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Andromeda (center of the frame).” Paul Zizka
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C O N T R I B U T O R S

Raised by mountain-loving parents on 

the flanks of the North Cascades, JENNY 
ABEGG has spent much of her life in wild 

places. She enjoys chasing seasons and 

dry rock, and writing about her adventures 

and the people she meets along the way. 

Her stories have appeared in Climbing, 

Adventure Journal and Sidetracked.

KEITA KURAKAMI grew up surrounded by 

mountains in eastern Japan. He holds a 

master’s degree in physics. After a decade 

of devoting himself to bouldering, he 

started trad climbing last year, seeking 

to meld various climbing styles. His new 

route Senjitsu no Ruri is considered the 

hardest multipitch trad route in his country.

“Once I realized I wasn’t going to play 

shortstop for the Dodgers, I wanted to ‘be’ 

a writer,” DAVID ROBERTS says. “I climbed 

passionately for about twenty years, mostly 

in Alaska, but I’ve written about climbing, 

and about all kinds of other adventures, for 

the last fifty.” Today, Roberts is the award-

winning author of twenty-seven books.

The daughter of German climbers, 

SIBYLLE HECHTEL began climbing at 

an early age. After an apprenticeship 

under her father, she completed first 

ascents in the Wind Rivers and the 

Bugaboos. In 1973 she and Beverly 

Johnson made the first all-female 

ascent of El Capitan, via Triple Direct.

Winner of a Hopwood Award in Poetry, 

SHELTON JOHNSON has worked as a 

National Park Ranger for thirty years, 

striving to connect communities of color, 

particularly African Americans, with their 

national parks. He’s known for his role 

in the Ken Burns’ PBS documentary film 

The National Parks: America's Best Idea.
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At home, in the middle of nowhere, looking for new lines. | 37.4119° N, 112.9980° W
For more photos of Scott and a short bio, visit: rab.equipment/us/people/scott-adamson/
Photo: Jeremiah Watt

SCOTT ADAMSON | 1981-2016
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In April , Marc-André Leclerc stepped 
off a bus onto the edge of a highway in the 
Canadian Rockies. Above dark woods, the 
stark-white snows and smoke-grey rock of Mt. 
Robson flashed cold against the sky. He was 
alone. Slowly, he walked closer. “I reminded 
myself that you only ever get to visit a place 
for the first time once,” the Canadian alpinist 
recalled on Alpinist.com. “I immersed myself 
into the environment, and took in all the 
sounds, smells and colors that give the forest 
its atmosphere.” Beyond the shores of Kinney 
Lake and the tumult of Emperor Falls, the 
Emperor Face, his objective, rose half-hidden 
by mist. Thousands of meters above his camp, 
gusts roared. “For the first time in a long 
time,” he recounted, “I felt deeply intimidated 
by the aura of the mountain.”

Marc-André didn’t bring a watch, and he 
fell asleep to the sound of the wind. He woke 
to silence and a pale glow. At first, he wasn’t 
sure whether it was dusk or dawn. Then he 
realized the light came from the east, and so 
he prepared to start climbing. Ahead, lay the 
fabled route that had taken one of its first 
ascensionists, Barry Blanchard, many attempts 
over thirteen years to complete, resulting 
in the name Infinite Patience. Marc-André  
soloed rapidly over a blue ice pillar and a grey 
flow, up a narrow passageway of steeply faceted 
stone and through a snow mushroom. Cross-
ing the west face, he swung his axes again and 
again in identical motions until time seemed 
to stop. And yet, the sun continued along its 
westward arc, and the air deepened to gold.

He reached the summit just as dusk mir-
rored over a boundless frozen expanse. After 
a brief bivy, he descended into the predawn 
dark. Falling ice shards signaled the return of 
the sun, and he gazed back to see “a shadow of 
Mt. Robson extending forever into the hori-
zon against a red sky.” By the time he returned 
to the road, he’d spent four days by himself:

 My thoughts had reached a depth and clarity 
that I had never before experienced. The magic 
was real…. I was deeply content that I had not 
carried a watch with me to keep time, as the 
obsession with time and speed is in fact one of the 
greatest detractors from the alpine experience.... 

T H E  S H A R P  E N D
OFF ROUTE AND OUT OF TIME | KATIE IVES

[Photo] The Emperor Face of Mt. Robson (3959m), where Barry Blanchard, Eric Dumerac and Philippe Pellet made the first 

ascent of Infinite Patience (VI 5.9 M5 WI5, 2200m) in 2002. Fourteen years later, Marc-André Leclerc soloed it. In Alpinist 

29, Blanchard wrote: “To march onto this mountain is to wade into the mists that rise from Berg Lake.” Jeffrey Pang 
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Climbing routes with an established track simply 
in order to attain the summit, or keeping time 
in order to set records reduces the adventure of 
alpinism to that of a sport climb….

 Already I have been asked how fast I was, 
but I honestly cannot tell you how many hours 
the Emperor Face took me to climb. I began 
when I felt ready, and I reached the top at sun-
down. I also don't know how long the hike back 
to the road took me, but I do know that while 
descending…back into the world of green lush-
ness and deep blue lakes that I felt more at peace 
than I would have had I been counting my rate 
of kilometers per hour.

Ever since I read Marc-André’s account of 
his Robson solo, I’ve been intrigued by the 
idea that leaving behind a watch could seem 
like a rebellious act. From speed records, to 
alarms set for alpine starts, to notions of “turn-
around times” and the logged data of fitness 
apps, climbers are often conditioned to think 
of keeping track of precise rates and minutes 
as part of the routines of alpinism.   

Modern Western exploratory mountain-
eering developed alongside technological 
advancements that created new perceptions—
and ambivalences—about chronology. In The 
Culture of Space and Time, American histo-
rian Stephen Kern recounts a simultaneous 
sense of the loss of undeveloped places and 
unrestricted time. During the late nineteenth 
century, steamships and trains enabled passen-
gers to circumnavigate the globe even faster 
than the French novelist Jules Verne’s imagined 
“eighty days.” Railroad companies pushed for 
a standardization of time zones, completed in 
1913, and maintained by wireless signals that 
pulsed around the world. Factories and armies 
alike relied on pocket watches to synchro-
nize movements of large numbers of people. 
Even minutes seemed like valuable commodi-
ties, and pundits urged readers to be sure that 
each one was well spent. Much of daily life 
appeared to accelerate, while distances shrunk. 

By the early twentieth century, as James 
Gleick recounts in Faster, scientists’ merging 
of space and time into a single, relative con-
tinuum reflected what many laypeople already 
felt. For mountaineers, venturing to distant 
ranges seemed a way to escape the insistent 
metronome of urban existence. In 1938 the 
British explorer Eric Shipton wrote in Blank 
on the Map: “Every time I start an expedition, 
I feel that I am getting back to a way of living 
which is now lost…before life was so mad a 

rush…and beauty itself exploited as a com-
mercial proposition.” And yet, in some ways, 
the pace of their societies followed them into 
the hills: through the maps they made and the 
information they spread.

In recent years as watches give way to smart 
phones, frenetic networks of instant commu-
nication increasingly fill the inner spaces of 
drifting and dreaming. Industry swallows up 
moments of once-disconnected “leisure” and 
“free time.” In a 2014 High Country News arti-
cle Christopher Ketcham noted that much of 
mainstream adventure media now resembles 
a form of “corporate accountancy,” with new 
athletic feats promoted like products on a fac-
tory line, always “faster, more.” But there are 
other ways to interact with the mountains, 
beyond measurements. And there are other 
concepts of “ascents” that remind us of all the 
wild places we might go—off route, and seem-
ingly, out of time.

Leigh Ortenburger and Renny Jackson’s 
classic guidebook, A Climber’s Guide to the 
Teton Range contains the tantalizing words: 
“Overlooked for decades because it is usually 
not easily seen, Moxie Tower is readily visible 
from the valley given the correct lighting 
conditions. Even the map neglects this tower, 
as no closed contour is depicted on the Grand 
Teton quadrangle sheet.” Some years ago, my 
climbing partner, Dylan, and I set out for Andy 
Carson and Paul Horton’s rarely visited route 
up the southeast corner. I remember little of 
the climb itself: apart from the constant clatter 
of loose rock that made me wonder if we were 
lost. It’s the approach that stands out in my 
mind: the way the spire emerged from what 
seemed like a solid canyon wall, how it felt to 
clamber across meadows toward something 
that—only shortly before—had been invisible 
to us. It was as if we’d entered a hidden world. 

“A mountain has an inside,” Scottish writer 
Nan Shepherd explained in her 1977 memoir 
The Living Mountain, an underground cult 
classic for climbers, its story an inversion of 

mountaineering formulas. During the final 
years of World War II, she set out to explore 
not the summits of the Cairngorms, but 
the plateau and the depths. “To know [the 
mountain’s] essential nature,” she recounted, 
“to know, that is, with the knowledge that 
is a process of living…. It is a tale too slow 
for the impatience of our age.” In place of 
athletic training, she honed her senses to try 
to glimpse the real mountain in its totality—
snow and meadow, rock and ice, sound and 
silence—to lose herself in those moments 
when the boundaries between her perception 
and the landscape seemed to fade. To find 
one’s “way in,” as she defined it, is a form of 
ascent that takes not hours but years and is 
never fully complete.

