture for each of us. Rachel’s interpretation 
seemed correct: challenging, but obtainable. 
On September 5, we started up the northeast 
ridge, laughing in vibrant sunshine as we nav-
igated over ice-glazed slabs. Thick blue flows 
reflected clear skies. The massive range broad-
ened around us, summits blazing like a roaring 
fire. A cold wind burned my cheeks. Moving in 
a fluid rhythm, we reached the northeast sum-
mit in a mere fifteen hours. Rachel let out a 
piercing scream: “Wahooo!” Lisa and I danced 
like schoolchildren. As I peered west into the 
Chilung Valley, the Dr. Seuss peak stared back 
at us, tall and proud, from afar. I reached out 
my hand as if I could touch its face.

How do you calculate upon the unfore-
seen? It seems to be an art of recognizing 
the role of the unforeseen, of keeping your 
balance amid surprises, of collaborating 
with chance, of recognizing that there are 
some essential mysteries in the world and 
thereby a limit to calculation, to plan, to 
control.—Rebecca Solnit  

Andes, Bolivia, 2016
On a long plane ride to La Paz, I gazed at 
photos of Mururata: ice lines wrapped like 
glistening snakes around the south face of 
the peak. I’d been yearning to climb a direct 
line there ever since my first visit to the region 
years ago. Now, when I walked down the old 
stone streets of La Plaza Rosario, fantasies of 
sheer water ice danced in my head. My long-
time Ecuadorian climbing partner Juliana 
Garcia was guiding in the Andes, and she had 
a few days free. 

“What do you think of Mururata?” I asked 
Juliana as we sipped café con leche and ate 
crusted salteñas in a La Paz diner. Secretly, I 
was hoping she was as excited as I was about 
the mountain. 

“Well, it’s been a really dry season here in 
Bolivia,” she stated. Her face appeared serious, 
but a fiery sparkle lit her eyes. “There is no ice 
forming anywhere for the past few years.” 

My imagined ice lines shattered as we 
discussed weather patterns. Then Juliana sug-
gested we head toward the seldom-climbed 
Tiquimani, referred to as Illampu by the 
Indigenous Quechua. Although the moun-
tain is just northeast of the often-traveled 
Huayna Potosí, no one had established a 
new route on Tiquimani for many years. 
Few people climbed the existing lines. I felt 
that familiar quiver of fear and excitement. 
We were becoming unattached, again, from 
expectations. 

Mystery. That much is certain. It can be a 
kind of compass.—Rebecca Solnit

Juliana and I had no real idea of where we 
were going—all we knew was that we needed to 
find a lake called Wara Warani, above the village 
of Botijlaca. We loaded a decrepit two-wheel-
drive minivan with five days worth of food and 
gear. Our driver, Valentino, was confident he 
could figure out the way. The minivan rattled 
up the steep roads into El Alto toward the 
Zongo Pass. While he and Juliana conversed in 
Spanish, I tried to make sense of the map. 

As we drove into the night, the road switch-
backed above a deepening void. Darkness and 
fog filled the air. Three times, we stopped to 
change flat tires. “Who needs an all-terrain 
vehicle? We have Valentino,” I laughed to Juli-
ana. When we ran out of tires, we failed to 
patch one with seam grip. Valentino pumped 
up the tire as vigorously as possible, and he 
assured us that we were near the lake. 

Three hours later, we arrived at an open-
ing between rolling hills. Local residents were 
preparing chuño (potatoes) by headlamp. They 
told us the lake was just over the horizon. The 
minivan trundled on, and we set up our base 
camp at 4600 meters near the shore. Although 
the south face of Tiquimani was invisible in 
the dark, I could feel its broad, vast presence 
in front of me. Juliana seemed to feel it too. 
“What did we get ourselves into?” she asked. 
I could slightly make out ghostly ridges and 
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features, contours smooth and faintly gleam-
ing, as if the peak were a naked body standing 
tall in the night.  

When we climb alone / en cordée femi-
nine, /…we make the routes we follow/ 
disappear....—Helen Mort, No Map 
Could Show Them 

I awoke to gentle hills and thick clouds. 
White-capped peaks rose and fell like waves. 
The view resembled a postcard image or a 
dream. Except for a few frozen patches at the 
top, the wall was dry. “What do you think 
about the normal route?” Juliana asked. She 
was referring to the South Face climbed in 
1997 by Pere Vilarasau. 

I glanced up: without ice to seal it together, 
the rock was crumbling. “Let’s do something 
new, Juliana,” I said. “How about the east 
ridge?” I traced its long crest with my finger as 
if I were connecting dots on a piece of paper. 
The rock looked as scaly as the skin of a giant 
walleye, the monster-like fish I used to pull 
out of Lake Erie as a child. No es bueno pero no 
está mal, I joked to Juliana in Spanish with a 
horrible American accent.  

Juliana agreed, so we packed three days 
worth of food and fuel. That night, a full 
moon illuminated the sky. It was the summer 
solstice—the best time for an adventure. As 
we sipped tequila, we offered some to Pacham-
ama, Mother Earth, as Juliana suggested, an 
Andean tradition.   

At 4 a.m., we started the winding approach 
by headlamp. After seven kilometers of walk-
ing and climbing low-angle slabs, we crossed 

over the east ridge, dropped down into the 
next valley and headed back up to the base of 
the northeast ridge. Around noon, we set up 
our first bivy at a glistening alpine lake. Lush 
rainforest poked through tiny holes in the 
dense veil of clouds below. 

I was exhausted from the elevation, 
although Juliana, strong as ever, had carried the 
heavy pack. Bundled in the sleeping bag, under 
the stars and moonlight, I felt the remoteness 
wash over me. No map had brought us here. 
The idea of two women climbing by them-
selves in the Andes is almost unheard of among 
the local community. Only a few people had 
even a vague idea of where we were. There’s 
nowhere else I’d rather be, I thought. 

At first light, Juliana led over unconsoli-
dated rock to the ridge. Since we didn’t know 
what kind of terrain we might encounter, we’d 
brought our entire kit: ice tools, crampons, 
pitons, cams, screws and pickets. Juliana navi-
gated the first pitches of steep grey cracks in 
mountain boots with precision and caution. 
Higher up, I balanced on small edges and fragile 
nubs. Blocks teetered upon blocks, some fifty 
meters below the east summit. I was terrified of 
knocking one onto Juliana as she belayed me. 
Our anchor consisted of a poorly placed knife-
blade and a nominally superior micronut. I 
brought Juliana up, and we hugged each other 
tightly. Alpenglow flared in brief, rose-colored 
flames. “We did it!” Juliana shouted in a bliss-
ful voice, “Divertido!” and then her gleaming 
eyes turned serious. “It’s going to be really dif-
ficult getting off this mountain.” 

The sun dropped below the horizon. Focus, 
I thought. Don’t make bad decisions just because 

all the options are poor, a friend once told me. I 
relied on creativity to equalize knifeblades and 
Spectres into a web of safety. At one point, I 
held a cordelette around a block as I yelled 
to Juliana, “Do not traverse. Only straight 
down.” Amid a halo of incandescent light, her 
eyes widened. 

The usual feeling of night climbing at high 
altitude set in: a sheet of fatigue covered my 
body; imaginary chattering voices, chirping 
birds and light laughter resumed in my head 
each time I was alone at an anchor. In classic 
alpine style, we used up the entire rack. The 
last rappel anchor was a single nut. “Well it is 
either go or stay here, and in the morning there 
is still not going to be a better option,” I said 
to Juliana. We held our breath and descended. 
Sometimes you get lucky. 

Back at our bivy, we crawled into our 
single bag and slept until the yellow moun-
tain sun hit our faces. Images flashed in my 
half-dreaming mind: I was a small girl again, 
catching tadpoles in the cool river and run-
ning through thick, tall cottontails to jump 
into the lake, watching from my bedroom 
window as the leaves changed from green to 
magic oranges, yellows and reds. I was a nurse 
working multiple late night shifts in the emer-
gency room, facing the 3 a.m. trauma calls, 
the hands held and tears cried after the failure 
of a long resuscitation attempt, the way that 
life can transform in a single instant. I was an 
alpine climber, astride a narrow ridge between 
sun and shadow, trusting my existence to a 
delicate flake of stone, a thin blade of metal. 

I didn’t feel as though I knew much more 
about the world than I’d glimpsed from my 
childhood explorations. Despite how far I’d 
traveled, I was still on the edges of that vast, 
mysterious universe. Perhaps, all I’d learned 
was to try to accept the uncertainty of life, to 
move through it, with what grace I could. We 
are each on a perpetual journey through a land 
in which everything is changing, and the only 
constant is the unknown. 

—Anna Pfaff, Oakland, California 

[Previous Page] Spitzer on Tare Parvat. Anna Pfaff  l  

[This Page, Left] Juliana Garcia and Pfaff on Tiquimani 

(5519m), Cordillera Real, Bolivia, 2016. On the third 

recorded ascent of the peak in 1963, climbers “were 

surprised to find a large wooden cross,” on the west 

summit, according to the 1985 American Alpine Journal. 
“Apparently, Fritz and Kühm [the first ascensionists] left 

these behind in 1940; or perhaps unknown climbers who 

came after [them] were responsible for the artifacts.” 

Juliana Garcia  l [This Page, Right] Tiquimani. Anna Pfaff
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On starless, moonless nights, under cloud-thatched skies, lanterns offered a faint, 

capricious light for nineteenth-century mountaineers. Shadows obscured the edges 

of crevasses and precipices more than a few feet distant. In 1888, descending from 

the first winter traverse of the Jungfrau with just one functioning lantern, English 

climber Margaret Jackson wrote, “our only remaining hope had to be continually 

passed from hand to hand.” Finding the path too treacherous, Jackson and three 

guides spent the night in an ice cave, sharing a few raisins and rum. (Jackson lost 

several toes to frostbite.) 

The earliest headlamp designs came from improvements in mining equipment. 

Initially, carbide or oil-wick lights were attached to canvas caps, with leather 

brims to protect the miners’ face from the flames. But these lamps could ignite 

underground gasses such as methane and lead to explosions. To curb the number 

of worker deaths, the U.S. Bureau of Mines (founded in 1910) invested in electric 

lamps, and in 1915 introduced the first battery-powered headlight. 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, mountain lighting transitioned from 

candles to cakes of methylated spirits or tins of petroleum. On the 1921 British 

reconnaissance of Mt. Everest, Charles Howard-Bury distributed two electric lever 

torches to local village leaders. Though George Mallory carried a folding lantern 

in 1924, his teammates T. Howard Somervell and Edward Norton made use of an 

electric light on the second summit attempt, where Norton reached an altitude 

record of 28,126 feet. “Obviously we could not get up to the top before midnight, 

and we realized that, in the moonless night…that meant almost certain death by 

freezing,” Somervell observed in After Everest. They barely made it to Camp IV, 

“shuffling along in the dark with the aid of an electric torch.” 

Like others of the decade, the Wonder headlamp, used by the French army in the 

1950s, still required a cumbersome battery pack, attached by wire and carried on a 

harness or in a pocket. The light was famously fickle, and its wires easily tangled or 

snagged on rocks, trees and climbing equipment. Mountaineers soon came up with 

their own innovations. On early 1970s climbs, Steve Grossman recalls, he and his 

climbing partners brought “a couple of Mallory flashlights in the pack and simply 

held them in our mouths…. I soon made a head strap out of elastic materials to give 

my mouth a break.”

According to Petzl lore, the first all-on-the-head headlamp was a product of 

happenstance and limited storage. Paul, the son of founder Fernand Petzl, placed 

an order for 5,000 plastic casings to hold batteries for carbide caving lamps. 

Remembering the Wonder headlamps from his army days, he proposed using the 

extra material to craft a smaller, lighter electric design for mountaineers. 

Just down the block from the Petzls’ Grenoble house, a lingerie stand sold garters 

(by then, simply ornamental accessories). Catherine Petzl, Paul’s wife, brought home 

a selection in navy blue. Paul fitted the battery packs to the back of these elastic 

bands as a necessary counterweight to the light at the forehead—thus creating the 

first headlamp that could be used without a helmet. 

Modern versions have continued to increase in lumens, amplifying the brightness of 

lights in the night (from the Latin, lumen refers to light, but also to an opening). “The 

power of artificial light to create its own reality only reveals itself in darkness,” 

Wolfgang Schivelbusch observes in Disenchanted Night. “In the dark, light is life.” 

Headlamps have radically transformed the nature of climbing by illuminating the 

path—and extending the possibility—of descent. At the same time, they tend to 

narrow our focus to the terrain just ahead, and we still have to turn them off to 

notice the brilliance and mystery of the stars.

The Headlamp 
Surprised by darkness…another miserable 
night. In an era of folding lanterns and 
oil lamps, tales abound of mountaineers 
caught high on peaks after dark. During 
an 1880 expedition to the Andes, 
British climber Edward Whymper 
tried drowning a luminous beetle in 
a tincture of clear alcohol. “It glowed 
for several hours,” he wrote in Travels 
amongst the Great Andes of the Equator, “and 
gave enough light to tell the time by my 
watch, and to read the small writing in 
my Journal.” PAULA WRIGHT

T O O L  U S E R S

26



warmth 
up front

©
 2

01
7 

Pa
ta

g
o

ni
a,

 In
c.



Okay, so its offi cial name is the 

Nano-Air Light Hybrid Jacket. 

We just call it the “Midlayer Mullet.” 

Working hard in the cold can bring 

on the dreaded freeze-thaw cycle, 

but the Nano-Air Light Hybrid Jacket 

keeps you at optimum operating 

temperature. Up front, our light, 

warm, stretchy and breathable 

FullRange® insulation is wrapped 

in a light yet durable shell to stave 

off wind and weather. Everywhere 

else, stretchy, airy waffl e knit speeds 

away moisture and dissipates heat. 

patagonia.com/midlayermullet

breathability 
in the back

The Nano-Air® 
Light Hybrid 
Jacket

©
 2

01
7 

Pa
ta

g
o

ni
a,

 In
c.



29

Pa
in

ti
ng

: C
ra

ig
 M

ud
er

la
k

In the Bear’s Lodge

Straining my neck, I press my chin into the 
ground. The soil cools my chest, and the sun 
sits warm and heavy on my back. 

My partner, Cheri, a philosophy instructor 
and yoga teacher, often leads Hatha practices 
in the mornings. In postures, she flows like 
water, and I move more like a stop-motion 
puppet.

“When I’m here, I try to imagine the world 
from the perspective of the earth,” Cheri says. 

Around me, the grass grows high and 
unkempt, dry and brown. A single blade 
scratches my cheek. A rabbit thumps across 
my field of view. The rabbit must feel as if it’s 
trampling through a desiccated forest, I think.

Just beyond the grass, Devils Tower—
or what many local tribes call Bear 
Lodge—protrudes into the sky like a thimble 
on the horizon. From this view, I see noth-
ing of the history of the place, of its role in 
Indigenous lore, of the tourists speckling the 
landscape, of the climbers scratching at its 

sides. I see only plains and cars and highway 
and, beyond it all, the Tower.

We find ourselves here, pushed against the 
parched Wyoming soil, to learn more about 
the place’s meaning as a sacred site and, pos-
sibly, to climb it.

I breathe.

Eight hundred and sixty-seven feet from 
ground to summit, the Tower explodes sky-
ward from red beds of sandstone and prairie 
as if huffed from the lungs of the earth in 
petrified steam. Some theories say it’s the hol-
lowed-out heart of a long-dead volcano.

Over a year earlier, my friend Will invited 
me to tag along for a climb. He was writing 
his English literature master’s degree project 
on Indigenous issues at the Tower, and he  
figured he needed to climb it to understand 
the heart of the conflict. 

We smiled our way up the Durrance 
Route, one of the “Fifty Classic Climbs of 
North America,” and I scared myself silly 
on the first pitch of One-Way Sunset, a 

striking finger crack. I barely considered the 
Tower’s cultural significance, much less its 
history. But something about the Tower drew 
me, like thousands of others, to explore its  
vertical walls.

In 1973 fewer than 500 climbers had ven-
tured up the picturesque columns and cracks 
of the Tower. But as outdoor recreation burst 
in popularity around the nation, more and 
more ascensionists frequented the stark out-
crop in the plains of Wyoming. In 2014, 
5,452 people climbed on the Tower, according 
to Public Information Officer Nancy Stimson. 

Up high, Will and I separated ourselves 
from all that was below: from the RVs and 
wailing babies, from the rangers and staff, and 
from the cultures, peoples and worldviews 
that consider this place sacred in ways com-
pletely foreign to our own.

Milo Yellow Hair is a member of the Oglala 
Lakota and a longtime advocate for Indig-
enous rights. “My history is…I’m how you 
would say kind of in an activist mode all the 
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time, and I’m a grandfather and father and 
high school graduate,” he told me.

Sixty-six years old, Milo was a member of 
the American Indian Movement and a veteran 
of “Wounded Knee II”—a seventy-one-day 
standoff between Indigenous activists, who 
had seized control of the town of Wounded 
Knee, and federal officials in 1973. Now, he 
works on community gardens on the Pine 
Ridge Reservation and continues to advocate 
for political and social justice as well as for the 
cultural preservation of his people.

Milo first set foot beneath the Tower at age 
eleven or twelve, when his grandfather loaded 
up the car from his home at Pine Ridge and 
hit the road. “We’re going to go see our Black 
Hills,” his grandfather had said.

Over the decades, Milo witnessed tourism 
grow, along with tensions with Indigenous 
peoples, as eager adventurers, hands taped and 
sweaty, flocked to the Tower.

In response, the National Park Service 
implemented the Final Climbing Manage-
ment Plan (FCMP) in 1995. The FCMP 
mandated the preservation of the rock in its 
natural state by banning the addition of bolts 
and other fixed gear and increasing cultural 
education programs to foster understanding of 
Indigenous beliefs. The plan also created man-
datory closures to preserve raptor habitat, and 
a voluntary climbing closure during the month 
of June to promote respect between climbers, 
Indigenous groups, and the park service.

June is a time of many significant ceremo-
nies linked to the summer solstice, including 
the sun dance, vision quests, sweat lodges, 
peace pipe ceremonies, and the Sacred Hoop 
Run, a 500-mile relay meant to preserve 
Lakota culture and instill reverence for the 
Black Hills. The initial management plan dic-
tated that the National Park Service would 
cease to issue commercial use licenses for 
guiding services during that month. While the 
climbing ban was technically voluntary, guid-
ing would effectively be illegal. 

Local guides were enraged. In 1996 a col-
lection of locals filed suit over the tenets of the 
plan. “I’m a Euro-American,” Andy Petefish, 
one of the plaintiffs, said. “I don’t want to 
understand Indian religion, and I don’t have 
to.” The district court overturned the manda-
tory ban on guiding and commercial climbing 
during June, but upheld the rest of the plan.

The FCMP represented a compromise 
between all parties involved. A voluntary ban 
on climbing, even if only one month, would 

serve as a starting point for effective dialogue. 
If climbing had been deemed outright illegal, 
climbers would have been forced to abide by 
the ban. With a voluntary closure, climbers 
and guides would have to choose to demon-
strate respect for Indigenous traditions. “We 
wanted to re-attach Lakota peoples’ umbili-
cal cord to the Black Hills,” Milo said. “But 
economic considerations always trump Indig-
enous rights to pray.”

Milo’s grandfather always called them our 
Black Hills. The Great Sioux Nation, and 
especially the Lakota, considers the Black Hills 
to be the spiritual nucleus of their existence. 
Wind Cave, Milo told me, is the birthplace 
of the Lakota people, “where we first became 
acquainted with the beauty of this earth.”

The 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie guaran-
teed the Black Hills, including Devils Tower, 
to the Sioux. But Sioux sovereignty didn’t even 
last a decade. In 1874 General George Custer 
organized a “geologic expedition” that found 
gold. Three years later, the US government 
took back its promise. Now, there’s a city and 
a state park in the region named for the man 
who violently impounded land for pecuniary 
interests.

Over a century later, the Supreme Court 
deemed that the US government had seized 
the Black Hills illegally. But they did not man-
date a return. Instead, they awarded the tribe 
a sum of $106 million. The Sioux would not 
acquiesce. You cannot simply buy sacred land, 
they argued. They refused the settlement.

The money still sits, accruing interest. 
Today, it’s worth over $1 billion. 

“The truth about stories is that that’s all we 
are,” writes Cherokee novelist Thomas King. 
The stories we tell form our innermost selves 
and the world we see around us. And modern 
climbers tell a lot of stories about the Tower.

We tell about how it was made. Geologists 
call it phonolite porphyry, an igneous rock 
similar in appearance to granite, but lacking 
quartz. They say that the rock we can see is 
about 40 million years old, though they can’t 
quite agree on how it was formed. 

We tell about its first ascent by two local 
ranchers, on a wooden ladder, during Fourth 
of July celebrations in 1893. William Rog-
ers planted an American flag on top. A gust 
of wind sent the flag down to the throngs of 
spectators, who tore it to pieces and sold them 
as mementos of the occasion. 

We tell about its first free ascent by Fritz 

Wiessner, in 1937. Jack Durrance and Har-
rison Butterworth made the second free ascent 
in 1938 by a different route. Both lines remain 
classics today. 

We tell about the parachutist George 
Hopkins, who landed on the Tower in Octo-
ber 1941 and couldn’t get off when the rope 
he’d planned to use tumbled just out of his 
reach. Hopkins’ plight made national head-
lines. Jack Durrance scaled the Tower to rescue 
him, bringing his six-day ordeal to an end. 

The “we” that tells these stories is the 
dominant “we” of the American climbing 
community—like myself, mostly white, rela-
tively well-off, and male. These are stories of 
science and of progress, of individual achieve-
ment over an indifferent nature.

But there are other perceptions of this 
place. Stories create a sense of self, of history, 
of culture and community; they shape and 
maintain the world.

Over twenty tribes regard the tower as 
sacred, and several descriptions circulate of the 
Tower’s creation. Most renditions share two 
common elements: a gathering of wanderers 
and a vicious bear. A group—in some tales 
youthful girls, in others, boys or warriors—
goes wandering on the plains. Lost, they 
encounter a bloodthirsty grizzly. No ordinary 
creature, this bear is gargantuan and craves the 
taste of human flesh. Fleeing and desperate to 
stay alive, the wanderers pray to the Creator 
to save them. Suddenly, the ground on which 
they stand shoots toward the sky.

Sometimes the Tower begins as a rock. 
Other times, it’s a tree stump that rises from 
the soil. The bear stands on its hind legs and 
reaches up, up, toward the top. Relentless, the 
animal claws away at the rock walls from all 
sides, forming the columns and cracks we see 
today. But the wanderers are just out of reach.

In some stories, the group of lost souls are 
rescued by the night sky itself. They become 
the stars of the Big Dipper or the Star Girls 
(Pleaides), forever part of the cosmos around 
us. Defeated, the bear meanders across the 
plains and eventually lays itself to rest at Bear 
Butte, just outside Sturgis, South Dakota.

In this story, salvation comes in commu-
nity, and in appeal to forces larger than the 
self—from the benevolence of the natural 
world, rather than from the power and forti-
tude of individual humans.

When climbers speak of first ascents, we 
impose our own stories, and erase those that 
existed before. As Milo pointed out, climbers Ph
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often have a “Columbus mentality of being 
the first there and first for this and the first 
for that.” The drive to ascend resembles “some 
gigolo collecting girlfriends,” he said.

“You know Crazy Horse was a man who 
lived in the present but imagined the future,” 
Milo told me. “One of his powers, they said, 
was that he knew the song that could take him 
to the top of the Tower and that’s where 
he went for vision-seeking and to try to see 
what type of life we [the Lakota] have com-
ing up for us.

“You’re never going to find something 
that says, ‘oh, this is what happened.’ 
Nobody ever interviewed Crazy Horse. A 
lot of our younger generations are seduced 
by the written history and not the oral his-
tory of the Lakota people. The people who 
know those stories are disappearing.”

Atop mountains across the US and the 
world, ascensionists have found rock piles 
and artifacts—signs of passage long before 
modern record-keeping begins.  It would 
be more accurate to say that the ranchers 
and Wiessner were the first people of Euro-
pean descent to climb the Tower, Milo said.

Traffic piles up a quarter mile before the 
Tower. An enormous American flag waves 
translucent in the wind, welcoming us into the 
national monument. A three-wheel motorcy-
cle convention is passing through. Brothers of 
the Third Wheel, a sign tells us. Lines of tour-
ists twist like steam from a hotdog grill. A man 
in a pair of overalls steps off his trike in the 
middle of the road. He takes a selfie.

“Imagine what it must feel like to have 
your sacred space totally overrun like this,” I 
say to Cheri. “What effect would it have on 
your sense of self and of place and ceremony 
to have all these tourists gaping and snapping 
photos from their cars?”

Climbers sometimes say Indigenous groups’ 
claims on the Tower lack authenticity and 
historical precedent. After all, these climbers 
say, there didn’t seem to be much Indigenous 
presence in the area until the 1980s. In fact, 
though, government agencies aggressively 
suppressed tribal ceremonies in the region until 
just before that time. Furthermore, tribes had 
long sought to maintain spiritual secrecy from 
whites. Our religion is the one thing you can’t 
steal from us, they reasoned.

Indigenous peoples were not granted reli-
gious freedom until 1978, with the passage of 
the American Indian Religious Freedom Act 

(AIRFA), which returned rights to worship 
at sacred sites like the Tower. It also required 
government agencies to eliminate policies 
that interfere with the practice of Indigenous 
religion, but only to the extent that federal 
directives continued to be maintained. The 
interests of the park service would often 
come first.

Many climbers say the government 
shouldn’t privilege one religion over another; 
climbing, they claim, offers its own sort of spir-
ituality. In 1995 the Park Service held public 
hearings over the management plan. Some of 
the commenters had insisted, “Devils Tower is 
culturally significant to more than just Indians, 
climbers, too.” Efforts to regulate climbing led 
to accusations that the park service was “favor-
ing Indian culture over non-Indian culture.”

Perhaps the loudest of such voices, Frank 
Sanders, gained fame in 2007 for his Proj-
ect 365, in which he attempted to climb the 
Tower every day for a year. In the process, 
he raised about $10,000 for medical services 
on the Pine Ridge Reservation. He made a 
point, however, to climb during the month 
of June. “You can’t legislate reverence,” he said 
in a 2013 Climbing interview. “Nobody’s up 
there with neon lights flashing…. Some of 
the Natives don’t think that climbing up and 
down the Tower is showing reverence. Well, 
until they go climbing, they don’t understand 
what a spiritual experience it is.”

“If I was able to rock climb, I wouldn’t do 
it,” says David Bearshield, a member of the 
Cheyenne, Arapaho and Kiowa, who first vis-
ited the Tower nearly two decades ago. “But 
times have changed.”

The future of the Tower and of sacred sites 
across the nation lies in promoting educa-
tion about their history and meaning for all 
people to understand, he says. For Bearshield, 
the power of the Tower for both climbers and 
First Nations people stems from the same 
source. “I hope that when they go there if 
they are troubled or they are going through 

something or there is an unbalance in 
their life, that when they’re climbing they 
reach that significant spiritual balance that 
they’ve been looking for,” he says. “That 
when they leave from there they’ll take a 
piece of that with them.”

James Walks Along, the historic preser-
vation officer for the Northern Cheyenne, 
says that climbing still makes many mem-
bers of his tribe angry: “It’s like putting a 
knife in your side.” His comments echoed 
sentiments voiced two decades earlier, 
reacting to the original climbing manage-
ment plan at the Tower. 

“When climbers hammer objects into 
the butte…. It is like they are pounding 
stakes into our bodies,” Arvol Looking 
Horse had said in 1998. Even though mod-
ern climbers shy away from the damaging 

use of pitons, the act of climbing can bring 
with it disturbing traces of chalk and wrappers 
and toilet paper; a blare of yells and noise and 
lights; and the dislodging of rock and dirt that 
have been in place for centuries.

Frustrated by the traffic in the park’s 
main corridors, Cheri and I seek refuge on the 
quieter Joyner Ridge Trail.

“Maybe climbing isn’t the problem itself,” 
I say to Cheri as we walk. “Maybe climbing is 
just a symptom of a larger problem. What this 
place has become. All this. Nobody means for 
it to be this way, but when you take a step back, 
it’s all part of the same thing, and that means 
erasing history, erasing Indigenous identity.”

In Life and Death on Mt. Everest, anthro-
pologist Sherry B. Ortner describes a common 
attitude among climbers: “The spirituality and 
transcendence of mountaineering contrasts 
with the crass materialism and pragmatism 
of modern life.” Climbers see scaling walls 
as a solitary affair, disconnected from history 
and culture, sociality and politics. We seek a 
pristine and isolated wilderness in which we 
may find awe, wonder, inspiration, thrill and 
authenticity. The sublime adventure would 
not be possible, however, without the ame-
nities of modern life—adequate leisure time, Ph
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social safety nets and the expendable capital 
necessary to build skill and buy gear. Far from 
erasing history, climbing depends on it.

“I’m kind of stumped right now,” Cheri 
says. “Even just us being here, trying to figure 
out what’s right and what’s wrong, we’re still 
contributing.”

We pass a sign encouraging respect for 
prayer flags and ties and bundles in the park. 
We meander by several such bundles: at a 
quick glance, the only signs of modern Indig-
enous presence.

Dorothy FireCloud, a member of the 
Sicangu Lakota and superintendent of Devils 
Tower National Monument from 2006–2012, 
thinks education can help passersby under-
stand the significance of traces like these prayer 
bundles. “And hopefully…people would then 
make a decision on their own not to climb,” 
she says. “It worked well with what the tribal 
elders wanted.”

When she worked at the Tower, three of 
the six sites managed by the National Park 
Service in the Black Hills area had Native 
American leadership. Now, she says, none do. 
True change could mean instilling a larger 
Native voice into the Park Service itself.

FireCloud said places such as the Tower 
need time to take a break, to recharge from 
the constant barrage of RVs and tourists.

“When we’ve had those government shut-
downs, I’ve always seen it as a real positive to 
allow those places to heal themselves a little 
bit,” she says. “It gives them a time to take a 
breath.”

Back at the trailhead, three figures huddle 
near our truck. One holds a sign advertising 
GOAL, a tribal coalition to protect the sacred 
grizzly bear. Another holds a headdress. The 
man with a headdress introduces himself as 
Arvol Looking Horse, Chief of the Nakota, 
Dakota and Lakota, and the 19th Generation 
Keeper of the Sacred White Buffalo Calf Pipe.  

Looking Horse has just finished an inter-
view with CNN, he tells me, and he’s eager to 
speak about the cultural significance and his-
tory of the Tower.

The grizzly bear has long featured in the 
myths surrounding the Tower. The name 
“Devils Tower” comes from a mistranslation 
of “Bad God’s Tower,” as spoken to Richard 
Irving Dodge during his 1875 scientific 
expedition through the Black Hills. Henry 
Newton’s 1879 Map of the Black Hills of 
Dakota—based on his 1875 travels—
pinpoints the formation as “Grizzly Bear 

Lodge.” The Graphic Company’s 1875 map of 
the region also demarcates “Bear Lodge.”

To Arvol Looking Horse and many others, 
modern names equate Indigenous beliefs and 
spirituality with devilry. “Devils Tower, Devils 
Lake, it all starts to add up,” he says. In recent 
years, tribal alliances have sought to change 
the name to Bear Lodge, after the traditional 
Lakota “Mato Tipila.” Politicians and local 
ranchers continue to resist the change. Devin 
Traff, of the Wyoming Board of Geographic 
Names, says that “the concern with the 
name would be the loss of brand equity and 
economic considerations.” 

Looking Horse tells us the maj-
esty of the Tower goes far deeper 
than its visual and economic appeal. 
It isn’t a brand; it’s a cathedral.

“We don’t want people climb-
ing here at all,” he says. 

Environmental justice schol-
ars David Schlosberg and David 
Carruthers argue that harms against 
sacred sites damage communities 
as a whole, not just individuals. 
The spiritual practices, traditions 
and ceremonies that take place at 
Devils Tower breathe life into a cul-
ture and a people. “The survival of 
Native nations is directly linked to 
their sustainable interaction with 
the land, and with the practices, 
ceremonies, and beliefs tied to that place,” 
they write. 

The tourists snapping photos and the 
climbers scaling the walls are all part of a long 
history that has drained the power out of the 
Tower, Milo said. To the Lakota and other 
tribes, this power energizes the entire world, 
maintains order and harmony in the universe.

When modern climbers see wild features 
like Devils Tower, we too easily forget what 
role they may serve in our everyday lives. Pulit-
zer Prize–winning Kiowa novelist N. Scott 
Momaday described the Tower as “upthrust 
against the gray sky as if in the birth of time 
the core of the earth had broken through its 
crust and the motion of the world was begun.” 

Basking in the otherworldliness and mag-
nificence of the Tower, we’re suddenly aware 
of the wonder in everything around us—from 
the forests and mountains to the wildness in 
our backyards and gardens, the weeds that 
wiggle through the cracks of our sidewalks, 
the coyotes that scrounge through our garbage 

under the cover of night. 
“Let’s take this moment to practice grati-

tude,” Cheri said one morning. “Gratitude 
for what this place means to so many people, 
for its history, for the ability to be here at all. 
Sometimes, it’s the very best that we can do.” 

She was right. William Cronon reminds us 
that interacting positively with places like the 
Tower “means practicing remembrance and 
gratitude, for thanksgiving is the simplest and 
most basic of ways for us to recollect the nature, 
the culture, and the history that have come 
together to make the world as we know it.”

Lovers of the wild, followers of the unex-

plored, seekers of the gargantuan and 
hard-to-get-to and jagged and rugged and 
beautiful, we should climb informed and 
reflective of the stories of the places we fre-
quent; we should climb engaged, not oblivious; 
we should climb connected and conscious and 
thankful. Above all, we should climb respect-
fully—of both people and place—and tread 
lightly. And sometimes, that means not climb-
ing at all.

Cheri and I get in the truck and crank up 
the air conditioner. We look at each other, 
both fully aware of what’s on the other’s mind. 
Cheri waits for me to go first.

“I don’t think we should climb the Tower 
today,” I say.

“I think we’ve known that all along,” she 
says.

Driving out of the Monument, I can still 
see the Tower in the rearview mirror. Against 
the grime-caked glass, it almost sparkles.

—Nick Mott, Rocky Mountains Ph
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The Finger 

David and I that summer cut trails on the Survey.
All week in the valley for wages, in air that was steeped 
In the wail of mosquitos, but over the sunalive weekends
We climbed.
From “David,” a poem by Earle Birney
 
Early morning frost up the old creek bed.
Lovely round pebbles. Shiny skulls
brushed with a skein of ice. Verglas.
One stumble and rubbed off glaze reveals truth beneath. 
 
My stomach rumbles as we pass morels of dark chiffon. 
We four are tiny marching ants in this landscape.
Early morning light, candy-floss pink limestone
high above reminds us that the day will be long. 
 
Bighorn sheep graze on a carpet of chlorophyll 
the meadow hangs impossibly above the shaded valley floor.
Honeyed beams of light catch and color everything
pushing grey outwards and upwards.

At last we arrive at the base of the behemoth
the stark wall of The Finger bears down.
The cranky chossy beast makes himself known
spews rocks, keeps us on our toes.

We slam down water, then salty cashews, then water again.
Our two companions laugh and groan, repack bags, try to lighten the load.
We leave big boots on, the route only 5.6 in 1956. Bravado bellows.
Time to set upward, the sharp end yours.

Prickly, rubber-grabbing slab softens to water-worn grooves.
I force my hard lugged soles into polished, unforgiving corners.
Eager to please, I dare not tremble.
Slipping, insecure, I finally pull rock shoes out of my pack.

Three hundred feet off the ground,
my fingers curl and crimp on fragile sea beds.
Smeared toe, tiny hands, toe again.
Holds rip free, disintegrate at my touch.

Another crumbly hour or two skyward, we gain the razorback ridge.
With a smile and a salty kiss, you leave me 
tethered to an enormous tenuous block
straddling a limestone horse.
A thousand feet down left, a thousand feet down right
I only look ahead, blinders on.

My head spins at the thought of so much sky. 
Tiny splinters of light race through me.
All this up, it’s breaking me down.
The Finger points at me and heckles.

The mountain knows.

Is this how David felt? I wonder.
Terrified. Alone in his own thoughts.
Dying on a rocky ledge, sun and dust in his eyes.
Perhaps a raven floated by, offering solace and wings,
or an epitaph of poetry.

I shrink into a corner.
Press my palms on warm slabs
slippers bite, push dark thoughts out.
The summit so near but the day hardly done. 
 
On the top of The Finger tip
I sink onto a stool of piled summit rocks.
We choke down tough dry sausage, a swig of sugary tea.
We hear a lively shout, our slow friends still a pitch below.

A dusty path of scree sends us downward.
We abseil again, and again
all our trust held in suspicious old pins.
Finally we reach a steep couloir, a snowy cobra rising up.
It’s easy walking for goats, but we sink to our knees with every step.

Snow turns to melt, a clear stream whispers ecstasy to parched throats.
Forest surrounds us in a chartreuse embrace
kisses of paintbrush, asters on our tongues.
A skittish deer bursts out of aspens.
A garden of life. Ridiculous utopian scenes now that we’ve escaped death.



Mosquitos plunge deep into our skin and feast.
They take advantage of climbers too weary 
to whack them away.
With every stumble, every drop of lost blood, I reach the road.

And poor David, 
he never felt the comfort of pavement again
nor the rhythm of those sunalive weekends.
All his hopes now held in the wings of ravens.
His memory trapped in pines thrust at the stars.

Perhaps he misses the wail of mosquitos,
the squeak of a pika,
glances of quicksilver-moving martens.
Those, those I still have. 

—Joanna Croston, Canmore, Alberta  

[Author’s Note: This poem alludes to “David,” a famous poem by Earle 

Birney (1904–1995) that recounts the death of a fictional character 

on The Finger in the Canadian Rockies. A few phrases from Birney’s 

poem—“Pines thrust at the stars,” “marten moving like quicksilver,” 

“sunalive weekends”—have been woven directly into this one.]
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Fifty Feet 

We had just come into camp and were ready 
to sit at the table and gab and toke and fig-
ure if anything worth joining was happening, 
and we also wanted to brag that we’d ticked 
our line. It was midsummer, late midday, dog 
hot. Camp was empty except for the few who 
had the sense to wait in the shade, who would 
climb later once the sun eased its angle.