Thirty-nine years later, in A Place in Which 
to Search (2016), Wyoming climber Joe Kelsey 
wrote of his own decades-long quest to learn 
to experience, truly, a single place: the Wind 
River Range. After years of editing alpine 
journal trip reports, he explained, “I became 
increasingly detached, disinterested in deeds 
of derring-do, in bolting ethics and the legal-
istic definition of free climbing, while at 
the same time becoming more interested in 
simply being in the mountains.” Wandering to 
obscure, uncharted and erroneously mapped 
heights, he kept track of minute images: an 
arrowhead on a summit ridge, a flower in a 
stone crevice. “Simply seeing—seeing clearly, 
seeing detail—could be the ultimate gesture 
of reverence,” he concludes. At night, he had 
recurring dreams of an invisible, unattainable 
peak, concealed behind a dense maze of con-
tour lines. “I, who consider intimacy with the 
landscape to be the goal of our wanderings, 
believe that the ultimate intimacy is being so 
lost that I have not the slightest idea where 
I am,” he writes. “I am not somewhere on a 
map; I am simply there.”

In , after getting off route in the 
Italian Alps and erring his way up a summit 
that didn’t exist on his map, the poet Michael 
Roberts imagined compiling a humorous 
compendium of disoriented climbers’ 
accidental ascents, The Climber’s Guide to the 
Wrong Mountains. By losing our path, however, 
we sometimes find something more valuable: 
regained memories of how to navigate beyond 
predetermined locations, experiences akin to 
explorations of earlier times.

Last summer, when Anna Pfaff, Lisa 
Van Sciver and Rachel Spitzer arrived in 

“Real adventure is...not the 
result of some marketing 

budget.... It burns brightest 
on the map’s edges.”

—Kyle Dempster, The Road From Karakol
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the Zanskar region of India, the 
only map they could obtain was 
inaccurate. Carrying just a photo 
of a mountain, they traveled by 
bus and horseback only to discover 
they’d entered the wrong valley. 
Giving up their original objective, 
they kept wandering until they 
noticed a silver-granite peak, 
bright with patches of snow, which 
they referred to as Tare Parvat 
(“Star Peak” in Hindi). 

Under a starlit sky, they set out 
over flows of thick ice and stacks of 
loose rock, placing knifeblades for 
protection in small seams. Fifteen 
hours later, they completed the first 
ascent of the 5577-meter summit. 
On Alpinist.com Pfaff explained 
the name for their route: “Mer-
riam-Webster Dictionary defines 
unattached as ‘not assigned or com-
mitted (as to a particular task, 
organization, or person). Since we 
traveled halfway around the world 
to climb a peak that we didn’t find, 
then made the best with what we had, we 
found the name suitable.”

During the mid-twentieth century, a 
group of French writers began exploring the 
connections between landscapes and human 
minds, assisted by practices they called dérive, 
“drifting” and détournement, “rerouting.” 
Through various walking games—such as using 
the map of one city to navigate another—they 
sought to break free of predictable patterns of 
travel and perception, to ignore demarcated 
routes and boundaries, and to find a more 
intimate, personal and inward sense of place.

“The detailed exploration of the world is 
very far from complete,” wrote Shipton in 
1939. Even small mountains have infinite 
fastnesses. This summer, seeking my own 
form of dérive, I scrambled a few hundred 
feet from a crowded trail, until arêtes and 
ravines enveloped me, and all sight and noise 
of other people vanished. Already, I was 
invisible, lost within the mountain’s folds, 
the tangles of krummholz trees and jagged 
boulders. Somewhere, traversing diagonally 
across a buttress that didn’t exist in my topo, 
I became committed. Below me, forests sunk 
into the blue of distant valleys. A distant lake 
shrunk to an eye. Above, the way was clean 
and sharp: lines of white quartz and dark 

cracks, ramparts of stone and air. I made 
imaginary maps in my mind—this rock 
horn for one hand, the side of this wall for 
a foot, this crevice so sharp it tore my fingers 
and would not let me fall. Beyond the top 
of the buttress, I regained the trail, the sense 
of a secret folded inside my mind: a fragile, 
perhaps forbidden, realm encountered by 
accident, never to be visited again.

Choosing longer, slower or otherwise 
unaccustomed approaches also restores a 
keener awareness of the nuances of a land. 
In the winter of 2002, French climber Lionel 
Daudet attempted a solo enchainment of 
three hard routes on the great north faces of 
the Alps. Instead of relying on a helicopter 
or a car to ease the kilometers from peak to 
peak, Daudet traveled by foot, ski and bike. 
He climbed without bringing any means of 
technological communication. “Then, I am in 
a world that’s off the scale,” he recounted in 
Alpinist 1. Days of storms and cold unfolded 
“like a slow-motion film.” He turned back, 
frostbitten, below the summit of the Mat-
terhorn. Eventually, he lost eight of his toes. 
As he recovered, fragments of remembered 
experiences coalesced into the image of a 
shadowy mountain—this was the true goal, 
Daudet realized, the dream peak he’d uncon-
sciously sought on each climb, without ever 

getting closer. “The interior mountain is the 
mountain that doesn’t let itself be climbed,” 
he wrote in La Montagne Intérieure. Instead, 
it vanishes “into the mists, the same mists that 
will seize me in my turn.” 

Looking back, months later, at his Robson 
solo, Marc-André Leclerc now says:

It’s hard to put my finger on what the magic 
ingredient is…. Kind of like it is hard to recall 
the exact feeling of being a child discovering 
something wonderful and new because it is a 
feeling too removed from our “adult” state of 
mind to actually grasp in a tangible way. 

Beyond the steady beat of a watch hand 
or the sharp ping of digital apps, we move by 
mysterious and archaic rhythms: the gradual 
unfolding of the day’s colors; the sidereal 
sweep of the night; the recollection that we 
may encounter immeasurable things in the 
span between living and dying, between the 
inexorable approach of darkness and dawn. 
And in those moments of climbing when all 
existence seems to compress back to single 
points of light—a flash of crystal on a granite 
ridge, a star flickering to life above a couloir, 
a sudden memory of places and people long 
vanished—recall dreams of how everything, 
in the end, might be both lost and found in 
time. 

[Photo] Leclerc atop Mt. Robson. On Alpinist.com he wrote, “Away from the crowds, away from the stopwatch, and the grades, and 

all the lists of records, I've been slowly able to pick apart what is important to me and discard things that are not.” Marc-André Leclerc 
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More than a Mountain

By invoking Henry David Thoreau and the 
renaming of Denali (“Typologies of Silence,” 
Alpinist 55), the editor has entered into an 
interesting question regarding cartography 
and its relationship to historical landscapes. 
Unknown to most readers, perhaps even to 
those well versed in Thoreau’s more popular 
published writings, is his interest in Native 
American geography. For many years, Thoreau 
was engaged in trying to reconstruct the 
earliest historical cartography of New England 
using information he found in the accounts of 
explorers of the New World and their maps. 
Thoreau’s research on this topic forms part of 
his Canadian and Indian Notebooks, which 
unlike his more famous Journals, have never 
been printed in full. In hundreds of pages of 
notes, Thoreau ponders the place names and 
regional geography of the lands inhabited by 
numerous tribes. His jottings and annotated 
sketches, never meant for publication, are at 
times difficult to understand. Once decoded, 
however, they tell the tale of the early landscape 
of the Americas.

Perhaps the most important of Thoreau’s 
map sketches (he made seven) is a copy he 
drew of Samuel de Champlain’s map from 
1612. Champlain undertook several voyages 
to New England and up the St. Lawrence 
River during the beginning of the seventeenth 
century. The sources for the place names and 
the homelands of the many Native American 
tribes Champlain located on his maps derive 
from three pictures that Algonquian people 
drew for him in 1603. On the 1612 map that 
Thoreau copied, Champlain describes the size 
of Lake Ontario as being, “15 days journey.” 
Above the lake, he shows the location and 
names of several Native American tribes. In 
his notes, Thoreau, like modern scholars, puz-
zled over these names and mourned the lack 
of information about their lives and customs.

As travelers who traverse ancient land-
scapes and remote parts of the planet, we can 

find a lesson in Thoreau’s commentary that 
has at times been lost even on cartographers. 
Perhaps mountaineers have a unique under-
standing, since we approach remote peaks not 
as those who would simply chart and measure 
them, but rather as people who long to feel 
their rhythms and to embed ourselves in a 
place both physically and spiritually. We rec-
ognize that the names found on an old map 
are always more than just topography, and 
more than just toponyms from a forgotten 
time. These place names represent the remains 
of a cultural palimpsest, a layered history of 
human interaction from which all landscape 
derives its meaning and in which we as climb-
ers also play a part.

—John Hessler, Geography and Map
Division, Library of Congress

 
The Future of Pinedale

I could think of no better place to read 
Paula Wright’s excellent essay on the Wind 

River Range than from my home in Pinedale, 
Wyoming. The article is well-written, well-
researched, and the author’s appreciation for 
the place is evident. Thank you for sharing this 
place with your readers. It is a great introduc-
tion and a wonderful jumping-off point for 
other works by writers such as Kelsey, Rawl-
ins, Turiano, and Turner. 