I said we should go to the river, and Bart 
agreed, but he argued that first we should get 
high, besides there was time, so no need to 
rush. I thought that was fine, fine, after all I 
had led the thing, had led it out, to where, if 
I had slipped, I would have died. I’d broken 
through, passed, but I had not told Bart that 
I’d hung once on a set cam, cheated a bit. 
I knew what those fifty crux feet meant: I 
would be finally accepted. Tomorrow I could 
sit in the story. I was, finally, in no hurry. 
The West Gargoyle was ours, even if we 
had traversed east to avoid the insignificant  
summit pitches. 

I stripped my T-shirt and went to the near-
est faucet, crouched under it, opened it; the 
cold pushed out a crisp yell that came from 
my guts. That clear water, I still recall how the 
water made this small, glittering thread across 
the closed road, how the bathrooms were near, 
how they were built from thick wood, lathered 
thick in yellow and brown paint, the smell, so 
human in the forest. I knew I was part of it, of 
the climbing, of life.

Then the ranger showed. I was still drip-
ping, straddling the bench. Bart hurried to 
stash the weed.

“We have a girl missing, seventeen,” said 
Jeff. His uniform looked too crisp, clean, self-
assured.

“Where?” I asked. 
“Somewhere off Hornsby Trail. Her 

parents say they told her to wait, but she wan-
dered. We have a team forming, but maybe 
you guys could go right of the trail and beat 
up to the slabs, maybe higher.”

“A rescue?” asked Bart.
“It’s still a search until we know more. 

Camp is dead. You want the work or not?”
I looked at Bart. He wanted no part of 

this deal. Really, I didn’t either. A run up 
there, on that day, it was going to be hell. But 
there it was. 

We said sure. We had to—it was pushed 
on us. We took off, naked almost, certain we’d 
laugh later.

When we’d crossed the river and gotten to 
the trailhead, we paused. 

“We keep up the talus to the slabs, and if 
we don’t find her, the same way down,” I said.

Bart said, “They’ll find her near the trail. 
This is just paid exercise. Let’s go.”

Right away, it was hard. The dense brush 
tore at me, sliced small cuts across my arms, 
trunk, legs. I slipped on mats of moss, bled 
and swore at the pace Bart set. He ran, rarely 
calling the girl, Grace.

In anger at Bart, I started calling, “Grace, 
Grace for God’s sake.” I called so often that 
by the toe of the slabs I was swallowing my 
tongue; the dust of the hot, dry duff strangled 
my breathing. Ph
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At the slabs, Bart said, “I’m going to 
the trail. They’ll find her or she’s dead. 
No matter, just is.”

We split apart, and I went down west 
of our frantic course up, went down fast, 
too fast, but still calling, and when I got 
to the road, I ran to the station the rang-
ers had set at the trailhead and sank to 
the pavement.

Jeff looked down at me. “Nothing. 
No news. We haven’t found her. There’s 
food over there. Get a rest. We are going 
to start up again in the morning,” he said.

The tall pines were black against the 
darkening sky. I gazed up at the tip of 
the Gargoyle that we had not reached. 
Its visage was fading into the folds of the 
night. Everything was above me. I was 
nothing, again, always. The lights of the 
Ranger trucks spun as I stood uneasily 
and walked to my site. 

Camp was alive: a team down from 
the Bardo Wall, a crowd with a hissing 
gas lamp around the problem Cast Off, 
a trio of distant guitars strumming, Bart 
saying we’d ticked our route.

“The Gargoyle is done,” Bart said. 
I thought, She is waiting.
It was too hot, too buggy to sleep, 

with things biting all night.
She is waiting for me. “Stay,” I said to 

her. “I’m lost too. Stay.”

The Ranger lights were still swirling when 
I got to the trailhead before dawn. I was set to 
trace yesterday’s search, up the gully and the 
drainage, to the rim if necessary.

Jeff was still there, and he looked it, like it 
had been a night. When he saw me, he drifted 
slowly from the pack of other rangers and 
nodded. He asked if I had eaten, asked if I was 
alone and I said yes, and yes I was early, but 
could I assist and where?

“Her parents said last night that they’d 
fought, on the trail, something about mar-
riage, and Grace got angry and took off.”

“Up or down?” I asked.
“They can’t agree.”
“That changes a lot. It’s a big difference,” I 

said. “How can’t they know?”
“They were fighting, and didn’t pay mind. 

I heard you and Bart climbed the west face yes-
terday. Good job.” He smiled. “You guys were 
up there yesterday. Hear anything? Makes 
sense you came down Veil drainage, right?”

I stood, didn’t know how to answer. Truth: 

we’d done the hard part, and then traversed 
east along some easy stuff, got to the Hornsby 
trail and ran down that way instead. We were 
planning to finish it later, today even. No big 
deal. We’d passed two hikers on the path, a 
hulking man engulfing a short woman in a 
bear hug, and I knew in my head, now, they 
were the parents.

“Yeah, down Veil Creek, didn’t see a soul.”
The lie shook. I set down my pack, bent 

and opened it. Rummaged. 
I said, “I’m going up the creek. Maybe 

we missed her. Maybe she went low and west 
around the Gargoyle. Maybe she cut to find 
water. It was really hot. Maybe she heard 
water.”

Jeff took too long to say, “Well, we’re going 
to focus on the rim. She probably kept going 
uphill, away from her folks and didn’t realize 
that the road is still miles. The trail is clear but 
uphill. She got tired and, well, we’ll find her 
up there. You go on as you want, unless you 
want to wait and join the rest. You’ll be doing 
it on your own.”

“I’m OK with that.”
“It’s tough ground from the trail to Veil 

Creek. They don’t see her doing it.”
“Funny what people do,” I said, “under 

pressure.”
“Yeah,” he said. He waved to some other 

rangers who were standing around a truck. “If 
you don’t think you finished your search yes-
terday, go on. Grab a radio just in case.”

Dawn was coming; there was light enough 
for me to trot unaided by headlamp to the 
talus field. First I tried to skirt this jumble on 
its left flank, but the angle of the slope and the 
thick sheets of oak and bay leaves made going 
slow. I got onto the rubble. I’d brought a whis-
tle, and I scrambled atop boulders and blew, 
waited and listened for Grace, and then went 
up another thirty feet and blew and listened.

The brush cut, and I cursed the bleeding. 
Mosquitoes bit, but I knew she was also being 
bitten, and I swore at my selfish self. It was too 
far, and the land too vast, and I knew I was here 
for myself and not for her, and I swore again. 
We hadn’t done it, I thought over and over.

In two hours, I cleared the bushwhack and 
gained to where drainage opens to expanses of 
stone. The west flank of the Gargoyle loomed 
above, already soaking in the heat. I cupped 
my hands in the stream and drank from pure 
granite.

Then I saw a floundered trout that had 

flopped into a too-small pool, a bowl the size 
of a bear’s head just above where I had drunk, 
and I wanted to vomit, felt my guts grab. I 
saw how the trout’s thin skin was flailed in its 
repeated attempts to escape, cut by the rock’s 
sharp lip. I saw the upward-looking dead eye, 
still holding a glint of hope.

I ran, to escape, to find Grace.
Soon I started to zigzag, running to and 

fro, calling, leaping the creek at the narrows, 
wading or swimming the wide crossings. I tied 
my shirt around my waist at a jog and kept 
calling, forgoing the whistle.

The terrain pushed me to the foot of the 
Gargoyle. Here the creek came close to the 
base of the tower. I called. Nothing came back 
but what I felt. No echo. I was alone. I was 
dead. My mind slowed. I looked up and saw 
how trees on the tower grew along a faint hint 
of a ledge system, a labyrinth of blocks and 
ledges that could draw a person with a false 
promise of easy exit to the creek. I held still, 
thought, took a few steps to the creek, and 
then I saw her.

Her fallen body was by a pool. In small 
voice I said, “Grace.” But I knew it was too 
late.

She lay as if asleep, as if we were sharing 
the quiet. Her legs were broken from the fall, 
two open fractures. She’d managed to crawl 
from where she’d landed to the water. I sat by 
her. I swept back her long blond hair. I dipped 
my shirt with care in the pool from which 
she’d drunk, and I washed her abrasions. I 
waved to keep away the flies while I called in 
the helicopter.  How long had it taken for her 
to pass? How many sips from the creek had 
she taken? If we had come down this way yes-
terday, would this be different?

I walked out and at the meadow, saw from 
afar the chopper, the personnel, the spectators 
and her parents, who were standing apart, still 
as trees. The wind from the chopper blew the 
grass in waves. That was all.

In camp Bart found me at the table.
“How was it? You OK?” he asked.
“We should have finished it, gone to the 

top.”
“Don’t go there. We did it. We did the 

hard stuff, all of it. We were thirsty.”
“We didn’t summit.”
“That’s old school talk. It’s nothing.”
“Bart, there is something I got to tell you 

about the crux.”
“I don’t want to hear it. Don’t screw this 

up.”



I wandered to the river but realized I didn’t 
want it, so I took off, ran up and out of the 
canyon, through sparse pine, along bare rock 
rolls, past strewn erratics. After miles passed 
under my feet, I stopped at sunset, a fire sky 
where God was  finger-painting the heavens 
like an angry kid. And when the crescent 
moon became white, low on the horizon, I 
began my journey home.

Two weeks later Jeff found me.
“Grace’s family is going to hold a service 

in the Chapel on Sunday. They’ve invited SAR 

to join.”
“I don’t think I can go.”
“I think they’d like it if you went, thank 

you, you know.”
“I’ll see, I’ll see, but I don’t think so.”

That Sunday, I woke and started off on 
another run, found myself going up Hornsby 
Trail, and when I got to where I thought she’d 
left it, where the trail sways from the Gar-
goyle, I departed, trying to puzzle her route. 
I got a glimpse of Veil Creek, and then I saw 
how some tilted blocks on the Gargoyle led 
around the buttress like a collapsed staircase. 
I followed.

Very soon the base of the wall fell away, 
and the trees below appeared small. The brush 

was thick and barbed. As I traversed, I had 
trouble staying close to the rock. The foliage 
kept pushing me out. Then it was clear, just 
stone. Ahead was fifty feet of real climbing, 
and while there were holds, there was also 
great air, and the sound of water, near.

Could she have crossed this? Would she 
have? It was clear she had.

I marveled at her audacity, and after 
tightening the laces of my running shoes, 
I cast off. Technically, it was hard moder-
ate, but uncharted, steep and the moves not 
obvious, the holds round, nothing sharp or 

certain, all with a downward cant, all with 
whispers of falling.

At the end of the real climbing, I began 
to scramble once again, ever winding around 
and down the Gargoyle, until it all stopped. 
The blocks ended, nothing but that black ver-
tical wall, the creek fifty feet below, so close I 
could see insects skimming the glassy surface 
of the water.

Then a glint, a chain of gold, thin as a strand 
of hair. It was hung, wedged into a paper-thin 
crack. I cupped it in my hand as if it were a 
dandelion puffball that must be kept intact. I 
lifted it until it became taut, gave the slightest 
tug and it released. Dangling from the chain 
was a gold anchor, no larger than a bloodless 
tick. It swayed in the breeze of my breath.

I dropped it into my breast pocket and sat, 
looked to where I had found her, listened to 
the water slip. Here she fell, here where the 
Gargoyle’s toe curls under. It was too much, 
for her, for me. I had seen it from below.

I retreated, retraced my way back. At the 
serious part, I hesitated, sat with fear, heaved 
a dry retch, thought of falling as I stood and 
took the first move. I felt heavy and thick, the 
anchor large as a room. I kept going, knowing 
if I paused I’d freeze and fall. I clutched for 
edges. Once across, I took time to soak in the 
vastness. I looked to the creek, and when that 

was too much, in a rush, I got to the trail as 
fast as possible.

Late that night, I went to the hotel bar. 
After my fourth beer, I saw him at a table, 
alone, just him and a neat whisky. I knew it 
was her dad. I’d seen him, seen his picture in 
the papers, on the news, on the trail. He was 
large, big blocky head, crewcut, suit tight as if 
his body wanted out. I came up to him.

“Sir,” I said. “I have something for you. 
May I sit?”

“I’m drinking alone.”
“I want you to have this. I found it. It’s 

from Grace.” Carefully I reached into my 
pocket and took out the chain and anchor and 
put it softly on the black marble table. It was 
so bright it looked alive.
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“Where did you find that?” He sat up 
straight, put both his large hands flat on the 
table, framing the necklace; they were white, 
meaty hands.

“Near where she fell. I’m the guy that 
found her.”

“No, you did not find her. Grace was not 
there when you found that body.”

“Yes, sir.”
“She loved it here.”
“Lots to love about it.”
“Yeah, lots to love,” he said softly. “You 

want to sit?”

“I don’t want to bother you, sir. I wanted 
to get this back to you.”

“I gave it to her a long while ago, when I 
was active in the Navy, high seas shit. I don’t 
want it. It was hers, and now, well. I just don’t 
want it. It’s yours. Grace is lost.”

“Sir, I—”
“We can’t leave it here on the table, like a 

piece of junk, can we?”
“No sir.”
“Maybe she left it for you. Sling it around 

your neck and sit.”
I did.
He ordered a beer and a bourbon, “Water 

chaser,” he added, and when it came, we 
touched glasses without words.

“I would like to tell you something about 

that day I found Grace.”
“No,” he said, lifting his glass. “No, let’s 

forget.”
“OK,” I said, knowing there is no forget-

ting.
I swear I still wear it, hoping that someday 

it will break and fall away, chain and anchor, 
all of it; after all, it is so thin and small it is 
almost nothing.

—Mark Rodell, Bangkok, Thailand

Crossing the Equilibrium Line

The road to Exit Glacier is lined with 
wooden markers. As the pavement winds 
8.4 miles through the gravelly expanse of 
the outwash plain, it tells a history: the ice 
reached to this point in 1889, extended 299 
feet fewer in 1891, 446 feet fewer in 1894, 
etc. The markers are time-stamps, a tale of the 
glacier’s life measured by moraine deposits 
and by the rings of hemlock and spruce that 
have sprouted in its wake.

Thousands of years ago, long before those 
trees, it looked something like this: a valley 
brimming with ice punctured by lone peaks, 
nunataks, jutting skyward more than 5,000 
feet above the valley floor. This mass, swollen, 
slowly advanced to Resurrection Bay, then 
a nearly indistinguishable extension of the 
Harding Icefield that coated all of Alaska’s 
Kenai Peninsula

Then, warming. Shifting. The end of the 
Pleistocene and the last great ice age. The gla-
cier crawled inland, revealing knifed ridges, 
scraped mountainsides and the delicately 
interwoven channels of the valley floor. In 
moments it crumbled and fractured, dropping 
glittering shards of itself in its path. More 
recently, the receding glacier revealed trees, a 
whole soggy forest emerging from ice that had 
swallowed it in the last several hundred years.

Imagine this play of ice carried out over 
millennia—this cyclical growing, shrink-
ing and shaping; this plucking, scraping and 
molding; this chaos of huge, moving blocks 
giving way to freshly dropped boulders, melt-
water streams. And then: lichen, moss, bright 
pink flashes of fireweed. Willowy alders. 
Hardy cottonwoods. Spruce trees. The entire 
outwash blooms into a small jungle of new 
life. Life after ice.

If humans could also live for thousands of 
years, if we could witness in real time the long, 
slow geologic processes that determine the 

landscapes we inhabit—would we value more 
the lessening of the river flow from the mouth 
of a glacial lake, the plants slowly pushing up 
from its nutrient-rich till? At least in the moun-
tains, we are called to consider these questions.

I once lay on my belly on a rock alongside 
the edge of Exit Glacier and watched a group 
of fellow climbers inch across the ice like ants. 
Their tiny figures traversed giant fissures that 
appeared like scars. They were scars: cracks 
that once formed and gaped and then fused 
together as the plasticity of moving ice reacted 
to the nuanced angles of the bedrock beneath.

The climbers gathered on the edge of an 
aquamarine stream that cut a tight-kinked rib-
bon in the ice before disappearing into a wide, 
circular hole. Moulins (French for “mill”) are the 
internal plumbing system of glaciers, meltwater 
holes that give way to winding tunnels. Water 
that pours into these tunnels follows uncharted 
pathways beneath the ice, exiting the glacier at 
its toe, where it then flows into the outwash 
plain (or ocean, or lake). What happens below 
the surface, between the entry and the outlet of 
the ice, glaciologists can’t yet say. They haven’t 
found a way to map that journey. 

Here is an essential fact of glaciers: they 
continually, unwittingly change. Their exis-
tence is a simple equation of gain and loss: 
they accumulate snow and ice and release 
water and debris. In a stable climate, these 
forces equal out, allowing glaciers to grow or 
maintain their mass. An erratic climate—a 
warmer one with more rain than snow as we’ve 
increasingly recorded over past decades—
equals more loss and little to no gain. A term 
exists in glaciology: the equilibrium line, the 
demarcating threshold that separates the zone 
where enough snow collects and turns to ice, 
allowing the glacier to expand, from the zone 
where not enough snow falls and the ice melts, 
causing the glacier to shrink. It is a line that 
creeps higher each year on Exit Glacier, and on 
the majority of glaciers worldwide.

One can argue that humans have not yet 
pinpointed our own equilibrium line. We’ve 
not been pressed hard enough against the 
looming wall of extinction to be forced, wit-
tingly or not, into that realization. Resources 
seem infinite until proven otherwise. Water 
will flow from taps and hoses until there are no 
glaciers left to provide it. Oil will sprout from 
wells and feed our vehicles and homes until 
the wells run dry. If humans have a greatest 
fallacy, it is that we ignore the lessons on living 
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that surround us, the balanced ecosystems that 
remain balanced until we interrupt them. The 
ice sheets worldwide that govern our climate. 
The glaciers that feed our water tables.

Two of the climbers stopped at the edge of 
a crevasse. They knelt near the lip and drilled 
in ice screws, clipped carabiners and dropped 
coiled rope ends down the silky hard wall. 
One descended, legs spread, crampons stick-
ing to the slick vertical surface as he walked his 
body into the crack. Perhaps he was aiming to 
practice climbing out of the crevasse, or sim-
ply to see the inner spaces of ice rarely seen.

Observing from my perch, I wondered, 
is he afraid down there, suspended between 
those hard blue walls? Is he considering that 
the life of the substance surrounding him will 
go on long beyond his? Those frozen molecules 
and others like them will melt into outwash 
plains, oceans and rivers. They will be con-
sumed by thirsty mouths, plants, refineries. 
Some will evaporate back into the sky to be 
carried by a cloud and dropped once more on 
the earth’s surface, maybe as snow, but maybe 
more likely as rain. The rain could fall on this 
glacier, or another glacier, or maybe into the 
steadily swelling ocean that creeps farther up 
coastlines each year, swallowing beachfront 
homes once deemed desirable.

What is the purpose of fear in a world so 
impermanent? In a world entirely subject to 
change, despite the tendency of humans to 

want it to stay the same? Jon Riedel, a glaciolo-
gist in Washington’s North Cascades, calls ice 
ages the rhythm of the earth. The cycle of melt-
ing and freezing was established long before 
modern human civilization arrived 10,000 
years ago on the tail end of the most recent ice 
age. With our cars and factories, our pollution-
producing technologies and lifestyles, we’ve 
disrupted the rhythm, accelerated the pace. 
The quickly receding glaciers of the world will 
form again—perhaps in as long as tens of mil-
lions of years from today—though human eyes 
may not be present to admire them.

The climber ascended his rope and 
climbed out of the crevasse. Sun split a cloud. 
Long beams grazed the glacier’s surface until 
it appeared both glaring bright and bruised. 
Infinite scale gave way to one concentrated 
minute. My life, I realized, was a mere breath 
in that of Exit Glacier’s.

In the context of the planet’s scale, we 
are all like ants. And, as such, we have lives 
to live and work to do. The mystery of our 
existence lies not in the final outcome, but 
the ways we fill those breaths—between our 
present moments and the inevitable ending of 
them. There is peace to be found in knowing 
that despite our worst actions, life will sprout 
again after our death. Mosses will spread and 
fireweed will bloom, waving pink flowers in a 
gentle glacial breeze.

—Manasseh Franklin, West Tetons

April 25, 2015 

Camp , 5900 meters, Chomolungma: Thin ice 
crystals formed during the night from the air 
that we exhaled. When I woke at 5 a.m., the 
tent ceiling glittered white. I’ve always found it 
hard to start moving through the pale morn-
ing frost, when the world appears cold and 
dead. But there’s no choice, I reminded myself, as 
usual. You have to get up. Beyond the door, the 
bright snows of Pumori and Cho Oyu gleamed. 
I greeted the peaks silently, Good morning. In an 
instant, I felt the energy of the land inside me.

Revitalized, I made breakfast for the other 
Nepali guide, Lam Babu Sherpa; the direc-
tor, Dennis Broadwell; and two of our clients. 
As we headed down toward Base Camp, we 
passed Sherpa workers on their way up. Most 
had started climbing through the Khumbu 
Icefall at 3 a.m., to avoid the danger and the 
burning heat of the sun. I knew many of them, 
but we couldn’t stop to chat. Amid the poten-
tial hazards of falling ice or sliding blocks, we 
could only exchange quick words: Tashi delek, 
Good morning, See you, Take care. Afterward, I 
would remember how vibrant they appeared 
that morning, how well. 

About halfway down, the Argentinean 
guide Damian Benegas was taking a break 
with his clients. I’d worked for him in 2014. 
I hugged him, and we wished each other a safe 
journey. My former student Tendi Sherpa was 
helping a Korean climber with two other Sher-
pas. He told me his client was blind and Deaf. 
They looked exhausted, yet I couldn’t linger. I 
had to keep moving with my own group. 

Passing through the Khumbu Icefall is like 
traveling down a narrow road with tall build-
ings on both sides: when you peer closely, the 
cracked walls seem about to crumble. Often, 
you feel as if you’re crossing the gaps from one 
rooftop to the next. Most of the ice blocks are 
formed like Vs, a shape likely to collapse.

Little more than a year before, on April 
18, 2014, an avalanche killed sixteen expedi-
tion workers in the Icefall. I was one of the first 
rescuers to arrive. Two people from my village, 
Wangdi Sherpa and Mingma Tshering Sherpa, 
descended by themselves in a panic. When 
they saw me, they started crying, “Dai…dai, 
brother.” Blood clotted on their faces. Wangdi 
Sherpa shivered, and I gave him my jacket. A 
day later, Damian and I joined the search for 
the missing. There was so much fallen ice that 
we had trouble digging. The body of a friend lay 
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encased in debris; a single limb pointed to the 
sky. How will this be for his family? I thought.

This year, the Icefall Doctors had moved 
the route, but memories still flashed through 
my mind. At one place, aluminum ladders led 
over thirty meters of vertical ice. I imagined the 
huge block tipping. In the distance, I could see 
the old avalanche site: a bag and some clothes 
lay on the snow, black dots against a white sur-
face. I chanted the Buddhist mantra, Om Mani 
Padme Hum, praying for the peace of departed 
souls. Why am I here? I wondered.

I kept talking to myself, trying to focus 
on the positive parts of guiding. My client 
Benjamin Breckheimer, a former soldier, had 
injured his right leg in Afghanistan, so we took 
our time crossing the ladders. Around noon, 
we reached the bottom of the Icefall, and we 
removed our harnesses and crampons. Soon 
after, I felt the ice lift beneath me. At the first 
jolt, I thought a big block had crashed down. 
The noise grew louder until I realized it was an 
earthquake. I told Benjamin to run.

There was a large hanging serac on the wall 
of Nuptse, not far away. I turned to see if an 
avalanche was coming from that direction. It 
would certainly kill us. Benjamin couldn’t run 
anymore. He stood still, trying to control his 
breath as we listened for sounds of danger. A 
cloud of white billowed down Pumori. We 
quickly hid behind a block of ice. It was a fast 
decision—and the right one. Most of the debris 
flew above us. We bit our jackets to prevent the 
gusts of air from filling our mouths with snow, 
a technique I’d learned from stories of pioneer-
ing climbers. Inside the avalanche, I told myself 
that staying strong would save me. There was 
no way to run anymore. No choices. I couldn’t 
see or hear anything except the rushing snow. 

When at last the air was calm, Benjamin 
and I were covered in debris. He looked like 
a snowman. Slowly, we embraced each other. 
Neither of us was injured. Our eyes filled with 
tears. Benjamin prayed for the people inside the 
Khumbu Icefall. I thought about Tendi Sherpa 
and the Korean man. I was sure they were there.

Benjamin and I cleaned the snow from our 
bodies and kept walking. Equipment was 
strewn across the ground—blown all the way 
from Base Camp. Small pieces of black plastic 
mats, a pair of down camp shoes, some gloves 
and socks. An empty sleeping bag lay curled on 
the ground as though there was still someone 
inside it. I felt terrified, wondering what hap-
pened to our friends and the rest of our team.
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Dennis, Lam Babu and others rushed to us 
as soon as we neared the kitchen tent. Everyone 
asked at once, “Are you OK?” Although our 
camp wasn’t damaged, the tents were crusted 
with snow. They told me that much of Kath-
mandu, where my family lived, had collapsed. 
My wife, Jangmu Sherpa, was five months preg-
nant with our first child, and she was working 
as a nurse at Patan Hospital. I tried to call her 
immediately, but the phone connection was cut 
off. I hurried to a nearby camp, where there 
were Sherpas from our village. They said that 
they got a message that our families were safe.

Back in our camp, our cook offered me 
some dal bhat, and I realized how hungry 
I was. As I ate, more friends arrived. They 
told me the middle camps were completely 
destroyed. Still wearing my climbing boots, 
I ran to the site. I’d never thought that there 
would be so many dead. Some bodies were 
already wrapped in blue tarpaulin. The ava-
lanche gust had struck the center of camp. 
Blood stained spaces where tents had been. 
The air was filled with the smell of kerosene 
and gas. People cried and called for help.

I joined the others carrying victims to the 
medical camp of the Himalayan Rescue Asso-

ciation. We found a dead man with a small 
purse around his neck. I stared at his broken 
hands. Why did this happen? The only answer 
I could think of was this: Our life is uncertain. 
We wrapped him gently with a tent cover and 
more blue tarpaulin.

The sound of rescue helicopters filled the 
clouded morning sky. Thirteen Nepalis and 
five foreign climbers were reported dead. More 
than forty people were seriously injured. Many 
of the Nepalis were Base Camp staff, cooks and 
assistant cooks. I stood in silence by the body 
of a young Sherpa, Dawa Tseri, another  for-
mer student, packed inside blue tarpaulin. Each 
day, he’d greeted me with a soft smile, “Morn-
ing aaju, brother.” He had descended safely 
through all the hazards of the Khumbu Icefall 
just hours before the earthquake—only to be 
killed at Base Camp while eating his lunch.

As I’d guessed, Tendi Sherpa and his 
Korean client were still in the Icefall when the 
tremors struck. And yet they had lived. Tendi 
told me that the falling ice blocks had nearly 
buried them. The fixed rope had vanished in 
some places, and he’d used his extra cord to 
help his client down.

Finally, I managed to reach my wife on 
Dennis’s satellite phone. At first her voice 
sounded feeble, but as she recognized me, 
her words grew clearer. Since the call was 
expensive, we kept our conversation short. 
I promised I’d be home soon. I knew she’d 
worry as long as I remained in the mountains. 

Serac avalanches still thundered in the Ice-
fall. After a few more days, we headed home. 
We were fortunate no one was killed in Rol-
waling village where I was born. My mother, 
who still lived there, was safe. But nothing 
about the way back felt familiar. A lodge where 
we’d slept on the approach had lost a sidewall. 
Holes gaped in buildings like wounds. 

In the past, after weeks surrounded by 
the white of the mountains, I’d rejoiced at 
the reemergence of green, the rich color and 
scent of the juniper, the warmth of the vil-
lages. Now, with each step down the broken 
trails, images of disasters jostled in my mind. 
There could be no pleasant journey, this time, 
through the valleys—only the restless desire to 
see my wife and family once more, only the 
anticipation of new life, keen and fragile as a 
blade of grass or an infant’s cry.
—Phurba Namgyal Sherpa, Kathmandu, Nepal Ph
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M O U N T A I N  P R O F I L E

JANNU | KUMBHAKARNA  I  PAUL HERSEY, with Andy Lindblade

the  
Sleeping 
Warrior

Passages of this article printed in roman font are by Paul Hersey;  

sections in italic font, unless otherwise noted, are by Andy Lindblade. 

Clouds pushed up from the valley, tumbling over themselves, propelled by 
cold, rushing air. Within minutes, spindrift streaked down and whirled 

around me. As Athol climbed up and past my hanging belay, he peered into 
the heights above, looking for shelter before the light was gone. ¶  He said 

nothing as he kept going; the rugged force of his movements provided a ballast 
against the storm. The rope trailed after him, lashed by the tumbling snow. 

Later, when I sensed he had me on belay, I started up, immediately pushed off 
balance by spindrift. I fought on, following an upward, sideways route into 

the grey. The blizzard punched  me into a kind of claustrophobic tunnel. For 
a while, I lost all connection with the constant of time.  ¶  Finally, I looked 
up. There was Athol, hunched over the cusp of an icy pod, on the edge of a 
hanging ice clif f. The storm got heavier. We needed to move ourselves and 
our frozen, mangled rope farther in, beneath the shelter of the ice clif f, out 
of the fall line of the avalanches and the swirling mass of snow and wind, 

away from everything that kept screaming down the walls of Jannu.
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A Mountain Beyond Aspiration

Like an apparition from a dream or a nightmare, it emerges. A terrible, 
sublime beauty that I can’t draw my eyes from. A dark behemoth, rising 
skyward beyond what seems possible, pierces the slow-swirling mist. 
There’s too much for me to take in. Instinctively, I search for a feature to 
focus on, something I can relate to: perhaps an ice gully or a rock but-
tress that offers a staircase through the cloud. Any hint of accessibility to 
clasp against the unlikeliness of such a peak. 

By the time I’d first read Andy Lindblade’s story about climbing 
the north face of Jannu with Athol Whimp, the mountain was already 
well set in my imagination, and I thought that I would cherish the 
opportunity to see it for myself. In the pre-monsoon season of 2014, I 
traveled from New Zealand to East Nepal to attempt Anidesha Chuli, 
an unclimbed 6815-meter peak nearby. Beyond the remote village of 
Ghunsa in the upper Tamor Valley, shafts of warm spring sunshine lit 
the larch forests and rock fields. A day ahead of my climbing compan-
ions—my wife Shelley Hersey and my good friend John Price—I tried 
to keep up with our porters and base camp staff. 

Up the side of an old moraine wall, the track turned back on itself. 
There was the hushing of wind as it glided through the highlands, the 
sound of water trickling and laughter echoing from somewhere above or 
below me. I leaned against a boulder and looked up for the first time in 
a while, suddenly catching sight of a vista that, as French climber Guido 
Magnone wrote almost six decades earlier, “consists entirely of horrific 
hanging glaciers and vertical snow-cluttered walls.” 

The first view of an iconic mountain is supposed to be awe-inspiring. 
As a climber, I should have felt my thirst for adventure aroused. Instead, 
this vision seemed only to clasp together all the insecurities that haunted 
me from previous failures. In Mountains of the Mind, Robert Macfarlane 
explained how sublime landscapes can reshape “our understandings of 
ourselves…. In their vastness and in their intricacy, mountains stretch 
out the individual mind and compress it simultaneously…make it aware 
of its own immeasurable acreage and reach and, at the same time, of its 
own smallness.” Normally, I treasured the opportunity of connecting 
any mountain with my mindscape. I loved it when curved edges of snow 
merged softly into thin clouds until one couldn’t be distinguished from 
the other. And when icy ramps glistened in the morning sun at an angle 
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that seemed—to my eyes at least—engaging. Emotionally uplifting. 
But other mountains rise as a phantasm might, mile after daunting 

mile from the fog. Ice shields carry the sheen and texture of white steel. 
Rock appears without feature, bulging impossibly at an altitude where 
even the gentlest slopes provide a challenge. Instead of some luminous, 
Romantic vision of self-discovery, an aspiring climber might more read-
ily imagine an annihilation—or else, a total transformation—of their 
consciousness. Somehow the age-old mountaineering questions of 
possibility and impossibility, of acceptable and unacceptable risk, felt 
keener here, beneath this peak. I sensed an extra layer of darkness—and 
what I took to be, for me at least, an unobtainable allure. 

The history of Jannu (also known as Kumbhakarna) reflects, in part, 
the development of alpinism in the Greater Ranges: the shift from siege 
tactics toward a lightweight approach, what I like to think of idealistically 

as the truest of means applied to the toughest of terrains. But as I studied 
the features of the north face, one of the most daunting alpine walls on 
earth, the words and images from past stories tumbled back into my mind 
in cold, sharp fragments, like falling ice. I realized that climbers’ percep-
tions of the mountain had also morphed into metaphors for something 
else, something well beyond the limits of all my experiences so far. 

What could it take to reach a summit like this? In Alpinist 24, recalling 
the first ascent of the West Pillar, Valery Babanov described a hallucina-
tory, almost cosmic battle in his mind: “Any ascent of Jannu is a leap into 
the unknown, and the unpredictability of the result grows geometrically 
with the increasing difficulty of the line. At these altitudes, technical 
problems are compounded by unstable weather, hurricane winds, thin 
air and arctic temperatures. Any path to Jannu would require the sur-
passing of ourselves.” 

[Opening Spread] Athol Whimp on the summit of Jannu / Kumbhakarna (7710m), Nepal 

Himalaya, May 2000, after climbing the Japanese Route with Andy Lindblade, who  

recalls, “Whimp, a former SAS soldier, died in early 2012 in New Zealand’s Darran Moun-

tains. He attributed the success on this route in part to the years of hard alpine climbing 

in his beloved homeland of New Zealand, in particular the Aoraki / Mt. Cook area of 

the Southern Alps.” Andy Lindblade  l  [This Page] View from a 6000-meter peak during 

Paul Hersey’s 2014 expedition, with John Price and Shelley Hersey. The unclimbed  

Anidesha Chuli (6815m) is on the left and Kumbhakarna is on the right. John Price 
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While I rested, still dazed from the altitude and what I had seen, 
a local man paused on his way down the valley. With an incline of his 
head and a slight frown, he seemed to be enquiring whether I was OK. I 
grinned, and then nodded. He continued on, and I wondered what his 
story might be, how such a mountain might affect him. As a foreigner 
to these lands, there was so much I didn’t know. 

Sleeping Warrior Mountain 

Centuries before Western visitors spun their gauzy dreams or gothic 
nightmares, Himalayan herders, traders and pilgrims trekked through 
dense forests and over snowy passes, spreading their own interpretations 
of the region. Unseen from Ghunsa, but a presence to all who live there, 
Jannu is the valley’s dominant highpoint. At 7710 meters, the peak forms 
part of the Kangchenjunga Himal, which rises along the modern border 
between Nepal and the Sikkim region of India. A long, white and grey 
curtain of ridge links Jannu to the apex of Kangchenjunga (8586m), the 
third highest mountain in the world. Kangbachen (7902m) and Yalung 
Kang (8505m) rise like pinches in the fabric between them. 

Although the name Jannu, of unclear origin, is more commonly 
known to foreign climbers, the mountain goes by many names. To 
the Yakthung or Limbu people of Sikkim, it is Phoktanglungma, “the 
mountain with shoulders,” and the place of creation. Kumbhakarna is 
the official Nepali title, a word that roughly signifies “Ears like a Pot.” In 
Hindu religion, Kumbhakarna is the younger brother of the King Ravana. 
The Indian epic  poem The Ramayana of Valmiki (as translated by Robert 
P. Goldman) calls Kumbhakarna an “immensely powerful” giant who 
“roamed about, terrifying the three worlds and devouring the great seers.” 
Nonetheless, Kumbhakarna remained “intent upon righteousness” and 
practiced austerities, lying in icy pools all winter, standing in circles of 
fire in summer. After 10,000 years, the time came for him to receive a 
boon from Brahma. The god, worried about Kumbhakarna’s monstrous 
appetite, asked the goddess Saraswati to creep into his throat and muddle 
his words. Thus manipulated by her, Kumbhakarna spoke, “What I 
desire is to sleep for many years.” Brahma replied, “So be it.”

Kumbhakarna also appears in local traditions as a pre-Buddhist pro-
tector god. Ghunsa resident Tenzin Sherpa Jorden accompanied us to our 
base camp, a two days’ walk from his home. He described the mountain 
as “his Kumbhakarna, spreading its wings like it was blessing the whole 
world.” Each year, during the festival of Neso, some villagers traverse the 
Kumbhakarna Glacier, which twists and falls from the northern aspect of 
the mountain. In the lee of a boulder, they offer blessings. At age eight, 
Tenzin first stood with the others in the shadow of the sleeping giant. He 
couldn’t take his gaze from the peak: this was what he imagined it might 
be like to look into the face of a God carved from the earth’s bedrock.

Over the course of our expedition, Tenzin told me more about what it 
was like to grow up in the valley. Each morning during Tenzin’s childhood, 
his father, Chungda, lit a candle and shook him awake when it was still 
dark. Outside, the air was often frosty and grey. Still confused with sleep, 
Tenzin rushed to keep up with Chungda along a narrow, stone path as the 
first sunlight glistened against the pure coats of the revered Tiger Moun-
tains. He asked his father why the peaks wore a “white cloth.” Chungda 
smiled. With patience, he explained the different moods of the moun-
tains each season, how they were guardians of the village and of other 
villages nearby, and how they must be treated with the highest respect. 
A grove of old trees surrounds the Ghunsa monastery at the top of a 

small rise. There, through his father’s teachings about Buddhism, Tenzin 
understood the importance of compassion, and he learned to give thanks 
for the umbrella of goodwill that Kumbhakarna spread over everyone he 
loved. Now, he explained, by showing the mountain to “foreign friends” 
and by introducing rural culture respectfully, he felt that he was doing 
something for the local environment and for his people. 

Where once there was only subsistence farming and occasional trade, 
Tenzin told me, mountain tourism has become a major source of income 
to his valley. Yet sustainable practices have remained important: in other 
areas of Nepal, large numbers of visitors have threatened the delicate eco-
logical balance of the mountains, through the chopping of numerous trees 
for firewood and the abandonment of refuse and human waste. Here, the 
rocks and the ice around us sparkled, still mostly free of visible impacts 
of travelers. High above, on Kumbhakarna, I knew that remnants of old 
fixed ropes testified to many years of foreign expeditions to this place. 

A Most Attractive Monster 

WINTER STILL HUNG IN THE AIR as Athol and I rode east in an old bus, away 
from Kathmandu on a bearing for Jannu-Kumbhakarna. The mountain 
was a chaotic image in my mind, formed by the stories and photos of past 
climbers who had made the journey into its orbit and been changed forever. 
Sitting on the hard bench of the bus, I could already feel the immensity of its 
north side, its indifference to my insignificance.

Dawn pushed through the dirty windows. The bus swung up and around 
countless bends. From the top of a sharp, red-dirt crest, we saw it, still far away. 
The driver perched the bus on the road’s edge, and Athol and I hurried out, 
speechless. The distant Jannu caught beams of yellow-orange light—the hue of 
countless Nepali postcards. And then we were back on board, lurching down 
the side of the ridge, yet another ridge on the way to the end of the road.

Before the existence of the road from Kathmandu to Taplejung, for-
eign expeditions to East Nepal traveled by foot from India. From the hill 
station of Darjeeling, the snows of Kangchenjunga and its satellite peaks 
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shimmered like a mirage to the northwest, only seventy-three kilometers 
away, and yet separated by thick forests and scarcely mapped mountain 
country. In 1848, when the English botanist Joseph Dalton Hooker made 
the first Western reconnaissance of Kangchenjunga, the British already 
dominated parts of India, but Sikkim remained independent, its rulers 
wary of colonialist incursions. Hooker’s secret purpose involved surveying 
the passes along the borders of Nepal and Tibet, then closed to foreigners. 
He paused to admire Kumbhakarna. “The most magnificent spectacle I 
ever beheld,” he recounted in his journal, although he qualified this praise 
in a footnote, calling it “a very much grander but far less picturesque 
object [than the Matterhorn],” as if something unfamiliar about the giant 
peak eluded an aesthetic formed in the European Alps. 

A year later, during his second journey to the region, Hooker and 
the British agent Archibald Campbell were imprisoned by Sikkimese 
officials. Upon their release, Hooker delivered sketches of the area to 
British soldiers who used them to invade Sikkim, adding hundreds of 
square miles to their nation’s control. “It is no coincidence,” historian 
Michael Reidy remarks in Alpinist 33, “that the mid-nineteenth century 
was a golden age of mountaineering and scientific exploration—and a 
time of imperial expansion. Each pursuit compelled a sense of dominion 
and aimed to make the unknown legible.” 

In the years that followed, Indian pundits—scholars and explorers 
often working undercover for the British Raj—surveyed the lower flanks 
of Kangchenjunga. Venturing across the sensitive Nepal border, they 
filled in more of the empty spaces in Hooker’s maps as they charted ways 
into Tibet. Among them, the legendary Sarat Chandra Das paid a visit 
to Ghunsa, where he stayed at the family home of one of his traveling 
companions, Phurchung, and marveled at the azure hue of the nearby 
glaciers. A handful of other curious wanderers ventured near Kumbha-
karna—some with the permission of Nepali officials, some without. In 
1872, when Elizabeth Sarah Mazuchelli meandered by with her husband, 
a local guide and seventy porters (bearing porcelain teacups and iron bed-
steads), much of their itinerary passed through uncharted territory. 

One night, lured by a vision of moonlit walls, Mazuchelli snuck 
away from camp alone, wincing at the crackle of her footsteps on thick 
frost. Constrained by a long Victorian dress, she scrambled up rock slabs 
on her hands and knees, tossing her sketchbook ahead of her. Atop an 
outcrop, she gazed at an expanse of ghostly pines, mist-covered snows 
and glittering buttresses. “It was altogether such a spectral and unearthly 
scene,” she recounted in The Indian Alps and How We Crossed Them, 
“that I realized in an instant how utterly hopeless it would be to attempt 
to portray it, and simply stood entranced, losing for a while even my 
own individuality, feeling that I had almost entered some new world.” 

In 1883 the exuberant British law student William Woodman 
Graham and his Swiss guides Emil Boss and Ulrich Kauffmann hired 
porters in Darjeeling and set out to climb as much as possible, claiming 
several 5000- and 6000-meter peaks in the region. (Critics, suspicious of 
both his rapid speed and his insistence that altitude had no effect on his 
breathing, disputed some of Graham’s feats.) From an unnamed summit, 
Graham peered at “awful...Joonoo,” as he called Kumbhakarna, but 
“came to the conclusion that it was too late to attempt such an ascent.”

Sixteen years later, as British mountaineer Douglas Freshfield made 
the first Western circumnavigation of Kangchenjunga, he searched for 
a sense of mystery that seemed to have vanished from the Alps with the 
spread of trains, resorts and tourists. One of his companions, the great 
Italian photographer Vittorio Sella, captured an ethereal black and white 
image of Kumbhakarna, its sunlit plumes of spindrift blazing into the 
sky. In Round Kangchenjunga, Freshfield strove to evoke Kumbhakarna’s 
fantastical shape: “a sphynx or a lion couchant. Too steep to hold snow 
except on its ledges and shoulders, it is to the critical appreciation of a 
connoisseur in mountain forms a most attractive monster…. We felt the 
rare rapture of the adventurer who has discovered something worth all 
his pains.” In the distant heights, Freshfield pictured his final refuge for 
the imagination, glimmering, sharp and cold against a darkening sky.

Last Fortresses Inviolate

It was another sixty years before anyone made a serious attempt on 
Kumbhakarna.  Meanwhile, its more famous neighbor, Kangchenjunga, 
lured foot trains of foreign aspirants and local support staff—beginning 
with British occultist Aleister Crowley’s ill-fated expedition in 1905. 
Upon sighting Kumbhakarna for the first time, Western visitors contin-
ued to be duly entranced and alarmed. In The Kangchenjunga Adventure 
(1930), Frank Smythe pronounced with dismal finality: “Nothing I 
have seen is more hopelessly unassailable.... It would be difficult to con-
ceive a more inaccessible-looking mountain.”

Throughout the 1950s, the most heralded international expeditions 
focused on forging routes up the long, broken glaciers of the highest 
unclimbed mountains. Why, then, did Frenchman Jean Franco steer 
away from the remaining 8000-meter peaks toward an objective as 
unfashionable—and unlikely—as Kumbhakarna? Perhaps, as Freshfield 
noted, the mountain “possessed something to impress minds that only 
the more gigantic and startling effects of scenery can rouse to any admi-
ration.” One summer evening in 1955, Franco attended a Darjeeling 

[Facing Page] One of the sketches from Joseph Dalton Hooker’s 1840s travels, showing 

Kangchenjunga (8586m), near the “High Table Land of THIBET.” In Alpinist 33, Michael  

Reidy wrote of Hooker’s early maps, “An unmistakable power accompanies knowledge of 

the heights, where a bird’s-eye view can lord over trade routes, uncover watersheds and 

direct military operations.” Courtesy, Royal Botanic Gardens  l  [This Page] Kumbhakarna, as  

photographed by Vittorio Sella, during his circumnavigation of Kangchenjunga with 

Douglas Freshfield in 1899. Sella went on to join the Duke of the Abruzzi for several expe-

ditions, including a 1909 attempt on K2 (8611m). Vittorio Sella, Courtesy the Decaneas Archive
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party along with the other French climbers of 8485-meter Makalu and 
the British team returning from the first ascent of Kangchenjunga. In 
At Grips with Jannu, Franco recalled the evening passing in an alcohol-
induced blur, as they drank toasts to the world’s great peaks, “first to 
those we had climbed, then to those climbed by our friends and finally 
to those which had so far defied man’s efforts and which, at that hour 
of this night, really presented very few problems anymore.” In this way, 
they reviewed potential climbs on mountains such as Dhaulagiri and 
Lhotse. To Franco, these were the “world’s last fortresses inviolate.”

No doubt the following day, the partygoers would have been hun-
gover, and sluggish to rise. The morning sky was clear and bright, and 
from a window in the Mount Everest Hotel, Franco gazed toward the 
border of Nepal, where fresh snowfall glittered along the white spines 
of pristine summits. The prospect of mysterious “Jannu” had been men-
tioned the previous night. Its “vertiginous faces leaped from the waves 
of mist like some great keep,” he observed, “these again supported a lofty 
lantern, lifting so high into the sky that it seemed to rival Kangchen-
junga itself in height. Jannu, however, stood lonely and withdrawn, 
placed there, it seemed, as a gesture of defiance.” 

Franco asked Tenzing Norgay, one of the first ascensionists of Ever-
est, what he thought. “That’s not a mountain,” Tenzing Norgay replied, 
“Jannu is a ferocious giant…. He sits on his throne, on guard over the 
valleys of Nepal, more especially the Yamatari. The other sides of the 
mountain are so sheer and so high that he has nothing to fear there. 
When men or yetis show themselves, Jannu gives a puff, and that’s the 
end of them.” Such descriptions only incited Franco’s imagination. The 
“Golden Age” of the Himalaya was nearly over, he predicted, the last 

snowy 8000ers would be climbed in just a few more years: “The ascent of 
lesser-known summits by routes of extreme difficulty, however hazardous 
they may seem today, will then begin.”

More than a Step Forward—A Jump

In the autumn of , French alpinist Guido Magnone and his 
reconnaissance team made the long trek from Darjeeling to Ghunsa, 
and then trudged along the Yalung, Yamatari and Kumbhakarna glaciers 
to view the peak from various angles. “When Jannu finally appeared,” 
he wrote to Franco, “we were thunderstruck by its appalling aspect.” 
Nonetheless, Magnone scrutinized the eastern and northern flanks. 
Hanging glaciers gleamed like the teeth of a frozen beast. Abrupt rock 
walls smeared with thin tears of ice seemed to offer no place to establish 
camps. After dismissing both sides as impossible, he and his companions 
continued south. 

Atop a subsidiary peak, they stared at a tangle of ice cliffs and paper-
edged ridges, menaced by a high serac wall. “The danger was everywhere,” 
Magnone noted. “If we wanted proof, we had only to look at the long 
furrows of avalanche-slides.” Yet despite the obvious obstacles and haz-
ards, the Yamatari side, as Tenzing Norgay had hinted, displayed a faint 
weakness in the mountain’s ramparts: a possible way might exist along 
a south-facing ridge or a southwestern spur. Looking over the photos, 
French alpinist Lionel Terray later mused: “No single section of it looked 
unclimbable in itself, but the sheer length and continuity of the difficul-
ties were out of all proportion with the most grandiose ascents so far 
done.... This meant more than a step forward—it was a jump.”
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Before Everything Else, a Gamble 

In the spring of , the highest mountains of East Nepal 
remained mostly obscured in cloud. But as Franco stumbled 
along the muddy trails of the Tamor Valley, through large for-
ests of flowering rhododendron and thick stands of bamboo, 
he kept an eye out for black bears and red pandas, and much 
higher, for the rare snow leopards. Everything he saw filled 
him with excitement. With him were some of the most expe-
rienced high-altitude climbers of the day, including Terray 
and René Desmaison, as well as the talented sirdar Wangdi 
Sherpa, who had also been on the first ascent of Makalu. Upon 
reaching the Yamatari Glacier, they aimed, at first, for a south-
west-facing rib identified by Magnone as the “Pear Ridge.” A 
huge avalanche quickly changed their minds, its debris falling 
for thousands of meters and fanning out more than a kilometer wide. 

“Jannu was not like other mountains,” Franco reminded himself, 
“not even others in the Himalaya.” They switched to a much longer, 
route along the south ridge, which Franco described as a “fairy-like” 
crenellation of “little walls, recesses, balconies, huge snow-mushrooms 
on the verge of disintegration, small hanging rifts and slender, lace-like 
ribs.” There, they fixed more than a kilometer of rope up a steep ice ramp 
before establishing Camp IV at 6400 meters, below the Tête du Butoir 
(“Buffer Head”) and the icy Arête de la Dentelle (“Lacework Ridge”). 
Dark, weighted clouds rolled overhead. “Such was the uproar,” Franco 
recalled, “we could not distinguish gusts of wind from thunder-claps.” 

On May 9, they set Camp V at 7010 meters on a hanging glacier 
they called “The Throne.” Terray, Jean Bouvier, Desmaison and Pierre 
Leroux inched 300 meters up a fluted ice slope and a steep rock step until 
the light faded. A day later, Franco, Magnone, Robert Paragot, Maurice 
Lenoir and Wangdi Sherpa laboriously ascended the same terrain. After 
depositing supplies, everyone returned below except Franco, Magnone 
and Paragot, who remained in Camp VI against the sheltered wall of a 
serac. That night, snowblind and delirious, Franco attempted to get out 
of the tent and descend the mountain in the dark. The others restrained 
him and tried to soothe him. Within their minds, the summit rose like 
an unblemished cathedral, floating in and out of clouds, seemingly close. 
Yet the high altitude and technical terrain had expanded that distance—
it could have been on a different mountain or even on another planet. 

At first light, Franco was unable to open his eyes more than a sliver. 
“Don’t budge an inch,” Magnone and Paragot pleaded as they prepared 
to search for a way to the summit. “You mustn’t move…above all, not 
outside. Promise!” Franco nodded. He fumbled in his shirt pocket to 
hand over a creased photograph. “Here, Robert!” he said. “It’s my young 
Michael. He was supposed to go up with me.” Lying back in his sleeping 
bag, Franco could hear the crunch of crampons on snow. The calls of his 
partners drifted away in the early morning wind. When the unzipping 
of the tent door woke him, he didn’t know how much time had passed, 
and he wondered whether the others might have forgotten something or 
changed their minds. Then came a familiar voice: “Hullo, Jeannot! Your 
Jannu is a big pig.” Sheer rock slabs and unstable snow flutings had halted 

Magnone and Paragot after only seventy-five meters. Despite a full day’s 
effort, the summit was another 300 meters beyond. By then, Paragot 
recalls, they were all too strung out to continue: “We had no more gas, 
no more food.... We cooked our own meals by burning the wrappings.” 

In Conquistadors of the Useless, Terray reflected: “I think one can only 
say that our ambition exceeded our abilities. Climbing is before every-
thing else a gamble…. We had deliberately chosen difficulty on a gigantic 
scale, thereby reducing our own chances.” To me, Terray’s attitude was 
one of humility in the presence of such a mountain—and of maturity in 
his acceptance of failure. “The real climber of mountains does not regard 
the summit as the main aim,” he wrote. “His real reward are the human 
experiences he has to live through while striving to reach the ideal goal.”

Hunger for Transcendence 

Despite Terray’s humble words, clearly his desire remained strong. In 
1962 he led another group of French alpinists and Sherpa staff to Kumb-
hakarna. This time, above Camp II, they were almost stymied by a gaping 
crevasse. To build a bridge across it, the Sherpas descended to Ghunsa, 
chopped four big trees, and carried the trunks back up on their shoulders, 
staggering over a jumble of seracs. Past Magnone and Paragot’s highpoint, 
the team still had to surmount four large “ice teeth,” but a steady flow of 
supplies and a large contingent of skilled climbers eased the work. 

On April 27, Desmaison, Paul Keller, Paragot and Gyalzen Mitchung 
reached the final snow and ice ridge—described by Terray as a “blade of 
ice so slender that it is almost impossible for two to stand on.” One by 
one, each man shuffled along this edge, legs hanging on either side. In 
La Montagne à Mains Nues, Desmaison wrote: 

I willingly let [Paragot] have the joy of arriving first. I know he wants to 
leave a souvenir up there, in the summit winds: a photo of his father, [who 
died while the team was sailing to India]…. On this fantastic warhorse, 
riding toward the Himalayan skies, facing the gods of Jannu…. [I] try to 
engrave these these images in my deepest self…. To keep all this intensity.

Late afternoon light gilded the snows. Darkness fell during the 
descent, and the oxygen bottles ran out. Without functioning head-
lamps, Desmaison and Gyalzen Mitchung fumbled down fixed ropes 

[Facing Page]   The west side of Kumbhakarna, showing  Complete Southwest Spur 

(Fillon-Jourjon-Roche, 1983).  Southwest Arête / Slovak Route (Dívald-Gálfy-Vozárik, 

1981).  Southeast Ridge (aka: “French Route,” Desmaison-Keller-Gyalzen Mitchung, 

Paragot, 1962) Sergey Siorik  l  [This Page, Left] Paul Keller (blue) and René Desmaison on the 

summit ridge, during the first ascent.  l  [This Page, Right] Lopsang Sherpa recalls the 30+kg 

loads he carried in 1962: “I had to stop after every fifteen steps or so to catch my breath.... 

I still remember the two words that even the [French climbers] with the worst English 

always told us: “Plenty eat. Sherpa, plenty eat.” Courtesy, the 1962 Jannu Expedition (both)
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and hardened snow, sliding into each other, unable to see their partners’ 
lights. By the time, they staggered into Camp IV, they could do little 
more than vomit and groan. A day later, Terray, Wangdi, Jean Bouvier, 
Pierre Leroux, Yves Pollet-Villard, André Bertrand and Jean Ravier took 
their turn on the top. In At Grips with Jannu, Terray imagined “the 
memory of those transcendental moments” would be “a treasury on 
which to draw...[when] the mediocrity of human existence encompassed 
me.” But in Conquistadors of the Useless, he questioned how much longer 
he could confront such danger: “And after Jannu, what? Will there be 
anything left to satisfy man’s hunger for transcendence?” Terray went 
on to lead one more grand climb: the first ascent of Mt. Huntington in 
Alaska. Then in 1965, his body was found at the base of cliff near his 
home in the Vercors.

In addition to Terray’s leadership, the strength and effort of the Sherpa 
staff had been a major contributor to the team’s success on the Southeast 
Ridge of Kumbhakarna. Refusing to use supplemental oxygen, Wangdi 
had climbed with a rapid fluidity that the French admired. Gyalzen Mitc-
hung had carried a heavy pack to the end, despite suffering from what 
later proved to be a stomach ulcer. Apart from scattered references in jour-
nals and books, their deeds largely vanished from written history. Today, 
Lopsang Tshering Sherpa, one of the 1962 staff, recalls the weight of the 
30kg loads, the beauty of the surrounding peaks and the sense of solidar-
ity. “I was on the mountain to feed myself and my family,” he says. “I was 
young and confident.... Now, I wonder how I managed to do some of the 
things I did on Jannu. If we slipped [carrying the trees above Camp II], we 
would have either fallen into crevasses or fallen to our deaths.”

Wall of Shadows

AS I PACKED for the Jannu climb, I wondered deeply about 
my family and close friends, the colossal differences that 
lay between us. So much was never said. One evening, as 
my father was leaving his office, I wanted to stop him. I 
felt so guilty. But as he got closer to his car, I turned away, 
already with regret. I should have said something that 
would help him understand in case anything happened in 
the mountains. What had taught me to hide what most 
desperately needed to be said? That look in my mother’s 
eyes frightened me so much. I knew how an accident—
dying—would affect her and my father. I was scared to 
show this knowledge to my parents, for I wanted to protect 
them from the fear that had been etched into me.

At the core of alpinism is the consideration of 
when to go on and when to retreat. A mountain such 
as Kumbhakarna requires a pronounced choice: to suc-
ceed means to hazard more than usual, to take that next 
step. Do we ever truly make that assessment with a clear 
mind? So many factors influence us: a shift in unstable 
weather, a vagary of mood. More often than we’d like 
to admit, sheer chance determines whether we survive.

Growing up in the coastal north of New Zealand, I 
spent hours in my grandfather’s library, lost in faraway, 
imagined worlds of Joseph Conrad, Robert Louis 
Stevenson, and H.G. Wells. To a young mind, with 
a seemingly infinite life stretching ahead, risking it all 
for some great quest felt like a grand adventure. The 
first climbing book I read was The Ascent of Everest 

by John Hunt. The second was Alpine Tragedy by Charles Gos. Wall of 
Shadows by New Zealander Graeme Dingle was the third. While the 
first two appeared classical in style—their characters like heroic figures 
on a stage—Wall of Shadows had a more accessible human element. A 
spark was lit. 

Amid the photos from Dingle’s Kumbhakarna attempt, I noticed a 
steep-sided triangle of snow—a mountain they called the “White Wave” 
(Anidesha Chuli). Decades later, my wife and I planned the second expe-
dition to that beautiful, unclimbed peak. By then, the naïve longings 
of my childhood had evolved into what I thought were more realistic 
expectations. To climb Kumbhakarna itself was more than I conceived as 
possible. In Wall of Shadows, Dingle had written, “It terrifies me and is not 
worth my life.” The peak had defined his level of risk acceptance: 

To me…mountain climbing epitomises man’s constant search into the 
unknown. A search that mystifies man himself, but that craves knowledge of 
the human psyche and the entire universe. For the mountaineer a mountain 
is usually the means for this search, not an end to itself. Jannu is a stage in 
my development. A strong commitment…. If we lose on Jannu without a 
fight I will be unhappy. If we lose after a thorough fight I will be satisfied…. 
The main thing for me is that I spend my energies in the struggle…. My life 
can never be the same after Jannu and the amount of change will depend to 
a large degree on the amount of drama. 

Edmund Hillary, who had been with Tenzing Norgay on the first 
ascent of Everest, commented that no major expedition arrived in 
Kathmandu “with more debts and…more organisational problems” than 
that of Dingle’s band of ten Kiwi climbers. Hillary also appeared to have 
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little enthusiasm for their plans to try the unclimbed north face. Since 
1962, the only other team to reach the summit of Kumbhakarna, a 1974 
Japanese expedition, had been content to repeat the Southeast Ridge. 
“I think…[Hillary] felt that the Jannu objective was too dangerous for 
New Zealanders inexperienced in high Himalayan mountaineering,” 
Dingle explained. “After all, the ‘face age’ of the Himalayas [had] 
only just begun, and we were choosing not only a difficult face, but a 
relatively cold and sunless face.” Nonetheless, Hillary convinced New 
Zealand’s Council for Recreation and Sport to donate $10,000.

In 1975 New Zealander Bob McKerrow worked for the Red Cross, 
and he had a two-story house in Kathmandu, where some of Dingle’s 
teammates stayed before the rugged overland journey east. To celebrate 
the start of the trip, McKerrow invited the legendary Himalayan chroni-
cler Elizabeth Hawley for a “rip-roaring” party. “I don’t think she was 
impressed,” McKerrow tells me. “Lynn Crawford got this bright idea that 
it would be fun to cycle down the stairs.” The next morning, McKerrow 
had to pay a rental company for five mangled bikes. Despite the team’s 
laid-back attitude, he felt its members had the collective ability to give the 
route “a very good go.” The older climbers Peter Farrell, Lynn Crawford 
and Don Cowie had experience with tough conditions. “Put them with 
the young, cutting-edge climbers, and it looked hopeful,” he explains. 

From a base camp near the Kumbhakarna Glacier, Dingle hiked 
up a side valley for his first glimpse of the north face. Something solid 

appeared through the mist where he thought there should only be sky. 
He swore quietly. “I had never seen such an appalling mountain face and 
I was left to stew on that impression.” Clouds hid the view again, and a 
cold drizzle fell. When the others asked what he thought, he figured it 
was better to remain noncommittal. “Can’t tell yet,” he muttered.

A daunting wall of steep rock and frail ice forms the head of the 
sleeping warrior. Even if you avoid this difficulty, as the Kiwis planned, 
there’s still considerable danger. First, they would have to surmount 
bands of ice-plastered stone and cross a wide field of névé to reach the 
base of the ominously named, 600-meter Wall of Shadows. Above its 
rim, the snow slopes rose at a gentler angle for hundreds of meters, but 
they were menaced by monstrous-looking ice cliffs.  

Storms pummeled the team as they fixed ropes and a caving ladder 
over the lower rock. Five expedition workers—Nima Sangey, Sikku, Ang 
Dawa, Zangbu and Da Tenzing—helped ferry loads near the start of the 
Wall of Shadows. But Dingle recalled Edmund Hillary’s stern warning, 
“Don’t put any Sherpas at risk,” and as the hazards became increasingly 
apparent, the Kiwis decided not to let the Sherpas go any higher. One 
night, while resting in base camp, the Kiwis woke to the sound of the 
Sherpas clearing snow off their tents. By daylight, the valley was blan-
keted in white. Geoff Wayatt suggested organizing group photos for 
their sponsors. “Some of us were inclined for flippancy,” Dingle wrote, 
“wearing one piece suits with football jerseys over the top, several pairs 

[Facing Page] Climbers under the Tête du Butoir in 1962. Courtesy, the 1962 Jannu Expedi-

tion  l  [This Page]   North faces of Kumbhakarna (7710m) and Phole Sobithongje 

(6669m), showing  Japanese Route (ED+, ca. 3200m, Akiyma-Jofu-Katahir-Kawaka-

mi-Kawamura-Konishi-Konno-Kukada-Ogawa-Sakano-Sakashita-Samba-Gelgen 

Sherpa-Pemba Tshering Sherpa-Phurba Sherpa-Suzuki, 1976).  Tomo esen Route 

(2800m, esen, 1989). Disputed.  Russian North Face Direct (VII 5.10d M6 A3+, ca. 

3100m, Borisov-Kirievsky-Pavlenko-Ruchkin-Totmjanin, 2004).  West Pillar (aka: 

“Magic Pillar,” VI WI4+ M5, 80°, 3000m, Babanov-Kofanov, 2007). Valery Babanov  
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CURIOUS ICE FORMATIONS OCCUR in the Himala-

ya. Not exactly ice cliffs, these bulges fracture on 

the surface and occasionally shed from the moun-

tainsides like the scales or giant warts of a great 

white dragon. Before Jannu, I had not experienced 

what I later called dablams, after a similar feature 

on the south face of Ama Dablam. They seem to 

form when ice builds over a protrusion of bedrock. 

The resulting avalanches are generally relatively 

small but quite enough to kill. 

The autumn cold was beginning to bite as 

Ian Jowett and I topped out of Jannu’s Wall of 

Shadows at just over 20,000 feet. The 2,000-foot 

wall had taken six days and all our skill, and it 

was one of the hardest ice climbs achieved in the  

Himalaya to date. A corniced, storm-ravaged sum-

mit ridge capped the face 5,000 feet above us. 

We had thought that the Wall of Shadows was 

the crux. But looking at the slope ahead, scored 

with deep tell-tale runnels, I was horrified to see 

a dablam, 300 feet in diameter, hanging over us. 

“You can’t tell me those cliffs are safe,” I said. 

“This is as far as I’m going!”

I had never given up on a climb before.

By then, I had completed dozens of the hard-

est—and some of the most dangerous—climbs 

in New Zealand, Peru and Europe. Nonetheless, I 

was hungry for more. My hero, Lionel Terray, had 

led the first ascent of Jannu in 1962 by the South-

east Ridge. A decade after his success, I decided 

that my next challenge would be the first ascent 

of the mountain’s north face, a wall of hanging 

glaciers and snow-crusted rock that Terray’s coun-

tryman, the accomplished Jean Franco, had said 

“Nobody will ever disturb.” 

In 1974 Murray Jones and I went to the Ever-

est region to film a documentary about Sir Edmund 

Hillary’s adventures. Around the same time, Ian 

Jowett and Limbo Thompson were on a reconnais-

sance trip many miles to the east of the north face 

of Jannu. Later we all met at a party at the British 

Embassy in Kathmandu. In the opulent garden, over 

beers, Jones, Jowett and I talked enthusiastically 

about Jannu. Ed Hillary, looking solemn, joined the 

group with a recent cutting from The Times of In-

dia: New Zealanders Jill Tremain, Vicki Thompson 

and two Indian women were missing, presumed 

dead, after an avalanche on Hardeol. Vicki was the 

love of Murray’s life; they were about to be mar-

ried. Jill was a dear friend to Ian and me, and she 

had been my companion on a 100-day complete 

winter traverse of the Southern Alps. Each of us 

left the party to deal with our grief in private. None 

of the women’s bodies were ever found. 

This was the beginning of my conscious sense 

of responsibility for the welfare of my friends. In 

the future, my mountaineering ambitions would 

take second place to my efforts to get everyone 

home safely.

The next year, Ian, Limbo and I joined a Kiwi  

expedition for an attempt on Jannu. On the walk in, 

I told my close friend Noel Sissons that I was wor-

ried someone would die on the climb. He sucked at 

the end of his long blond hair—a nervous habit. I 

could see he was thinking of the prospect of being 

separated from his new wife, Mary. 

New Zealand Expedition Jannu North Face   
GRAEME DINGLE 1975
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Clouds wreathed the north face when we 

arrived at base camp. When they cleared, the 

summit appeared 10,000 feet directly above us. 

A cliff fell 7,000 sheer feet to a glacial plateau. 

Below this, a band of rock dropped another 3,000 

feet to the Jannu Glacier. 

But to the left rose more reasonable-looking 

snow and ice slopes. A steep triangular wall of 

ribs and vertical ice gullies appeared—the Wall 

of Shadows. As our eyes searched the face for the 

best line, a massive avalanche fell from the gi-

ant’s left shoulder and plunged into the valley, just 

above base camp, showering us with debris. Over 

the next couple of months, we learned to cope 

with these daily bombardments. 

Now looking up the easier-angled slopes, I 

was brought back to reality by the dablam loom-

ing over our heads. With a little encouragement 

from Ian, however, I climbed toward the protection 

of a short rock cliff near the dablam’s base. We 

had no sooner reached this sanctuary than a roar 

like a freight train began. Several blocks flew over 

our heads as the avalanche swept the rib we had 

just climbed.

We hightailed it for camp, whirling down the 

twenty abseils. All the way, I wrestled with the 

question of what to say to the rest of the team. If I 

didn’t tell my friends how dangerous I thought the 

cliffs were and someone was killed by falling ice, 

I knew I would carry the guilt for the rest of my 

life. On the other hand, if I shared my worries and 

my desire to quit, I risked wrecking the expedition. 

Back at advanced base camp, I compromised 

and told my concerns to the leader, Pete Farrell. 

Pete insisted that I speak with the others. In the 

morning, Bryan Pooley, Geoff Wayatt and Jim 

Strang set out to find a way that avoided the 

dablam. They made camp in a crevasse just above 

the Wall of Shadows. Pooley, however, decided the 

climb was still too hazardous, and he retreated. 

The next day, watching from advance base 

camp with binoculars, we saw Geoff and Jim 

traverse right and then climb straight up to camp 

at about 22,000. Their route avoided much of the 

danger posed by the dablam and skirted the dif-

ficulties of the more direct line. But winter had 

arrived on the face. Jet stream winds descended 

and hammered the upper slopes. Temperatures 

plummeted. Spindrift swept the upper slopes, like 

an endless cascade of white sand. To make mat-

ters worse, their stove didn’t work. For the three 

days, their only drink was what they had in their 

water bottles. On the fourth day, Jim climbed on 

to about 22,500 feet. After another unpleasant 

night, he and Geoff retreated with serious frost-

bite to advance base camp where we waited for 

them with hot drinks, food and medical attention.

Meanwhile, ignoring the avalanche hazards, 

Pete, Lynn Crawford and Limbo Thompson estab-

lished a better camp in the crevasse above the 

Wall of Shadows. From there, they climbed the 

cliffs direct, until they were past the dablam. With 

Jim and Geoff no longer able to climb, I felt I had 

no choice except to rejoin the ascent. 

I set out once more up the Wall of Shadows 

with Ian Jowett and Bryan Pooley. From the little 

rock cliff that had been my previous highpoint, 

we jugged the ropes directly below the dablam 

and then up a band of rich, yellow-brown granite. 

Impressed by Pete’s lead, we emerged on to eas-

ier-angled snow and ice and established another 

camp at about 22,000 feet. 

To the west, Makalu and Everest glowed in the 

evening light. As night engulfed us, we struggled 

to cut a ledge in the iron-hard ice big enough for 

the tent. Our numb fingers fumbled with poles. 

A couple of days later, Lynn, Bryan, Ian, Pete 

and I climbed relatively gentle slopes to the base 

of a couloir that gave access to the summit ridge. 

Here we left Pete and Bryan with equipment and 

good wishes for success, and we retreated to ad-

vance camp to hope and wait. 

The next day they reached the top of the north 

face in gale-force winds. To continue along the 

summit ridge would have been fatal. It was hard 

to see clearly. They imagined big cornices over-

hanging the south face and snow bulges and 

mushrooms all the way to the summit—probably 

easy enough on a calm day but in these conditions 

impossible. 

“What do you think?” asked Pete. 

Bryan just shook his head, and it was all over.

Although we had climbed the face, we could 

not reach the summit. I was disappointed, but re-

lieved that we all survived. 

The following year, in the more clement pre-

monsoon season and assisted by our fixed ropes 

high on the route, the Japanese team made the 

first complete ascent. 

In 1987 a Dutch party achieved the second 

ascent. During the descent, two members were 

killed, possibly by an avalanche off the dablam. 

In 2004 a Russian team finished an improbable 

direct line to the summit. During the climb, they 

sent me emails, with notes such as “Only made 5 

meters today!” and generous compliments. 

I was thirty years old on Jannu, but some pic-

tures from that climb make me look older than I 

am now at seventy. 

[Facing Page] Kiwi climbers Lynn Crawford and Ian Jowett 

below the high camp in 1975. “It appeared to be a good 

campsite,” Graeme Dingle recalls, until part of a berg-

schrund fell on the tent.  l  [This Page] Jowett jugging on 

the Wall of Shadows, after a pitch of steep, ice-plastered 

rock that “tested [Dingle] to the limit.” Graeme Dingle (both)
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of sunglasses, underpants as hats and other oddities.” Bickering broke 
out about a lack of seriousness, followed by an overly enthusiastic snow-
ball fight. “Nothing like a bit of violence to get rid of pent-up tension.” 

As they crept up the Wall of Shadows, Dingle recalled “punch[ing] a 
hole in the ice where it shrunk away from the rock.” He entered a “blind 
panic,” clinging “to the sharp edge like a drowning man…. The next few 
moments were a blur of kicking crampon points and groping hands as I 
unleashed all instinct for survival.” It took six days for the team to reach 
the top of the wall, he wrote, and “all the skill and nerve we possessed.” 
They had never climbed ice that difficult in New Zealand, let alone at such 
an altitude. Observing the massive, precarious ice forms that bulged above, 
ready to collapse, Dingle decided the climb was simply too dangerous. 

After a tense discussion, the others pushed on. Returning alone to 
base camp to fetch mail, Dingle felt as if he’d crossed into some deathly 
otherworld: “I felt for the first time in my life on the verge of insanity…. 
Had there been anyone with me they would probably have appeared 
tiny, as if a long way off, as people had appeared to me in childhood 

nightmares. This increased my sense of loneliness, of being an island.” 
His partners tried not to think too much about the clattering of fall-

ing shards as they followed a long snow arête and a bulging rock step 
past the ice cliffs. After Wayatt and Jim Strang descended with frostbite, 
Dingle headed back up to support the remaining climbers. On a clear, 
cold morning above Camp V, Bryan Pooley and Pete Farrell tried to use 
supplemental oxygen for the first time during the expedition. Poorly 
fitting masks fogged their goggles, and Farrell took his mask off to see, 
climbing in small bursts and stopping for desperate breaths. Higher up, 
the wind got worse. The angle of the snow and rock showed no sign of 
easing. Some fifteen meters below the summit ridge, Farrell shouted, 
“What do you think?” Pooley assessed the likelihood of returning safely 
if they continued. He shook his head. After the retreat, Dingle reflected: 

The whole idea of sane mountaineering is to bring the danger factor 
down to an acceptable level and this is often the base of ethical and moral 
arguments: exactly what is an acceptable level of danger? The question must 
finally be a very personal one, being based on judgment—difficult when 20 
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climbers, all with the same objective and different chemicals at work inside 
them decide on different levels. 

Wild Geese 

Fewer than six months later, sixteen Japanese alpinists and eleven 
Sherpas followed the Kiwis’ route through the Wall of Shadows. Naoe 
Sakashita recalls that the previous climbers’ fixed lines had deteriorated 
or been swept away on the lower part. Farther up, however, his team-
mates found stretches of ropes they could still partially ascend. Storms 
blew over the mountain in April. Patches of blue sky emerged in May. 
Above the Wall of Shadows, they angled left through the terrifying ice 
cliffs. Sakashita and two of the Sherpa staff, Ungati and Penuri, carried 
15kg loads through cold gusts to establish a Camp VI at 7150 meters—
an effort that left Ungati with frostbitten hands. 

“The summit ridge had a big cornice and included a very steep 
soft snow face,” Sakashita explains. “Although beautiful…some parts 

had very hard, risky climbing.” On May 11, Ogawa and Suzuki 
departed for the top one hour earlier than Konno and Sakashita, 
who carried bivy gear in case the four men were forced to spend 
a night in the open. Tired from fixing ropes the day before, 
Konno turned back. Sakashita caught up with Ogawa and Suzuki. 
Beneath their feet, walls of snow plunged for hundreds of meters 
before vanishing into mist. “The last part was exactly the same as 
the photos of the French first ascent,” Sakashita says. “We rode the 
ridge as if we were on a horse.” 

Over the course of four days, sixteen Japanese and Sherpa 
climbers attained the summit before the storms rolled back in. 
Long after Ogawa died on another peak, Sakashita remembered 
his friend silhouetted on the apex of Kumbhakarna, amid feathers 
of light and snow, arms spread wide, like a wild bird about to fly. 

A Leap into the Unknown

RAIN FELL HARD while Athol and I slept under the tin roof of a family’s 
house at the road-end village of Taplejung, waiting for dawn. Eight days 
later, we finally wandered up the terraces of the Kumbhakarna Glacier 
in winter’s final, gusty, frozen throes. The ground was dry and frozen, 
the sun weak. Our porters left us, and all was quiet.

After tuning ourselves to the rhythms of the mountain and the 
weather, we cast off on an attempt of the North Face Direct. At 6100 
meters, rock and ice fell from high above, shredding our portaledge and 
nearly ourselves. We searched for words that would offer our impending 
retreat some dignity. An hour after we were almost killed, the shock was 
coming to the surface, to the edge. There was a faint rush of wind across 
the headwall, like a gust from the other side of a wide lake. It looked 
deathly: black clouds streaked like scars. Our effort had hit silence. 