I have been enamored with the Winds 
since my first trip to the Cirque many years 
ago, so much so that I eventually made Pine-
dale home. Part of my love for this place is its 
wildness, its secrets and its history. The free-
dom of the hills still lives here, and there are 
hidden gems to discover even after a lifetime 
of exploration—even if you turn out to not be 
the first. Before my first trip to the Winds, I 
devoured Kelsey’s guidebook. It remains my 
favorite guide as well as one of my favorite 
books, for all the things it doesn’t include as 
much as for what it does. In the article, I saw 
mention that he is writing a book about his 
time in the Winds, and that excites me greatly.  

L E T T E R S

[Photo] Samuel de Champlain’s 1612 map of New France, made with the assistance of Indigenous guides who drew 

lines for him in charcoal and placed pebbles to indicate the presence and number of local tribes. Library of Congress 
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[Kelsey’s book, A Place in Which to Search: Sum-
mers in the Wind Rivers, is now available.—Ed.]

If I may offer a slight critique of the Winds 
profile, it is the author’s brief mentions of my 
home. Pinedale is experiencing what some call 
a bust, but what many of us call an oppor-
tunity. We’ve gone a year or two without any 
of those days where the air quality was as bad 
as LA. Even during the most recent boom, 
those bad days were limited to a dozen or so 
in the winter. Sure it should never happen in 
a place like Pinedale, and the town is fight-
ing to make sure it doesn’t happen again, but 
the article made it sound as if it were a regular 
occurrence.

Pinedale is a town in flux, and there are 
many of us working toward a reliable and sus-
tainable future that doesn’t put all our eggs 
in the basket of oil and gas development. We 
realize that a healthy version of these moun-
tains is our most valuable resource. Those 
lights mentioned in the essay come from drill-
ing platforms and are not around as much, at 
least for now. Pinedale is ripe for a new econ-
omy that acknowledges our proximity to a 
premier mountain destination.

As part of this shift, Pinedale just had 
a festival to celebrate the Winds and our 
designation as Wyoming’s first Continental 
Divide Trail gateway community. Changes 
are happening in the culture here, and I worry 
the author’s somewhat outdated mention does 
us a disservice. It’s not that what she says is 
untrue; it is simply incomplete.

Thanks again for your article. It does this 
area a great service by showcasing the rich his-
tory of this secluded and rugged section of the 
Rocky Mountains.

—Jason Tyler Burton, (apologist 
for) Pinedale Wyoming

(Imaginary) Climbers Wanted for Hazardous Journey
Readers of “A History of Imaginary Mountains” 
(Alpinist((  54) should take note of the following:t

ANNOUNCEMENT
A climbing camp in the Croker Mountains is being planned for summer 
2019, organized by Pedro Algorithm and Bosley Sidwell. Only fictional 
characters need apply. The venue will be the Croker Mountains in Canada,
north of Baffin Island. This range was first sighted in 1818 by the British
Arctic explorer John (later Sir John) Ross. It was soon revealed that the
mountains did not exist. Their fictional character makes them an ideal 
venue for this camp.

Sample application form:
Name: Leonard Skinner
Age: 46
Address: 420 Mt. Airy Ave., A 320, Philadelphia, PA 19119
Fictional provenance: “For the Record,” by Steven Jervis; Ascent, 1989.
Non-verification: I swear that the above statements are entirely fictional.

Fictional peaks climbed:
Latok XIV
Rum Doodle (to 35,000 feet)
Mt. Analogue
The White Tower
Black Fang West
Mt. Aspera

Other qualifications: I have pretended to climb for many years, and non-
lead to 5.9. I was (somewhat rudely) rejected for membership in the American 
Alpine Club because of my unreal status.

NOTE
Fictionalized versions of historical figures (e.g., George Mallory) may 
be considered on an individual basis, but will be given a low priority.

Acceptances have been received from:
Nell Bray, An Easy Day for a Lady, by Gillian Linscott

Cathy Canning, One Green Bottle, by Elizabeth Coxhead
Sankey, Climbers, by M. John Harrison

Two Robot-Guides, “2084,” by Anne Sauvy
Martin Ordway, The White Tower, by James Ramsey Ullman

Applications should be sent to: Not Katie Ives at Alpinist,
Box 190, Atlantis, Gondwanaland, 00001.

—Bosley Sidwell, Rum Doodle Base Camp
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A Thousand Days of Lapis Lazuli: 
Mt. Mizugaki, Yamanashi Prefecture, Japan

A pale light appears to glow within the 
burnished granite of the Moai Face on Mt. 
Mizugaki—as if reflecting the earth’s own 
memories of distant time. All around, crags of 
various shapes and sizes rise above the remnants 
of a primeval forest and the unceasing flow of 
brooks, nurtured by the passage of centuries. 
Moss-covered boulders spread beneath varie-
gated shades of granite: grey, orange, white. In 
the deep stillness of this interwoven scene, I’ve 
felt the illusion that I’ve entered a landscape 
painting and surrendered entirely to its beauty.

I grew up in eastern Japan, surrounded by 
mountains. Today, I live just two hours away 
from Mizugaki by car. Before I arrived here, 
I’d seen photos of the strange rock face, and I’d 
imagined its outlines countless times. But the 
real cliff was far more enormous than I’d fore-

seen. When I first stood in its presence, I felt 
my heart beat fast. For a moment, I was frozen 
in place, unable to move. The sky was blue. 
The wind swayed the trees. When I think back 
to that time, now, I find I can’t describe it in 
words. Communicating with the rock—perhaps 
such a phrase would be fitting.

There are different opinions regarding the 
origin of the name Mizugaki, but one theory 
supposes that it refers to a kind of Japanese 
enclosure that marked the boundaries of Shinto 
shrines. Long ago, according to legends, the 
Buddhist monk Kōbō-Daishi identified this 
peak in the Okuchichibu Mountains as sacred 
ground, and he inscribed Sanskrit characters in 
the granite bedrock of one of its caves.

At 2230 meters, Mizugaki is on a smaller 
scale than the big mountains abroad, but its 
stone faces are sheer, with few lines of weakness. 
Three hundred meters high, the tallest one is 

called Toichimen-iwa, the “Rock of the Eleven-
Faced Kannon Bodhisattva, or the Goddess of 
Mercy”—an allusion to the way its walls spread 
in multiple directions. According to climbing 
historian Tsunemichi Ikeda, Buddhist priests 
had long made pilgrimages to the mountain, 
scrambling to the tops of pinnacles and giving 
them religious names. In the 1920s, climbers 
visited briefly, but Mizugaki seemed too 
diminutive for them, and they continued north 
to the larger rocks of the Hida Mountains. At 
first, Japanese alpinists relied only on pitons 
for direct aid on harder sections. Yet by the 
late 1950s, the use of expansion bolts spread 
from Europe to Japan. Influenced by the 1960s 
direttissime in the Alps, Japanese climbers 
started drilling bolt ladders on sheer, smooth 
walls in many areas, including Mizugaki. 

Then, during the mid-1970s, Japanese 
climbers visited Yosemite, where they dis-
covered the ways that free climbing allowed 
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them to face steep rock on more equal terms. 
They returned to Toichimen-iwa and explored 
routes that became symbols of a new era, 
developing a virtuoso style and an ideal of “no 
bolts and no falls.” In 1980 Tomoyoshi Omata 
established Haru Urara, “Bright Spring,” as an 
aid route, using primarily nuts. Four years 
later, Naoki Toda made the first free ascent, 
with bolts only at belays. The climb represents 
a monument to the history of Japanese free 
climbing. To this day, the ethos of its pioneers 
has a powerful influence on visitors, and Toi-
chimen-iwa resembles a place of pilgrimage 
for climbers.

For a long time, local climbers dreamed of 
making a free ascent of the Moai Face. Guide-
book writer Naoya Naito, who has established 
many routes on Mizugaki, described the wall 
as a “luminous entity,” as if some strong force 
radiated from its surface. But he found it 
too daunting to try, and its stone remained 
unmarked even by chalk.

Early last summer, thoughts of the wall 
increased daily in my mind until I felt as if 
someone were calling me. On July 20, 2015, 
I rope-soloed an existing route to the terrace 
below the Moai Face. I was captivated by the 
flowing contours of its skyline, though it soon 
became clear the skyline wasn’t the summit. As 
dusk fell, I fixated on the faint cracks before 
me. After about ten meters, they vanished into 
smooth twilit stone, and I had no idea where I 
could find a weakness in the wall beyond. At 
the same time, I felt exultant: I was now one 
step closer to entering this untracked realm.

Five days later, a friend and I ascended the 
battered, rusted bolt ladders of a nearby aid 
route, Minami Kaikisen, observing the wall 
as we went. I had hoped to climb the Moai 
Face ground up, without pre-inspection. But 
when I looked at photos taken from a dis-
tant view, no clear cracks appeared between 
the center and the top. It was possible that I’d 
have to continue for tens of meters without 
any protection. I couldn’t see the whole line 
from Minami Kaikisen, and I knew that even 
if I gave in to exploring and cleaning the Moai 
Face on rappel, there was still a chance that it 
couldn’t be completed without bolts.

When I spoke with some of the elders in 

the local climbing community, they told me 
that drilling bolts would be disrespectful to 
my predecessors. No matter how I thought 
about it, I became obsessed by the idea that 
this ancient stone had remained unmarred for 
so long. Still wondering whether I should give 

up and entrust the Moai Face to future climb-
ers, I resolved to become stronger mentally 
and physically—and then to return.