As the Kiwis shuttled gear to the Wall of Shadows in 1975, 
news crackled over the radio that Chris Bonington’s team had 
sieged the immensely difficult Southwest Face of Everest. “Yet 

another of those ‘last great problems,’” Graeme Dingle noted. “Maybe 
it is the end of the big expedition era and the beginning of fast and light 
ascents.” That same year, Reinhold Messner and Peter Habeler estab-
lished a new route on Gasherbrum I (8080m) in a mere three days, 
without fixed ropes, high-altitude staff or supplemental oxygen. Within 
a few years, for many of the world’s cutting-edge climbers, small teams 
and minimal equipment became the unquestionable ideal.  

It was not, of course, a wholly new concept. In Himalaya Alpine-Style 
(1995), Stephen Venables noted that early mountaineers shared a similar 
“desire to do more with less…to give the mountain a sporting chance…. 
They just didn’t have a label for it.” Yet the mid-1970s shift toward mini-
malism also represented a philosophical divide. Venables later reflected 
in Alpinist, “New, lighter gear must have helped—all those little details 
that help you move faster and more confidently in steep places. But I 
suspect the real difference was expectation.” 

What state of mind would be required to accept this much commit-
ment on Kumbhakarna? I wondered. In 1978, when four of Venables’ 

[Facing Page] The north side of Kumbhakarna. After a 1959 attempt, Jean 

Franco observed: “It consists entirely of horrific hanging glaciers and 

vertical snow-cluttered walls. This is one of the greatest cliffs on earth. 

Nobody will ever disturb it. As Tenzing [Norgay] said, ‘The giant need 

not worry.’” Javier Camacho Gimeno  l  [This Page, Top] Near Camp IV, during 

the 1976 first ascent of the Japanese Route, the first complete ascent of 

the Wall of Shadows and the north face to the summit.  l  [This Page, Bot-

tom] Looking down on Camp III on the 1976 climb. Naoe Sakashita (both) 
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countrymen—Rab Carrington, Brian Hall, Roger Baxter-Jones and 
Alan Rouse—set out for the peak, several members of the team had 
already gone on a nine-month trip to South America, where they’d made 
first ascents in Patagonia, in the Cordillera Blanca and the Huayhuash. 
“So we were fit and in tune with hard multiday climbing,” Hall says. 
“We never even contemplated siege, oxygen or any other help. We had 
climbed alpine style all our life and knew of no other way.” Moreover, as 
Hall noted in Alan Rouse: A Mountaineer’s Life, alpine style also meant 
they could buy fewer supplies and hire fewer expedition workers (which, 
on the other hand, meant less income for local residents). Even so, most 
of the group had to scrounge and borrow money for the trip. They 
had lived a “nomadic lifestyle,” working temporary jobs, and “sleep-
ing on friends’ floors or, if you were lucky, someone’s bed.” During the 
long, monsoonal trek, they camped in drafty cow barns and squeezed 
under wet boulders with thirty-one low-altitude porters, a cook named 
Kusang, and the sirdar, Padaam. For three weeks, rain and snow mostly 
confined them to their tents on the Yalung Glacier. 

Through gaps in the clouds, they picked out a route they thought 
might lead up the unclimbed east face. “The first foray,” Hall remem-
bers, “was a disaster. Things were falling on us all the time, and our 
packs were too heavy to climb technical terrain.” Back in base camp, “an 
almighty row erupted.” Half the group preferred to use lulls in the storms 
to keep exploring the east face; the others wanted to try the Southeast 

Ridge, which seemed somewhat more attainable, though its base was on 
the other side of the mountain. A week later, after Baxter-Jones and Hall 
returned from scouting the approach to the 1962 route, all four members 
tried another east face line, angling toward the northeast col over rock 
slabs, delicate flutings and unsettled snow. “We took less gear and our 
packs were under 30kg,” Halls says. “Still too heavy, but we got to the col 
[between Kumbhakarna and Kambachen] in four days…. I think we were 
only a third of the way up the mountain, and it looked desperate above.” 

 “Without fixed ropes or camps…we had to rely on a fast ascent 
of the mountain or nothing, and the East Face was not that sort of 
route,” Carrington explained in The Himalayan Journal. As they packed 
for the three-day trek to the base of the Southeast Ridge, they left the 
tent behind and pared their equipment to a minimum—“a few slings, 
ice screws and a couple of stakes,” Hall recalls. Padaam helped carry 
loads to the village of Ramsher; then two herdsmen took some bags over 
the Lapsong La. From then on, the Brits were alone. “The French Route 
was a complete leap into the unknown,” Hall says. “I do not think we 
even had a map.” 

Already, their supplies dwindled. Autumn winds chilled the air. Above 
them, the long Southeast Ridge twisted around convoluted white crests 
and elaborate ice forms. Frayed scraps of fixed ropes appeared as they wal-
lowed through deep drifts to a spot just below the 1962 Camp III. Blue 
sky shimmered above a thick layer of valley clouds. In the morning, they 
floundered through loose powder, often with no hope for protection. 
Again and again, snow mushrooms forced them to detour onto the south 
flank. Much of the snow was of a consistency that Carrington reckoned 
nobody in their right mind would consider climbing in the Alps or Scot-
land, “but seeing it was the Himalaya, a path was ploughed.”

The next day, they crossed a series of flutings. One of them broke, 
pitching Hall into a small crevasse. Another one tightened around them 
like the belly of a snake until they dug their way out. They considered 
their scarcity of hardware, food and fuel and the possibility of getting 
trapped by a storm. Were we putting our necks in a noose? Hall wondered. 
After guessing what gear they would need to leave behind for each 
rappel, they decided they had (barely) enough to justify continuing.  

As they lay in a bergschrund on the fourth night, they estimated the 
air temperature at -30˚C. Low on rations, they figured the only option was 
to climb the last 710 meters to the summit and back in a one-day push. 
The upper south ridge, where the French and Sherpa climbers had gone in 
1962, looked too exposed to icy winds that now battered the peak. So the 
Brits aimed, instead, for a more direct finish up the south face, where they 
were fortunate to find solid névé that was “fast and safe to climb,” Hall 
says. At 3 a.m., after cramming the pockets of their down suits with fudge, 
extra gloves and cameras, they moved as fast as they could to keep warm. 
Sunrise did little to mitigate the bitter gusts. Snow crystals and ice needles 
tore at their faces. Hall briefly hallucinated stars. At 11:30 a.m., they took 
quick summit photos with freezing hands. With so little gear, they had 
to down climb nearly all the descent. “We used our two stakes on some 
incredibly steep and poor snow and were amazed that they held,” Hall 
says. Two days later, they stood on the Yamatari Glacier with no food. 
After three more days, they staggered to their original base camp. By 

[This Page] Alan Rouse and Rab Carrington on the Arête de la Dentelle after the first alpine-

style ascent of the Southeast Ridge, with Brian Hall and Roger Baxter-Jones, in 1978. 

“Later, when we had got down and realized that the four of us had just set off from the bot-

tom, got to the top and back again safely and done what two big expeditions had taken an 

age and fixed ropes to do, we felt that it was a leap in standards,” Hall says. In Himalaya 
Alpine-Style, Stephen Venables and Andy Fanshawe called it “a landmark in the devel-

opment of alpine-style...comparable to Messner’s and Habeler’s ascent of Gasherbrum I 

(8080m).” Brian Hall  l  [Facing Page] Shomi Suzuki atop Kumbhakarna in 1976. Naoe Sakashita 
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DEAR NOBUYUKI OGAWA, 

I am now at the hotel in Ho Chi Minh City. This 

evening, I had dinner with old American friends. 

We talked for a few hours about business, and 

then our conversation drifted from the history of 

Vietnam to that of Shanghai, where one friend 

had traveled several times looking for remnants of 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century English, 

American and French concession districts. We 

consumed many glasses of local beer, wine and 

brandy. By midnight, I felt drunk. The pavement 

from the bar to the hotel was dark. The super-

moon had a strong gravitational pull, and the 

Saigon River had flooded the area during the high 

tide. I reeled, avoiding puddles. I do not know why 

your figure emerged in that shadowed, narrow al-

ley—or why I suddenly felt as if we were back in 

the old Kathmandu bazaar in the early 1970s. 

Nobusan, forty years have passed since we 

climbed the north face of Jannu. Do you remem-

ber how you shouted so abruptly, “Jannu is next!” 

in 1973, when you, Kondo and I had barely come 

back from our 7300-meter bivouac on Annapurna 

II? You were so light, by then, like a man who had 

gone hungry for weeks. A hundred times, we’d sat 

down in the snow, depleted. But your spirit was 

amazingly strong. 

During our Jannu expedition, storms delayed 

the summit push. I cannot remember clearly why 

I stayed in Camp V with two Sherpas, Ungati and 

Penuri. All the other members were below Camp 

IV. The whole night, violent gusts whirled around 

the frozen Whillans box tent. When I got out to 

urinate, I gripped the fixed rope above a 2000-me-

ter void. For a second, the liquid danced in the air; 

then an upward wind washed my face. The next 

morning, Ungati, Penuri and I struggled through 

cold blasts to the summit ridge, each of us carry-

ing 15kg packs to establish the final camp. Ungati 

got frostbite. 

Nobusan, it was a kind of miracle to go to the 

top of Jannu with you and Suzuki. Originally, our 

leader Konishi intended for Fukada and Konno, the 

most reliable members, to make the summit bid. 

Then Fukada got sick. Since I was the only mem-

ber in Camp V, I replaced him by chance. 

After fixing six to seven pitches 

in a whiteout storm, Konno and I 

returned to the final camp. You had 

climbed up with Suzuki to serve us a 

cup of hot tea. 

Nobusan, it was really delicious 

tea for our dry throats. 

On our summit day, the wind 

calmed, but the sky looked like 

snow. We spent an hour discussing 

whether to go or not. Eventually, we 

decided that you and Suzuki would start early to 

fix ropes. Konno and I would follow, carrying a 

tent, food and fuel for four men in case we had 

to bivy. 

After you left, I was a little surprised when 

Konno told me he wasn’t feeling well and he 

wanted to stay in camp. I hurried to catch up with 

you. I was in good shape that day, and I found it 

easy to climb above 7600 meters, even with my 

heavy pack. Suzuki and I believed the summit was 

still far away. We were relieved to hear you cry, 

“Hey, Naoe, no need to carry the pack! Only two 

pitches remain.”  

From your anchor, the sharp-edged snow ridge 

pointed toward the top. For forty more meters, I 

traversed the steep, hard-packed slope of the 

north face. Then I sat astride on the thin saddle. 

Clouds hid most of the voids below, but I knew 

steep faces plunged for 2000 meters on either 

side. The summit was only ten meters away. I de-

cided to stop, to wait for you and belay you there. 

Jannu was your mountain. 

“Nobusan, it is your turn.”  

“Naoe, shall I climb?” 

“It’s your turn.” 

You moved very slowly on that narrow bridge 

to the sky. Finally, you stood on the summit. And 

when I gazed at you through the lens of my cam-

era, you appeared like a wild goose, wings spread, 

ready to fly. I cannot tell you why I looked at you 

so, and why I thought so until now. 

Do you remember the coffee shop near Ocha-

nomizu station? After Jannu, we frequently met 

there and discussed future Himalayan climbs 

for us and for our club members—all small, 

lightweight expeditions: an alpine-style traverse 

from the north ridge to the southwest ridge of 

Ama Dablam; the north faces of Thamserku and 

Kangtega; the south face of Annapurna I; the 

north ridge of Kangchenjunga; the west face of 

Makalu. Meanwhile, you got married and went 

back to work in your father’s printing company. I 

got a job at a large corporation. For a while, we 

tried to be responsible family men. 

Nobusan, I was very lucky, later, to climb 

the north face of Kangchenjunga with Fukada, 

Kawamura and Suzuki, to solo the southwest 

ridge of Ama Dablam, and to attain its west face 

with Ariake. Yuda and his team climbed Kangtega; 

Okano and his team achieved Thamserku—they 

are all our club members.

So your dream came partly true, but the dream 

that you and I would experience all these peaks 

together did not. I was in Kathmandu, negotiat-

ing a permit for the north face of Kangchenjunga, 

when I received the call from Tokyo: “Hello, Naoe. 

Nobusan died on Mt. Hodaka this week. Hello? 

Hello, Naoe? Hello?” 

I walked into the chaos of old bazaar.  

Next summer, I am going to Mont Blanc to 

climb the Red Pillar of Brouillard and the Central 

Pillar of Freney. When I reach the summit of Mont 

Blanc de Courmayeur, I will yell, “Hey, Nobusan, I 

have done most of the major climbs you did.” 

You will shout back to me, “You are slow! You 

took seventy years to finish them, while I merely 

took thirty-three.” 

I will hear your laugh across the sky. 

See you then,

Naoe Sakashita

Jannu Remembrances    
NAOE SAKASHITA 1976–2016



then, Kusang and Padaam had assumed they were dead. 
Looking back, Hall thinks the manner of their ascent was “only pos-

sible due to perfect weather and great team work.” In the expedition 
report, the group noted the benefits of minimalism. Less time ferrying 
loads meant less exposure to falling rocks, ice and snow. Small groups 
that moved in alpine style generally attained the top—if they suc-
ceeded—together. There was also a greater experience of uncertainty, a 
shifting of the “challenge...to a question of style rather than conquest of 
the mountain by every means available.”

Disconnecting the Instinct for Self Preservation

BACK IN BASE CAMP, Athol and I turned our attention to the Wall of Shadows. 
With no satellite device, we relied on a barometer and intuition. By early 
May, the weather calmed and the winds abated, so we decided it was time. 
We climbed two pitches and rappelled. The following morning, we headed 
up, across, under and around the hanging ice cliffs that threatened our entry 
into the higher realms of ice and rock. In the dark blue twilight, as we settled 
into our small single-skin tent, Athol handed me a bowl of noodle soup, and 
I held it close, the source of life and nourishment. Even at 6100 meters, the 
cold pressed in.

Then the dawn, and the iron-hard icefields. It required a lot of power 
to penetrate the surface with my axes, and I paused to take in air between 
strikes. Through the steepening rockbands the ice shallowed, and under each 
blow it splintered, yielding the tiniest fragments of Jannu. Later, as the con-
stantly morphing cloudscape moved in on us, we fought our way to a small 
ice cave. 

At first light, I scraped through fresh snow and blocks of blue ice. Even-
tually, we found the underside of the bergschrund at 6750 meters, a feature 
we knew to look for. At 1:30 a.m. we left our tiny sanctuary with the rope, 
three pitons, six ice screws, some ’biners, a gas canister and stove, some snacks 
and soup powder. As our torch beams arced around, their ghostly white lines 
painted the slope with temporary life. We continued unroped, speaking in 
moments until the climbing got harder and we funneled ourselves through a 
rock-threaded gully. Front-pointing into sunrise put us in a state of absolute 
freedom. On our right were the immense granite walls at the upper end of the 
north face, and on our left what seemed like an infinite measure of alpine space 
with a still-dark void beneath. We approached the summit ridge with a sense 
of acceleration. At the rock wall immediately below the crest, Athol pulled the 
rope from his pack, tied on, and kept moving. I followed over the clusters of 
exposed, fractured rock and the rubble of broken ice, my lungs scorched, my 
hands numb. 

Soon after, we sat together in the sun at 7250 meters, our gaze tracing the 
cornice-ridden ridge to where it vanished before the summit. It was 9:30 a.m. 
As we thought through the complexities of what remained, and the newly 
forming clouds, I sensed the precariousness of where I stood and where we 
were headed. Everything appeared far away. Athol stepped slowly along the 
ridge. “Let’s just go a bit more and see,” he said. And then I felt the calm 

[This Page, Top] Laurenc Dívald heading to Camp IV, Southwest Arête / Slovak Route, 1981. 

Ivan Vozárik  l  [This Page, Middle Left] The 1981 Slovak team in Ghunsa, after the return from 

base camp. Otto Chudý / Courtesy, Ivan Vozárik l [This Page, Middle Right] Photo showing the 

two Slovak lines: the Southwest Arête / Slovak Route and the Southwest Spur. The first 

line traverses the Throne to end via the Southeast Ridge. The latter stops ca. ninety me-

ters below the summit; in 1983, a French team finished it. Courtesy, Róbert Gálfy  l  [This Page, 

Bottom] Róbert Gálfy below the summit ridge in 1981. Ivan Vozárik  l  [Facing Page, Left] Luc 

Jourjon and Jean Noël Roche in 1983, after the first ascent of the Complete Southwest 

Spur. Roger Fillon  l  [Facing Page, Right] Roche and Roger Fillon ca. 7500 meters on the South-

west Spur. The night before, they crammed into a tiny tent with Jourjon, unable to sleep 

as lightning flashed. The summit day, Jourjon recalls, “seemed like a dream.” Luc Jourjon



65

and acceptance of what might come our way, and the faith that we 
would find a way through it. Our necks were in the noose.

During the years ahead, some teams still preferred tradi-
tional expedition methods for Kumbhakarna. Others chose a 
kind of semi-alpine style, fixing ropes on just the lower parts to 
ensure a safer descent. The most minimalist pared their gear to 
a once-unimaginable lightness; a few even climbed alone. Every approach 
presented its own risks. In the 2008 American Alpine Journal, Sergey 
Kofanov declared that Kumbhakarna remained one of the most difficult 
7000-meter peaks: 

Even on the classical routes, to succeed it is necessary above all to change 
oneself, to switch one’s consciousness onto a different plane…. But one must 
not construct such resolve on a foundation of anger. Rather, there should be 
a kind of commitment that borders on dispassion. In the mountains and in 
life in general, there are situations when one needs precisely this sort of dis-
passionate resolve, and yet it is very important to turn it on only at the most 
necessary moments. I call this the syndrome of disconnecting the instinct for 
self-preservation.

The 1959 team had diverted its attempt away from the southwest 
spur after the first big avalanche. In 1979 a group of Slovaks found a 
way through the lower icefall, but stopped some 150 meters below the 
top when they ran out of supplies. In 1981 Dr. Laurenc Dívald, Daniel 
Bakoš, Robert Gálfy, Otto Chudý, Ludovít Chrenka, Jindro Martiš, Ján 
Špánik, Ivan Vozárik and Adam Blažej returned to try again. Back then, 
their country was still under Communist rule. “To get permission to 
travel,” Bakoš recalls, “we had to be members of a national team with 
very little funding and outdated equipment.” 

In Mumbai, India, the Slovak climbers lost weeks waiting for their 
cargo to be unloaded from a ship, only to find that much of their food 
had spoiled. They didn’t reach the base of Kumbhakarna until April 17, 
already late for a spring ascent. A young kitchen assistant, Tumba, told 
them that he wanted to learn expedition work, so they taught him how 
to jumar and use crampons, and he became their only support staff, 
venturing as far as Camp II (5400m). Higher on the spur, conflicting 
forecasts, increasing hunger and exhaustion created tension. Bakoš and 
Gálfy left the southwest spur and crossed the Throne to join the upper 
part of the Southeast Ridge, a relatively more feasible goal in unstable 
weather. But after they placed two camps, Bakoš had to retreat to base 
camp, sick and weary from floundering in waist-deep snow.

On May 23, Dívald, Gálfy and Vozárik staggered to the top of the 
Southeast Ridge. By then, they were all starving. Near the summit, 
Dívald slid twenty meters toward the abyss, coming to a stop in a patch 
of deep snow. In the meantime, Chrenka, Špánik and Martiš had kept 
following the line of the 1979 attempt, up the west ridge to within 100 
meters of the apex before a dark fog descended. Unable to see, they left 

an axe to mark their highpoint. In Camp VI, worn out, they overslept 
and had to wait another day. On May 24, the forecast warned of the 
approaching monsoon. After more than a month of work, having fixed 
2.5 kilometers of rope, the Slovaks made the tough decision to abandon 
the peak. As they departed, they looked back to see deep blue skies shin-
ing above the snows. Bakoš, who had lost nearly a quarter of his body 
weight, swore never to be part of another large-scale expedition.

For That Mountain to Become a Myth 

In , a young French boy daydreamed over blurry, black and white 
photos of Kumbhakarna. “I’d read, of course, all of Terray’s writing,” Luc 
Jourjon recalls, “but it was impossible for me to think of climbing such 
a mountain…. In real life, dreams never happen in a linear fashion (it’s 
a bit like a love affair): you might desire something, but it won’t come to 
you directly, or exactly the way you imagined.” 

By 1982, Jourjon had gone on several expeditions to the Greater 
Ranges, when Pascal Sombardier, editor of Montagnes Magazine, invited 
him to join an attempt on Kumbhakarna. The image of Terray’s partners,  
astride on the arête, floated into Jourjon’s mind. But unlike them, we won’t 
bring oxygen bottles, he thought, with a flicker of suppressed fear. “I wasn’t 
particularly brave,” he says, “the idea of exposing myself to avalanches that 
could fall from nowhere or serious edema—that didn’t please me at all…. 
I was pushed by a sort of destiny and by an uncontrollable desire.”  

Under the leadership of Henri Sigayret, Sombardier and Jourjon set 
out to finish the Southwest Spur in 1983, with Elisabeth Julliard, Dr. 
Denis Ajasse, Dominique Bourret, Roger Fillon and Jean-Noël Roche. 
“Since the ascents of the high summits were all done” Sigayret recalls, 
“I believed that the ‘history’ of Himalayan climbing…was being written 
on routes that were either increasingly difficult or increasingly beautiful.” 
In the Himalayan Journal, however, he praised the Slovak climbers as 
“the real conquerors” of the route. Sigayret concluded that his own team 
might have failed if they hadn’t found the Slovaks’ abandoned ropes.

Jourjon mainly remembers the intense weariness and cold, the terror 
of falling ice. “For me,” he recalls, “the Sleeping Warrior remained peace-
ful, but there were dozens of times I thought I might not return alive.” 
As the climbers worked their way up the peak, Nima Sherpa and Dawa 
Sherpa assisted with ferrying supplies to advanced base camp. At around 
5500 meters, Denis Ajasse spent a day exposed to shards that tumbled 
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from a fragile ice wall as he attached loads 
to a wire pulley. On the morning of April 
29, Jourjon rested at Camp VI with Roche 
and Fillon. A nearly cloudless sky shone 
through the tent door, and they agreed it 
was time to depart for the summit. Beyond 
the last remnants of old ropes, they bat-
tled spindrift and gusts, edged over steep, 
wind-scoured névé and shuffled up a rock 
chimney to the final snowfields, where the 
Slovak axe still stood. They arrived on top, 
exhausted, around 3 p.m. A tiny ice crys-
tal gleamed at the very apex like a star. How 
incredible, Jourjon thought, half dreaming 
again, a summit that measures only five centi-
meters. His five-year-old son was waiting at 
home. Much later, the boy recalled: 

Papa had gone to Jannu…which for 
me, then, meant only that he was gone, for 
a long time…. [In one photo], enormous 
stalactites of ice hung from [his] nose, as in 
those cartoons when a character gets shut in 
a refrigerator. In another, he or his compan-
ion sit astride on the summit ridge, so steep 
and surely so windy, there was no other way to 
hold on. It took no more for that mountain to 
become a myth for me. 

A Slovenian Obsession 

MY MEMORY of that day pulses through my mind, like the clouds that gathered 
and dissipated and gathered again, darker than before. Dry, weightless snow 
had accumulated over blue ice. To the east, a sinewy cornice trickled away. The 
thousands of feet below us to the north and south would tolerate no mistake. 
Around 5:30 p.m., we were well into the rising crux of the ridge. The air 
turned colder, and the clouds black. A churning of electricity pressed down.

I was leading up the ridge crest, thinking we were just around the corner 
from the top when Athol yelled, “Andy, get back!” Confused, I front-pointed 
down to him and felt the whirring buzz between us. Wind slashed the rope 
around. Then Athol pointed, trying to shout again. I saw the edge of some-
thing dark, on the very rim of the north face. “That slot, down there,” he 
said with desperation in his voice. I continued front-pointing, down and 
into the crevice—rock on one side, ice on the other—sorted a body belay 
and hauled the rope fast. The night took us in. The darkness droned on as we 
shivered against the -18˚C cold, listening to the ebb and flow of wind and 
clouds. I leaned against Athol’s legs, and he said to me, “I wouldn’t be here 
with anyone else mate.” 

As the English expedition found in 1978, Kumbhakarna has a fore-
bodingly steep, serac-encrusted east face. No one has ever stood on its 
7468-meter East Summit. Looking back at the history in the 2006 
AAJ, Elizabeth Hawley noted that almost every team that tried to scale 

the wall below it came from Slovenia. In 
another AAJ article about the history of Slo-
venian mountaineering, Andrej Štremfelj 
declared, “Exploration became a discov-
ery of human boundaries…. That being 
said, situations in alpinism are unpredict-
able, and having to deal with uncertainties 
as they arise remains its basic allure.” His 
compatriot, Marko Prezelj, recalls that the 
first Slovenian attempt on the east face took 
place during a time of transition “from the 
classic expedition approach where all the 
members were working on one route, to 
a simpler approach where individuals are 
independent and focused on alpine style.” 
In the spring of 1991, led by Tone Škarja, 
their expedition divided into small groups 
with different objectives. While Prezelj and 
Štremfelj established an ambitious new route 
on Kangchenjunga, Vanja Furlan and Bojan 
Počkar reached 7050 meters on the east 
face of Kumbhakarna, before turning back 
because of wild tempests, frost-nipped feet 
and depleted fuel. 

The next spring, in 1992, Furlan, Počkar 
and Matjaž Vrtovec pushed the route far-
ther left to 7100 meters. That autumn, 

a six-man team approached for yet another attempt. One member—
Damjan Vidmar—decided to go swimming in a river. Swept away by 
the torrent, he drowned, and his distraught partners returned home. A 
year later, Dušan Debelak, Avgust Robnik and Tomaž Zerovnik climbed 
hard ice in alpine style to about 6500 meters. While Robnik waited in 
a crevasse bivy, the other two ventured 400 meters higher. They could 
find no passage beyond that point, and frequent stone fall drove them 
down. Near the base of the peak, waves of powder snow engulfed the 
three men; after a few minutes, they emerged shaken, but alive. 

In September 1996, Bojan Počkar and Žiga Petrič also planned to 
climb the east face light and fast. Počkar was thirty-three years old, a 
forest engineer known for his sense of humor. Petrič, a twenty-five-year-
old sports student, wasn’t as experienced in the Himalaya, but he was 
still a strong climber. They headed up nearby Kabru (7317m) to accli-
matize and get a better view. “They were in a good mood,” expedition 
doctor Anda Perdan recalls. “At 8 a.m. we saw two little moving points 
high on the slopes, and they whistled to us.” Clouds filled in the valley. 
That night, a meter of snow pounded base camp, and Perdan stayed 
awake listening to the rumble of slides. Two days later, when the mist 
drew back, she says, “We could see trails of avalanches, no tent, no two 
little moving points….” The bodies were never recovered. 

In the spring of 1998, eight Slovenian climbers waited at the base 
for as long as they could for east slopes to stop sliding before they gave 
up. In 2002 four more Slovenians sat for two weeks at a fog-drenched 

[This Page, Top] Vanja Furlan on the lower part of the east face of Jannu during the 1992 

attempt. Bojan Po kar  l  [This Page, Bottom] Toma  Humar in 2004, before his own solo 

attempt on the east face. The photographer recalls, “Humar...was always ready with a 

joke. He was full of energy. Of course this was at the beginning of the expedition, later, 

when we had done a better reconnaissance of the face, the joy would fall.” Slovenian 

alpinist Humar became famous for his solitary ascents of difficult routes on some of 

the world’s highest peaks. In 2009 he died while climbing alone on the south face of 

Langtang Lirung (7227m). Stipe Bo i   l  [Facing Page] The east face of Jannu. Bojan Po kar
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advance base camp. As snow fell and 
avalanches threatened, they, too, 
descended through a storm. It was 
becoming clear, as Prezelj explains, 
that “the east face...has to be in almost 
perfect condition to climb it safely.”

Harder and Harder, Riskier and Riskier 

In , the next Slovenian aspirant, 
Tomaž Humar, arrived with camera-
man Stipe Božić, doctor Anda Perdan 
and astrologist Nataša Pergar. Five 
years before, Humar had soloed the 
South Face of Dhaulagiri, one of the 
most dangerous routes in the Hima-
laya. Nonetheless, his biographer 
Bernadette McDonald commented, 
“He needed both heavenly and 
earthly support for [Kumbhakarna’s 
east face].” After attaching a rope on 
a likely descent route, Humar and 
Božić scouted a narrow ridge where 
they left some bivy gear and a few 
more fixed lines. 

Upon their return to base camp, 
Pergar examined Humar’s “aura” and 
declared he was spiritually prepared. “[Humar] was usually listening to 
his inner voice,” Perdan recalls, “and so he had chosen what he would 
climb.” On October 27, Humar set out for the wall alone, feeling for 
hidden crevasses on his hands and knees. Powder avalanches continually 
ran. To escape the fall zone, he began climbing a pillar of debris at the 
south edge of the face, heading into unfamiliar terrain, away from his 
previously fixed ropes and caches. A dagger of ice struck him, but with-
out major injury, he kept going.

His first bivouac was at 6000 meters. The next day, he clambered 
up a hanging ice column; when its lower section snapped off, he briefly 
dangled from one axe. Ahead, he wriggled in and out of overhanging 
fissures in darkly burnished, almost frictionless granite, unable to find 
protection. Next, as McDonald wrote, Humar faced a burgeoning of 
mushroom ridges, a “nightmare of intricate weavings” and point-release 
avalanches. He bivied only 200 meters higher, partly suspended over the 
rim of a tiny ledge. On October 29, he finally encountered relatively 
moderate terrain: an eighty-degree ice face and a thin gully, its veneer of 
black ice sprinkled lightly with snow. On either side of him, loose slopes 
of powder swept away beneath elaborate, wind-sculpted cornices.

Humar spent the night around 6850 meters in a snow hole. He left 
most of his equipment there, but in the morning, he could only get twenty-
five meters higher in four hours. He descended to his bivy for a second 
frigid evening, buffeted by 100 kilometer-per-hour winds, still hopeful he 
could climb to a shoulder below the south ridge and from there to the top. 
Over and over, he tried to find a way through the mushrooms. Worn out, 
he realized the only sane choice was to give up. For six hours, he struggled 
to follow his prints back to advance base camp through fresh avalanche 
debris and deepening twilight. He told McDonald wistfully, “If I had been 
a bird I could have flown those last twenty meters.” He had no intention of 

returning to the east face, which he’d 
found only “harder and harder, riskier 
and riskier as I went higher.” 

The Way of the Tiger

AT DAWN, WE LEFT FOR THE SUMMIT. 
By chance or force, we found some sort 
of temporary passage in time, a small 
slice of possibility. The sky opened into 
an inky blue, and the air didn’t move. 
The only sounds were the ones we 
made as we called to each other, pant-
ing. We soon took the rope off and got 
into a rhythm, switching sides, turning 
the crest in equilibrium as the space 
dropped beneath us to all the ancient 
glacial places so far below. The final 
distance sharpened and narrowed 
before us, as if the summit ridge were 
trying to slice a path into the sky. 

And there, four hours after leaving, 
and with no place to sit, we cut a step 
each and stood on top, peering over and 
down the north face, then back around 
in a circle to where our crampons bit 
into the mountain, now under us. The 

sun’s rays refracted through snow crystals, like stars drifting in the gossamer 
clouds. After traversing back along the ridge, we headed down the fluted snow 
toward the crevice where we’d spent the night. The slope steepened before it 
disappeared, lost over the edge of the north face. As I belayed Athol from inside 
the crevice, he fell past me in an accelerating blur. The rope stopped. I willed 
him to move. After a minute, his weight eased from the rope. He climbed back 
to me, his eyes bloodshot. Down feathers drifted from tears in his suit.  

“Nice job holding that, Andy,” he said quietly, and he took his pack off, 
shivering. From then until dark, we were consumed with the idea of returning 
along the ridge, moving in concert with the terrain—it felt like picking our 
way along and through a giant, glassy wave. 

Many alpinists considered a direct route up the north face of Kumb-
hakarna to be the greatest unclimbed challenge in the Himalaya. On 
ExplorersWeb, the great Swiss climber Erhard Loretan described it as 
“the most beautiful line…overhanging right to the top…. A rock pillar of 
1000 meters, followed by a section of rock and ice, and then a sheer, big 
wall of 1000 meters starting at 6700 meters of altitude!” During a 1987 
attempt, French alpinists Pierre Béghin, François Marsigny, Érik Decamp 
and their Spanish partner Juan Tomás shivered in a small ice cave at 6600 
meters, staring into the 1000-meter void outside the entrance. After three 
days of nervous searching, they had discovered a bold passage through the 
ice cliff that menaced the upper wall, only to realize they lacked enough 
supplies, energy and morale to continue. In Passion d’Himalayas, Béghin 
recalled: “An abominable chill reigns perpetually. The rays of sun don’t 
stick except at sunset…. Worn out by cold and lack of oxygen, we didn’t 
want to play poker with our lives…. It was damned for us, Jannu, we 
should have tried something less difficult.”

On the way down, they saw what looked like “two flies stuck to 
an immense pane of snow and ice.” Several hundred meters away, two 
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climbers were moving steadily up the Japanese Route. Béghin recognized 
them as Gerard van Sprang and Edmond Öfner, members of a Dutch 
team that shared their base camp. At least they’ll be going to the summit, 
Béghin thought. Another pair, Ger Friele and Rudolf de Koning, fol-
lowed the first. The Dutch climbers—with their teammates, Ferry van 
Wilgenburg and Dr. Ingo Doornenbal—had originally planned a new 
line to the left of the Japanese Route—up a pillar that ended on the left 
shoulder of the mountain. After an avalanche struck them during the 
reconnaissance, they changed their minds. 

“Camping near the foot of the face and seeing this face daily,” Van 
Sprang tells me, “convinced us that the Japanese Route would be chal-
lenging enough. From the beginning, we decided to fix ropes on the 
so-called Wall of Shadows. The reason for that was our calculation that 
we needed two carries to our second camp above that wall. And the 
steepness of the wall also convinced us to secure the descent.” On Octo-
ber 9, from Camp II (6100m), Öfner and Van Sprang committed to the 
rest of the route in alpine style. As the angle reared, they struggled to 
dig cramped bivy platforms into the thinly snowed surface of the ice. At 
7250 meters, Van Sprang realized his toes had frozen. “First thing to do 
was to take care of Gerard’s feet,” Öfner recalls. “Under my armpits, and 
lukewarm water in our little stove pan. We were both worried.” 

At least the snow beneath their tent was now relatively flat. That 
evening, Van Sprang suggested that Öfner should go for the summit 
alone. And, despite the pain of his thawing toes, Van Sprang sat up 
through the night to allow Öfner to sleep more comfortably. “He saw 
my strength and he saw it right,” Öfner recalls. “Of course, it was impor-
tant that Gerard get down as soon as possible, but if I left at midnight, 
maybe I could get back at noon, and we could both start going down. 
And if something should happen to me, there were always Ger Friele 
and Rudolf de Koning coming up, and they could evacuate Gerard.” At 
midnight, the two men had a “quite strong, compact embrace” before 
Öfner set off. “We knew what was at stake.” 

Alone in the tent, Van Sprang quickly fell asleep. “It was me and 
Jannu,” Öfner explains. “I remember the constant beating of the wind, 
and I was very, very cold.” Big cornices loomed against the clear night sky, 

and Öfner had to traverse onto the sheer north face to avoid them. “How 
the hell am I going to climb back down this terrain?” he wondered. “All I 
had were my ice axes and crampons. The ridge just went on and on.” At 
sunrise, the shadows of Kangchenjunga stretched toward the crystalline 
horizon of Makalu and Everest. The air turned to azure. The wind had 
died; the only sounds were Öfner’s labored breaths. 

“I couldn’t actually stand on the summit as it was too sharp,” Öfner 
says, “a square inch, like a child draws a mountain. I put my hand on the 
summit. Under it was 7710 meters of hard rock and ice. And with fear 
in my stomach, I started descending. I had to be very cautious, tender, 
balanced, focused and persuasive.” At 11:30 a.m. he woke Van Sprang, 
and they continued down together. Meanwhile, Friele and De Koning 
were heading up. The two teams yelled to each other with joy. Then 
they frontpointed carefully across a steep slope until they met at a place 
where they could stand and embrace. 

“We were brothers, comrades, friends!” Öfner says. “Ger and Rudolf 
congratulated me, enthusiastic about the summit…. The summit was ages 
ago in our minds. But, in Ger’s and Rudolf ’s minds, it was top of course.” 
Öfner told them how to pass an unstable, vertical hanging glacier, where 
to find the bivy spot, and what gear to bring for the final ridge. “And with 
a big hug we went in opposite directions, not knowing that this joyful and 
warm meeting would be the last between us.” The second pair reached the 
summit at 1:30 p.m. October 13, and they descended to 7250 meters to 
bivy. The next evening, around 6 p.m., they arrived at the fixed ropes. In a 
brief radio call to base camp, they said they planned to call again at 8 p.m., 
once they had settled into Camp II. The call never came.

You Don’t Want to See Your Friends like That

THE YEAR BEFORE WE WENT TO JANNU, Athol and I walked up the Hooker 
Valley on a hot New Zealand afternoon. On the crest of a moraine ridge, 
the memorial, a sharp pyramid, stood like a natural part of the landscape, 
surrounded by rocks and scrub. I could imagine families who’d never truly 
understood their son’s or daughter’s death in the mountains, stumbling here 
and finding, more than anything, a place to project their grief. 

Tristram Whimp told me he always found something “a bit eerie” about 
being here. Once, when Athol was overdue from a solo of the direct route on 
the south face of Aoraki / Mt. Cook, Tristram had waited for two days in 
the village below, pacing in a storm. At last, Athol had emerged physically 
unscathed after an experience that pushed him toward “the limit,” and Tris-
tram felt the relief of one connected by blood. 