I once asked an alpinist I admired about the 
difference between a sport route and an alpine 
route. Looking back, I’m embarrassed at how 
ill-mannered a question that was: if I’d properly 
observed and understood his climbing, I would 
have already known the answer. But the alpinist 
replied with a serious expression: “Whether it is 
still possible to cross the line between the places 
you can return from and the ones you can’t…. 
Something like that.”

At the sound of these words, I felt a power-
ful shock—and a sense of yearning.

August : Alone before dawn, I made my 
way to Mt. Mizugaki. Lit by my headlamp, 
dewdrops glittered in the clear, cold air. I 
pushed my way through the dense foliage of the 
primeval forest to the summit of Toichimen. 
The forecast predicted evening showers. After 
a moment of indecision, I started rappelling, 
searching for fissures or protrusions in the 

upper Moai Face—and finding only a few. I 
tried placing a cam in one granite pocket, but it 
looked as though it would slide back out.

I was still in the middle of the wall when 
clouds drifted from the other side of the 
mountain to enshroud me. Thunder roared 
through the fog. Hail pounded amid cloud-
bursts of rain. I retreated, fairly beaten, the 
raw power of nature stark in my mind.

Back at the top of the Moai Face, I attached 
a fixed rope to a tree at the end of Pitch 4, 
and I began cleaning and examining possible 
lines. For Pitch 1, I decided to free climb part 
of Minami Kaikisen. To reach the new terrain 
of Pitches 2 through 4, I would pass by the 
“Swallow’s Cave”—a mysterious place of dark 
and crumbling rock with such an intimidating 
atmosphere even swallows might have trouble 
alighting on it. From Pitches 5 to 7, I would 
follow the classic Bergère route to the summit. 
At first, I mostly concentrated on the center 
of the Moai Face. One of the cruxes on Pitch 
2 appeared to be a crystal traverse with a key 
hold lacking. Much of the brown, weathered 
rock was fragile, and I knew I’d need a lot 
of psychological endurance to withstand the 
runouts. The idea of venturing willingly into 
a space with so much uncertainty seemed 
surreal and terrifying.

I tried looking for other ways, but this was 
the route I wanted to climb. To put it more 
concretely, this line was the line that reflected 
in my eyes when I first gazed up at the wall: 
a glimmer of bronze on grey that beckoned 
me. A true line, I believe, isn’t something that 
humans construct for themselves, but rather a 
task to which we’re summoned.

Until about half a year ago, I was a “boul-
derer,” entirely absorbed in the simplicity of 
the experience and the minimal reliance on 
tools. I’d begun to wonder whether I’d missed 
something of the essence of climbing—the 
risk and adventure—in favor of that game. I 
felt confined by the rigidity of separate genres: 
bouldering, trad, alpinism. Whatever the style, 
I wanted to experience the way that all forms 
of vertical movement were entwined.

September: Each morning after the autumn 
rains, the dawn arrived later. The edges of 
the leaves turned faint yellows and reds. My 

[Opening Page] Mt. Mizugaki (2230m), one of the peaks featured in Ky ya Fukada’s 1964 

classic, One Hundred Mountains of Japan, translated in 2014 by Martin Hood. “Can one 

describe this mountain as a medley of crags?” Fukada wrote. “It is not the only mountain 

with crags, but what is unique about Mizugaki is the way it mixes its crags with its 

trees.” Satoru Hagihara  l  [This Page] The author of this article, Keita Kurakami, displays 

the minimal gear he used to climb the fourth pitch. Senjitsu no Ruri (5.14a R/X, 250m, 

7 pitches, Kurakami-Sato) is currently the most difficult multipitch trad route in Japan. 

Yusuke Sato l [Facing Page] Kurakami on Pitch 2 (5.13c R) of Senjitsu no Ruri. Satoru Hagihara 
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heart brightened with their colors. By then, 
I’d found a solution to the crystal traverse. At 
the next crux on Pitch 2, I had to jump from 
a thin flake for two meters to a large jug hold. 
Since the two cams I’d set in the flake seemed 
unlikely to hold, this leap required perfect 
cooperation between mind and body.

On some days, Yusuke Sato joined me. He 
later told me that when he learned I planned 
to climb the Moai Face without bolts, he 
assumed it would take me five years, “if things 
went well.” At first, he said, he found the dan-
gers dumbfounding, but when I burst into 
tears at the top of Pitch 3, he decided: I want 
to try this kind of climbing too.

On September 13, I headed to the base of 
the wall with Satoru Hagihara. The one time 
I’d tried Pitch 2 on toprope, I’d been unable to 
complete it. If I’d spent some time rehearsing 
the moves, I could reduce the risks. Yet I was 
longing for more unrestricted climbing. On 
my first redpoint attempt, I fell four meters 
before the crystal traverse, until a small cam 
stopped me. Second try: by now it was raining 
a little, but the wall was overhanging, so 
it didn’t get wet. As the wind blew through 
the cooling air, I could hardly believe it was 
September. Maybe something about the fall 
unleashed my body and mind. Whatever the 
case, I entered a kind of flow state. I knew 
from experience that it wouldn’t last long.

Each time I moved, I grew a little closer 
to completing the ascent. Gradually, however, 
my fear also grew. Soon, I couldn’t turn back: 
I was near the end of a six-meter runout, too 
tired to feel the holds. Damn! No way can I fall 
here. I reached for a large flake, and before I 
knew what was happening, my body flew ten 
meters through the air and was thrown hard 
against the slab. I limped back to my car with 
a sprained ankle. And yet, even the injury 
seemed preferable to the dullness I’d felt in the 
past when I rehearsed problems countless times 
until I knew all the details of a route and the 
sensations of each move. This time, right at that 
threshold between adventure and recklessness, 
I could feel the reality of the moment I sought.

At the hospital, I learned that the damage 
to the deltoid ligament of my ankle was severe. 
Nonetheless, by September 22, I dragged 
myself back to the wall alone, trying to keep the 
weight off my injury. I was able to get both rock 
shoes on, and most of my foot functioned, so I 
convinced myself it was almost OK to climb.

Dangling from the rope, I swayed to and 

fro, gazing at the upper face. Small furrows 
appeared on what I’d thought was a completely 
blank surface. A faint line seemed to lead 
toward the end of the rock. I wondered whether 
it was right for me to continue in my leave-no-
trace style if it left ambiguities for those who 
followed. What if someone got lost? Would a few 
bolts serve as guideposts, clarifying the line? Which 
is the simpler style, after all?

In my discussions with older climbers, 
all of them emphasized one notion: The most 
important thing is to interpret what you want 
to express through the creation of that route. I 
was starting to realize just how serious a mat-
ter it was to create a route. Nine out of ten 
of my elders told me that if I could climb the 
line boltless, there was no need to place bolts. 

The guidance that you give other people—in 
the end, does it really help? Is the excessive shar-
ing of information a positive thing for future  
climbers?

Wherever first ascensionists go, the line 
they select is entirely up to them. A line drawn 
on a map will be clear to at least some degree, 
but if other people have different viewpoints, 
and they see a more logical path, then that’s 
the way they should go. Whether we’re on a 
big mountain or a small boulder, leaving traces 
of our passage takes away from the imagina-
tions of those who follow. If we keep the cliffs 
pristine instead, a climber decades later can 
share something of the personal experiences 
of the past.

At least, that’s what I now think.
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In October, I kept limping to and from the 
wall. Under deep blue skies, the leaves faded 
to shades of brown. From time to time, fierce 
winds blew. Only a month and a half remained 
until winter would arrive, and the area would 
become too cold for climbing. Despite my 
impatience, I found that being forced to walk 
more slowly on my injured leg helped calm 
my emotions. Until then, I’d been having a 
one-sided conversation with the rock, without 
listening to its own voice—or to the voices of 
the natural world that surrounded me. Now, 
instead of seeming like a hardship, the approach 
became a source of joy. My soul won’t break, 
though my bones might, I thought. Persevere.

All summer, evening rains had left part of 
the Swallow’s Cave wet, but the clear October 
days dried the narrow passage that led beyond 
it, and I was able to redpoint Pitch 1 safely. As 
I spent more time on the wall, I felt I could 
carry on ever-deeper dialogues with its rock. 
Often, I thought about the mountain’s role in 
the adventure. I’d heard other people say that 
“by confronting the challenges of climbing, 
we expose our hidden nature, and we learn 
to be completely honest with ourselves.” 
The resolves, the compromises, the longings 
needed to reach that point—aren’t those all 
reflections of our existence as we have lived it?

It was a compromise and a sign of incom-
pleteness that I finally decided to drill two 
bolts for the anchors of the third and fourth 
pitch. Several of my elders agreed this act 
was necessary. Nonetheless, if someone can 
eventually climb this wall without using my 
bolted belays, I’ll support their removal. The 
choice about these bolts, entrusted to future 
climbers, is part of a larger process of com-
munication across different eras, a connection 
that is one of the appeals of our pursuit.

On October 12, I got through Pitch 4 
with only three points of protection. I was 
using offset cams, sliders and nuts, placing 
them in pockets dispersed around the face. If 
I slipped, I knew there was no guarantee they 
would hold. After a twenty-meter runout, 
just as I was about to leap for the next hold, 
I briefly lost my balance. If I’d actually fallen 
there…. I pictured myself landing on Yusuke, 
who was directly below me at the belay, pos-

sibly even killing him. Well, we won’t let that 
happen again, I convinced myself, though I 
knew nothing was certain.