One night, Athol and I lay in our bunks inside Plateau Hut, numbering 
up all the people who’d been killed on and about the mountain since we’d been 
around. The empathy comes with knowing how easily it can happen. So many 
symbolic warning flares have been fired for the rest of us by those who perished. 
Surrounded by evidence of disaster, we keep going into the fray. 

Despite the radio silence, those at base camp tried to convince them-
selves that Friele and De Koning were fine. “We thought, they are so 
fucking tired that they have directly crawled in their safe sleeping bag,” 
Öfner says. “During the night, no contact. OK, they are deep asleep. 
Or, maybe the battery has gone dead.” The morning remained quiet. 
Watching through binoculars, Öfner could see no movement. “Slowly 

[This Page] Ger Friele (left) Gerard van Sprang, on the 1987 Dutch expedition to the north 

face.  l  [Facing Page] The 1987 Dutch team members and local expedition staff. In Passion 
d'Himalayas, Pierre Béghin, part of a French group that shared the same base camp, 

recalled the shock of learning of the deaths of Ger Friele and Rudolf De Koning (first and 

third from left in the back row): ”Ingo [Doornenbal, the Dutch doctor] burst into sobs: 

‘Why this fucked-up sport…? Ger wanted to quit after Jannu.’” Gerard Van Sprang (both)  
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we began to understand that something could have happened. The 
end of the fixed rope is steep terrain. You could stamp a little platform 
there in the snow to untie. Above, there is the threatening danger of the 
hanging glacier, which didn’t look very stable when we passed. But we 
thought the fall line would be more to the right.” 

On the day that Van Sprang had radioed down reporting frostbite, 
Doornenbal had already sent a base camp staff member running to the 
nearest military settlement with a plea for assistance. The climbers con-
sidered the chance of a helicopter arriving in such a remote area to be 
nil, but the sound of rotors grew louder. “We only had a few minutes 
to decide what to do,” Öfner says. “Gerard couldn’t walk. So, the most 
logical thing was that I had to travel with him. Our doctor should stay in 
case Ger and Rudolf needed help. And Ferry could climb up to possibly 
rescue them.” It was a nightmare for the two men to leave, Öfner says. 
“We didn’t know where [Ger and Rudolf ] were or if they were still alive.”

After the helicopter took off, Van Wilgenburg ascended with a heavy 
heart to Camp I. He and Doornenbal had shared a lot of emotions 
during the night, and they kept constant radio contact with each other. 
The next day Van Wilgenburg continued higher, looking through his 
binoculars for signs of life. Eventually, he spotted two bodies. Supported 
by Doornenbal over the radio, he searched for personal belongings to 
bring to their families. There were some chunks of ice around the dead 
climbers, but not much. One man had a rope wrapped around him. 
The other was unattached. It was too dangerous to transport the bodies. 
Doornenbal suggested that he lower their friends respectfully into the 
closest crevasse. 

The Thin, Sun-Shadow Line 

In the aftermath of the deaths, Marsigny, Tomás, and the remain-
ing Dutch climbers left. Béghin and Decamp still wanted to climb the 
Japanese Route, and a Sherpa staff member, Pemba, agreed to manage 
their base camp. As blizzards filled the air, Pemba struggled to keep a 
fire going. When the skies cleared, Béghin recalls, “The mountain meta-
morphosed. From then on, it was winter.” Drifts had buried nearly all 
their equipment at Deposit Camp. Camp I had vanished entirely under 
a bed of snow, “where the wind had sculpted strange waves.” They dug 
out their crampons and some bivy gear, and headed up, without hope.  

When Béghin looked down at the small dot of base camp, he won-
dered how Pemba was doing: “The only living human in the whole 
valley! Perhaps he was watching us, his gaze riveted to his binoculars. 
He was in a hurry to return home, to flee these icy regions where he 
didn’t have the least goal. He earned his living, scarcely 20 francs per 
day, accompanying trekkers or expedition climbers.” Five days later, 
on October 25, the French pair reached the summit. “How could we 
do better?” Béghin mused. “In twenty years of alpinism, I have never 
climbed such a peak! But how could we not think of our Dutch friends? 
That happiness, we were supposed to share it with them…. Yesterday, 
the shadow, the silence and death on the mountain flanks; today, a rare 
moment on a ridge inundated with sun.” 

Only a Part of What I Believe In

The fascination with the North Face Direct remained. In 1989 the 
Slovenian soloist Tomo Česen claimed to have succeeded. “Some people 
thought [it] was almost impossible to climb the way I had chosen,” 

Česen explained in The Himalayan Journal, “However, for me personally 
it was important that a matter in which I believed so much, I resolved 
it own my way. And Jannu is only a part of what I believe in.” Over the 
years, many high-profile members of the community grew to distrust 
Česen’s accounts. In a recent Vertical article, Rodolphe Popier argued that 
the picture allegedly of Česen’s crux, depicting “a crack without any back-
ground,” was likely shot in the vicinity of another image, purported to be 
captured “in the heart of the wall,” but actually located at 4900 meters, on 
the left bank of the icefall the Russians would cross in 2004. Yet, Popier 
also notes, “Although facts are rather to his discredit, it’s impossible to 
state with ultimate certainty whether Česen did it or not, and there will 
always remain room open for imagination and further research.” 

Štremfelj in his AAJ article made an interesting point: “Whether 
people believe him or not, Česen was very influential.” Česen helped 
spread an idea of nonstop, sleepless, ultralight style on big mountains. 
On Kumbhakarna, he claimed to have completed a hard, direct route on 
a feared wall in twenty-three-and-a-half hours. There would have been, 
as McDonald writes in Alpine Warriors, “no way back down what he had 
climbed: vertical gullies; glassy, fragile ice; black, metal-hard ice; surreal, 
green-tinged ice; rock cliffs and always that gaping void….” 

Like Starved Leeches Clinging to Human Flesh

SOME WAY ALONG THE RIDGE, a large section of a cornice above Athol silently 
fell to the south. I hadn’t seen it happen, and he quickly scampered down and 
away from where it broke. When I caught up to him, we gasped together, 
hunched over our ice axes. In front of us, the curl of the ridge disappeared to 
the east. As dusk closed in, the sun brushed the distant horizon and exploded 
the air around us. Countless crystals of snowy orange light swirled in the deep 
cold updraft. Two rappels put us down at the top of the massive icefields, and 
as we put the rope away, I felt the darkening enormity of the scene. By the 
time I’d put my pack on, Athol was already moving. 

“Climbing is a natural combination of the unpleasant and the use-
less,” the Russian expedition doctor Mikhail Bakhin told his leader 
Alexander Odintsov as they pondered the eternal Why? “It seems to me,” 
Odintsov responded, “it’s the seeking that attracts us. We learn only 
when the answers are beyond human knowledge and judgment.”  

After the fall of the Soviet Union and the collapse of its state-spon-
sored climbing programs, Odintsov launched the “Big Wall-Russian 
Way” project in part to create some sense of purpose and structure. In 
the autumn of 2003, he led a Russian expedition to 7200 meters on 
Kumbhakarna’s North Face Direct. By then, a number of the world’s 
strongest alpinists had failed on the route. Several, like Andy Lindblade 
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and Athol Whimp, had turned, eventually, to the Wall of Shadows—
where the Kiwi-Australian pair completed a pure alpine-style ascent of 
the entire Japanese Route. Some wondered if, perhaps, the North Face 
Direct was beyond the limits of what could be done safely, or at least in 
the fast and light manner favored by most modern-day climbers. Among 
the aspirants, the great Swiss alpinist Ueli Steck had concluded that a 
truly minimalist ascent awaited a future generation. 

Despite resorting to big-wall siege tactics, the Russians were 
thwarted some 500 meters below the summit. Odintsov tried to 
describe the lower icefall to ExplorersWeb: “It was terribly terrible. 
It is indescribable! Every time, you had to force yourself to move.... 
The seracs were really hanging above you, above your head, here—just 
about ready to fall.... And the most interesting thing is that they were 
falling with certain regularity. There were fifteen collapses a day as Ivan 
Samoylenko counted.” 

Nonetheless, Odintsov returned the next spring, with Alexander 
Ruchkin, Nikolay Totmyanin, Sergey Borisov, Gennady Kirievsky, 
Alexey Bolotov, Mikhail Pershin, Dmitry Pavlenko, Mikhail Mikhailov, 
Ivan Samoylenko and Mikhail Bakin. This time, the wall had lost some 
of its heavy coating of snow and ice, though the weather remained 
unstable. On April 21, Bolotov, Borisov and Kirievsky arrived at the 
final headwall. Gale-force winds swept in, bringing torrents of snow. 
Avalanches prevented them from moving up or down. After two days of 
blizzards, they escaped to lower camps. Depleted, the first group turned 
over the next pitches to Mikhailov, Ruchkin and Pavlenko. Climbing 
without supplemental oxygen, they described the cold as “cosmic,” and 
they advanced only twenty to forty meters a day. Alternating teams 
worked on fixing ropes higher for four or five days at a time, before 
descending to recover. In the expedition account, they recalled, “Doubts 
crept in: Was this route doable, at all?” 

 On May 14, they attained 7500 meters. Here, the climbers reported, 
the vertical relief was so steep and unblemished that they could see the 
entire upper wall from its start at 7000 meters to the top at 7710. They 
had never encountered such topography before. “There were cracks in the 
absolutely smooth wall, but not even the thinnest hooks could be installed 
into them, and what could I say about our fingers?” Odintsov marveled. 

Instead, they relied on tiny nuts placed in slivers of stone. On May 22, 
Mikhailov descended to base camp with symptoms of pulmonary edema. 
At 7600 meters, Ruchkin and Pavlenko found the rock fractured and 
scarcely protectable. By then, their weary teammates had all retreated, 
wounded by rockfall and other injuries. “The men have been on the 
limits of human endurance,” ExplorersWeb declared. “Exhausted by the 
altitude, dehydration and the sleepless nights.... The weather was shit; the 
wall was horrible. In the autumn, the sun never touches its face. But the 
climbers stuck to it like starved leeches to human flesh.”

Early on May 26, as Ruchkin and Pavlenko left for the summit, 
temperatures on the upper mountain had dropped to almost -40˚C. Far 
below, the others stayed close to the telescope, observing the two small 
moving figures against the grey and white backdrop of the giant wall. At 1 
p.m. clouds obscured the mountain. A sense of fear hung over base camp 
like a dark, heavy mist. Ruchkin and Pavlenko didn’t reply to radio calls. 
Finally, their teammates learned that they had reached the top at 3:30 
p.m. The Russian North Face Direct was complete. High above, Ruchkin 
and Pavlenko carved a tiny seat for themselves out of the icy tip of the 
peak. They sat astride, together, yelling into the emptiness and the wind. 

Victors of the Unwinnable?

In , John Harlin III, editor of the AAJ, asked some of the world’s 
top climbers what they thought was “acceptable to leave behind on a 
mountain.” Marko Prezelj responded, “Alpinism is an art of survival. 
When it comes down to the question of life and death, there are no 
more ethical barriers for most of us. ‘Leaving things’ on the mountain 

[This Page, Left] Mikhail Mikhailov following Alexander Ruchkin on the 2004 

siege-style first ascent of the Russian North Face Direct. In 2015 Ruchkin died, 

with Vyacheslav Ivanov, on Huandoy Sur in Peru.  l  [This Page, Right] Dmitry  

Pavlenko on the Russian North Face Direct. Alexander Ruchkin (both)  l  [Facing Page] Valery 

Babanov on the alpine-style first ascent of the West Pillar (aka: “Magic Pillar”), with 

Sergey Kofanov, in 2007. In Alpinist 24, Babanov recalled the climb: “Our worn-out bod-

ies fight against a furious, chaotic nature. We can’t overcome it, but something won’t let 

us stop. Stubbornness? A love of life? What we’re doing now—this is life.” Sergey Kofanov  
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UNTIL WE ARRIVED AT JANNU base camp, neither 

Valery nor I knew for sure where our future route 

would go. Of course, we had a couple of ideas 

based on friends’ photographs and stories, but we 

still had to establish the relevance of those impres-

sions. Often, images don’t reflect the real picture; 

or, even worse, they distort it. For me, the selection 

of a route has always been akin to a state of pure 

creation, like that of a master sculptor seeing in a 

piece of marble something not visible even to his 

most skillful apprentices. Without a doubt, in our 

case Valery was the master sculptor. At that time, 

I had only one new route to my credit, a line in the 

Nether-Polar Ural Mountains; Valery had several 

dozen in the Alps and in the Himalaya.

We knew for certain that attempting the steep 

monoliths of the north face without fixed ropes 

was a pathway to infinity. Four years earlier, Alex-

ander Odintsov’s team had spent almost fifty days 

climbing the center of this wall. Hypothetically, 

moving in alpine style, we could repeat their route 

two or three times faster, but we’d still have to 

take enough food or gear for almost twenty days. 

The logic is inescapable: the longer you climb, the 

heavier the starting weight of your backpack. The 

heavier your backpack, the slower, and hence 

the longer you climb. And the longer you 

climb, the heavier your backpack feels. And so 

on to infinity! 

Therefore, Valery and I looked for the fol-

lowing criteria: the line had to be logical; it had 

to be safe; and it had to have a lot of ice on 

it, so we could gain altitude quickly enough to 

achieve an ideal of finishing it in just a week 

or slightly longer. There weren’t many options 

that met our criteria—just two. The first was 

a steep snow-and-ice ramp, far to the left of 

the north face; the second was a route on the 

west pillar. After several days of observation, 

we decided the ramp was too chancy: an enor-

mous overhanging serac, not initially visible in 

the photos, might collapse at any time.

So we chose the west pillar, at last, veering 

up an ice couloir that led to a pass between the 

peaks of Sobithongje and Jannu. But I couldn’t 

tear my gaze away from the north face, to the 

left of our route. Its immensity was so mesmer-

izing it made me dizzy. Such a cosmic cold issued 

from its frozen granite walls, even when I had my 

back to it, I felt as if it were watching me. Perhaps 

someday, a pair will climb a direct route on the 

north face in alpine style, but they’ll need to ac-

cept the likelihood that they’re buying themselves 

a one-way ticket.

Valery and I took eight days instead of the 

planned six to reach the summit. There came a 

point when we had to ration food and fuel. I can’t 

say we felt like eating at that altitude. Worn out, 

we tried to draw strength from our emotional 

state. I felt charged with energy watching Valery 

overcome one problem after another with seeming 

ease, his technique and speed on the frozen cliffs 

and vertical ice akin to perfection. 

That strength began to leave us during the 

descent from the summit tower and the cold un-

planned bivy at 7600 meters. For the last two 

days, we ate nothing and drank little. Gale-force 

winds blew our remaining vitality away. Trying to 

outshout them, we became hoarse. Somewhere 

on the fourth or fifth rappel, one of my crampons 

fell off. I seemed to spend an eternity hanging ex-

tended in the air, scraping my feet along hard ice, 

utterly weak and helpless. Finally, I could hook the 

other crampon into the icy shell of the mountain 

and remedy the situation.

By noon on the second day, we’d unroped on 

the saddle between Sobithongie and Jannu. To 

conserve energy, I focused on following Valery’s 

tracks, without looking around. All at once, his 

footprints ended. In front of me gaped the bot-

tomless chasm of the north face. I looked up: in 

twenty meters the tracks started again. It turned 

out that Valery had moved closer to the edge to see 

our base camp. After he turned back, he heard at 

first a rustling sound, and then a crash. A multi-ton  

cornice—where he’d just been standing—col-

lapsed down the north face.

We reached the lower firn plateau with the 

last rays of sun. As we slowly moved farther from 

the north face, I felt its icy stare still not letting 

us go. I started to insist that we should stop, but 

Valery believed that we might not survive another 

night without food and water. Rappelling over a 

rock bastion, I was too drained to hold on to the 

thin rope. It slid through my hands, and I fell a few 

meters to a ledge. Valery had already reached the 

base of the route, a few pitches below, and he had 

even begun removing his pack and crampons. 

Fortunately, I was only stunned, but when I tried 

to answer Valery’s shouts, I could only croak and 

howl like a dying animal. At least Valery could tell 

by the sounds that I was still breathing somewhere 

above. After I rejoined him, we left our climbing 

gear hanging; we hoped to retrieve it the next 

day. The next day didn’t come for me until eve-

ning when I woke in my tent. Valery also took a 

long time to come to—only to discover that his 

toes were frostbitten. It wasn’t until the third 

day that I could gather enough of myself to re-

turn to the wall and remove the ropes.

Once again, I plunged into the world of 

Jannu, but this time I was alone. I felt the 

sharp gaze of the mountain pierce the layers 

of my clothing. I felt in my skin its attempts to 

keep me for just a moment longer, its tentacles 

creeping into my unconscious, as if asking, “Do 

I still have a chance to hook you?” And you 

know what I’d tell you, now? Surviving those 

200 meters by myself, on a route on that I’d 

already climbed, remain the most significant 

achievement of my climbing career. At night I 

still hear in my head this challenge: “A little 

one-on-one now?”

Open    
SERGEY KOFANOV2007
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has a final limit in leaving your body there.” As the Russians descended, 
weary and sick, like several teams before them, they abandoned most of 
their fixed ropes. The unfinished cleanup fueled a growing debate about 
trash accumulating on Himalayan peaks. And then the Russian team won 
the Piolet d’Or for the ascent, which created another controversy. 

The year 2004 had an especially impressive list of nominees. In an 
Alpinist 16 article, “Victors of the Unwinnable,” British climber Ian Parnell 
explained that the award ceremony “threatened to polarize both climbing 
styles and nations.... As the possibilities narrowed down to two, the con-
trast between [the American alpinist] Steve House’s K7 solo, completed in 
a forty-two-hour round-trip with a four-kilo pack, and the Russian climb 
of Jannu, likened by the eleven-man team to war, represented the extreme 
opposites of the mountaineering spectrum.” After intense deliberations, 
the jury gave the award to the Russians. Leslie Fuscko, then president of 
the Groupe de Haute Montagne, declared that, “ultimately, the incontest-
able historical dimension of the accomplishment won over...one of the 
real ‘last Himalayan problems’.... In the photographs and video of the 
climb, this objective certainly appears inaccessible to a light-style ascent.... 
Must we wait to climb [the North Face Direct] in a light style? There are 
no real absolutes in alpinism, and that’s how it should be!”

House showed up at the ceremony prepared to defend an “ethical” 
philosophy of alpinism. He went on to develop his ideas in the French 
magazine Vertical, drawing from the official Piolets d’Or guidelines: 

Did [the ascent of the Russian North Face Direct] embody “commit-
ment?” With all that fixed rope, obviously no. Was the ascent of Jannu 
“innovative?” Absolutely not. Did it show “respect for the mountains that 
surround us?” Quite the opposite…the ascent was contrary to the stated 
spirit of the award: “We cannot in fact pass down to future generations sum-
mits mutilated in the name of a destructive climbing style.” The Russians did 
climb the North Face of Jannu, an amazing accomplishment of engineering 
and perseverance, but they also mutilated it with their heavy style. 

Sergey Kofanov, another top Russian climber, has dreamed of climb-
ing the North Face Direct in alpine style. Nonetheless, he tells me that 
he empathizes with the first ascensionists of the wall: 

Soviet mountaineering was all about the teamwork, about the proper and 
reliable way to climb. Teamwork, discipline, human life and safety were the 
most admirable values…. [They believed] mountains are full of unpredictable 
and dangerous things and don’t require of adding any additional risks…. My 
personal feeling about the style has changed throughout my climbing career, 
especially when I started climbing overseas and was able to compare differ-
ent cases and different climbing cultures. In my personal opinion, alpine style 
and solo climbing are not for everyone, and you need to pass a lot of stages to 
understand them. As an offspring of the Soviet mountaineering school, I still 
believe in its values because they do not belong to any one style.

The Possibility of the Impossible

In February  Sergey Kofanov got a call from his friend Valery 
Babanov. Kofanov expected to discuss their planned autumn expedition 
to Chomolonzo. Instead, Babanov blurted something along the lines 
of: “Actually, Sergey, I’ve decided to change the goal for this climb. Let’s 

[Photo] Kofanov belaying Babanov at 7500 meters in 2007. Babanov recalled, “With each 

meter that we’ve seized from the mountain, we’re becoming ensconced ever deeper 

into another reality, one in which man ceases to exist as a physical being.... The world 

is turning, slowly, inside out.” This photo was the cover of Alpinist 24. Valery Babanov 
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go to Jannu. What do you think?” 
Kofanov took an instant to con-
sider, comparing the word Jannu 
with the image of the mountain 
that formed in his imagination. 
“Yes. Of course, yes!”

“The defining priorities were 
with whom and how I would 
climb,” Kofanov recalled in the 
AAJ. “There was a time when man 
thought that flying was impossible. There was a time when I thought it 
was impossible for two men to climb a new route in alpine style on Jannu’s 
north side…. Babanov forced me to think hard about the possibility of 
the impossible.” 

At the same time, Kofanov tells me, he knew little of the peak’s 
actual history back then. “You might be laughing, but…if I knew all of 
these facts before, I would probably have thought twice.” After taking 
a hard look at the realities of the mountain, he and Babanov veered 
toward the West Pillar, which rises like a monolith of shining rock 
above the dark countenance of the north face. In 1994 a French expe-
dition had traversed up and across an eighty-degree ice slope to a col. 
From there, they’d climbed the pillar to 6900 meters until the cold 
gusts and the technical difficulties became too much. Four years later, 
another French team had given up after deciding the route was too 
exposed to calving seracs. 

On October 14, Kofanov and Babanov set out with a small tent and 
a two-person sleeping bag. Like previous aspirants, they headed for the 
upper glacier basin beneath the Russian North Face Direct. Beyond that 
point, they contined to the saddle by an ice line to the right. “We had to 
wander through a labyrinth of seracs along a huge glacier and climb ice-
glazed rock and steep ice,” Kofanov wrote. After hours of trying to carve a 
bivy ledge into the hardened slope, they gave up finding space for the tent. 

The next day, they climbed directly up the wind-torn crest of the 
West Pillar, over sheer ice, frosted rock and storm-struck firn. As they got 
higher, Babanov felt as if they’d entered an inside-out world, in which an 
eerie intuition guided their actions, and unconscious dreams and night-
mares replaced ordinary reality. From their sixth bivouac, at 7400 meters, 
they made a summit push with just the stove, a gas container, the tent 
and a camera. “Three hundred meters is not a lot, after all,” Kofanov 
wrote. “But it soon became clear that we had underestimated the com-
plexity…. For a few pitches we climbed at the edge of our abilities.” 

Night drifted over the weary climbers at 7600 meters. Once more, 
they swung their axes, trying to chop a bivy platform into the steep, thin 
ice. Sparks soon flew from rocks below the surface, and they spent another 
night in a half-pitched, broken tent. “We dangled our legs into the abyss, 
with no sleeping bag for warmth; parts of Valery lay on top of me because 
of lack of space.” Around 3 a.m. Babanov asked Kofanov if he was tied in. 
Kofanov looked at his carabiners. “You know,” he said, “I’m not.” 

“Me neither,” replied Babanov. They had gone almost 24 hours 
with little water and no food. The last 100 meters would take them 
three hours. Around 9 a.m. Babanov yelled that he was on top. Look-
ing back, Kofanov says that alpinism, for him, is about “finding some 

inner power to force myself to the 
higher level.” For the first time, 
atop Kumbhakarna, he found 
himself not even thinking about 
the descent. “I don’t even remem-
ber what the view was like; it was 
about the feeling that something 
big had just been done, and I was 
ready to stay on the summit for-
ever to keep this feeling rolling…. 

Luckily, Valery was able to get me back on track.”

The More One Thinks, the Closer to the End One Becomes 

That same year, Spanish soloist Jordi Tosas gazed longingly at the 
shimmer of a couloir on the still-unclimbed east face. Heavy snows 
made the risk too high, so he turned to the northwest side. Carrying 
little more than a bivy bag, a small rack, a stove and a gas canister, he 
knew he had to move fast. Rather than following the relatively safer, but 
slower-to-climb rock of the West Pillar, he hurried up frozen gullies to 
a white rib just left of the fall line of the immense ice cliffs. After nearly 
1900 meters of new ground, he joined the Japanese Route. At around 
6900 meters, feeling tired and worried about avalanches and storms, he 
decided to retreat. Nonetheless, the mountain had enchanted him: 

When I was alone in base camp, one snow leopard came really close to 
my tent….You could breathe the air of the solitude and the wild…. Jannu 
is like a rock crystal emerging from other mountains. You feel the beauty and 
all your fears…. Pure lines that rip the sky.... Big walls, cold, altitude.... 
To climb it you need imagination, technical ability and commitment. But 
this is just alpinism. The coming future of Jannu will carry one page of the 
future of alpinism.

In 2011 Kim Hyung-il, Park Choong-gil and Jang Ji-myoung 
approached the east face of Kumbhakarna once more. As they reported 
to Mnews.com, they entered a “thick throng of darkened clouds. Shortly 
afterward, clouds engulfed the camp.” All night, they’d been unable to 
sleep as they listened to the cascade of meltwater that poured from the 
seracs 150 meters above. Just two years before, Kim had established a 
2300-meter new route up storm-blasted, fragile ice on the northwest face 
of Spantik (7029m), with Kim Pal-bong, and Min Jun-young. And in the 
2010 AAJ, he had written a manifesto of pure alpine style: 

I would guess that 90 percent of the significant Himalayan climbing 
done by Koreans is with the help of high-altitude porters and fixed lines…. 
[On Spantik] we wanted to do our best to leave a strong impression on young 
Korean climbers, showing that we could climb without harming the envi-
ronment or leaving any trace of our passage.

Now, as they tapped their way carefully past the roaring waterfall, the 
spray drenched their clothes. They could only see about twenty meters 
through the mist. Above the running water, the sun blazed around them 
again. An hour later, snow began to fall, and they turned back, straining to 
see their faint tracks. They returned to base camp, hoping the clouds would 
clear. “Tomorrow may likely be the start of what we hope to be a historic 
climb,” Kim remarked. A hundred meters higher, the next morning, one 

[This Page] Members of the 2011 Korean expedition, from left to right: Hwang Sang-

gyu, Park Choong-gil, Kim Hyung-il, Jang Ji-myoung and Kim Young-joo. Lee Young-il  l   

[Facing Page] The north face of Kumbhakarna, above local settlements. Some names of  

local expedition workers are absent from written records. For a few in this article—

Penuri, Ungati and Tumba—where we couldn’t find other sources, we relied on climb-

ers’ memories, and it’s possible the real names might be different. Javier Camacho Gimeno
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I WAS BORN at the foot of Mt. Kangchenjunga in 

Nepal, in a small village bordering Tibet. I spent 

my childhood in my mother’s hometown of Ghunsa 

village at the base of Jannu or Kumbhakarna, as 

many local people call the mountain. The sunlight 

hits the Ghunsa Valley late in the day, blocked by 

the hills on the dawn side. There, the houses are 

built from mud, stone and wood. Rocks help keep 

roof shingles in place on windy days. The beau-

tiful blue-grey water of the Ghunsa River runs 

through the valley. In deep winter, sixty percent of 

the residents go to warmer places, such as Phale, 

Taplejung and Kathmandu, to feel the sun. 

When I was growing up, my parents raised 

potatoes in Olangchung Gola, and my father also 

traded in Tibet and India. But there was no modern 

transportation—no roads—so he ferried his loads 

of merchandise by yaks or by porters, walking 

miles and miles from town to town. Once, a Korean 

and Russian team came to Ghunsa village. At that 

time, there were no local lodges or teahouses. 

The villagers went with the mountaineers to 

Kangchenjunga Base Camp to earn income as low-

altitude porters. Even then, I was not aware that 

tourism would bring both big opportunities and 

lifestyle changes.  

There are many mountains in the area; but, 

of them all, Kumbhakarna is considered the 

Holy Mountain. Many people believe that it has 

spiritual powers. Sherpa and Tibetan people also 

refer to Kumbhakarna as “Khangju Zoanga,” which 

means “mountains or hill of five sisters,” for the 

five shoulders, or peaks. The villagers pray to the 

mountain as part of their puja, and they believe it 

is connected to the divine. They believe that the 

mountain will protect them, their animals and the 

village, from any natural disaster or unseen power.

During the mid-1980s, my family moved to the 

bigger town of Taplejung. My father continued 

to trade and my mother opened a small lodge 

where villagers stayed when they came to do their 

shopping. My father died suddenly when I was 

about eight years old, leaving my mother to raise 

four children alone. She sold homemade sweaters 

to supplement her income from the lodge, and we 

bought cheap rice from the local Yogi. Meanwhile, 

I rose to the first division in my classes and left for 

Kathmandu, where I studied to gain entrance into 

business school. Once I enrolled, I found a job as a 

junior accountant at a trekking company. 

In 2006 I finished a master’s degree in business. 

By then, I was the manager of the same trekking 

company. Six years later, I began my own trekking 

and mountaineering agency, Dream Himalaya 

Adventures, based in Kathmandu. I have been 

providing logistic services to many alpine clubs 

and western outfitter companies, and I have 

operated several mountaineering expeditions to 

the world’s highest peaks, including Chomolungma 

(Mt. Everest).  

Meanwhile, as mountain tourism increased 

in my home region, our way of life transformed 

dramatically. Of the fifty houses in the small 

village below Kumbhakarna, a quarter of them 

have been converted into summer lodges and 

teahouses for trekkers and travelers. Villagers still 

farm potatoes, but only rarely as their main source 

of income. In the off-season, many of the locals 

now live in Kathmandu. Their children attend good 

schools in Kathmandu, Taplejung and Darjeeling. 

But as former residents leave the villages, 

their absence also has an impact on our traditional 

culture—there are not enough young people 

when they are needed on special occasions, 

such as local religious festivals. Both local and 

Kathmandu-based nongovernmental organizations 

are now working to protect the traditions of the 

area through cultural awareness programs. 

I still visit the village of Ghunsa once a year. 

As I walk down the street, smoke rises from the 

teahouses, and then disappears against the grey 

and white walls of Kumbhakarna. 

Ghunsa
DAWA SHERPA2017
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climber fell into a crevasse and broke his ribs. The others evacuated him 
and abandoned the climb. Peter Jensen-Choi, Seoul-based climbing jour-
nalist and translator, explains that the title of their expedition account 
refers to the Chinese chess game called Jang-gi (in Korean) and basically 
means “When you overthink things, the match is already over.” 

Live in the Question 

According to the Himalayan Database, maintained by Elizabeth 
Hawley and Richard Salisbury, no one has stood atop Kumbhakarna  
since 2007. In 2012, Koji Takeda and his partners made the last recorded 
attempt. They found that the effects of a devastating Sikkim earthquake 
had rendered the original Southeast Ridge impassable. A member of the 
first Japanese team, Takeda hadn’t been able to summit in 1976, but he 
had never forgotten his longing to see the final narrow ridge he’d read 
about in Terray’s and Desmaison’s books. Today, he is sixty-five. Perhaps 
in a couple more years, he says, he will get another chance.

Ueli Steck still thinks the Russian North Face Direct presents a 
worthy challenge for the future: “This is for me a bit like free climbing 
aid routes on El Cap. Now we should start thinking about repeating 
routes that have been done with fixed ropes in alpine style.” The east 
face, however, may always be unclimbed—unless there’s an unusually 
dry season. As Tone Škarja explains, “The wind direction is generally 
west so the wind deposits all new snow on the east slopes. The snow 
is very soft and becomes a foundation for hanging seracs.” The most 
obvious lines have been climbed, Jordi Tosas points out, “and the other 
possibilities are really futuristic… If you know the wall from inside, you 
know the real challenge…. Maybe now with faster and lighter styles, and 
also with more technical alpine climbers, Jannu could see new routes.” 

The question of risk remains for each individual to answer. And for 
for some of us, perhaps, there’s value in preserving a few untracked places. 
In Letters to a Young Poet, Rainer Maria Rilke wrote, “Have patience with 

everything that remains unsolved in your heart…live in the question.” 
Isn’t the idea of the unobtainable part of what makes alpinism—and any 
quest—so alluring? To me, at least, much of Kumbhakarna feels this way.

Shadows and Light

THE ABYSS PULLED AT MY WEARY BODY. Below me, Athol’s axes moved in a 
steady rhythm; his frontpoints bit with a tired, but certain force. He had 
stopped to rig his headtorch when I caught up with him. I did the same, and 
we set off again without talking. Much later, we reached the rock barrier 
and the steep, shallow gully. Glad to be in the right place, we thought about 
building a rappel anchor. But I kept going, impatient and drained. 

“How is it?” Athol breathed. He was already descending. Ice peeled 
under each blow, thin plates tumbling. We moved in and around furrows 
of ice and layered snow until we eventually found our little tent under the 
depths of starlight. It was 9:45 p.m. In our sleeping bags, we talked with 
the energy that comes with getting away with it all. We didn’t wake until 
afternoon. Hoarfrost sprinkled in the silence. With too much radiant heat 
from the sun, we waited for an early start the next morning, and we ate our 
last morsels of food. At 5 a.m. we headed down, down, down, rappelling 
intermittently from the last pieces of our small rack. 

We hit the vast plateau at 5500 meters in the twilight and recovered the 
pack with food and gas. Under light snowfall, a small opening to the rest of 
the world appeared—a way to imagine what was on the other side of our time 
on Jannu. After a hot drink, we pushed our way through bottomless sugar-
soft snow. Athol was vomiting. A thunderstorm lit up the northern horizon. 
Violent surges echoed across to us, two men crawling to the promise of safety. 

Days afterward, in base camp, as we waited for the yaks to arrive from 
Ghunsa, the stillness in my mind was intense and profound, full of light and 
warmth. Secure on the earth beneath his feet, Athol tended to his sunburned, 
journeyed face. Clouds still rolled through and around Jannu, hanging on 
to the lower reaches of the glacier. And then huge spaces of light lifted the 

[Photo] Khumbhakarna, Kangchenjunga (8586m) and Pandim (6691m), from Sandakphu, 

India. The range has long existed at a crossroads of many cultures, among them, Hindus 

and Buddhists, Indians and Nepalis, Sherpa villagers and international climbers. In the 

Indian novel Inheritance of Loss, Kiran Desai depicts a similar view: “The five peaks of 

Kanchenjunga turned golden with the kind of luminous light that made you feel, if briefly, 

that truth was apparent. All you needed to do was to reach out and pluck it.” Dr. Pallab Seth
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mist away, giving us a window back to the upper reaches of the mountain, 
to those places where we’d been with such devotion and love. 

Only one ascent of Kumbhakarna has been recorded during the dark-
est months. On December 9, 1984, Hawley reported, after an initial 
failed attempt, an expedition of Korean climbers and Sherpa staff put 
Kim Ki-heyg and Sherpas Ang Dorje and Lhakpa Gelbu on the summit, 
by a variation of the Southeast Ridge, amid the scarcely imaginable cold of 
a peak already “arctic” by autumn. Most visitors stop coming to Ghunsa 
in winter, and the residents move to Phale, a couple of hours down valley 
and more open to the sun. During the trekking season, however, Ghunsa 
is a bustling community. “Tea shops are operating, and earning money 
for locals, in nearly every corner of the trail,” Tenzin Sherpa Jorden told 
me. “And, also, we get employment and publicity for our local products.”

Mountaineering literature contains endless debates about the 
meanings of individual climbers’ personal dreams and risks. What 
often gets left out are the ways that families and communities strive 
to come to terms with the potential consequences of hazardous ascents 
and expedition jobs. Thus far, only one local staff member has died 
on a Kumbhakarna expedition—a kitchen assistant, who succumbed 
to pneumonia in 1979, and whose name remains unrecorded in the 
Himalayan Database. But seventeen workers have perished on nearby 
Kangchenjunga and four on Yalung Kang. And across the Himalaya, 
expedition staff have increasingly striven for safer and more equitable 
working conditions, and for the opportunity to have their voices heard.  

During the past decade, Ghunsa villagers have worked on projects to 
try to make both agriculture and tourism more sustainable. With Nepali 
and foreign conservationists, they have drawn on traditional ecological 
knowledge to limit practices that contribute to the diminishing of forests 
and to the fragmentation of habitats for the rare snow leopards. I first met 
Australian climber Duncan Chessell on the slopes of Aoraki / Mt. Cook in 
1994. Today, he devotes a portion of his time to the Himalayan Develop-
ment Foundation Australia. Among other goals, the nonprofit is helping to 
upgrade the local school and provide hostel accommodation so that chil-
dren from remote villages can come to study. “Ghunsa School is considered 
the best modern education in the whole Taplejung district,” Tenzin says. 
“Also, they provide a Tibetan teacher for the Tibetan language and culture, 

so the students can converse in our own language and culture.”
Yet the future of the Himalaya will also be determined by forces far 

beyond its high peaks and rural settlements, held within the cusp of 
global climate change. According to a study published in The Cryosphere 
(2015) between 1962 and 2006, many glaciers in the Kangchenjunga-
Sikkim region have lost, on average, between 22 and 34 percent of their 
area. Rainfall patterns appear to be shifting, affecting villagers’ crops. In 
2016 unusually heavy monsoons destroyed bridges in Ghunsa Valley. In 
the decades ahead, visitors and residents may each have to seek new and  
precarious ways to navigate the shifting landscapes. 

The mountains are an important part of the journey, but they are 
not the completion of it. The story is multilayered, interwoven with 
local culture and international customs, an appreciation for the earth 
and a surpassing of the self that is measured by much more than what 
summit we may or may not reach. There’s a responsibility that comes 
with traveling in places such as these. Our Anidesha Chuli expedition 
failed because of altitude sickness, terrible weather and avalanche risk. 
Walking down the valley, I saw Kumbhakarna again, this time through 
Tenzin’s words, not as a dark, sublime force or an extreme challenge, 
but as a protective presence. Not as something to connect with my own 
mindscape, but as something to teach me the value of others. In the way 
that local residents lived so respectfully within its shadow, I glimpsed 
principles for how a fragment of its spirit might rest deeply in my heart. 

Our time up there was marked by just a few footprints, scrapings from our 
crampons in the snow. I knew that as the years came to pass there would be 
more. For as each journey ends, we realized that journey was part of a deeper 
search for experience and meaning. Never before had I felt such a strong sense 
of communion between the cautious, rational mind, and the deeper, profound 
life force as I did during our time along Jannu’s summit ridge. 

Still, I can feel it: the wind snapping at us, the spindrift stinging our 
faces, the lack of oxygen turning our lips blue, the ridge dropping into thin 
air, the black clouds, the crackling electricity, the desperate night, the feeling 
of being eerily concerned yet deeply calm, not quite alive yet wholly aware. 
Something inside was always connected to a belief and acceptance of all; 
something, somewhere, absolute and pure. 

(In memory of Athol Whimp, 1961-2012)
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Alone and exulting. Utterly abandoned. 
I crease the page and take a breath. I stare at the word 

abandoned, a shape-shifting word, now caught, pinned to a 
board and opened out like a butterfly. Held still, the word 
reveals its dark, iridescent parallels, its mirrored wings.

It’s metallic, like the taste of a long, hard run or 5 a.m. 
dancing. Breakup starvation, childhood tears. Like falling in 
love or being caught with a secret.

How often do we, as climbers, reach out for abandon-
ment? Leave the ground to find a swinging freedom; bitter-
cold, bittersweet. I solo between bright edges, feel unfearfully 
alone, a “self ” curled gracefully within the chaos. But these 
moments are brief, the knowledge we reach for fleeting. Could 
we pin them down? 

The author of the book is Gwen Moffat, the first female 
British mountain guide. In the Sixties and Seventies, she was 

a high-profile climber and a bestselling author: glamor-
ous, gifted, revered. But in 1980, as she stands on 

the pavement outside Victoria Station, she 
reels from personal and public rejection. 

Beyond despair, yet unafraid, in a famil-
iar state of abandonment. As a climber, 

she is practiced at hoarding those filaments 
of self. Her joy is like the beauty of a trapped 

butterfly, strange and resilient.
Gwen first found climbing in her early 

twenties. She was stationed as a truck driver 
in the Auxiliary Territorial Service, courting 
adventure from a quiet Welsh garrison. 

I was a typical product of war: impression-
able and frustrated—for with peace declared 
all the excitement was over and now there was 
only the prospect of demobilization, and beyond 
that...nothing.—Space Below My Feet, 1961. 

One day, she gave a conscientious objector 
and climber a lift. Tom, “big and hard and golden 

in the sunlight,” told her stories of a life glittering with 
summits and spontaneity, populated by young men and 
women who stripped themselves of expectation and stood 
exposed to life. Shortly after, Gwen was posted to the town of 
Stoke-on-Trent, thick and unrelenting as a migraine, the smog 

bloodshot by furnaces. Already suffering from malaise, she was 
hospitalized with influenza. 

I lay in bed and knew that nothing mattered now. I couldn’t 
be hurt any more and there was nothing to be afraid of. 

Out of the grey, she wired Tom to meet her at the railway 
station in Bangor. They climbed on Tryfan, in the sleet and the 
dark, and Gwen loved it. She followed him to join a vagabond 
group floating between outposts in Welsh hills or Cornish sea 
cliffs. She swallowed their life as if it had been cracked raw 
from a duck-blue egg: sleeping on the floor of abandoned cot-
tages, swimming in frozen lakes. She learned that “there was 
nothing behind the façade [of society]; it was merely a shell 
of silly conventions, and rules laid down by unenlightened 
people inferior to ourselves.” She overstayed her leave by three 
days. Walking back to the barracks, she experienced a moment 
of complete desolation. Without thinking, she deserted.  

All the emotions, which had been held during that blank 
hour, came flooding in. Fear: of the police first, and, secondly, 
of the extraordinary life that lay ahead: on the run, homeless, 
with no money.... But the same things that frightened me roused 
a wild elation. 

After months surviving in the wilds, Gwen returned to the 
army to gain a passport and a driver’s license and to finish the 
job. She bore her captivity with conviction, and was success-
fully discharged. From this point, Gwen worked whatever job 
came her way, hitching between crags, sleeping under hedges, 
climbing “nearly every day—with everyone and anyone.” As if 
inadvertently, she married, gave birth to a daughter on a boat, 
divorced and drifted north. The climber and her child pitched 
between youth hostels, club huts and family hospitality. Gwen 
sent articles out, and a few publications were bewitched by her 
lifestyle, as she had been by Tom’s. Sketches of seals, eagles and 
whitewashed cottages edged stories of climbing and conserva-
tion. These earned her a little, but she was destitute.  

After a number of years, she fell in love with a fellow 
climber, Johnnie Lees. He encouraged her to apply for the 
British Mountain Guide Qualification. The wage would 
allow her to send Sheena to boarding school for socialization 
and security. In addition, Gwen later wrote, “there were no 
women guides, and the challenge appealed to me.” She duly 
passed, but encountered “hostility…in certain corners, some 

On a spring morning I stood on the pavement outside...Victoria, surrounded 

by my gear, alone, and exulting. For a moment I was utterly abandoned: 

a curious word that can be used for transcendental happiness and for a 

state beyond despair. I was exulting in my emptiness, in the knowledge 

that in the depths of the thing we call a soul, neither dead nor lost, 

joy lay curled like a sleeping cat. —Gwen Moffat, Hard Road West, 1981



from men who had been refused the guide certification, some from local 
people who were genuinely mystified.” Nonetheless, she found clients, 
and most of her detractors came to consider her “no longer a woman 
with a reputation, but an instructor with a technique superior to theirs.”

 Meanwhile, Gwen’s stories gained readership. With so much unique 
material at hand, the next practical thing was to write a book. Published 
in 1961, Space Below My Feet is a lyrical memoir of a life led by moun-
tains. It is sharpened by the suggestion that you can abandon everything 
else. At eighteen, I found it magnetic and alienating. I was clinging tight 
to everything I’d got.

One Daily Herald reviewer was thrilled with the romance of Gwen’s 
lifestyle: “This lovely long-legged creature’s book is a series of love affairs 
with impossible places. She owns nothing; she needs nothing. She is the 
one who got away.” 

But this was the early Sixties. No one, however gorgeous, got away 
with it. Few women climbed. None guided, raised their children alone 
amid the mountains, and wrote about it. In a later memoir, On My Home 
Ground, Gwen described her balancing act between words, rocks and 
family, the difficulty of finding a room, or a crag, of one’s own. Despite 
a needling hunger for more space, the narrative finishes on high ground, 
as she and Johnnie enjoy a gleeful climbing 
holiday, illustrated by photographs of Gwen 
soloing in her bikini. I closed the book, and 
watched her dart off into the future, head 
held high.

And she did, until Survival Count, 
printed in 1972. As the book opens, Gwen 
has moved to a remote, wrecked cottage in 
North Wales after her second divorce. Her 
daughter is at boarding school, and Gwen 
is alone. She can’t write, or appreciate her 
mountains, or really do anything. She 
describes a depression counteracted only by 
“a good bit of honest sex” with a passing van 
driver. Reading this, I laugh, remembering 
a line from Space: “I was as resilient as a 
rubber ball—usually; it was seldom that there wasn’t something strange 
or beautiful round the next bend to excite my interest.” 

That winter, Gwen roams while the rocks glass dark with hoarfrost. 
White routes touch down around her, until Snowdonia glistens with 
their threadways, a new, moon-bright map over the dark mountains to 
the snowline. Here, between the black and the ice, she begins to explore 
her abandonment.

Ever since I read her first book, Gwen’s figure has crept through my 
small life: a cat-like woman padding far ahead on a slab; a face sparking 
outside my office window, as if she’d climbed up a drainpipe. Routinely, 
my cheeks flushed back at her, embarrassed by my comfort, my past and 
future tucked around me as indefinable as cotton wool. The feral raids 
became so persistent that eventually I followed her out of the window—
to write, and climb. My curiosity about the real Gwen grew. Last year 
Jen Randall and I decided to make a short documentary about her. I 
was warned off, told she was reclusive, even acerbic. Sexist accounts 
were ten-a-penny. “Oh, you mean Space Between Her Legs,” guffawed 
one climber of her day. Galvanized, we went to meet her. Gwen was 
as honest in person as in her prose. “The mountains were always more 

important to me than people,” she told me. “There’s no malice in Moun-
tains. Mountains don’t change, people do.”

The awareness that people change, that they can stop loving you…. 
This is one of life’s most insurmountable fears. Is it possible that life 
without an “other” is easier, the same way that soloing gets easier once 
you’re farther from the ground? Alone, we are focused, untethered 
from the hope of being caught. A rope or a marriage creates an 
illusion of shared experience, but the truth is we climb, dream and 
grieve alone. In Space, Gwen describes descending from the Torre 
Trieste in the Dolomites, tired, but glowing on the last day of an 
intense trip during which she made three first female ascents. 
She sends her partner on ahead. Welcoming the growing dark-
ness, she experiences a unique clarity:

I was stiff and aching…but there were glow-worms about my 
feet and the two towers rose above the empty cirque. There was a 
moment of supreme awareness which I might have thought was only 
the satisfaction that follows achievement, or relief after tension, but I 
didn’t think…. I knew my moment of truth. 

After we released Operation Moffat, Gwen and I kept up our 
correspondence. She asked about my climbing and my recent 

engagement. We spoke about 
the thrill of hewing out 
sentences, the commonal-
ity we found in the immer-
sion of writing and the flow 
on rock. She talked about aspects 
of her life that we had left out of the 
film. I had wondered how she could be so 
content despite her isolation. Actually, I was 
a little jealous, caught between the solitude 
of my writing and the last six months in the 
mountains, and my bright, social, climbing 
life in Sheffield and my impending wedding. 
I was uneasy about my attachment to atten-
tion, praise, a rope and a partner.

As a kind of explanation, Gwen pointed 
me toward Hard Road West, the book that begins outside Victoria 
Station. In her fifties, Gwen had lost her best friend in a climbing acci-
dent and become estranged from her daughter. She contacted her agent 
in a plea for help. Together, they conjured an objective. Gwen would 
place herself in the wild once more and see what came forth. This time, 
instead of finding climbing routes, she would follow the trails of the 
early settlers in the American West and write about the journey. 

Alone in the plains, she could delve into to the psychology of others 
cast adrift, particularly the women whom she called the heroes of the 
pioneer trails.

 Their fortitude was incomprehensible, they learned to accept grief…. They 
took the measure of fear and walked through it, realizing in the empty center 
there was nothing to be afraid of except death, and that was an old acquain-
tance.... So they lived, and they survived with dignity.—Hard Road West 

The book was a success, and Gwen had rekindled her sense of self, 
so she stayed in the US to write a second trail novel, The Storm Seekers, 
following John Charles Frémont’s 1848 expedition across the uncharted 
Rockies. She showed me this passage:

The Jeep crested a nine-thousand-foot ridge in the Rockies at the moment 
that “Spring” from The Four Seasons started, and we surprised a group 

“After all there 

is no malice 

in Mountains. 

Mountains don’t 

change, people do.”

—Gwen Moffat



of pronghorn antelope which took off over the vast and sun-drenched 
grasslands. We rolled gently after them as they trotted to the music. I didn’t 
get out the binoculars, I didn’t stop: we drifted through space; the antelope, 
Vivaldi and me, fused in a unity that was more than human, and only 
afterwards would I realise that life could hold nothing more than that, and 
I would never want more.   

In March , Operation Moffat was accepted into two mountain film 
festivals six weeks apart in Colorado. I emailed Gwen with the good 
news. She replied:

To: CC: Go?
You could you know.
What would I do there, alone?  I’d started reading the rest of Gwen’s 

canon: thirty or more dark crime novels, which, her author’s note 
explained, evoke a “relation between human and elemental violence, 
between people pushed to the limit on mountains and those who go 
over the edge and kill.” Gwen remained fascinated by that edge of 
abandonment she had discovered in her climbing and her work for 
mountain rescue. The environment was increasingly at the core of her plots.  
Villainous human characters were fools who dared forget their 
stewardship of the earth or who failed to see the unity of place, 
plant, animal and weather that sang from the locations she chose: the 

Hebridean islands, the Oregon coast, the remote Lakeland dales. I was 
hooked, but why explore this in fiction?

 “Fiction is more fun, more latitude; you can start with no theme or 
plot, just the desire even a whim to see new country or explore a region 
(desert, wild coast, the east fell side) previously glimpsed. An idea comes 
as you explore,” she said.  

Abandon it all. 
Start with nothing.
Let answers touch down around you.
I email her to say I’m thinking of going to America. She responds 

practically.
To: CC: Void
Your letter re: movements in the States seems vague regarding motivation. 

Pioneers? Trailing? Ghosts? Needs a frame. That is, motivation even if con-
trived. I’ve been there. Having a frame fills that awful void when you wake 
literally and metaphorically to the question: What the hell am I doing here?

I tell her she is the frame. I imagine it’s fairly obvious I’m gunning 
for the void. I ask for her preferred trailhead.

To: CC: Starter for ten
Favorite setting for a novel has to be about 100 miles west of Telluride, 

in Utah, where I did the field work for The Stone Hawk. Canyonlands 
furnished me with material—and was the most fun.



THE STONE HAWK is a mythical crime novel set in arches, mesas and 
losable trails beyond Indian Creek. If you’ve tried to thread the paths 
between the cairns of Canyonlands, you’d recognize the protagonist, a 
bird-like monolith roosting high above the Needles maze, a thicket of 
sandstone towers that guard Chesler Park. Miss Pink, a traveling British 
detective of a certain age, hears local children whisper that the Stone 
Hawk moves during lightning storms to disorientate anyone unwanted 
there. Characters begin to go missing, and Miss Pink realizes they are 
all hunting for a painted cave hidden in the desert. Are they killing each 
other in a bid to keep a secret, or is the wilderness taking retribution for 
their intrusion? At the end of a trail of murders, Miss Pink concludes the 
killer is as much each character’s greed for answers in the sacred wild, as 
it is a human assassin.

The most fun, she’d said.
I’ve never been that curious about the desert. Like Gwen, I thought, 

my inclination is for green or blue or grey: wet mountains, sea cliffs, 
heathered moorland. I borrow climbing guides for the Creek. Beneath the 
feted towers lies a monochrome landscape, burnt down to the bone; trees 
laid by the roadside, contorted in defeat. No water. Scaling the walls, away 
from the desolation might be fun, but wandering through the furnace….

I email Gwen. I can’t go. I’m too busy trying to drum up work, I 
tell her. I’m waking in the early hours, worrying. The desert might drive 
me mad.

To: CC: Abandon the search.
 You’re not unique; unfortunately you are in the minority: creative, and 

that means imagination—a bloody nuisance until you learn to control it. 
Power will come. As for early hours blues. You’re not in the minority there. 
You seem to be like a builder who takes on a multitude of customers and flits 
from one to the other because he’s afraid of losing custom. If you’re looking for 
a role why not abandon the search and let it find you? Believe me, out there, 
it will. The main feature of my books was the land, in the best stories a wild 
exuberance that seems to have ordered the plot.

Shortly before I leave, she emails again:
To: CC: Sidekick
 Can you take me and smuggle a dark tabby into the carry-on bag?
And then as I sit in the departure lounge: 
To: CC: Look Down
Suspect you are sitting and waiting, preferably in the business lounge but 

wherever, I’m with you, mostly once you reach 34,000 feet. Gorgeous day! 
If you go over about 2 p.m. I’ll be on the alert, we’re under the flight path 
from Manchester. G.

It appears she will be keeping pace. 

Outside the Denver airport, dust streams across the plains to the 
Rockies, grand and grey and stacked with clouds. My rental truck flares 
silver against sky, and when I climb inside, the creamy interior yawns 
into the distance. With a 5 a.m. brain, I wait at a green light before 
drifting onto the motorway in a vast, sepia dusk. Flash-lit silhouettes of 
cougars, elk and bear rear out of the ranging dark between dazzling ski 
resorts. The walls of a canyon close in, stark and bright in the captured 
moonlight. A black river keeps furious pace just a swerve from the road. 

As the walls fall away, I’m cut loose into the night, somewhere 
between the highway, the stars and a remembrance of English time. In 
Carbondale, I drive on the wrong side of the road, past porches decked 
with crystal wind chimes and glinting skis. I park and try to sleep, the 
floor of the truck freezing me awake, until I put an airplane blanket 
under my hipbones and disappear. 

To: CC: Chanel No. 5
Tonight you are going to be a great and glamorous success. Love Gwen. 
5Point Festival is set in an old mining town, perfectly pitched 

between the snow-crowned Mt. Sopris and the hot, red cliffs of Roaring 
Fork. Gwen’s film wins the festival award for Respect, Commitment, 
Humility, Purpose and Balance. Trucker-capped, white-toothed adven-
turers high-five me in the street until I shy away. “Follow your bliss” is 
not as simple as we’ve made it seem. 

Gwen interrupts, vicariously excited. 
To: CC: Leave Base Camp.
Canyonlands is west by southwest of Carbondale. Make for Moab on 

the 128. Tomorrow I’ll give you those sections of the park that relate to The 
Stone Hawk. G.  

I pack the truck in a downpour, and I drive until the monotony of 
the static rain begins to snap me into sleep. I pull along the shoreline of 
a lake and watch ice crystals constellate the windows. 

That night I slept under a cottonwood and was wakened by geese flying 
over, to think that for a moment that I was in Scotland with the skeins crossing 
the coast and striking out for their breeding grounds in the high Arctic; then 
I opened my eyes...and remembered I was in Colorado.—Hard Road West

At dawn, I wind down the window, and a menthol scent of sage clears 
my head, like a tincture. Out on the road, the prairies open up to the 
sky, and my thoughts shrink. I pull off at a museum sign around Grand 
Junction. I need stories to populate this landscape. It’s too wide and eerie.  



A huge drawing of a black cave with seven interior grottos hangs on 
the wall. Clouds of footprints migrate from its mouth toward mountains 
and rivers. A sign explains this is a depiction of the first Aztec kingdom, 
where the key tribes emerged from magic hollows. The sixteenth-cen-
tury Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés sent out expeditions for  
eighteen years in search of the cavern’s gold. His teams mapped huge 
swathes of land but never discovered the secret. As afternoon storms 
weight the traffic, the void outside whines. I wait a little longer. I’m not 
as practiced as Gwen at stepping back into it.

Two huge sandstone towers, like piled, soft-serve ice cream cones 
appear on the horizon. Cowboys canter gently. Bright walls flame out of 
the dust. Small flowers burn cactus tips like lit cigarettes. I drive along 
the dirt road in wonder. Eventually, everything smolders to slickrock. 
I bump the truck around a clump of junipers, and stagger the wheels 
down boulder steps. Hundreds of meters below, the Colorado swings 
through the canyon. I take a watercolor set and my sleeping bag and sit 
on the edge of the overlook. I release a river across the wet paper, and I 
try to scale the canyon into my notebook until dusk.

 There was no moon but a few evening primroses unfolded to glow in the 
starlight. Later, before I dropped off to sleep, I heard distant sounds which 
at first I thought were children, and then, hor-
ribly, mad children. I sweated a lot before I 
guessed these were coyotes.—Hard Road West

Gwen always slept out, skin-thin to 
the night. I like the membrane of a tent 
between my head and the dark so I watch 
the sky nervously. The stars fade in and out 
of clouds until I’m unpacking boxes in my 
father’s attic, searching for something in 
cardboard hollows. My teeth start to fall 
out, crumbling as I swallow them. I’ve had 
this dream before. It comes with a sense that 
something inside is rotting.

In the morning, the cliff top is cold and 
grey. I’ve turned in my sleep, tipped the 
water wash over my painting, leaving just 
the outlines of the day before. What am I doing here? 

To: CC: Order in Disorder
How did I order my days you ask? Daily routine is important: breakfast, 

plan day if I didn’t do it last night, finish chores and pack truck. Then drive 
to a point/place/people of interest and walk/explore/take pictures/ interview. 
Around late afternoon start looking for place to camp. Cook and eat, and 
then write: a slow business because, camping wild, the wildlife comes into 
your camp. 

From the CD deck, Eddie Vedder croons to the plains with a voice 
of liquid tarmac, soundtracking Into the Wild and Millennial wander-
lust. The autumn the film came out, my fiancé, Will, who wasn’t yet 
my fiancé, was angry and free and climbing away for a year. I sat in the 
cinema, alone, furious with myself for waiting and worrying. During 
that year, I would see the back of his head across crowded bars, his pack 
at the crag. Once I dreamt he swam too far out to sea, and I awoke 
to grains of sand under my fingernails. I left our university town and 
moved to Sheffield, where I didn’t know anybody. I cycled to the grit-
stone and climbed with a green crispness, while new poems fell into 
the morning and evening space. I watched Will die again and again in 
my dreams, until one day, I opened an email that began, “I made an 

absolute fucking abortion of the first pitch” and that ended, “It turns 
out I’m in love with you.” A few months later, he turned up at the 
door. He was so vivid. The dreams stopped, I wrote less and didn’t really 
notice. The love was like walking in my own poems: seals appeared as we 
climbed above the sea, flowers outlasted the summer, and fear remained 
in the backdrop, like a black hole. 

To: CC: When Love is Love
As I see it you worry a lot over risk to people who are alive, which is not 

selfish so much as self-indulgent. It doesn’t help that proper artists (meaning 
real creative people not those with pretensions) have a strong sense of drama. 
However, worry is a waste of energy. If you’re afraid of losing love, it’s not 
love. You can lose the loved person but through death. The love doesn’t die. 
Providing you don’t do anything too stupid, you’ll live a long time, and you’re 
going to lose a lot more than loved ones. 

Huge storms loom ahead. A sign reads Cisco, End State Maintenance. 
The truck bucks across erupted tarmac past hulks of machinery, burnt-out 
tin shacks. A school bus sags against a wire fence. Red-daubed fence posts 
screech Keep Out, God will come after you. A figure is bent over in a front 
yard, wearing an oversized Mickey Mouse T-shirt, tucked at the waist. 

Also tucked in, just as neatly, is a firearm. 
She turns and straightens. I gun the engine. 
Shameful. Gwen would have asked her for a 
cup of tea.

The plain splits. Savaged layers of sedi-
ment rise. A thick, brown river sucks at 
choss. I turn off at the next dirt trail, and 
bowl along between canyon walls. Wide 
streams of bronze and copper ribbon around 
whimsical shapes. I leave the truck, place 
my palms on the rock and smear upward. 
As I play with my balance across the slabs, 
the whole world flows from one void to 
another. I climb quickly, chasing glittered 
contours through waves of sandstone. High 
up, I falter at a sandy chimney. Bob 1941 

mocks me from a pinnacle. Unabashed, I slide back down, light a fire 
and crackle and pop with the piñon.

I felt the familiar feeling that came when I was about to do something 
hard. A mental and physical relaxation, a loosening of the muscles so 
complete even the face relaxes and the eyes widen; one’s body becomes light 
and supple.... In that exquisite moment before the hard move, when one 
looks and understands, may lie an answer to the question why one climbs.—
Space Below My Feet

In a freezing dawn, still naked in my sleeping bag, I trace a long, sharp 
ridge on the map. My stomach flips as I lace my running shoes. Keep 
focused. No phone signal. Don’t break an ankle. The track is steep and 
hot, and I make such slow progress that yellow primroses bloom and fry 
as I pass. Finally, there’s nothing before me. I sway forward momentarily. 
This is “Killer Viewpoint.” The Fisher Towers razor out of the west—
maroon ridges shard from black sand. To the east, a storm holds fast to a 
mountain. Between, below, is a mar of barbs and falling arches, no roads, 
no trace of entrance or exit. A raven wings around me. I stare at it, empty 
of connotation. My legs dangle from the lip of the abyss. I fold my hands 
to close the space where a rope could be. A fall would be silent. A fall 
seems like the only way one could interpret this place. 

“The main feature 

of my books was 

the land, in the 

best stories a 

wild exuberance 

that seems to have 

ordered the plot.”

—Gwen Moffat





“You pull yourself to your feet. This place is hypnotic; 
you could relax too much,” Gwen wrote to herself in Hard 
Road West. She had been alone for weeks and was at her edge 
in the unfamiliar, dazing heat. As has often been the case 
throughout her life, no one knew where she was.

To: CC: High Purpose
I took some high risks, gambled in fact. Knew I was doing 

it, knew there was a fifty-fifty chance of not coming through but 
I wasn’t afraid of anything because the commission, the purpose 
(the book, revealing the spirit of the pioneers, particularly 
women) was in control.

In 1964 Gwen wrote a mountain rescue book, Two Star 
Red. In the final chapter on “Women and Survival,” she 
recounts the search for a young boy and girl benighted in 
Devil’s Kitchen, Idwal, North Wales. The boy died of expo-

sure, but the girl survived. 
When a woman has seen the man she loves die, what is sus-

taining her when she goes on alone? ...What sends the girl on into a 
world as unknown to her as space? 

Gwen writes that she survives because she is a female animal. 
She says a woman will fight to survive by instinct. 

These women alone in the mountains, at the same time that they come 
closer to the animal they have been since birth, transcend all human stan-
dards of courage.

The storm is at my elbow. I get to my feet. My stride lengthens. The 
shadows of the last few days have lost their clotted weight, and drift 
across the mesa like feathers. 

Gwen calls Highway  “The path to enchantment.” The sun sears 
away the soft afterglow of the storm. Huge blocks of red rubble threaten 
the road. At midday, I hide under Big Bend Boulders and trace chalked 
holds, relaxing into the familiar game. Another climber knuckles down, 
and recommends an “adventurous” camp spot, offering shade in a 
remote canyon.

I take a break in Moab. Sand buildings are block cut from the cobalt 
sky, leaving a rawboned retina imprint when I close my eyes against the 
town. I ask the assistant in the bookstore for a local recommendation. 

“Oh gosh, have you read Terry Tempest Williams?” she asks.  
I shrug. 
“She is the reason I moved to Utah.” The proffered book is called Red.
Evening clouds press in. The red track to the “adventurous” campsite 

switchbacks to the edge of a cliff. As the dust becomes slickrock, wheels 
grind over hunks and stick between boulders. Beyond the void on the 
right, the interstate starts to glow with headlights. The next bend is so 

tight the front of the truck faces out as if I must drive straight down the 
face of the cliff. I reverse, spin the wheel left, edge forward, reverse. A 
voice cuts through the screeching gears: Providing you don’t do anything 
stupid. Eventually, the abyss recedes, and I reach a broad canyon floor. 
Banks of foaming rock rise like a cleared sea on either side. Rain and 
sand mingle in the air as a thick mist. I abandon the truck and run in 
the half-light. The desert discloses mallow flowers, cactus blooms, coils 
in the sand that warn of snakes. Poems unfold around me, but they are 
cold and remorseful. A child wanders through sage, pauses to look east, 
sits down and dies. Asleep, Will caresses the arched torso of a piñon. 
My father stands at a cliff edge, and not remembering why he is there, 
topples in the canyon.

A huge jackrabbit darts into the track. Its tall, black-edged ears, as if 
tattooed, are dark and exquisite and still. I stall and cry.

I retrace my steps to the truck, climb under my sleeping bag and 
open Red:

I invite you to imagine what it might be like to see and feel the world 
from the inside out. If you do come visit, prepare to be broken open like a 
rock fallen from a once-secure place. 

And then Terry Tempest Williams quotes Alex Caldiero: “I touch 
the Earth because there are so many things I do not see.”

I don’t sleep. I have a clear head. I sit straight-backed against the doors 
of the truck, making space in the gloom, and wait. Gwen appears oppo-
site me. I ask her if she has ever been frightened. She smiles and retells 
a story I’ve heard many times. She is climbing across the Meije ridge 
toward La Grave when a storm rises. She has the sensation of being 
followed. A hum begins at her back. The ice axes in her pack sing with 
electricity. Boulders rip from the ridge and plunge toward the glaciers. 

After the first crash I knew we were in the centre of it, and fear gave 
place to a strange exhilaration. There was nothing we could do to escape it. 
We couldn’t get off the ridge.... We couldn’t leave our axes.... We went on, our 
gentle, almost casual progress punctuated by those glorious explosions and 
between the thunder the axes sang in the charged stillness. 

She grins, spellbound by the memory of a peculiar freedom.
I imagine the lightning flashes against the ridge, the snow switching on 

below like a skittering bulb under a lampshade, the night air bitter-cold, 
bitter sweet. I lean back, and untwist my fingers from my sleeping bag. 
At dawn, the walls of the canyon flush like ink bleeding into wet paper.

To: CC: Land of Hide and Seek. 
Turn west on 211 to end at Squaw Flat Campground. The trails that I 

walked and cherry-picked for Hawk start here. Chesler Park is Rustler Park in 
the book. “The Maze,” where Miss Pink and I nearly died of heat exhaustion, 
and Shawn was lured to die on top of the tower is off Chesler Park. The Cave 
of Hands is hidden in a thicket. I expect questions.

“Life was the sound of crampons scrunching the snow, the 

lights of the refuge coming up, and Life was the power 

and the glory of all the mountains I had ever climbed—

as I walked along the frontier in the moonlight.”

—Gwen Moffat



As I drive I listen to an audiobook of The Stone Hawk: 
“What is Birdie looking for?” Miss Pink asked quietly.
“It’s just a legend, she’s heard a rumor, that’s all, you know how kids 

embroider things.... There’s a story about a cave, but of course there are caves 
all over the place.”

“But this cave is special,” Miss Pink pressed.
“They call it the Cave of Hands. It’s only a story.”
“What is the story, real hands?”
“Oh no nothing like that. Just a cave with handprints you know, they 

often signed their pictures with handprints, The Ancient Ones....”
“And nobody knows where it is?”...
“Just like the stories about lost gold minds, someone found the Cave of 

Hands and told someone else where it was and then died, the second man 
went to find it and never came back so no one knows where he went.... If 
you ask me someone made the whole thing up to attract the tourists. I don’t 
believe the place exits at all.”

At a gas station, I Google the Cave of Hands, and eventually find an 
old reference on a forum.

Re: Cave of Hands
Most knowledgeable persons who find sites like this will be reluctant to 

share GPS information, it’s a sacred secret for 
those who find it…. Good luck.

I press Vivaldi’s “Spring” in the CD 
drive. The truck drifts around a bend. 
Horses stream in a meadow. The violins 
sing. Everything is strange, but complicit in 
its beauty. I have arrived at dusk, of course 
I have. Rock towers send out shadows to 
draw me in. Small fires glow like pots of 
gold in the canyon. I find a sleeping ledge 
under a cloister of rock and sit in my under-
wear, grinning in front of my fire, skittering 
out to photograph the yucca as it lifts bell 
petals to the rising moon. I dream lucidly, 
running between buttes, leaping over slits 
of emerald water. As the camber of the rock 
pulls the ground away, I soar across the sagebrush to catch the arête of 
a tower. Seeds of spring flowers gleam, suspended in sand, like fossils 
caught in amber.

In the morning, I’m first in line at the visitor center. I ask the ranger 
about the Cave of Hands. “Haven’t heard of that one, where did you get 
that from?” His gaze remains locked to the screen. 

“Um…an old book.” 
“Nope, no idea; probably just a cowboy’s tale.” 
Weird. I email Gwen. 
To: GM: So Far So Forgotten
Either the brush has grown extremely thick since the ’80s or someone 

doesn’t want me to find something.
 As I run through the canyons toward Gwen’s landmarks, I keep 

missing the trail, and have to stop and search for the small cairns that lead 
visitors through the desert. Eventually I crest an exposed slab. The Stone 
Hawk rises above a hoard of white needles. I whoop. A man with a silver 
bob and an earring stands by a sign reading Viewpoint. He laughs. 

We joke about trails in the wilderness.
“Not that way, this way, OK. Stop here, kids!”
He keeps up the conversation as we walk on, and I have to pull each 

foot back not to draw ahead of his nonchalant pace. “Dennis” tells me 
he’s on a break from a woman he has been with for five years. He says she 
has abandonment issues; she leaves when she fears she might get hurt. 
He is writing her a letter to explain the effect of her confusion. I ask 
him if he is afraid of the result of the letter, of being abandoned himself? 

“Oh no, if not this, then another. I will be in love again at some 
point.” 

“But how do you trust that?” 
“Because I’m writing my own story.”
I halt. 
“Don’t you know, your life is like a play you write? You write a love 

story that doesn’t work out? Write another love story.” 
I explain that I can’t quite believe what I’m doing, or trust that I will 

find what I’m looking for.
Dennis smiles. “You know that phrase: I’ll believe it when I see it? 

Well the truth is, you’ll see it when you believe it. You believe in what’s 
around the corner and you will find it, and it will find you.”

He cracks a full-toothed grin and walks on. 

In the morning, an antique blue Volkswagen camper is parked next 
to my truck, and a topknot appears at the 
window next to my head.

“Hey there! Want some breakfast?”
“Um…”
A genial face appears, then disappears, 

as the man folds himself extravagantly in 
half. “My name’s Max. Max Raven,” he tells 
his knees.

Max has sold all of his possessions. His 
camper van is called Luna. He asks me 
what I think of his name, and explains he is 
unsure if he is a raven right now, he thinks 
he might be more aligned with the wolf. I 
ask him why it matters, and he says he just 
really wants to get his name sorted, so he 
can start to work on the rest of his identity. 

“You know Deepak Chopra said, ‘The most creative act you will ever 
undertake is this act of creating yourself.”’

I wonder which version of my creative act to explain. I tell him 
about Gwen, and the Cave of Hands. It’s as if I have, right then, injected 
junk into his veins. “A search, a quest! Wait there, I have just the thing 
to take along! Do you like almond butter?”

I phone Will. “How stupid would it be for me to go and look for 
Gwen’s Cave with a guy I’ve just met?” 

“Why wouldn’t you?” 
“There’s some secrecy surrounding it. And he’s a bit…magical.” 
“So are you. Leave no trace. Don’t tell anyone if you find it.” 
Max is tying a silver wolf to his pack. “OK, so I’ve got organic curry 

powder, coconut oil.” We walk swiftly. It’s a respite to have someone to 
talk to, though I notice nothing, and go off the trail twice despite having 
run it the day before. Max sidesteps a cairn and lopes toward a crack in 
the canyon wall. 

“Hey check this out!” he shouts. He has shimmied, with impressive 
detachment, thirty feet up and is standing on a ledge. 

“OMG. I can totally see the cave from here! There’s a huge Raven 
circling it, he’s being joyridden by a Jackrabbit!”

“If I’ve influenced 

one person for the 

good, that’s good. 

Followed immediately 

by the corollary: 

that I’m a link 

in a chain.”

—Gwen Moffat





I layback casually, breathing hard.
“Oh.”
We look out across a labyrinth of silver, high-rise towers. In the dark 

below, black volcanic rock leaches like slow mold, bisected by narrow 
corridors, known as joints. 

Max crouches, preparing to jump to the next tower. I wince.
To: CC: Rimrocked
How the children died would seem bizarre to a non-climber or a stranger 

to the Needles. But the rangers will tell horror stories of people being rim-
rocked. I did manage to get onto the top of one tower and thought that if I 
had the guts I could jump down to the next and from there climb down into 
a joint. It was then I realized that if I couldn’t get down into that joint I’d 
be stuck because you can jump down (it was virtually only a step down), but 
you can’t jump up if there’s only a bald cap above with no holds. And return-
ing to Chesler Park, zigzagging through the joints where I had built cairns at 
every turn, I realized how crucial they were and how easy to displace them. 
I felt heat exhaustion arrive, but not for the first time, so no panic, only 
the knowledge that, as with hyperthermia, it is too easy a death. And more 
dangerous because it’s painless. 

It’s getting dark. I convince Max we can test his climbing skills after 
a night’s sleep. The slickrock is snow-cold under our bags, despite the 
heat that pulsated through the canyon hours before. Max uses his phone 
to film the stars, himself, me. The world inside the little, filtered clips 
seems gleeful, unafraid. Small stories that begin as soon as they end, 
never running out of water, never breaking legs, or getting lost.

In the morning, we hurtle through the narrow, basalt walkways and 
explore the wash, finding cave after cave, each more architectural than 
the next, each more likely to house two hundred Ancients. We dare 
ourselves farther into the back of one cavern, gazing up at dappled walls, 
willing spattered fingertips into shape. Crawling beyond the light, we 
commit to a tunnel and pop up in a walled park, full of flowers. Jade 
sagebrush, plush and untouched as spread velvet, and yellow spring 
flowers push through the desert crust like small, silk-gloved fists.

“Max, stay on the slickrock, OK?”
“Sure, sure. Hey look a raven!”
“Max, stay on the fucking slickrock.” 
I point at the intricate castellations, tiny fortresses of biological sand 

at our feet. “This stuff is Gwen’s unity! The ‘more than human.’ It’s like 
the universe working all together right here, right now. Don’t bust the 
dream, dickhead.” 

“Jeez, keep your pants on. Dude, that raven’s showing us exactly 
where the frickin’ cave is!”

The raven circles a huge totem tower in the center of the park.
“Max, it’s not over there.”
“If I were an Ancient that is totally where I would have it.”
Every step he takes shatters tambourines in my head. What are we 

doing here? “Gwen said it was in a thicket. Let’s explore the other side 
of the wash.” 

Max pulls himself to his full height. He adjusts his topknot and 
looks down at my white lie of a face. “OK, Miss.”



If the desert is holy, it is because it 
is a forgotten place that allows us to 
remember the sacred. Perhaps that is 
why every pilgrimage to the desert is a 
pilgrimage to the self. There is no place 
to hide and so we are found.—Terry 
Tempest Williams, Red 

As we patter through the sandy 
tunnel, dead leaves shift and twist 
across the floor like shed snake-
skins. Max trails away, following 
cat prints. Alone, I walk with a 
lilt, hum a violin solo and begin to 
string myself out between the caves, 
linking darker and darker spaces. 
Stories form in the hollows. Ancients 
collect pottery fragments, arranging 
pieces to make a whole. A cowboy 
sits, silently notching nights onto his 
rifle. A snake dances in the dust, cap-
tivated in its own tail. Gwen crooks 
her head toward a shaft of light that 
leads out into the wash. She looks 
back toward the darkness, adjusting 
her eyesight to her mind’s eye. The 
nape of a man’s neck curves to the 
left, lit like a sickle moon. Some of 
the figures that appear in the cave I 
don’t recognize. Some, I realize, are 
stories of mine. 

“Are you Claire Carter?” A ranger 
waits at the trailhead, sweating through her blouse.

I breathe in fast.
“And are you Gwen Moffat?”
Max giggles. “Hey there, Ma’am.”
“Would you guys mind telling me where you’ve been hiking today?”
Silence.
“Your fiancé has reported you as missing. He seems quite concerned. 