October : Although the forecast called 
for rain, I’d become too immersed even to see 
the drops. Between brief showers, Yusuke and 
I took turns trying the third pitch. To me, this 
part was the most frightening of all: about 
eight meters into a ten-meter runout, I had to 
lunge again, and at the very apex of my reach, 
cling on to tiny, sloping holds. Around 8 
p.m., a deep darkness enveloped us. Without 
any moonlight, we had only the beams of our 
two headlamps. As we began to descend, the 
words One more time almost came out, but I 
stopped myself. If I’d been alone, I might have 
kept going. I felt instinctively, however, that 
trying again that night wouldn’t have ended 
well. As though I’d seen the “third man” that 
explorers sometimes imagine on high peaks 
or polar wastelands, I sensed the presence of 
some invisible force.

A day later, I’d finished a clean redpoint 
lead of every pitch. I owe my gratitude to my 
partners Yusuke Sato, Satoru Hagihara and 
Naoya Naito, who came to watch over me. I 
was in such a serene state of mind that after-
ward I remembered little, and I’ve had to rely 
on Naito’s words. “I’d never before seen a line 
that possessed such a fearsomeness that made 
my hair stand on end and a beauty that seized 
my soul,” he recounted. As I moved up the 
dazzling granite, he heard me let out a series of 
roars, reaching a crescendo when I completed 
the two-meter lunge and later when I crawled 
to the final belay. “Done,” I said, and I burst 
into sobs, unable to climb anymore.

I didn’t know whether I could get to the 
end of the route, but unquestionably, there in 
the photos was a figure who had succeeded. 
After so much disbelief, I’d constructed a line 
on the Moai Face without placing any bolts 
apart from the belays. For the most part, 
future climbers could still encounter the same 
vast and unmarked stone. The evening sky, 
during our descent, was, always, an unchang-
ing lapis lazuli.

Someday, will someone look up at the same 
sky....

[Photo] Yusuke Sato on Pitch 2. Sato is part of the “Giri-Giri Boys,” a group of Japanese climbers known for vast, alpine-

style ascents. In 2008 he and Katsutaka Yokoyama made the astonishing first linkup of the Isis Face and the Slovak Direct 

on Denali, with Fumitaka Ichimura. Steve House described his response in a letter to the editor, “The future begins 

now.” (See Alpinist 26.) In Alpinist 48, Yokoyama wrote of Mt. Mizugaki, “When we learn to see the mountains and 

rocks without preconceptions, even a small cliff becomes like a fountain, springing forth possibilities.” Satoru Hagihara 
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Not long afterward, I started thinking 
absentmindedly about returning to make a 
continuous, one-day ascent from the ground. 
I had no desire to attempt such a dangerous 
climb twice. I knew the importance of distin-
guishing our motivations. Do we establish our 
climbs for other people—or for our own satis-
faction? “I believe that the creation of a route 
and the completion of a route are separate,” an 
elder climber told me. “This may well be the 
difference between the public and the private.”

When I heard these words, I wondered: 
When a climber has redpointed each pitch 
separately, what is the significance of the line 
as a multipitch route? A gloom settled in my 
heart. For six months, I harbored unanswer-
able questions like those of a Zen koan. I 
believed that climbing was a means to connect 
the dots between the ground and the summit 
to form an uninterrupted line. But did I need 
to go that far myself, or could I bequeath the 
task to future climbers?

On April 23, 2016, I arrived at my own 
answer. The night before, Yusuke and I slept 
near the Swallow’s Cave, enfolded in the 
silence of the mountain. And in the early 
morning, a bird seemed to fly out, calming my 
heart. By the end of that day, together, Yusuke 
and I completed our single-push ascent, with 
no lead falls. It felt almost like a poem, bursts 
of intense experience, only hinted at through 
simple words:

Pitch 1: 5.12 R Sato
Pitch 2: 5.13c R Sato
Pitch 3: 5.14a R Kurakami
Pitch 4: 5.13d R/X Kurakami
Pitch 5: 5.10b Sato
Pitch 6: 3rd Kurakami
Pitch 7: 5.8 Kurakami
I think I will leave the challenge of a sin-

gle-push solo ascent as a challenge for the next 
generation.

I borrowed the name of the route, Senjitsu 
no Ruri, “A thousand days of lapis lazuli,” from 
Sennichi no Ruri, the masterpiece of one of 
my favorite writers, Maruyama Kenji. In this 
thousand-page novel, Kenji allots one day for 
each page, and he writes of both living and 

[Photo] Keita Kurakami on the shakily protected 

deadpoint of Pitch 3 (5.14a R). Guidebook author Naoya 

Naito notes that Kurakami’s decade of hard bouldering 

served as good training; he sees Kurakami’s multipitch 

climb as “an indication of the infinite possibilities of 

climbing, audacious and beautiful.” Satoru Hagihara
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nonliving things, of a young man and a bird, 
of the wind and the night. Instead of telling the 
story through the first-person point of view of 
the protagonist, he relies on a thousand diverse 
narrators from the background—portraying 
numerous multifaceted characters, perspectives 
and stories within the larger, slower plot.

It is a difficult book to read half-heartedly 
or quickly, and it would be harder still, to 
become well versed in its complex and densely 
layered worldview. Nonetheless, I felt as 
though my own memories of climbing over-
lapped with the plot and form of his novel, 
composing a thousand daily lives, a thousand 
gemlike mysteries. The route represented the 
culmination of ten years of my life: all the 
training I’d steadily accumulated through 
bouldering and traditional climbing, as well as 
the time I’d spent practicing the diverse styles 
of my predecessors’ lines.

What I wish to discuss here is neither an 
affirmation of my history nor the claims of 
ethics. I don’t want to give the impression that 
I’m criticizing all bolted routes. Instead, I’m 
asking the question: What does it mean to 
explore a new route in the present day? In the 
famous 1967 essay, “Games Climbers Play,” 
Lito Tejada-Flores divided climbing into seven 
categories and explained the rules of each, 
depending on the severity of the conditions 
and the level of commitment. At the lowest 
end of the scale, for bouldering or cragging, 
the restrictions increase in order to preserve 
the challenges of the “game.” I believe that 
when you can apply those strict rules to the 
higher-ranking categories—such as long rock 
routes or big walls—a superb and essential 
form of art arises.

At first glance, the various modern genres 
of climbing may appear different; over time, 
they fill this or that gap, in accordance with 
an individual’s aspirations, until they eventu-
ally merge into a continuous experience. From 
this perspective—apart from the practical 
nuances—the division between bouldering, 
multipitch climbing and alpinism holds no 
deep meaning. Within the intricate geography 
of Mt. Mizugaki, there are many nooks and 
crannies, containing everything from small, 
compact boulders to long, secret traditional 
lines. And if we could collect all the experi-
ences that past climbers have amassed from 
the early days up to now, even just within this 
one small peak, we still could discover new 
and unimagined inner realms. All too often, as 
Naito says, “We have forgotten the most valu-

able thing, and are consumed by frivolities 
such as what climbs and how many and which 
grades.” The essence of our pursuit lies deeper 
than such forms of measurement. Whether it’s 
possible to cross the line into places from which 
one can no longer return—even that idea can 
signify more than just physical runouts.

Three months have passed since those long 
days of enduring pouring rain or blazing heat, 
of limping to and from the rock wall, of carry-
ing gratitude and respect for my predecessors 
and communicating with the rock. I believe 
that our society is not something that we leave 
behind when we venture up a mountain or a 

wall; routes and culture must be tied together. 
The rock we climb is a mirror, and in it, we 
see the silent reflections of dialogues that have 
taken place between climbers across many 
decades—and also within ourselves. Out of all 
this action and conversation, something greater 
emerges that is transmitted from generation to 
generation, forming a kind of collective intel-
ligence, an influence that might still flicker 
across great spans of time and space, mere frag-
ments of dreams of the billions of lives that 
come into the world—and leave the world.
—Keita Kurakami, Saitama Prefecture, Japan, 

translated from the Japanese by Elise Choi.

[Photo] Kurakami twenty meters above his last piece of gear on Pitch 4 (5.13d R/X). In Alpinist 48, Yokoyama writes, “In 

traditional Japanese religion, people believed there must be gods...for rocks, waterfalls and mountains. It makes sense 

that Mt. Mizugaki would be a holy peak, its granite walls rising like a fortress from a deep forest.” Satoru Hagihara
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The device consisted of two pieces: a curved metal plate that held the rope and a 

removable L-shaped camming arm fixed to the plate by a pin. The climber wore a 

special belt that attached to the camming arm through a hole at its top. By weighting 

and releasing three of these ascenders in turn—one at their chest and one at each 

foot—the climbers could advance up the rope in a laborious manner. 

Prototypes similar to the Monkey had appeared a decade before. House painter 

Paul Cans’s Ouistiti (“Marmoset”) could be sat upon, but it remained a cumbersome 

device. Léon Pérot’s design, which included a leather belt, had more intricate parts 

than the Monkey and had the same problem of wearing down hemp ropes. All these  

models required practice and patience. In Spéléologie, Henri-Pierre Guérin noted: 

“This is why beginners often give up [on the Monkey] too quickly.” 

Prusik knots remained more familiar in the 1930s, and they seemed easier to operate. 