Of course, because you don’t have a permit, we couldn’t pinpoint where 
in the national park you might be, if you were indeed, hurt.”

“Will?” 
“Yes, he said you were following a Gwen Moffat.”
“I’m not her.” Max interrupts. 
“Nevertheless, I’ll need your names and addresses.”
“I don’t really have any of those,” Max says.  
“Then you’ll have to defend your fine in court, Sir.”
“What?”
“As you decided not to buy a park permit that will be a citizen’s 

violation.”

Max drives casually toward phone signal. “Don’t panic,” he says, “we 
didn’t bust anything. We didn’t find anything. No treasure, but hey!” He 
gives me fist bump, “we got all the treasure right here, man!” 

To: CC: Dead Stupid
Will has just called me. Not heard from you. Thinks you have not 

returned from your search for the Cave. We are now ringing rangers at Ele-
phant Hill and Squaw Flat. Reply to one of us ASAP.

As the miles go by, fences, cattle grids, tarmac rind the desert with 
normality. I remain raw. Finally, we have signal.

…. Hello?
Hello!
“Oh….You’re OK.” 
“Yeah, I’m OK.”
“Oh, that’s so good.”
“You’re asleep.” 
“Yeah, idiot. It’s the middle of the night here. Did you find the cave?”
“Not the cave, but I found other caves, and filled them with other 

stuff.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I’ll write about it.”
“Jolly Good.”
“I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
“Night.”

I leave Max behind, performing Humble Warrior in his onesie to the 
sunset. I drive and drive until the gristle in my hands fuses with the 
gears. The nights extend toward Colorado, and when I dare to dream 
everything swings to the rhythm of everything else I have ever heard, or 
ever might hear. I finish Red and, compulsively, stalk Tempest-Williams 
interviews on gas station wifi. 

I believe the personal is the collective. One of the ironies of writing 
memoir is in using the “I” it becomes an alchemical “we.” This is the sorcery 
of literature.—Terry Tempest Williams

In Silverton, I run along a burnt-out forest trail to the lightning-
struck summit. Lost in the white seared trees, I feel lucky rather than 
afraid. I talk to everyone I meet, and if they tell me their story, I often 
recognize it.

To: CC: Reality
You must be somewhere between Denver and Sheffield and longing to 

be home with normal people or those who are familiarly mad. Do the last 
weeks seem like a dream? 

I hold my journal: heavy, concrete.
Not quite. On the train from London, I draw caves, hundreds of 

them. I write poems on their walls and title each one, “Joy.” I cut them 
out and fold them so they stand, rows of origami caves in front of me, all 
mine on the grey table. I wrap them in paper napkins, and place them in 
a box. On the station platform, I give the box of caves to Will.

I email Gwen and tell her how grateful I am for the provocation. For 
the strange and beautiful desert maze. For the cave and the void. For the 
permission to abandon. I say that writing to her has felt the most precious, 
and courageous thing; letting go of the fear of what someone might think, 
and showing them the language, the ideas, the love you really feel. 

To: CC: Truth
My readers wanted a mystery or a noir: definitely entertainment, not a 

tract. I was concerned about abuse: of the environment, animals, women, 
children. So I sugared the pill. I hoped they would enjoy the book but lodged 
in their brain will be the knowledge of the possibility that an owl may be 
more valuable than a piece of furniture and snakes can be beautiful. 

So, yes, communication is a kind of love. A kind of sharing. The old one 
of trying to change the world. 





by Nick Bullock

I never much thought of the danger 
when I started all those years ago. I never 
imagined the pain, the grief. Heroic.... I 
was indestructible.... I saw myself break-
ing shackles, becoming free…. But I was 
naive. In my defense, it’s difficult to see the 
pain when you don’t really value what you 
have at the time. It’s easy to make light. 
Life is cheap, and time is a giveaway. But 
of course, life is never cheap, and time goes 
one way only. Entropy.

By September 15, 2016, Paul Ramsden 
and I had been in Tibet for six days, and the 
orange tent with its blue-striped tarpaulin 
had become our home. We sat at our base 
camp near the river. Several miles up valley, 
the water sprinted from the snout of the 
glacier, which inched from the foot of the 
mountain we hoped to climb. In the morn-
ing, the current was subdued—still noisy, 
but the day’s sun hadn’t yet warmed the 
ice, and the volume was less. Later, as the 
grey water rushed, polishing the rocks, the 
sound increased. After a day or so, the noise 
became less invasive. Our minds decided it 
wasn’t important anymore. Threshold shift.

T H R E S H O L D 
S H I F T
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I followed Paul into the unknown above base camp to begin our 
acclimatization. Walking into ever-thinner air, walking ever farther 
from news reports of Brexit and Trump and Aleppo. When the clouds 
parted, the sun felt warm, as if its protection would last forever. But 
the sun was burning and aging, and at some point, the sun would 
die. The river, milky grey, grew shallow. Yaks lifted their heads and 
watched for a second, before resuming their grazing. Boulders rubbed 
smooth by glaciation and rumbled by water scattered along the wide 
valley base. Redstarts, feathers the color of paprika, perched atop 
large, snow-covered rocks. I imagined there were still birds among 
the rubble in Syria, but my numb brain was crammed with a glut of 
images and information and distance, and my privilege made a com-
prehension of other people’s plights even more unobtainable. Yet the 
sun was going to die….

The mountains, their danger, their noise was similar to the noise 
of the river. There, always there, always roaring, much as it had been 
for over twenty years of my life. But my mind had dumbed the risk. 
It’s the same as when you are young, and you see an older person push 
their glasses from their eyes before sitting them on the top of their 
head. That will never happen to me, the shortsighted, glasses thing, 
you think. But of course, it does, and as I now read the newspaper 
with my glasses propped on the top of my head, I can clearly see the 
mountain’s print and the text reads Loss.

The red cushion where Mum once sat has a small hollow. The 
nearby shelf is full of bits and bobs—a small camera, a phone, a pic-
ture of me in the snow on Ben Nevis, a dictionary that she used for 
reference while completing her puzzles. It’s October 24, 2016. Nearly 
two years have passed since she died, leaving behind Dad, her part-
ner for fifty-four years. I’m in her chair. Everything is covered in a 
thick layer of dust. I move a photograph that lies flat on the shelf. 
The wood beneath is bright and sharp. There is a picture shape in the 
dust. An echo.

Dad sits close by smoking his roll-up and drinking tea while read-
ing an Inspector Morse story. Barney, the parrot, stands on her perch 
inside the cage on the old oak table. Empty sunflower-seed husks 
lie scattered. Paddy, the Jack Russell terrier, claws at my legs. Dad’s 
jeans are unwashed; his flat cap is greasy. His chin is grey whiskers. 
His mouth is full of yellow stumps. The boat is quiet, apart from 
the creaking, and the times when Barney talks. Dad appears not to 
notice, but Barney calls in Mum’s voice.

I picture Mum lying on a trolley in a stark, bright hospital cor-
ridor. My sister Lesley was with her. At the time, I was scraping up 
a snowed-up, rocky cleft in the Cirque Maudit, high above Cour-
mayeur, Italy. It was just before Christmas 2014. Lesley said Mum, 
covered in a white sheet, remained in the corridor for three hours 
before a porter took her to the intensive care unit. 

In 2003, the year I resigned from my job as a physical education 
instructor in the Prison Service to become a nomadic writer and full-
time climber, Mum and Dad sold their house and almost all their 
belongings to live in this narrow boat and explore the British water-
ways. I now stand in the gloom of their kitchen looking into a dirty 
sink. Butter and bacon grease smears the draining board. Granules 
of white sugar stick to brown stains of black tea. Mugs, swinging on 
hooks, are covered in tar. The fridge leaks. A pan on the hob is half-
full of congealed fat. The boat, the dream, is disheveled, unloved. 

When Mum died, she left behind an on-the-wagon-alcoholic 
who was used to hiding behind her sociability, her care. Dad has not 
cooked, shopped for food, tidied or washed clothes at any point in 
his life. How is this possible? I want to run as far and as fast as I can. 

I climb through the small double doors and step to land. The 
canal is a welt cut through the earth and filled with dirty brown water. 
Straight, like the cleft I climbed on the day that Mum died. Unforgiv-
ing. Compulsive. I’m afraid. I know I’m wrapped in the same skin, 
blood, bones as the man who sits inside the boat.

Paul Ramsden and I flew back to Britain nine days ago. Tibet feels 
like a country someone else visited. I’m standing on a towpath in a 
grey Northamptonshire morning, about to embark on a journey with 
Dad to move his boat. I left home at age sixteen, thirty-four years ago. 
The thought of spending so much time with him scares me. What 
will it reveal? When will it end? Stoke Bruerne to Apsley Marina.  
Forty-five miles and fifty-three lock gates. A boat named Jasper that 
hasn’t moved in years. An eighty-three-year-old man who wants to 
stay where he is. Stoke Bruerne has become the place he calls home. 
Dad won’t help. “I’m going to sit in my chair drinking tea and smok-
ing,” he says. He prefers to shut himself away. I have no experience 
of controlling a notoriously unreliable boat. I’m a fifty-year-old man. 
I can feed myself and keep myself clean, but I’ve made climbing into 
my comfort blanket, the intermediate between me and the world. Are 
we so different?

The woman who owns the mooring wants rid of Dad. She has 
also recently lost her partner of many years; she doesn’t want the  

[Opening Spread] Paul Ramsden descends the east ridge of Nyainqentanglha South-

east (7046m), Nyainqentanglha West Range, East Tibet, after a night of snow. The 

Nyainqentanglha Range spans roughly 450 miles, from Rawu to Namtso Lake.  

Tamotsu Nakamura, who reported on the range in the 2003 American Alpine Journal, 
notes that snow lines in the region extend “as high as 5700 meters.”  l  [Facing Page] 

Ramsden, with the peak he and Nick Bullock climbed to the left. Nick Bullock (both) 

We were here to attempt a new route on the north side of the Nyainqentanglha West Range. 

To our knowledge, we were the first Westerners to explore this valley. “No, that’s not the 

side to climb from. It’s too steep, no one has climbed from that side,” local residents told 

Paul. Truth be told, hardly anyone climbed from either side. This small sub-range was 

something of an enigma, a very-difficult-to-get-permission, a magician’s trick.
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hassle of a disagreeable tenant. Dad pees into a bucket at night, and in 
the morning, he throws the contents into the canal. All his life, Dad 
took pride in being stand-alone, anti-social. He was insular, a smolder-
ing ash. But even the most driven individual needs a final destination. I 
understood both sides, though to me, the eviction feels cruel. Imagine 
being eighty-three and having your home moved overnight. You wake 
in the morning and look out 
the same window, but there’s 
a new, unfamiliar view, with 
unfamiliar people and pave-
ments and streets you don’t 
know your way around.

My friends Mark Good-
win and Nikki Clayton will 
soon arrive to help me. Mark 
is a poet, and Nikki has a 
unique, gentle way of viewing 
the world and its complica-
tions. Mark and Nikki have lived together on a narrow boat for fifteen 
years. For three days, they will teach me how to handle the boat, and 
perhaps how to handle my lack of understanding for Dad. But my mind 
screams, The journey could last for five. 

On Day Two of our acclimatization, Paul and I walked around a corner, 
and from nowhere, a towering north face appeared. Immediately, I was 

beguiled. I felt a deep longing, an ache. I wanted that drunken euphoria 
that almost nothing else in my life gives. This buttress was a rabbit from 
the hat, unseen by the mountaineering world. I wanted to down this 
hill in one swig and revel in its headiness. “I don’t need to look any 
further for an objective,” I said. And Paul said, “If we don’t do it, you 
can’t publish a picture anywhere because I will come back.” But we 

had to do it…. In an instant, my mind had gone 
from a successful climb, to published articles, to 
awards, and then, just as quick, to failure. So much 
failure. So many dreams. So much ambition. So 
much time. So much life. In another second, I was 
already plotting a return. I was like Dad, in fact, 
worse. I had fallen from the wagon even before 
Paul and I had put the wagon into gear.

In late August, Kyle Dempster and Scott 
Adamson went missing on the north face of 
Ogre II. I’d rock climbed with Kyle in Italy, and I 
couldn’t get the image of him out of my mind, or 

at least the image of where he once was—those broad, strong shoulders 
that rose and fell every time he laughed. As I caught the plane to Tibet, 
I still clung to the belief that he and Scott would stagger into their base 
camp with another story. I was wrong.

It snowed all through the first night that Paul and I camped beneath 
the buttress, so we returned to the river. Three days later, we headed 
back to the start of our route. Lying in the little tent, I came clean with 

The mountains, their danger, their 
noise was similar to that of the 
river. There, always there, always 
roaring, much as it had been for 
over twenty years of my life. 
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[Facing Page] Bullock, on Day 4 of the first ascent of Nyainqentanglha Southeast, via the 

North Buttress (ED+, 1600m, Bullock-Ramsden, 2016). Paul Ramsden  l  [This Page, Left] 

Climbers at le Majestic hotel, Chamonix, 2010. From left to right, top row: Gleb Sokolov, 

Jordi Corominas, Andy Houseman, Kei Taniguchi, Nick Bullock, Kyle Dempster, Lindsay 

Griffin. Front row: Alexander Ruchkin, Bruce Normand, Robert Schauer, Boris Dedesko, 

Vitaly Gorelik. Luca Signorelli  l  [This Page, Right] A Shar-Pei in Lhasa, Tibet. Nick Bullock 

myself. Possibly for the first time in more than twenty 
years. “Life affirmation, the challenge, live life to the 
full….” It was true at some point I suppose, and still is 
for some, but now it all felt clichéd. It felt like marketing 
consumeristic bullshit. The most honest answer I could 
conjure up is to know what you are and what you have 
to do when you wake in the morning: today I will walk 
to the foot of something that intimidates me, and I will 
begin to climb. But even this statement was untrue, even 
this was my mind’s marketing, because the real reason 
was for the after, for the adulation and acceptance and 
the slap on the back. It was all just a big erect middle 
finger. I’m getting mine, how about you? But at least I’m 
being honest, and possibly this is my answer, this is why 
I do it. Honesty is easy. Honesty is open. Honesty is a 
weight off. Honesty is no secrets, and once discovered, 
honesty is peace. Maybe I’m getting old? I am old. Trying 

to set the record straight.
Maybe it was the picture that got me thinking this way. Luca  

Signorelli took the photo six years ago at the 2010 Piolets d’Or outside 
Le Majestic hotel, Chamonix. Andy Houseman laughs while placing a 
flower in Kei Taniguchi’s hair. I wrap one arm around Kei and one arm 
around Kyle Dempster. Alexander Ruchkin and Vitaly Gorelik crouch 
at the front. Everyone is smiling. Now, Kei, Kyle, Alexander and Vitaly 
are all dead.

Heavy snow covered the cliffs before me. I felt as if I were breathing 
through plastic stretched over my mouth. At altitude, my lungs crack-
led; at altitude I had Mum’s physiology, not Dad’s. Mum was tough, but 
her body was frail, though she always battled and rarely complained. 
Mum’s mind was tough also, I’m sure of it. She had put up with Dad 
for fifty-four years.

At times, the drifts were waist deep. Inauspicious. Sixteen hundred 
meters of ice and rock and unknowns spiraled above us. The summit 
had a reported elevation of 7046 meters. I plunged and waded, remem-
bering the butterfly. A Red Admiral, with a dried and faded section of 
wing, had stuttered into the tent at base camp. I cupped the butterfly 
in both hands and returned it to the outside, but as it took off, a gust 
of wind pushed it into the snow. I offered the back of one hand. The 

butterfly, with damp wings, crawled aboard. I placed it atop 
a brown boulder in the sun. Half an hour later, I watched the 
butterfly take to the air.

“I can get down from any mountain in any condition.” 
That was how Paul put it. I didn’t doubt Paul was strong; it 
was obvious from his big legs. He’d run the Bob Graham 
Round—one of the three classic mountain challenges in the 
UK, forty-two Lakeland peaks within a 24-hour period—
when he was seventeen. He reminded me of the Shar-Pei dog 
I had photographed in Lhasa: friendly, but bred for fighting. 

That evening, we squeezed onto a tiny snow step for 
an open bivy. Through the night, I looked at the stars and 
thought about friends burnt-out by the brightness of living. 
A few weeks later, I would feel a similar sadness in the squalor 

of Jasper’s once-proud interior. A bunch of Mum’s silk roses stood in a 
round container at the bottom of the dirty bath: faded, disheveled white 
petals with black edges, covered in tangles of spiderwebs. The double 
bed where she last slept was still made with her 
bedclothes. The floral duvet was brown and damp, 
its flowers almost invisible beneath a coat of dirt.

So many dead. Friends. Friends of friends. 
Family. I’d like to say the dead are always with 
me—locked inside some vault inside my mind. 
But the days and nights and weeks, the months 
and years…. All the time I’ve spent in the moun-
tains, all that self-satisfying and goal-driven time, 
rubs smooth the edge like the grey, numbing water 
rushing from the glacier. Until it is only on occa-
sion that drops of cold, clear revelation remind 
me they have gone, they have gone forever, and at 
some point, I will go also.

Two parent swans and a grey-feathered cygnet run the surface of the 
brown canal before takeoff. Wings chop the air with a powerful swish-
ing noise. Mark is at the tiller. He could stretch an arm to shake hands 
with them. The swans are a family, but instead of closeness and unity, I 
see Vulcan bombers, planes designed to kill. War is in the news. Syria, 
Afghanistan, Iraq. As we leave the mooring that was Dad’s home, no one 
comes to say goodbye. He stays inside the boat, sitting in the gloom.

The noise of the engine is as loud as the river in Tibet. My mind 
vibrates, listening, willing it to stay alive. At seventy feet, Jasper is the 
longest length of boat able to navigate the canal system. Instead of a 
standard throttle and gearshift, a long rod of steel gets pushed forward to 
engage the forward gears and pulled back to engage reverse. The throttle 
is a small bronze wheel, turned clockwise to increase the revs. It soon 
becomes apparent how physical it is to jump on and off the boat to 
prepare for the many lock gates. No wonder Mum always looked so thin 
and worn out.

Beneath the shredded grey and black thistling of his hair, Mark’s 
face turns serious with concentration. At first, I think he’s hamming 
it up, his creative, almost over-the-top exuberance bubbling. Later, I 
find exactly how much I have to focus just to keep the boat straight. 
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As we pass through narrow bridges, 
around bends, meeting other boats 
traveling in the opposite direction or 
stopping, I realize that rock climbing, 
in comparison, is almost uncompli-
cated. Rock climbing is concentration 
and forethought, but this is like rock 
climbing with someone else’s body. 
Nikki reminds me how to operate 
the lock gates. She explains with such 
carefully delicate detail, I tell her to 
simplify her instructions, and then I 
feel guilty to be so blunt.

When I visited several sum-
mers ago, as Dad steered Jasper into 
a narrow lock, Mum and I had each 
pushed one of the heavy painted oak 
gates. When they came together, they 
juddered. Dad’s large, freckled hands 
wrapped the polished wood of the til-
ler as if he were holding the handle of a 
trowel. Mum walked to the far end of 
the lock and winded the rack, a metal 
bar with teeth. I jumped on board 
and stood alongside Dad. We stared 
up into the sun as Mum became a thin 
outline above.

The bar opened the wooden shut-
ters, and water gushed from holes in 
the gate. Frothy brown bubbles. Old 
green weed hung between black brick. 
Drips. Young ferns grew in the rot-

ten joint of the wooden gate dazzled with vibrancy. Imposing, almost 
impenetrable walls surrounded Dad and me. In the dripping shadows, 
the sun vanished, and the cold between us deepened.  Jasper sank deeper. 
Aching, arthritic corrosion appeared on the surface of bricks and in the 
joints that bond them. Stale passage and age. The water level inside the 
lock equalized with the level outside. The slime-coated gate gave up its 
struggle. Dad pushed the metal rod forward, and his fingers turned the 
bronze wheel clockwise. Jasper’s engine vibrated as the gear engaged, and 
once again we escaped into the sun. And in the sun, the mood lightened, 
and the bank of the canal was bright and fresh. 

A year ago, I had decided I had done enough: 2012 was my last 
expedition to the Greater Ranges, and I was finished, nada. The toll over 
the years was paid…. Then Paul showed me a picture. Maybe one more 
time? Go out with style? Finish with something people would remember 
me by? Ego. People asked why I thought younger climbers weren’t going 
on expeditions. The reason was easy to see. Expedition success was 
like crack cocaine, but in the hands of an addict, more dangerous and 
expensive. I was a pusher. I wrote about what I found: the high, the 
release, the escape. But as I pushed the glasses to the top of my head, at 
last I could write with honesty. I thought myself a modern man, but in 
reality, I was a throwback. Almost extinct.

Threshold shift. Western society, or maybe society as a whole, 
doesn’t seem to want to wait anymore. The instant is in vogue: instant 

gratification, instant pictures, instant recognition, instant fame and 
instant fortune.... Before he met Mum, Dad was drafted into the 
Korean War. After I was born, he worked a string of jobs to pay the 
bills: bricklayer; insurance salesman; brewer; social worker; machinery 
operator for cotton weaving and printing presses. In the evenings, 
numbed, he watched TV and hardly moved from his chair in front 
of the fire. He never owned a credit card. Hardship over an extended 
timeframe is something I appear to have inherited. I battle against my 
intolerance, something I also inherited from Dad. On occasion, I lose 
that battle. And at times that failure is difficult to accept. I didn’t ask 
for intolerance. As for platitudes, I didn’t want those either. I don’t ever 
want “He died doing what he loved.” Dying young or even dying old 
but still healthy is desperately sad and heartbreaking and overrated and 
should not be celebrated. It should be seen for what it is, a terrible waste. 
Life is the prize. Living more so.

Paul and I christened Day Two the crux day. Runnels of creaking 
ice. Arêtes of snow sculptured by wind. Bulging rock with grains of 
orange and yellow stripes. The whole face twisted in some warped, mas-
sive monster Matterhorn way. Day Two was the test, but of course it 
wasn’t. The real test is always continuing. “It’s never as bad as people 
think,” Paul had said. “They always think their situation is much worse 
than it actually is and come down. You just have to wait it out and carry 
on up. Don’t come down, take the rough with the smooth.” I gave up 
easily. Many better climbers stayed up. Many died because they did. If 
it got really bad, I wanted to come down, instead of hanging-in for the 
good of the overall outcome. Dad didn’t come down; he stuck at a life 
that I suspect was not of his complete choosing, one that he accepted for 
the expectations of his society and the company of the woman he loved. 
He quenched his aching with alcohol, only to be left alone to grieve.

Paul and I were on our own. Tashi, our liaison officer, knew we had 
a permit for the range, but he had no idea where we planned to climb. 
No one did. Paul’s wife, Mary, wasn’t fooled. Before we left, I could see 
it in her eyes. Paul appears to have bought into the story he told Mary 
and their daughter, Katy, a fable of safety. Denial. But then again maybe 
it wasn’t. Paul is obviously very good. He seems, almost, to believe in all 
he says, and his track record is almost exemplary. 

A few years ago, I bumped into Scottish alpinist Rab Carrington in 
the old chapel on Llanberis High Street that is now a gear shop. Around 
us, climbers pulled on new rock shoes smelling of glue and rubber.  
Couples wearing new and crunchy, vibrant-colored jackets looked at 
each other and at themselves in a mirror. The coffee machine gurgled to 
the smell of espresso. I asked Rab why he had given up mountaineering 
at a time when he was still in such good form. “I wanted to continue 
living,” he said.

I’ve told myself, if I die on a mountain, it’s going to be the unsuspect-
ing thing that ends it. But of course, this isn’t true. It will be mundane. 
It will be storms and a slab avalanche, or I’ll be pinned down by bad 
weather until exhaustion gets the better of me. A year ago in Canada, 
I was nearly killed by a bear, and for a moment, I’d thought that could 
happen in Tibet, too.

On the way to Nyainqentanglha, we stopped in the tiny hamlet of 
Badigog, at a block fortress perched high on a windy plain, where the 
village leader conducted his business of Tibetan trinkets, yak rides and 
blessings. We never did get the village leader’s name, but he was gener-
ous. He was tall and thin and wrapped in a fur-lined, wine-red colored 
coat that touched the back of his knees. His eyes were bloodshot and 
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glassy. I liked him, although I’m not sure the feeling was mutual.
The village leader, Tashi and our driver—a young guy with white 

sunglasses on the back of his head—all spoke Tibetan. I was spinning 
a little; Paul and I only been in the country for five days, and we sat at 
4700 meters. Then Tashi and the driver lifted their arms in surprise, 
with a look of terror.

“What was that Paul, what was that they just acted out?” I asked.
Paul sat upright.
Tashi looked concerned. “Bears,” he said.
“What does he mean, bears?” I said to Paul.
“Bears,” Tashi said.
“Tell him to stop saying bears,” I pleaded.
Tashi mimed walking through boulders, and a bear springing to 

bite him in the face, “RAAAAAAAAAA.” And in an instant I was back 
there…

…high on the side of Mt. Wilson, in the Canadian Rockies, Decem-
ber 2015. Greg Boswell followed in my footsteps. The moon had yet 
to rise. Snow glittered in the light of our headlamps. The woods and 
the dark and the cold were silent. And then I heard 
something that spun me. My headlamp caught blue 
as Greg flailed past, all arms and legs and snow…
and just behind, moving quicker, a grizzly bear. I 
stood. Helpless. Incapacitated. The bear looked at 
me for one second. Then the bear saw Greg fall, and 
its focus shifted. I ran as fast as I could uphill until 
Greg screamed.

“Nick, Nick, help, it’s got me aaaargh. HELP, 
Nick, NICK, HELP…”

My mind screeched, The bear has got Greg, let it 
eat him, run, run as fast as you can, save yourself. But I 
couldn’t listen and do nothing as my friend was torn 
apart. I walked toward the bear and Greg knowing 
this was it: I was about to die, and after fifty years, I was about to return 
to the stomach of another living creature, when out of the black, a shape 
sped toward me. The skin at the back of my throat tore as I cried. But it 
was Greg. My torch shone into his ashen face, and I saw a frailness I had 
never glimpsed before. We ran through the forest, and after five hours of 
terror, we reached the road again.

…and I escaped, back to Nyainqentanglha. The final runnel of 
creaking ice was overhanging and enclosed, a frozen gullet that released 
me at last. Side by side, Paul and I dug a ledge for the small tent. The 
blue of Lake Namtso disappeared behind a bank of cloud. This was 
not going to be one of those wait-for-a-perfect-five-day-forecast climbs, 
which was OK. We had absolutely no way to get one.

Standing in deep drifts, on the morning of Day Three, we hoped the 
most technical climbing was below us. We didn’t want more uncertainty. 
We felt we had earned an easy completion to our climb, and we chose a 
wide snow ledge that led directly to the central crest, which we hoped, 
led directly to the summit.

I’ve been climbing and writing full-time with no fixed abode now for 
thirteen years. I say this as a fact. It’s not a challenge or a boast, so please 
don’t take it as such. I have witnessed so many people rush and push and 

strain, attempting to wring the essence from their short period of time 
away. They appear to cram—or at least try to cram—a lifetime into a 
weekend, and who can blame them as the existence they are returning 
to on a Sunday evening, I’m sure, is difficult or disliked or maybe even 
hated. Have you ever stood back and watched? Have you ever separated 
yourself and really watched? There is so much disappointment.

But sometimes the most rewarding views only last for a second, and 
the longer a person looks, the more blurred the vision. After Paul and 
I had climbed for a total of four and a half days, the central crest led 
with an almost monotonous and uniform regularity to the summit—a 
windblown sculpture that didn’t mean anything to anyone, but meant 
everything to me. That place was years of training and dedication and 
loss and loneliness. And after twenty minutes, we said our goodbye. As 
if the curtains were being drawn, the clear lake with its lithe, sparkling 
blue and warm, comforting sand disappeared once again. The clouds 
wrapped, and separated us. The view had gone.

Somehow, like a homing pigeon, Paul led across ridges and around 
unstable snow. We hoped to descend the east ridge to its lowest point, 

where we would turn left to walk down a gentle snow slope back into 
our valley. But the cloud, as if it knew our fear, became thicker, and the 
snow became whiter, and the angle and the many-corniced ridgeline 
became more dangerous as they blended into one. And after Paul had 
fallen into three bergschrunds, we pitched the tent in one of the holes 
that he had found with his body.

I decide at the end of the first day’s travel with Dad, I’ll run back to 
collect my van and park it somewhere nearby to sleep. There’s no way I 
will spend a night on board. Yet finding the boat again isn’t simple. The 
canal runs quietly behind gardens and hedgerows and fences and walls. 
The canal swirls beneath roads. The canal splices farmland and industrial 
zones alike. The canal passes through the heart of towns and cities. Its 
deep, swirling brown is surrounded, but separated. At last, with a combi-
nation of satellite navigation and walking in circles I arrive where I started.

In the morning, the journey resumes. The water is low, starved by 
drought. If Jasper veers from the center, she bottoms-out, and all three of 
us have to push and pole to get her moving again. On one occasion, Dad 
leaves the gloom and steps to the towpath to join Mark and me on the 
rope as we pull Jasper’s bow to the bank. Mark compliments Dad on his 

[Facing Page]  Ramsden begins up the crux runnels of the North Buttress, Day 2 . “The main 

reason we went was because of pictures from the north side supplied by Tom Nakamura, 

the famous explorer and chronicler,” Ramsden said in an interview with Alpinist. “They 

showed a very big face waiting to be climbed.... Mick Fowler and I have been applying 

for Tibetan permits since our last visit in 2008 to no avail. For some unknown reason this 

year they said yes!”  l  [This Page] Scene on the trek into the mountains. Nick Bullock (both) 

All that time I’ve spent in 
the mountains, all that self-

satisfying and goal-driven 
time, rubs smooth the edge, 

like the grey, numbing water 
rushing from the glacier. 
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strength and tenacity. Dad registers this compliment with an “Aye,” as if 
this was simply what was expected. Twice, I have to disappear, shoulders 
deep into a small hole in the back of the boat. I turn my head and hold 
my breath to try to stop the brown water from entering my mouth. I 
explore with invisible fingers until I discover the clothes and plastic bags 
wrapped around the propeller. I lie on my stomach, against Jasper’s hard 
steel, and I rip and slice and pull at the rubbish with bear-like hands, 
and once again I’m a twelve-year-old attempting to help…

…The drains leading from the toilet in 6 Brookhouse Road, in the 
house where I grew up, were blocked. After measuring, Dad guessed 
the obstruction was directly under the echinops thistles with their spiky 
globes of electric blue. For a time, Dad had tended and maintained 
his garden with love. In the evening, he stood with a mug of tea and 
a cigarette, taking it in. Often, he chose unusual plants, for he had an 
exploring, creative imagination, trapped inside what seemed like a nar-
row existence. Echinops radiate a strong scent, similar to buddleia, and 
like buddleia they attract butterflies.

In the summers, I sat on the paving stones next to the small pond. 
I leaned against the wall that Dad built with old red bricks before I 
was born. Already, the bricks were crumbling, showing their age. Red 
Admiral butterflies, bumblebees and sparrows orbited the spiky blue 
globes as they swayed in the wind. A honeysuckle bush cascaded over 
the wall. The scent from its flowers mixed with the fragrance of the 
echinops and the flowering lilac. Pond skaters slid on the water’s surface. 
Occasionally a flash of gold erupted, and a goldfish disturbed the quiet 
with a pop and a gulping mouth.

The bed of echinops had to be dug up to get to the drains. Dad 
grasped the wooden handle of a spade tightly as he raised it. He 
hesitated for a few seconds before chopping into the roots. Eventually 
the echinops were just a pile of leaves and stalks and fading blue globes 
thrown over the wall. He and I took turns continuing down into the 
dark, damp earth. By evening, I hit a brown-colored pipe made from 
clay. Whoever had installed the drains had cobbled the job. The small, 
cemented-together sections had fallen apart, causing sewage to leak into 
the flowerbed. Dad decided we’d done enough for one day, and in the 
dusk, we walked back to the house together. Perched in the top branches 
of the lilac tree, a blackbird sang. I was excited to see what tomorrow 
would bring.

The next day Dad and I dug out the old pipes, and he inserted new 
ones that would last longer. He was awake for most of that night with 
vomiting and diarrhea, so in the morning, I went to the garden by 
myself and filled the hole. After finishing the job, I went to tell Dad. 
Lying in bed, where the doctor had ordered him to stay, he looked pale, 
almost embarrassed, before he nodded. Later, Mum let me know that 
Dad was proud I’d worked so hard. I felt happy to have pleased Dad, but 
also guilty at the sight of the dark empty space in the ground where once 
there was so much color and fragrance and life.

…and I rip the last of the rubbish from around Jasper’s propeller. 
Dad has left to take Paddy for a walk along the towpath. He expressed 
surprise at the rubbish around the prop, but no particular encourage-
ment or thanks. I had not expected or wanted any. The sooner we could 
move again, the sooner I could escape.

The scent of the summit and success vanished with my memory of 
the echinops. Where once there was blue, there was a space. And where 
once there were butterflies, there was empty air. Darkness fell, and the 
empty air filled with snow. It snowed all night long, and all through the 
night I lay awake, admonishing myself for not insisting on abseiling the 
way we came up because now we were somewhere teetering on a ridge 
above 6500 meters in a storm with limited food and limited knowledge 
of how to get off. Paul and I had climbed the line. This was just the way 
off. It didn’t matter. It was just a dumping ground over the wall. And we 
were going to die, and the memory of us would fade....

The morning. Still snowing. Still whiteout. We would have to stay 
put. But by 9 a.m. the winds abated, the blizzard stopped, and we 
decided we had to take this opportunity. I couldn’t help voicing my 
concerns about the amount of snow that had accumulated. But what 
were we to do, sit there and hope for some kind of miracle? Paul said 
only two inches had fallen. Did he expect me to believe this? Maybe he 
said it more for himself and his family?

Once more, like a homing pigeon, Paul found the exit gully to the 
lower ridge. Snow crystals blown upward turned to rainbows. Behind 
them shimmered the blurred blue of Lake Namtso. Paul’s route-finding 
ability, from years of experience, was easy for me to respect. But as I led 
across large pockets of windblown slab, I imagined myself swept and 
buried amid a welt of crevasses and seracs. A mess of glacial holes and 
overhangs blocked the designated left turn to our valley, so we turned 
right into the south valley, where we spent a sixth night. Almost safe. A 

[Photo]  Bullock’s father with the boat Jasper. In Alpinist 46, Bullock recalled a moment 

from his childhood: “Years ago, in Cheadle, Staffordshire, covered in dust and sweat [Dad 

would appear] from the side exit of the cotton mill where he worked the night shift. Mum 

would give him his packed dinner, while my sister and I waited in the back of the car. I 

wonder what he dreamed of when he was the same age as I was, then, a boy looking out 

from a window at a man who took whatever job might support his family.” Nikki Clayton
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mile below, I could see the green of shrubbery. When did Dad give up 
his garden? It must have been when Mum and he retired to the boat. I 
suppose to follow a dream there will always be sacrifice.

I have been on the boat for almost three days. Autumnal sunshine 
coppers the fields. At last, I understand Jasper’s idiosyncrasies. I’m 
beginning to relax, though the thought of Mark and Nikki’s depar-
ture is terrifying. We pass a field of fading sunflowers. Wood pigeons, 
plump and silver, sit on penitent seed heads. Mark and Nikki’s opinion 
of Dad has mellowed. I didn’t hear Dad say thanks when Nikki shared 
the large tub of curry she made for our journey, but both she and Mark 
insist that he had.

Before, they had only my words on which to base their perception of 
him. Now, after a full seventy-two hours in Dad’s company, they see an 
old man left behind by time, a man who for so long only needed Mum, 
and now has to rely on others. They also see a strong, forthright stare 
and a firm grip. A man who dotes on his dog and his parrot. Maybe I 
need to lift my glasses, to sharpen the view that dimmed through the 
passing of the years? For a second, I feel betrayed by my friends’ under-
standing. I try to throw these thoughts away. If I let this intolerance 
fester, it will drown me.

A heron, stock upright, proud and grey, stands among green reeds 
and misses nothing. A cormorant with wings spread, balances in the 
top branches of a skeletal oak. Dad sits inside, in the dark. The tiller 
judders in my hand. The hawthorn bordering the canal is tangled with 
decaying fruits. Goldfinches fill themselves on past-their-best berries. 
They flit between sharp thorns as if understanding the danger but rev-
eling in the risk. Autumn is nearly gone, and once again the cold will 
be upon us.

On the morning of Day Eight, Paul and I followed a jumble of 
moraine and river, back to the grass and the grazing yaks and the deeper 
currents. Strings of colorful prayer flags streamed the hillside. Even-
tually, we popped from our self-imposed isolation into some form of 
reality near the village where we had started nearly a month before and 
the house where Tashi was staying. No one was home.

I collapsed amid the concrete blocks and sand piles, before crawl-
ing inside my sleeping bag. Paul leaned against a pile of rubble. An 
old woman from a nearby house walked over. She smiled and spoke. 
Although we couldn’t understand, she held out a flask of hot water. I 
joked with Paul, “What do you think would happen at this moment 
in Britain if people from another country were to appear and lie down 
outside a house?”

The inlet to Apsley Marina is narrow and at a right angle to the main 
canal. I shudder at the thought of turning Jasper into such a confined 
space. This was once a thriving and active working marina where people 
mucked-in, side by side. Now it’s a floating housing estate where only a 
few know their neighbors. The people who live in the new and expensive 
flats, looking down on the boats, are even more separated. Electronic 
locks and signs forbid entrance to nonresidents. Teenagers with skate-
boards stand looking at mobile phones.

Mark and Nikki left the night before, but my nephew Jake arrived 
earlier that morning to help. Together we have successfully reached our 
port of call. Dad looks out through the glass doors of the boat, as if he’s 
scared to encounter this new place. Dave, the marina warden, shouts 
instructions. His face appears friendly, unconcerned. And with some 
controlled maneuvering, Jasper slides through the entrance without 
bumping against other boats. Dad’s final journey is almost at an end.

Later, as I drive West, I look through the windshield into the dark, 
out over the cold, brown water of the canal and beyond the bright lights 
of cities. Britain at the moment feels like a land that has forgotten how 
to care, especially for people with little in their lives, and people from 
different cultures. A self-proclaimed xenophobe is about to become 
president of the USA. The conflict in Syria continues with the death toll 
and displacement of thousands. Mountains once seemed to protect me 
from such realities. There was always some part of me that wanted to be 
a hero, an inspiration for the underdog, and I used to believe that climb-
ing could be the way. But there was also a part of me that wanted to be 
absorbed into something bigger, something better. And now like Dad 
after he lost Mum, I’m becoming aware of all I refused to see. The world 
is changing. I’m changing. People—or at least many of them—appear 
to be more each-for-their-own: they want walls between them, and the 
louder an individual can shout the better they are thought to be. And 
what of solidarity, what of feeling of community, what of loyalty?  But 
what do I know of loyalty, because when I read, my glasses are sitting 
firmly on top of my head, and as I drive, my dad sits on his boat alone. 
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The canal runs quietly behind gardens and 
hedgerows and fences and walls.... The 

canal splices farmland and industrial zones 
alike. The canal passes through the hearts 

of towns and cities. Its deep, swirling brown 
water is surrounded, but separated.



Be a climber. 
Where you find joy: pursue it. 
Where you see others finding joy: encourage it. 
Whatever makes you a climber: do it. 

These are words. See our actions at beaclimber.com
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F U L L  V A L U E
LUIS CARLOS GARCÍA AYALA   I   ILLUSTRATIONS BY ANDREAS SCHMIDT

As I stood in the Mexico City airport, I felt 
a peculiar, tickling sensation in my stomach 
that I always associate with leaving for an 
adventure. Before I boarded the plane for 
Pakistan, I picked up a new book. La Reina 
Roja, by Adriana Malvido, reveals the story 
of an unknown queen, buried for a thousand 
years beneath vestiges of rainforest and rock. 
In 1994 archaeologists discovered her tomb, 
littered with treasure, under Templo XIII 
in the ancient Mayan city of Palenque. Her  
skeleton, when archeologists finally lifted it 
from the depths, was covered in a fine layer of 
red cinnabar.

Weeks later, I was on a new route in the 
Himalaya with my friend Ali. I thought of 
the discovery of La Reina Roja as we climbed 
a rock wall, sprinkled with cinnabar-colored 
lichen, hidden among the colossal towers 
above Trango Glacier.

For a long time, the Himalaya haunted my 
imagination as a land of giant massifs, a realm 
where explorers found extraordinary adven-
tures and created new routes with names such 
as “The Grand Voyage.” I imagined trekking 
through photographs of distinct landscapes, 
from lush subtropical forests to barren talus 
fields, each day turning a new page of the atlas.

I grew up in the Tlalnepantla state of 
Mexico and began climbing at Los Remedios, 
a small crag tucked in the trees near Mexico 

City. From my first moment of contact with 
the rock, the climbing life spread over me like 
an infection. Soon, I sought out higher walls 
to explore. I wanted to see different landscapes 
from a bird’s-eye view, to experience places 
where ice was a geologic element, where rock 
smothered under frost. In 2000 I traveled to 
Pakistan to attempt the Slovenian Route on 
Nameless Tower. My team arrived late in the 
season, in unstable weather. Lacking experi-
ence in the Himalaya, we didn’t acclimatize 
well enough to finish the ascent. 

I returned in 2007, hoping to establish 
a new route with Ali Muhammad Saltoro, a 
cook and guide I’d met on my first trip. Ali is 
from a small village in Baltistan at the edge of 
the mountains, surrounded by rice fields and 
herds of sheep and goats. For twelve years, he’d 
been an expedition worker, but he hadn’t had 
a chance to try rock climbing for himself. I’d 
promised to take him on a big wall one day.

Now, Ali waited for me at the airport 
in Skardu. He looked fit as ever—almost as 
though no time had passed. His black brush 
mustache widened as he smiled. We updated 
each other on the past seven years of our lives. 
He was hoping to open his own trekking 
agency, he said. As for me, I was in the midst 
of pursuing a goal of creating a route on every 
continent. In 2004 I’d established a new line 
on a great wall on Torre de Parón in Peru with 
an all-Mexican team. I hoped to check the 

fourth continent off the list, with this trip, and 
then continue on to Greenland or Antarctica. 

Sun shone through the clouds on the 
morning we left for Nangma Valley. White 
snowfields crowned the mountainsides. Little 
settlements appeared in the distance dotted 
with greenery. Gradually, the green dots took 
the shape of trees, wheat, potatoes and corn. 
Women were working in the fields, and chil-
dren greeted us as we went by.

That evening, we rested at the house of a 
porter, a small, red and white adobe structure 
with a roof of eucalyptus wood. After a meal of 
chapatti and eggs, we discussed the similarities 
of Mexican corn tortillas and Pakistani flour 
chapattis. Ali and I spoke in English, and he 
translated for the porters in the local Balti 
language. I marveled at the exquisite fruits and 
vegetables produced in the surrounding lands, 
fed by glacial water. 

Early the next day, Ali and I crossed the 
village fields with seven porters. As we clam-
bered up a hillside between large granite walls, 
the great rock peaks, trimmed with snow, 
spread across the backdrop of an overcast sky. 
Spots of blue shone through gaps in the clouds. 
“There are no mountains more beautiful than 
the mountains of Baltistan,” Ali said with pride. 

Snow fell through the twilight at our 
Nangma Valley base camp. The porters headed 
back to the village. Storms chased away our 
hopes of climbing for the next few days. Holed 
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up in camp, Ali mentioned that he would like 
to learn more technical skills to help launch 
his guiding company. Though he’d taken a 
course from a mountain leadership institute, 
he’d never been on the sharp end. I laid out 
the colorful assortment of gear on the floor of 
the tent. Ali pondered over the nuts, pins and 
hammer. We talked through how to set up a 
haul system and hand-drill bolts. 

Outside the tent, the coliseum of rock was 
barely visible through the white haze of snow. 
One day, in a brief window of blue sky, we 
decided to test Ali’s knowledge on nearby Zang 
Brakk Tower. Gusts of wind swept the wall as I 
demonstrated how to place and remove cams, 
nuts and pins. But the dark clouds prevailed 
again before Ali could practice, and we rap-
pelled after only one pitch. 

With the weather unrelenting, we left for 
the Trango Glacier. Little by little, the famous 
monoliths emerged. Great Trango Tower, its 
flank heavy with snow, resembled a mammoth 
from the Ice Age. The elegant spindle of 
Nameless Tower reminded me of my failed 
attempt and made me eager to start climbing. 

Ali pointed out a 4400-meter spire called 
Sadu Peak. Although there was at least one 
route that went to the top of this tower, a wall 
above it led to a higher, unclimbed summit. 
Through the telescope, we spied a long, 
beautiful, arête. Red lichen speckled the pale 
granite. Several parallel cracks and large ledges 
looked as though they could be well protected.  

Clouds and wind rolled in as I led the first 
pitch. Ali sang a few lines from a song in Urdu, 
briefly pausing to remove the gear. After fixing 
a few pitches, we rappelled through bursts of 
wind, rain and snow. Once more, we waited a 
few days for the weather to clear before begin-
ning again. This time, on the third pitch, I 
observed a pair of pitons seven meters to the 
left. The metal looked dull against the rock.

“Of course, it’s the route I mentioned 
before,” Ali said. Beneath a red helmet, his 
head bobbed reassuringly. But I was worried. 
Perhaps our line wouldn’t be new after all. 
That evening, we bivied after five pitches. The 
next morning, I concentrated on decipher-
ing the next few meters ahead. From the top 
of Sadu Peak, I gazed at the wall above. No 
more signs of previous climbers appeared. 
Ali climbed up the belay, and then slumped 
against the ground.

“The summit,” he said. Relief exhaled 
through tired breaths. “No more climbing.”

“But Ali, we haven’t opened the new wall 

yet,” I replied.
“I wanted to climb Sadu Peak. I’ve done all 

the pitches,” he said. Confusion rippled across 
his face. “I’m going down.”

“That’s not what we talked about.” Frustra-
tion quickened my speech. I thought that Ali, 
too, had wanted to climb a new big wall route. 
Ali watched without speaking as I racked up 
to lead onto the granite face above. The sound 
of metal clattering against the rock filled the 
quiet. His reaction was normal, I told myself, 
for someone unfamiliar with long rock routes. 
“We’ll just go a little further,” I said, “to see 
the possibilities.” Ali stayed silent. With a slow 
nod, I began up. The grey mist gave way to a 
night brilliant with stars. One star soon shone 
above the crescent moon—just like the Paki-
stani flag, Ali pointed out. His face bright-
ened. A good omen. 

At half-light the next morning, the silhou-
ettes of mountains appeared ghostly in the 
distance. For our summit push, we planned to 
make an early start, taking only food and water 
so we could move fast. Soon the sky turned to 
deep indigo. After the ninth pitch, a corridor 
led to a great, vertical wall with a wide crack. At 
the anchor, Ali drilled a bolt by hand.

The setting sun colored the walls with 
gold as Ali joined me at the top, roughly 1000 
meters from where we began. Far below, the 
broken rocks and ice of the glacier stretched 
like the remnants of a ruined city. Our summit 
euphoria passed quickly when we noticed that 
we’d forgotten our headlamps. Light dissi-
pated as we descended, shading the air electric 
blue and purple—then black. I couldn’t see as 
much as a meter away. I ran my fingers over 
the rock, trying to read the crystals and ledges. 
On the third rappel, the rope got caught 

somewhere above a small roof. The end of the 
cord hung limp in the air. 

We’d spent our supply of food and water, 
and we were still six rappels above our bivy 
site. Ali seemed to read the exhaustion on my 
face. He took some cams and pins from my 
harness. My surprise lingered as he placed a 
cam in a crack, his first ever on lead. His hands 
disappeared into the darkness that shrouded 
the corner.

After a few feet, I could no longer see Ali’s 
movements. All at once, I was as alert as I’d 
been on the first day of the climb: How could 
I be so stupid? What sort of person lets their 
partner do their first lead in the dark? I listened 
for the sounds of a fall: a boot scraping for 
purchase; a cam tinkling through the crack; a 
cry in the night. I held my breath. Nothing. 
The roof was twelve meters above. I measured 
the distance in seconds. It’s only 5.8, it’s only 
5.8, I repeated. 

Ali’s voice cut the metallic silence as the 
first tiny light broke through the sky: the 
morning star. He had freed the stuck rope, set 
an anchor, and was coming down. I exhaled. 
We went back to rappelling. My feet blindly 
felt for steps, ledges, blank spots of air. As the 
stars glowed brighter, we could move with 
more confidence, though the cold air felt as 
though it was penetrating my body. Worn out, 
we arrived at the bivy, and we crawled into our 
sleeping bags under a mantle of stars. Ali ges-
tured up to the constellation of Orion. I asked 
him what we would call the route.

“Skarchan,” he answered, his voice clear in 
the night. “For the morning star.” La Estrella 
de la Mañana.

In the light of day, the clouds hung peace-
fully above the quiet valley. We made it to base 
camp by mid-afternoon. Days later, I arrived 
in Islamabad as riots broke out in the center of 
the city: a group of fundamentalists had taken 
the Red Mosque. I changed my airplane ticket 
to leave soon as possible. I preferred to keep 
the good impression of life in the mountains: 
the kind people I met; the image of Ali on 
his first lead, climbing toward a slate-streaked 
arch in the dark. 

On the morning that I left, an intense 
rain flooded the airport. As I watched 
the drops splash against the windows, my 
thoughts drifted to La Reina Roja, the Red 
Queen. There, perhaps, the light of Skardu, 
the morning star, was still pinned above the  
cinnabar-covered wall. 
—Translated from the Spanish by Paula Wright
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W I R E D
RETHINKING MOUNTAIN GLOOM   I   DAWN L. HOLLIS

There’s a story that almost all mountaineers and 
mountain enthusiasts know about the history of 
their passion, of mountain love and of mountain 
climbing. And that is this: that before people 
began to climb the Alps at the very end of the 
eighteenth century, before the Romantic poets 
turned to the peaks with an eloquence that 
would gild their ridges, most Europeans feared, 
disliked and avoided mountains. It is a story that 
says we modern people and climbers were the first 
to love these great cathedrals of stone and earth.

I am here to tell you that story is wrong. 

An audience of perhaps thirty mountaineers 
take their seats. The home of the Alpine Club 
in London—oldest and most prestigious of all 
mountaineering societies—used to be a ware-
house, and the red carpet and heavy wooden 
furniture contrast with the stark white paint 
on the walls.

I am twenty-two years old, and though I 
have reached my chronological majority, I am 
conscious, as I shuffle the notes of my first-ever 

public lecture in my hands, that I have barely 
finished the first year of my doctorate, and 
that compared to the people around me, I am 
no mountaineer. My boldest claim is to have 
summited Ben Nevis, twice, in the snow. 

Two friendly club members fiddle with 
the projector. The screen obscures two august 
landscape paintings, leaving only two narrow 
strips of rock, ice and sky. I step out of the hall 
to gather my wits. When I return, I find that 
I’ve been introduced in my absence. 

I hurry to the lectern only to discover that 
it was designed (probably in the days when 
the Club was an all-male venture) for taller 
individuals. I briefly consider the benefits of 
remaining hidden before stepping away from 
its comforting bulk. With the lights dimmed 
so that the audience can better see my 
slides, I am left to squint at my notes in the  
projector’s glow.

This scene occurred three years ago, and I 
told the story of European mountain history 

in as much detail as I knew it then. I opened 
with a passage from Leslie Stephen’s 1871 The 
Playground of Europe, which declared confi-
dently that “before the turning-point of the 
eighteenth century a civilised being might, if 
he pleased, regard the Alps with unmitigated 
horror.” My intention, that evening, was to 
put forward an alternative story—a narrative 
of mountains that were full of activity and 
written of in terms of the deepest admira-
tion—long before the development of modern 
mountaineering. 

I began with the most recent sources, 
and worked my way deeper into the past. In 
1681, Thomas Burnet, an irascible scholar 
and clergyman, published The Sacred Theory of 
the Earth. He wrote of gazing across the Alps, 
and deeming them to be “the true aspect of 
a World lying in its rubbish.” From this, he 
went on to conclude that mountains were not 
part of God’s original design, but were instead 
the result of the Deluge unleashed upon a 
sinful humanity during the time of Noah.
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Paradoxical though it may 
seem, one of the most famous 
portions of his text also contains a 
stirring panegyric upon the peaks: 
“There is something august and 
stately in the Air of these things 
that inspires the mind with great 
thoughts and passions.” 

Thanks to this passage, many 
historians characterize Burnet as 
one of the earliest lovers of moun-
tains, and they depict his denigra-
tion of them as merely a reflection 
of the attitudes of mountain dis-
taste typical of his era. At the time, 
however, his Theory inspired a 
cacophony of responses, ranging in 
tone from somber to deliberately 
insulting, and made by scholars 
from all corners of intellectual life. I 
found, to my confusion, that almost 
every single voice objected to Bur-
net’s negative vision of mountains.

One such pamphleteer was Herbert Croft, 
the Bishop of Hereford. Infuriated, he led 
the charge against Burnet’s “Philosophick 
Romance” in spite of his failing eyesight and 
then-advanced age of eighty-two. Mountains 
are “mighty works,” he wrote, “such as strike 
our minds with a pleasing astonishment.” 
Though Croft agreed with Burnet’s positive 
depictions of mountains, he took issue with 
the suggestion that they were the result of 
the Flood. With withering sarcasm, Croft 
concluded: “Surely all men who behold these 
things have the same delightful contemplation, 
as he acknowledges to have felt…yet we never 
looked upon them as broken and ruined 
fractions of a former Structure, which we poor 
Souls never dream’d of, till his Theory gave us 
notice of them.” 

As Croft had hoped, younger men soon 
followed his lead. Erasmus Warren, a Suffolk 
rector, entered into a passionate dialogue with 
Burnet, which included such low blows as 
insulting one another’s skill in Latin. Warren 
insisted that mountains represented the skillful 
ornamentation that made up “the Lineaments 
and Features of Nature, not to say her 
Braveries.” Three Johns—John Ray, a botanist, 
John Beaumont, a gentleman miner, and John 
Keill, a Cambridge mathematician—joined 

Warren, insisting that mountains were not 
only beautiful, but also useful. They were the 
source of many rivers, the habitats for wild 
beasts and for hardy plants that would wither 
in the valley, and their steep ridgelines divided 
potentially warring nations. 

Burnet was an unusual early modern 
figure, I concluded, but not because he occa-
sionally found mountains to be wonderful. 
Rather, he was strange precisely because he 
shuddered at them, and suggested that they 
were not God-given. With the exception of 
Burnet, many late seventeenth-century schol-
ars agreed that mountains were wonderful, 
and were willing to defend their beauty and 
value with their very last drops of ink. 

Standing at the front of the lecture theatre 
in the Alpine Club, I took a breath, and 
glanced around, conscious of the fixed atten-
tion of my audience. In the half-gloom, I 
made out pursed lips, frowning faces and one 
doubtful, bemused smile. 

I fixed my eyes on my notes, and began 
to share more active examples of mountain 
engagement and enjoyment. In his detailed 
travel account, John Chardin, a jewel trader, 
claimed to have “ascended” Mt. Caucasus in 
December 1672, “with such nimbleness of 
Heels, that my Porters stood in Admiration.” 

The group bivouacked high in 
the snow, and as they descended, 
Chardin looked around him in 
amazement. He was struck by the 
clouds that “roll’d under my Feet, 
as far as I could see, so that I could 
not but think of myself i’ the Air, 
though…I trod upon the ground.” 
In the previous decade, one Edward 
Browne, a traveler in the Apennines, 
had been similarly impressed by his 
lofty view of the peaks: “the Sun…
coming to shine upon the upper 
parts of them…to beautifie, and 
gild them all, is beyond the expres-
sion of words.” 

Other travelers focused more on 
the actual process of climbing. Adam 
Olearius, a diplomat operating in the 
1630s, made an idyllic Christmas 
Day ascent of a Muscovian moun-
tain, which was “all cover’d with a 
white frost as [if ] with Sugar candy.” 

He and his companions missed the standard 
tourist path to the top, and instead they spent 
“great hazard of our Lives in getting it up by 
dreadfull precipices.” This experience did not 
prevent them from merrily singing Te Deum, 
a hymn of praise, on the summit, and appar-
ently sharing a festive drink together. 

I ended my lecture with two historic 
figures whom I suspected would be well 
known to the members of the Alpine Club: 
the sixteenth-century botanist Conrad 
Gesner—who famously asserted his desire to 
climb one mountain every year for his science, 
his health, but most of all his spirit—and 
Francesco Petrarch, who has been termed the 
“grandfather of Alpinism” for his 1336 ascent 
of Mont Ventoux. My argument, I concluded, 
was that these two were far from alone in their 
“early” mountain adoration.

Having traced three centuries of—I 
hoped—revisionist mountain history in just 
under an hour, I steeled myself for questions. 
They came, polite, determined and sceptical.

The club spoke with one voice: they were 
unconvinced by my story, by my argument 
that modern mountaineers shared their love 
of mountains with either seventeenth-century 
scholars or sixteenth-century travelers. Accus-
tomed to the bored detachment of academic 

[Previous Page] Christ Healing the Blind, painted ca. 1657. Dawn L. Hollis observes: “The 

image depicts the healing of two blind men recounted in Matthew 20:29-34. Their first 

sight will be of the mountainous vista that dominates the canvas.” Philippe de Champaigne  

l  [This Page] Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints, ca. 1524. Hollis notes, “The stylized 

mountain directly behind the Holy Pair almost appears to be an extension of their throne, 

with more naturalistic mountains also prominent in the background.” Marco d’Oggiono  
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audiences, I was taken aback by the level of 
emotion and concern behind their response. 

Among the critiques I received was that I 
had shown nothing more than a few excep-
tional examples, “many of them already well 
known.” I had been welcomed warmly and lis-
tened to carefully, but nevertheless the conclu-
sion was firm: I must have got it wrong.  

I returned to my desk fuelled with a new 
motivation. To prove my hypothesis—both to 
my own satisfaction, and perhaps to that of 
the Alpine Club—I needed to uncover enough 
exceptions to establish that it was, finally, 
time to reconsider the rule of past “mountain 
gloom.” (This term, which Marjorie Hope 
Nicolson borrowed from the writings of John 
Ruskin, is a useful shorthand for the idea that 
Europeans used to despise the mountains.) 

I discovered more mountain travelers 
whose treasured peaks were not the Alps of 
modernity, but the symbolism-laden hills of 
the Holy Land. Between the first and fourth 
of February 1668, the linguist and natural 
philosopher, Jean de Thévenot, climbed no 
less than four mountains with Biblical asso-
ciations, including Mount Sinai, where Moses 
had received the Ten Commandments.

Other seventeenth-century writers visited 
peaks steeped in classical mythology. William 
Lithgow, an irrepressible Scottish pilgrim, 
gazed happily upon Mt. Parnassus, the leg-
endary home of the Muses, and its double 
summits that “kisse the Starres so bright.” 
Lithgow also penned a sonnet for Mt. Etna, 
then a popular European tourist attraction:

High stands thy top, but higher looks mine eye, 
High soares thy smoake, but higher my desire… 
High bends thy force, through midst of Vulcan’s ire, 
But higher flies my spirit, with wings of loue… 
Meanwhile with pain, I climb to view thy tops, 
Thy height makes fall from me, ten thousand drops.

Poetry of the period reflected a similar 
sense of mountain appreciation. The English 
Parnassus, published in 1657 as a cheat-sheet 
for aspiring poets, offered examples of moun-
tains in every metaphoric mode. Women’s 
breasts likened to “warmer Alps” or “hills of 
snow.” Star-brushing, sky-kissing, heaven-
shouldering peaks. Harshness evoked by the 
image of lightning flashing across “proud 
mountains’ surly brows.” 

Poets, then, had clearly recognized the 
mountain landscape in all its character. Had 

artists? I spent a month trawling databases of 
artworks for any that contained mountains. 
Painters of the sixteenth and seventeenth  
centuries well understood the appeal both 
of close-up crags and of blue and distant 
hills. I was arrested by a painting of Christ 
healing the blind outside of Jericho, com-
posed in 1657. It captures the blind men in 
the moment of their vision being returned 
to them—and they are facing straight out 
toward a stunning mountain vista. What a 
view for newly healed eyes.

There was also a pairing of mountain back-
ground and human subject that appeared con-
stantly: the Madonna and Child. In painting 
after painting, high peaks enthroned the holy 
pair. In an age of deep religious belief, it was 
unimaginable that painters would frame one 
of the most comforting of all Christian images 
with a landform that was generally despised. 

Of course, travelers, writers, poets and 
artists (generally educated, wealthy elites) were 
not the only people to draw value and benefit 
from mountains before the age of mountain-
eering. In the August before I began my doc-
torate, honeymooning in the Tarentaise Alps, 
I visited an alpage—an old summer pasture, 
where local residents would take their herds for 
fresher grass—called Le Clou. Nestled in the 
shelter of a high, glacial bowl, the settlement’s 
place of worship was set apart from its homes, 
a brief climb up to the edge of the bowl. 

Only the footprint of the chapel remained, 
the altar marked by an undulating modern 
stela. I stood in the middle of the tiny rectangle 
of consecrated ground and looked out at the 
sight that would have greeted the worshippers 
as they passed through the doors of the chapel: 
a sweeping view of the valley below and, 
straight across, a bright blue glacier tumbling 
down the western side of Mont Pourri.

Seeking stories of such mountain dwellers, 
I found references to sixteenth-century Alpine 
villagers who knew the signs of impending 
avalanches, Welsh guides who sighed at 
seventeenth-century gentlemen who insisted 
they lead them up peaks in the rain. The 
mountains of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries were full of lichen for dying cloth, safe 
routes for droving cattle, and clean, secluded 
streams for illicit whisky stills. The poor who 
dwelt among the peaks left no written record 
of their impressions, but they left evidence of 
a far more important point: they built their 
livelihoods upon them. In fact, they actively 
benefited from the very same usefulness that 
Thomas Burnet’s opponents held up as one 
of the most important qualities of the rugged 
natural landscape. Yet how dreary that sounds, 
in a modern age in which utilitarian is often a 
euphemism for “a bit ugly.”

The peaks of Herbert Croft and Erasmus 
Warren were overlain with a uniquely pre-
modern, European array of cultural allu-
sions and significances. Behind discussions of 
mountains lay a crucial association: that such 
landforms had been designed by a beneficent 
God for the benefit and edification of human-
kind. To look at a mountain, or to describe it 
as useful, was to think of the divine. It is for 
precisely this reason that Burnet’s suggestion, 
that mountains were not part of God’s original 
design, met with such furore. People wanted 
to be able to connect the greatness of moun-
tains to the power of God. 

Today, many of us love mountains as 
grand objects in and of themselves, and we 
climb them within the context of a mountain-
eering culture that celebrates them as pure, 
untouched spaces set apart from daily life, 
and envisions the summit as the location of 
heroic achievement. Yet to state that the early 
modern experience of mountains was different 
from that of today does not mean that they 
were disdained and ignored.

Since that night at the Alpine Club, I met 
other people who were perplexed or even upset 
by my dry historical inquiry. One day, late into 
my doctorate, I looked around my office: full 
of doctoral students, books and disposable 
coffee cups. As I regarded my office mates, I 
thought: I bet none of them have ever received 
such passionate responses about medieval law, 
or seventh-century Norwegian kingship, as I 
have about the mountain past. This was the 
final puzzle I had to solve. Why had so many 

This was the final puzzle I had 

to solve: Why had so many 

historians concluded that people 

before the eighteenth century 

despised mountains, and why did 

mountaineers care so much...?
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historians concluded that people before 
the eighteenth century despised moun-
tains, and why did mountaineers care 
so much about the idea that they would 
defend it as furiously as Burnet’s oppo-
nents had once attacked his Theory?

I returned to Leslie Stephen—and 
then looked further back. I found, to 
my surprise, that the idea of pre-mod-
ern “mountain gloom” had held sway as 
early as 1844, when the Romantic poet 
William Wordsworth wrote in a letter to 
the editor of The Morning Post that “the 
relish for choice and picturesque natural 
scenery...is of quite recent origin.” The 
elderly poet came out of his quiet retire-
ment when a railway proposal threatened 
the peace of his beloved Lake District. 
His case was simple: the example of the 
past made it clear that the love of mountains 
was not innate, but the result of finely devel-
oped aesthetic taste. As such, there was no 
point in enabling poor townspeople to access 
the picturesque landscape, as they lacked the 
aesthetic sense to benefit from it. Better to 
leave the mountains to such pioneers in appre-
ciation as himself. 

Wordsworth and Stephen were not alone. 
In the late-eighteenth century, on the coat-
tails of the Enlightenment, the posthumous 
editors of a travel guide written by Daniel 
Defoe—who really did hate mountains—
both apologized for the author’s backwardness 
and asserted their own modernity in noting 
that the latest volume finally acknowledged 
“natural beauties, hitherto unnoticed.” They 
failed to acknowledge that many of Defoe’s 
predecessors and contemporaries (whom he 
frequently roundly abused) had happily trav-
elled amid mountains, admired them, and 
even built stately homes among them.

The most intriguing accounts, however, 
came from the pages of the Alpine Journal. The 
periodical was inaugurated in 1863 to record 
the history-making activities of the members 
of the club. It also rapidly became a forum for 
the re-making of history. 

Throughout the closing decades of the 
nineteenth century, contributors turned to 
the past as they sought to establish the excep-
tional nature of their modern sport. Former 
club president C.E. Mathews suggested defin-
ing everything pre-1850 as the “prehistoric 
epoch” (casually discarding earlier Alpine 
ascents as “not necessarily mountaineering,” 
perhaps because they were not carried out 

by Englishmen). An anonymous contribu-
tor likened seventeenth-century natural phi-
losophers dismissively to the modern “British 
cockney; a man to whom Snowdon [the 
highest mountain in Wales] is nothing but a 
dirty and inconvenient mound [but who] will 
fall into ecstasies of delight at a rock shaped 
like the late Duke of Wellington’s nose.” A 
few historically minded mountaineers alluded 
to the activities of men such as Petrarch and 
Conrad Gesner, but the implication was that 
these were strange and unusual individuals. 
By 1934, the Mountaineering volume of the 
Lonsdale Library of Sports opened with the 
bland assertion that “it is common knowledge 
that mountains were once regarded as things 
of terror and horror.”

Similarly, in literary journals, scholarly 
inheritors of the Romantic worldview identi-
fied Wordsworth and his contemporaries as 
the inaugurators of a new feeling for moun-
tains. The same story has resounded through 
the decades, asserting that not only were 
modern, privileged men and women the first 
to ascend mountains, they were also the first 
to adore them. 

The historian Peter H. Hansen has sug-
gested that the “summit position,” the image 
of an individual, alone and first upon a moun-
taintop, is central not just to mountaineering 
but to modernity itself. It is part and parcel 
of the legacy of the Enlightenment, which 
created new ideas of individuality, selfhood, 
personal agency and historical priority.

I have come to believe that Hansen’s 
“summit position” is inherent not only in 
mountaineering but in the history it has 

constructed for itself. The old story of 
mountain gloom is part of the pleasure of 
enjoying mountains in the modern day. 
It is the whisper that, when we look at a 
peak and feel our heart thrill to it, we are 
special. The traditional tale handed down 
from volume to volume of the Alpine 
Journal emphasized the idea that moun-
tain appreciation was born simultaneously 
with the activity of mountain climbing. 
The narrative provides one more way for 
modern mountaineers to be first. 

My research into sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century narratives has transformed 
my own experience of the mountains. I 
see a double-topped hill, and I think of 
the mythological home of the Muses. In 
the heart of the Alps, I find myself dis-

tracted by the same diversity of flora and fauna 
so admired by the three Johns of the Burnet 
debate. Much of my past climbing ambition 
has been dissipated by the early writers’ fever-
less engagement with the summit. But I do 
not find God in the hills, and I still take joy 
in reaching the very top of a peak, however 
homely or humble. My shelves are still full of 
stories of modern adventure.

I sometimes wonder if I am ruined for 
both periods: too much lingering fascination 
with the heroism of the hills to be welcomed 
in the seventeenth century, and too much the 
early modern for the Alpine Club. But perhaps 
this has given me a unique ability. Perhaps if I 
keep climbing toward the twenty-first century 
with my seventeenth-century cord, I can bring 
the two together. 

The pages of Alpinist are filled with people 
feeling deeply for the mountains: heroic, inti-
mate emotions of desire and pain and love 
and joy. Did my early modern climbing part-
ners ever experience the same panting need to 
reach the summit, the same itch to encompass 
a mountain with their aching muscles and to 
take communion with its harshest lines?

My answer has to be: they did not, and 
therein lies the real difference between our 
modern mountain culture and theirs. But, by 
god—and by God—they did feel for moun-
tains. With their minds and with their bodies 
and with the eyes of their spirits they sought 
them out and explored them, took their living 
from them, and spilt ink and passion seeking 
to explain them. In that sense, at least, they are 
more than worthy of having the severed rope 
of mountain history spliced together at last. 

[Photo] Ruins of the chapel of Saint Jacques, Tarentaise Alps, France. 

“The chapel,” Hollis explains, “served the spiritual needs of sum-

mertime inhabitants of the alpage at Le Clou.” Courtesy, Dawn L. Hollis   
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L O C A L  H E R O
SALLIE GREENWOOD on LOULOU BOULAZ  

[This Page] Sallie Greenwood is currently working on a history of pioneering women 

mountaineers and rock climbers. Courtesy, Sallie Greenwood  I  [Facing Page] Loulou Boulaz. 

In the 1930s, Boulaz was “the only woman in the race for the big north faces,” historian 

Rainer Rettner writes. “She was met with a lot of distrust by men.” Sallie Greenwood

On a blustery November day in 1984, I walked along the shore of Lake Geneva with the Swiss 
alpinist Louise “Loulou” Boulaz. At age seventy-six, she was as engaged in the mountaineering 
community as she had been fifty years before. Our conversation about alpinism was far 
ranging. When I asked the obligatory why, she didn’t hesitate, “I climbed for climbing.” She 
wanted to climb hard and she did. “I have no photographs.” She gestured ripping up prints. 
“Why?” I asked, stunned. “I think it’s vanity—all is vanity,” she said.   

Loulou’s generation of women had gained a sense of independence 
and opportunity following the chaos of Europe during World War I. In 
1927 she became a stenographer for the International Labor Organiza-
tion in Geneva, a career that lasted until 1973. It was a good fit: the ILO 
supported workers’ rights and equal pay for women, ideals consistent 
with Loulou’s leftist and feminist leanings. Some climbing friends came 
to call her “Loulou la Rouge.” 

By the early 1930s, she began devoting weekends to climbing the 
limestone cliffs of the Salève near Geneva and Miroir de l’Argentine 
and the granite routes on the Mont Blanc Massif above Chamonix. It 
was an era of nationalistic fervor in the Alps 
as mountaineers raced to solve the “last great 
problems” on the daunting north faces of the 
Eiger, Matterhorn, Grandes Jorasses, Cima 
Grande di Lavaredo, Petit Dru and Piz Badile. 
Loulou and aspiring guide Raymond Lambert 
were both in their early twenties when they 
decided to join the race—“as clueless as we 
were ambitious,” Loulou wrote in Der Bergstei-
ger in 1983. They would climb two of the faces 
together: the Grandes Jorasses by the Croz and 
the Walker Spurs and the Petit Dru. The Croz 
Spur and the Petit Dru were second ascents, 
and all were first female ascents. They climbed 
as friends and equals, not as client and guide.

The Eiger North Face had yet to be climbed 
when Loulou and Pierre Bonnant attempted the legendary wall in 1937. 
Journalist Othmar Gurtner claimed that Loulou, the first woman to 
attempt the route, would “insult” the Eiger should she try again. Gurtner 
wasn’t the only man of the time to say that a female’s presence tainted 
a climb. In 1929, after Miriam O’Brien and Alice Damesme traversed 
the Aiguille du Grépon, French mountaineer Etienne Bruhl lamented, 
according to O’Brien, that “no self-respecting man could undertake it, 
now that it had been done by women alone.”

Like O’Brien and Damesme, Loulou also climbed “manless.” She 

and Lulu Durand made the first all-female ascents of the Requin’s ordi-
nary route (1932), the southwest face of the Dent du Géant (1933), and 
a traverse of Les Droites’ east summit (1935). In 1959 Loulou joined 
Claude Kogan’s international team for the first women’s expedition to 
an 8000-meter peak. Loulou struggled unsuccessfully to acclimatize, 
however, and she had to be evacuated from Camp I (19,700'). The team 
faltered when Kogan, Claudine van der Straten-Ponthoz, and Sherpas 
Ang Norbu and Chewong died in avalanches. The survivors ultimately 
chose to clear the mountain rather than continue the expedition. 
It would be fifteen years before a group of women claimed an 8000-

meter summit. In 1974, with Jambu Sherpa, 
Japanese female climbers Naoko Nakaseko, 
Masako Uchida, and Meiko Mori summited 
8163-meter Manaslua—thus becoming the 
first women to break that barrier.

In the meantime, Loulou continued to 
pursue Alpine north faces: the Cima Grande 
di Lavaredo (1960, first female ascent), her 
fourth and last attempt on the Eiger, to the 
Ramp (1962), and Piz Badile (1964). “Her 
alpine achievements,” André Roch wrote in 
the Alpine Journal, “put her without question 
amongst that small elite of very great alpin-
ists of the 20th century.” Roch surely had in 
mind more famous European climbers such as 
Heinrich Harrer and Anderl Heckmair, Ric-

cardo Cassin and Emilio Comici as her peers. Members of the Ladies’ 
Alpine Club in London recognized Loulou’s stunning record of ascents 
with honorary membership in 1960, as did the Swiss Alpine Club’s 
Geneva Section. 

After I said goodbye to Loulou, I stopped in a small climbing shop, 
a natural magnet, after our walk. It was dark, now, and a damply chill 
evening. I admired innovative clamp-on crampons and sticky-soled 
rock-climbing shoes. “Magic shoes,” I thought. I knew Loulou’s eyes 
would have lit up. She would see the possibilities. 
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“The world was at our feet, and the 
Matterhorn was conquered.” So wrote Edward 
Whymper of the 1865 first ascent of the 
Matterhorn, broadly considered a formative 
moment in modern European alpinism. 
Now, many contemporary climbers contend 
that they have moved past notions of ascent 
that assert man’s dominion over nature. We 
recognize that narratives of conquest do not 
leave space for respect for the land. But if we 
reject the colonial script of ascents such as 
Whymper’s, we must ask ourselves how to 
describe the aesthetic experience of climbing 
beyond this inherited legacy.

Richard T. Walker’s the fallibility of intent 
#1 (2015) traces an answer to that question. 
The first in a series of five, it is a modified 
archival pigment print of the Matterhorn—an 
original from Edward Whymper’s Scrambles 
Amongst the Alps (1871). Walker has excised 
its peak and reattached it, upside down, to the 
valley floor. A rough red circle floats in the 
spot where the apex had been.

By displacing the peak and obscuring its 
original location, Walker casts unease on tra-
ditional aspirations. The red circle calls atten-
tion to where the eye is naturally drawn—the 
summit—but subverts the viewer’s expecta-
tions. Whymper’s actual representation of the 
peak is dislocated and inverted, identifiable 
only for its strangeness. Walker refuses, thus, 
to make the summit accessible to a gaze intent 
on conquest.    

In the end, Walker suggests that the “true” 
peak is unknowable. It is through this rec-
ognition of the limits of comprehension and 
possession that we reject the role of ascents in 
colonial mythmaking. The summit, replaced 
by Walker’s red circle, becomes a space for 
mystery, self-discovery and resistance. 

O F F  B E L A Y
BEYOND CONQUEST   I   MAILEE HUNG

[Image] Richard T. Walker. the fallibility of intent #1, 2015; 

cut-out archival pigment print; 32 x 48 in. Walker’s work 

“teeters between the humorous and melancholic, juxta-

posing the sublime with what it means to be imperfect 

and ultimately human,” wrote Amy Owen in a California 

Gatehouse Gallery brochure. Courtesy, Richard T. Walker 
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