Dr. Karl Prusik had first used this hitch to mend broken guitar strings while serving 

in the trenches of World War I. An avid mountaineer, he saw the potential to apply a 

similar system of movable friction hitches for self-rescue from crevasses. With two 

long slings thus wrapped and tied around a fixed rope, a climber could weight one 

strand while pushing the other one higher. After the 1931 Austrian Alpine Journal 

published Prusik’s article “A New Knot and its Application,” alpinists had come to 

refer to it by his name. (E. Gérard had described a similar method for ascending a rope 

in the 1928 edition of La Montagne, cited by E.R. Blanchet in the 1929 Alpine Journal, 

but without giving as much detail as to how it could be used in mountaineering.) 

By the late 1950s, American climbers were relying on prusiks to ascend their ropes 

during early explorations of Yosemite big walls. “It was slow business,” recounts 

Wayne Merry of the first ascent of El Capitan’s 2,900-foot Nose, “although we did 

so much of it that without a load and in a hurry we might be able to do fifty meters 

of straightforward prusiking in maybe fifteen to twenty minutes. With a forty or fifty 

pound load hanging from your waist it was another matter entirely!”

The year of the Nose first ascent—1958—was also the year that the Swiss company 

Jumar Pangit started marketing the first commercially available mechanical 

ascenders, named after its creators, Adolph Jüsy, a guide who studied eagles (Ju), 

and Walter Marti, the engineer (Mar). Unlike the Monkey, Jumars stayed locked on 

the rope until the user released the levers controlling the cams, which then fully 

opened and slid easily up, with less of the hassle of the previous mechanical devices 

or even of the prusik itself. Instead of three devices, climbers had one for each hand. 

Jumars allowed big-wall climbers to ascend ropes faster and to haul bags more 

efficiently and safely as they attempted long, difficult routes. In 1962 Huntley 

Ingalls, George Hurley and Layton Kor made the first known North American use of 

the devices on the steep desert tower of the Titan. Though the early designs could 

unexpectedly unclamp from the rope, “Jumars were an incredible improvement over 

prusiks,” Merry explains. “They would probably have saved us days [on the Nose]!” 

In the Greater Ranges, Jumars became integral for members of large-scale Himalayan 

expeditions that utilized technology more prominently to raise their chances of 

success. Over time, the devices assisted others who relied on fixed ropes to facilitate 

their work in the vertical realm: search and rescuers, photographers, videographers 

and commercial guides. At times weighted with controversy, the Jumar became a 

tool to explore both the deepest depths and greatest heights of the earth. 

The Jumar In the 
mid-1930s, stormed off the heights 
of Mont Blanc, Pierre Chevalier and 
Henri Brenot began venturing inside 
the French Alps instead—to explore a 
honeycombed labyrinth of limestone 
beneath the Dent de Crolles. Under the 
alpine meadow grass and scrub, arterial 
fissures of glacier water had bored an 
enormous cave system: at 658 vertical 
meters, it was the deepest then known 
in the world. In addition to repurposed 
mountaineering ropes, electric box lamps, 
a horse carriage lamp and wooden-runged 
rope ladders, the two men carried Brenot’s 
invention: a set of mechanical ascenders 
he called Singes, or “Monkeys,” that could 
bear their weight as they ascended back 
to the earth’s surface. ANDERS AX
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MAMMUT ROPES

Since 1862 Mammut ropes have been an example of innovation, precision and quality, 

surpassing the demands of climbers and mountaineers worldwide. The new PROTECT 

rope treatment  utilizes additional heat treatments that add durability and abrasion 

resistance for drier conditions. Mammut DRY ropes meet the new UIAA Water-Repellent 

rope standard, achieving 99% water repellency.

 Follow THE CLASSICS with Mammut Pro Team athletes such as MIRKO CABALLERO at:

www.mammut.com/rock



31

Pa
in

ti
ng

: J
oh

n 
S

ve
ns

on

Nightcrawlers

I watch videos of the Cobra Crack, a 
sinuous dark sliver on the back side of 
the Squamish Chief. Grunting with 
exertion, one by one the Send-it Bros 
leap to a baby’s fingernail-sized edge with 
a violently exhaled “Aaaaagggh.” Most 
often, they sail away from the concave 
rock, and I imagine the cartoon scream 
bubble as they hurtle to a boingy safe 
air landing. Lowered off, they provide 
a close-up of hacked and bloody fingers 
for the camera. 

The forest stands in silent observation.
I remember the first ascent of that 

route. No, no, no, not as a free climb. 
I mean the original aid ascent, before 
the age of cell phones or LED tech. No 
World Wide Web, GoPros or drones. 
Coffee came in small, medium and large. 
Glaciers were much larger.

We dubbed the crack “Great White 
North” after a comedy sketch about 
Canada on the television. Peter Croft led 
it while I kept a loose right hand on the 
rope. Snuggled on the forest floor in a 
down jacket and sleeping bag, I was trying 
to draw the cedars and hemlocks for a 
college art class. West Coast artist Emily 
Carr once wrote that the trees around us 
hold sun in their shadows. She painted 
the brightness between the somber greens 
and browns, drawing your gaze deeper 
into the forests of her canvases, toward 
mysteries invisible among the needles 
and leaves. I was struggling to understand 
this idea, so my teacher assigned me to regard 
the woods from the perspective of light and 
shadow and to consider their growth and 
weight. He asked me to take time out to “feel” 
the forest. Thus, while sort of belaying Peter, 
I contemplated trees. Peter’s calls for slack 
occasionally broke my reverie.

Peter jabbered on about the crack. I 
yawned. “The best thing since sliced bread,” 
he said. It was late November. Darkness would 
consume the day around half-past four. I’d 
told my parents we were going to Squamish 
for a bit of a climb; we’d be back for dinner. 
Among the rope, pins, hexes, sleeping bag, 

mat and sketchbook stuffed in my pack, you 
think I had a headlamp? Nope. Back then, 
headlamp batteries were clunky and hard to 
find in stores. They had dodgy wiring and 
bulbs that often blew. My mother had offered 
a flashlight. “That’s stupid, Mum,” I told her. 
“No climber would carry that.” She had hiked, 
of course, with a candle stuck inside a coffee 
can, “a bug,” and she considered flashlights a 
fantastic modernity. “Suit yourself,” she said.

So I carried nothing to light the darkness, 
should it fall. And neither, of course, did Peter. 

He dangled from aiders, pounding pins 
into the crack and waxing lyrical that a climb-
er’s fingers would fit in its crevices—decades 
before anyone tried to free the line. “Futur-

istic!” he declared as he hung from the 
junction between the overhanging rock 
and a plumb-vertical red cedar tree. He 
slung the trunk and lowered from it, 
swinging and cackling as he removed gear 
from the crack. I yawned again, this time 
loudly. In those days, lines like the Cobra 
were often ogled, but not yet climbed 
without aid.

“Wanna hike all the way around the 
Chief?” I declared. We hadn’t done much 
that day. “I heard this trail connects to a 
loggin’ road that connects to, uh, another 
logging road—somewhere.” I waved my 
hand generally in a way we’d never been, 
“and you can go all the way ’round.”

Peter nodded as he packed, still mut-
tering about the brilliance of the crack. 
Off we hiked, reckoning on the remain-
ing hour and a half of light. I never was 
much good at reckoning. Our boots 
thumped hollow in the dusting of tree 
needles on the well-trod trail. We arrived 
with the sky fading at a T-intersection on 
a logging road overgrown with thin red 
alder. “Left or right?” one of us asked. “I 
dunno, but we hafta pick one.”

Heading left, we soon reached the 
end of the trail atop Slhanay, the summit 
farthest from the trailhead. The sun had 
slipped over the western hills beyond the 
valley far below. “We could rap down,” 
one of us said. “Setting up raps in the 
dark? No.” “What about a bivy?” “We 
wouldn’t die if we did that.” “Yeah, but 
your parents would call in search and 

rescue.” Now that idea sounded even more 
embarrassing than the time I’d been busted 
in high school for smoking weed. Peter and 
I had done a dumb thing not carrying some 
source of light on a November afternoon on a 
trail we’d never been. But I wasn’t going to be 
part of a campfire story that everyone would 
snicker at.

So we fled back down the trail. Night 
inhaled the day. We sprinted through a tunnel 
of tree branches that seemed to be reaching to 
grab us, and we emerged into a clearing filled 
with only shadows. The vault of the sky went 
indigo. When we reentered the woods, we came 
to a halt in the total darkness. Invisible and yet 

THE CLIMBING LIFE
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right beside me, Peter was only a disembodied 
voice and the scuffling noises he made as he 
moved. Arms outstretched, I bumped against 
random things: rocks, trees, Peter.

I knelt and with my splayed hands care-
fully felt the tiny tree needles on the hardpan 
of the pounded trail. Each time I strayed to 
the side where the fir and hemlock needles 
were undisturbed, the duff of the forest floor 
felt soft and springy. I realized that we wanted 
to remain in the areas where the boots had 
scuffed the trail—our path to safety, and of 

course, to dinner. And so we felt our way for-
ward; it didn’t matter if our eyes were open or 
closed. In the most real sense, there was noth-
ing to see.

The sounds above us became a kind of 
aural map. There was a sense of an echo in open 
areas. When the trees were small and crowded, 
the noise hushed. As we climbed over a log 
across the trail, I shouted, “I remember this!” 
A longish straight part, a switchback, some 
large rocks—details absorbed through our 
hands and ears reminded us of where we were, 

and of where we had to go.
I felt the trail widen, and I knew we were 

on the part that led to the First Peak. But now 
the trail braided into various pathways and I 
began bumping headfirst into trees. I sat back 
on my knees, flailed with extended arms, found 
nothing again and crawled forward.

As the trail headed down between the 
creek and crag and simplified to a single track, 
the smallest trickles of light from the highway 
crept into our dimensionless world. Faint ver-
tical silhouettes revealed the trees that loomed Ph
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ahead. The edges of rocks became visible lines 
against the void.

Bruised and tired, we arrived at the car. I 
fumbled the key from my pack, felt for the 
lock and opened the door to instant radiance 
from the dome. “Aaagh!” It was as though the 
light had shoved into my eyeballs and smacked 
upside my skull with a sudden violence. Peter, 
suddenly visible again, grinned. Curiously 
unscathed, he picked fir needles from his hair.  
“I’m really hungry,” he said. I turned on the 
radio; it was about seven. We’d be late for 

dinner, but not so late that my parents would 
be calling the cops.

In the video clips of the Cobra, the Send-it 
Bros obsessively feel and re-feel the holds 
seeking to crush it, to knock the bastard off. The 
rock is more visible now: some of the trees 
have been logged. The camera’s eye focuses 
on small details: a piece of gear inserted into 
the crack, a foot smeared on a shadow. The 
pulsing cries of their mates echo, “Come on!” 
“Yeahhh!”, each element smartly edited into a 
YouTube package.

The forest and the small trails remain invisi-
ble beyond the camera’s gaze. But I can imagine 
now, some of what lies within the darkness of 
the silent trees: the tracks of birds and animals; 
the patterns of pine needles and soft duff; the 
illumination, intimate and primal, that flows 
from touch and sound alone. The physical 
effort of the free climb looks exceptionally 
hard, but for those who have been foolish 
enough to have forgotten their own light, the 
night will still arrive and swallow them whole.

—Tami Knight, Vancouver, British Columbia
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Cliffs of Anxiety

Chip crumbs lay scattered across my lap, 
and I wish my buddy Mike in the front seat 
would give me more legroom. The ice chest 
pushes me into the side door as we enter 
another downward turn. A raucous song 
plays through the speakers. With a snap, the 
car finds level ground on the valley floor and 
points straight ahead, into the canyon. We 
grow still and silent, gazing out the windows 
in expectation. We’ve arrived.

Past the cottonwood trees, the val-
ley opens into a vast field of sagebrush. 
The canyon expands. I stretch my body 
to peer out the windshield, mouth 
open and eyes wide. Sandstone cliffs 
multiply, rampart behind rampart, each 
one revealing the next. Talus fields rise 
to the base of cracks that split the red 
panels in two. Walls unfurl like banners 
from top to bottom.

It’s 2012. I’m twenty-seven and on 
my first climbing trip to Indian Creek. 
We’ve driven seventeen hours in an 
overpacked car from Seattle, shedding 
the green hues of the Northwest for red 
desert. Over the car stereo, the lyrics of 
Lord Huron resound in sepia tones: “I 
said we’re all gonna die but I’ll never 
believe it / I love this world and I don’t 
wanna leave it.”

Loving life, I think, feels unat-
tainable. My existence has been, by 
most measures, pretty good until this 
point—close family, grad school, travel, 
mountains and an engaging job as a 
wilderness therapist. But a thick, ever-
present veneer of anxiety, brushed on 
long before I can remember, has sealed 
me in. I long for an inner landscape like 
the one outside my window—wild and 
unhindered. Instead, my mind is full of 
warning signs, cattle guards and rough-hewn 
fences, urging Caution, Do Not Enter, Watch 
Out. I wonder who erected the signs, and why 
I resign myself to their directions. 

How do I describe anxiety to those of you 
who don’t know it? Let’s try this. Close your 
eyes, then force them into a painful squint 
until your world is distorted. Is it upside down 
yet? Squint harder. Think heart separated from 
body, drifting away, and arms too weak to 
catch it. Think running it out to the chains and 
arriving too pumped to clip in. Think. Never 
mind, you can’t think. Anxiety won’t let you. 

The next day, laden with thirteen golden 
cams, I approach a crack. Ten feet off the 
ground, I watch my legs turn into heavy lead 
rods, my palms into faucets. Thoughts spi-
ral through my mind with no landing point, 
and voices shout: I shouldn’t, I can’t! The spin-
ning won’t stop; the fictions become fact. I 
yell, “Take!” and lower, feeling angry at my 
belayer, the rock, anything. Then doubt and 
self-loathing replace the fear. My soul seems 
to dangle like an abandoned figure-eight at 
the end of the rope.

Stop. Breathe. Climb. Eat. Sleep. Repeat. 
Our phones are off, lost somewhere in the van. 
The rhythm of the desert slows my inner life to 
an uncharted pace. My swirling mind comes 
to rest on lines of sandstone shadows. I feel 
able—allowed—to stop and stare. Life’s magic 
emerges in inklings: friends’ faces illuminated 
by the campfire, clouds of dust caught by 
the ray of evening light. Slow days under the 
warm, orange glow of red stone. The eerie call 
and response of coyotes at night. 

The nature of parallel crack climbing 
makes everything appear simple, straightfor-

ward. Extremes of day and night, heat and 
cold, effort and rest, serve as substitutes for the 
extremes within me. Covered in a layer of red 
dirt, I fade against the backdrop of the Wing-
ate walls; my personal story loses its weight in 
this storied land.

Years pass, and we seek out the warmth of 
the sun one cold November day. I leave the red 
talus at the base and climb a thin, undulating 
crack, slotting my fingers securely between the 
soft sandstone walls. At the crux, I hesitate. I 
take a breath, greet my fear, place a small cam. 

Deep exhale. I reach for the narrow 
fissure, willing my fingertips past the 
opening. I paste both feet against the 
right corner, and my mind and body 
do the moves together. I feel whole.

At the day’s end, I shoulder my 
pack and walk down the talus, the 
jagged ridgeline of the Bridger Jacks 
illuminated by a semicircle of setting 
sun. Dust kicks up from under my 
feet and further softens the landscape. 
I descend slowly, yet I feel as though 
I’m running. I picture myself shedding 
pack and clothing and finally shoes, 
my braid flapping on my bare back. 
This joy feels deliciously reckless. And 
yet it feels mature, and knowing too. 
As I watch other climbers lead long 
lines of shadows into the bruise-purple 
sky, I realize: our realities all bear 
different loads, difficult relationships, 
self-doubts, unrealized dreams. We’re 
all, in the simplest sense of the word, 
climbers, trying not to fall, moving 
upward with anticipation and hope, 
hanging on through the cruxes.

This autumn, the changing leaves 
and rain-laden clouds usher me south 
and east again. Memories now drift 
down from each crag in the canyon. 
Sparkling red dust fills the air. Trucks 

and vans congregate at the Beef Basin pullout. 
Through my open window, I hear spikes of 
laughter, beers cracked open, banter about 
crack widths and finger sizes. Over the bump 
of the cattle guard, past the rough-hewn 
fences, I’ve finally crossed some imaginary 
boundary. I drive the winding road in the final 
light of day, in that golden hour when the 
softened sun casts wandering paths through 
the sagebrush. The hush of dusk begins its 
cool sweep over the valley. All is well. I’m home. 
At last, I know it’s true.

—Jenny Abegg, Asheville, North Carolina Ph
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Buffalo Soldiers in the Cavalryman’s Paradise

For a climber, wilderness is vertical, it’s up and down, 
a geography perceptible as gravity, the ache of resistance as 
you move into the sky. But, not so long ago, for visitors here 
in the West, even relatively flat terrain felt energetic pre-
cisely because it was unknown, except to Indigenous people. 

For the Ninth Cavalry and Twenty-fourth Infantry men 
who explored Yosemite on horseback over 100 years ago, 
the pitch of the wild was somewhere between panic and 
bliss, neither plain nor peak, but still a high country.

In 1899, 1903 and 1904, Yosemite’s roads were as rough 
to ride as an Army mule. The trails were deer paths, easy to 
navigate if you were a mountain lion.

The Buffalo Soldiers, African American veterans of the 
Philippine War, had moved from the lows of those rainfor-
ests to the snows of the tallest mountain range in the United 
States. Here, they were no longer soldiers, but rangers in a 
high country called Yosemite.

They weren’t lost; they were just trying to figure out 
exactly where they were, but they’d been in that wilderness 
for months, surrounded by cold mountains rising, and the 
bluest sky they’d ever seen, a land frequented by different 
folk, such as the scattered yet undefeated remnant of the 
Indigenous people who had survived the Gold Rush, but 
also the scoundrels called timber thieves and poachers by 
Army officers. The Buffalo Soldiers were up against pioneers, 
hard men with no love for the newfangled invention called 
a national park, and no love for anyone enforcing those 
rules and regulations. For some of the citizens of Mariposa 
County, this was just a new way for the government to keep 
a man from staying warm in the winter, or from feeding his 
family. These cavalry and infantry troops served as some of 
the first park rangers anywhere.

Depending on which side of the boundary you stood, 
doing right was wrong, and doing wrong was right. For any 
soldier it meant difficult conversations in difficult terrain; 
difficult rides to patrol posts, to cabins in the wild.

For the Buffalo Soldiers, each patrol post defined a 
sanctuary, a refuge from hard talk in a hard place during a 
hard time. For the average park visitor intent on enjoying 
the beauty, and obeying the rules, such conflicts were 
invisible. For the Colored Regiments of the Ninth Cavalry 
and Twenty-fourth Infantry, working in a national park was 
relatively easy duty. Although it’s probable that they may 
have been disparaged verbally, any time you can get through 
the day with no one actively trying to kill you, well, that’s a 
good day for any soldier.

These men were veterans of the Philippine Insurrection, 
a racially charged, bloody conflict with plenty of ambiguity 
in terms of right and wrong to go around. This atmosphere 
clouded that unforgiving terrain, but the clear skies of a 
Yosemite summer must’ve felt like a homecoming for the 
Buffalo Soldiers, medicinal in its cumulative impact on 
body and soul, in short, a cavalryman’s paradise.

—Shelton Johnson, Yosemite Valley, California   Ph
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Seeking Space

It’s hard to hide from history in the desert 
Southwest. The road passes towns named Fort 
Wingate, Kayenta, Aztec—emblems of the 
vast human and geologic time that stretches 
out behind me and before me. Between the 
open sky and mesas of red dirt and sage, I 
sense the curvature of the earth.

Out here, the winter wind is biting, but in 
its lulls, the sun feels warm and gentle. Grad-
ually, the dry and cracking clay of the desert 
gives way to foothills of fertile land. Squat, 
green juniper trees reach up from the tops 
of mesas, above layers of crumbling salmon-
colored rock, brown-ochre dirt and pink-hued 
sand. Dusk lasts for hours and plays out on all 
sides of the horizon: a blaze of orange clouds 
to the west; a glow of plum and deep blue 
sky to the east. The colors disappear, and the 
atmosphere fills with grey, then black. With so 
much space and light, it’s easy to imagine the 
land is still limitless.

Climbing in New Mexico developed in 
isolation, away from the Western road-trip 
circuit, off a forgotten exit on I-25, somewhere 
between the more familiar landmarks of Shelf 
Road and Hueco Tanks. Much of the rock 
remains undeveloped, and the difference 
between public and private land is hard to 
distinguish. Grid-bolted limestone caves 
encroach on local mining claims. Boulder 
fields spill from the National Forest onto 
ranches marked by No Trespassing signs.

On a cold February day, the hardpack 
snow crunches under car tires. We head out, 

seeking sun and unclimbed quartzite boul-
ders. A left turn off a county road marks 
the beginning of a small town. The surface 
changes from asphalt to dirt. At first glance, 
an outside visitor might only notice broken 
windows, peeling paint, rusted trucks and 
overgrown yards. Yet amid the graffiti on the 
decaying walls, a fresh mural depicts children 
playing and cows grazing in fields. A sign with 
a hand-painted arrow points toward “Asshole’s 
Garage,” which appears to be the only com-
mercial building in town.

A luminous quiet fills the surrounding val-
ley. Beneath a pastel sky, the piñon and juniper 
forest stretches on in dull green uniformity 
until it meets a jagged line of white peaks, 
hazy on the skyline. Small plots of farmland 
are wheat-yellow with winter. Large black 
cows congregate beneath ancient cottonwood 
trees. To the west, low hills appear swathed in 
muted colors of ponderosa and patchy scrub 
oak. A closer look reveals patches of grey-look-
ing rock: outcroppings mostly, with a few lone 
boulders scattered near the farms.

Many of the local residents with Spanish 
heritage have lived here for generations, long 
before this region became part of the United 
States. In 1908, through the efforts of early 
conservationists like Gifford Pinchot and 
Teddy Roosevelt, the Forest Service set aside 
these hills as National Forest, part of an effort 
to slow the frantic harvest of timber and the 
destruction of open land in the West.

To some, this Public Land designation is 

meaningless; they’ve always hunted in these 
hills and they’ll continue to do so. To a few, it 
means these forests are a place to leave trash—
an old bed, tires and endless bits of broken 
glass line the dirt road outside town. Others 
cut wood here to heat their homes in winter.

To us, it means we can walk through the 
piñon, bushwhack through scrub oak, jump 
from snow-covered quartzite block to quartz-
ite block, and encounter rocks that gleam like 
giant river stones—polished and compact 
with swirling quartz bands, covered in electric 
lichen. By midday, we’ve barely put our climb-
ing shoes on; we’re too distracted by the desire 
to peer into each featured cave and look up at 
each rock face splashed in color. The boulders 
look like ribbon candy and feel like fine sugar. 
To climb them means to become absorbed in 
delicate patterns of color and texture. Hid-
den seams appear like laser cuts on rippling 
smooth walls, and I marvel at finding friction 
beneath my fingertips in the midst of some-
thing so featureless.

The sound of a shovel and the rustle of 
brush draws my attention north along the hill-
side. A man emerges from the scrub oak. He’s 
wearing an old, loose, navy-blue, long-sleeved 
shirt. Black rubber boots cover his dirty jeans 
to the knees. He has a ski pole in one hand. 
Anger twists the features in his face. I watch 
him quietly from my perch, waiting for him to 
notice me. I know I’m not trespassing.

“You see what they’ve done?” The man 
looks up at me. His eyes are fierce and blood-
shot. “You probably did this. You’re the one 
that’s done this. You see these trees that have 
been cut? You see these rocks that have been 
moved? Look at this!” He points to a newly 
formed landing zone beneath an overhanging 
boulder. He shakes a branch of scrub oak at 
me. “You rock climbers are all the same. You 
make your own rules. You ruin these places. 
You kill lichen. You cut down trees. You move 
rocks. You make trails wherever you please.”

My face flushes. “I didn’t cut down those 
trees. And this is Public Land. We have a right 
to be here,” I say. But I’m stammering, feel-
ing suddenly young. I glance down. To my 
right is a fresh dirt scar where someone had 
unearthed the stones and rolled them aside so 
climbers wouldn’t risk falling on them. Broken 
branches and matted grass bow away from the 
base of the boulder. I grimace.

The man’s voice becomes quieter. He tells 
me he grew up in Boulder, Colorado. He felt 
chased out by the influx of young people who Ph
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migrated to the Rocky Mountains in the 1970s 
and ’80s. He saw what the booming outdoor 
industry had done to his beloved hills in Col-
orado, and he deemed the new enthusiasts 
“as destructive as oil companies and loggers.” 
Obscure outcroppings drew the attention of 
climbers, who told more climbers, until the 
pullouts filled, quiet trails became crowded, 
and sticky rubber footprints pounded delicate 
ground. He had moved to this off-the-map 
town to escape what he felt was a tragedy.

And here I am, to him, part of this self-
serving, privileged, entitled population of 
rock climbers spreading to the hillside above 
his remote hideout. As he rambles on, I look 
out across the valley and try to imagine what 
it must have looked like hundreds of years ago, 
before either of our European ancestors had 
set eyes on this landscape, before they ripped it 
from the tribes who considered it their home. 
I remember the cold look I got at a gas station 
in Shiprock, within the borders of the nearby 
Navajo Nation.

The man stops speaking, and my ears fill 
with the rustle of dried scrub oak leaves in 
the wind. My fingers trace the ridges and 
valleys of the ponderosa’s thick bark. I think 

of other places I hold sacred: the Teton Range 
of Wyoming, the Canyon Country of Utah. 
My mind follows my gaze northwest, and I 
picture the moki steps and grinding stones 
left in a cliff dwelling concealed amid the 
crags of Indian Creek. As a child, I pretended 
to live in those hidden fortresses. Since then, 
I have tried not to notice the disappearance 
of pottery shards and corncobs, or the creak 
of the ceiling beams and the sag of the 
floors. The wash that once led to that site has 
transformed into a worn trail. My footprints, 
too, have contributed to the crumbling of 
foundations.

The sun is lower in the sky; its angle sharp-
ens the features in the silver-grey blocks. So 
where do we go from here? I wonder. Do we 
keep pushing farther out to seek our piece of 
solitude, to make our mark in history? Do we 
find a way to keep some space in the world for 
silence and wind? I’d like to think the more 
of us out here in these wild places, the more 
incentive to preserve them, right? Or will 
those places where we feel isolated, alone and 
alive evaporate—the way that rain does as it 
hits the parched desert ground?

—Jane Jackson, Yosemite, California

A Late and Uninvited Correspondent Responds 
to Maggie Nelson’s Bluets

DURING THE TIME she was writing Bluets, from 
2003 to 2006, Maggie Nelson received “blue 
reports from the field” from her “blue corre-
spondents.” She acknowledged 22 “principal 
correspondents.” Their reports are woven into a 
list, a prose poem, a collage, a series of medita-
tions that take as their center Nelson’s personal 
investigation of the color blue.

I am nine years after the fact, and uninvited.

1. In  I brought Nelson’s Bluets to base 
camp on the west arm of the Ruth Glacier 
just south of Denali. As any dictionary will 
reveal, blue can hardly be defined without 
reference to the sky. Here above the ice and 
snow, the sky was a supersaturated blue. As it 
would happen, my climbing partner Charlie 
Sassara and I spent only one night there, and 
I was able to read about the first third of the 
book. But I carried that third in my head like 
a prayer as we ascended.
2. I have read some great books tentbound 
on expeditions, including Moby Dick and  
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, which Ph
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entranced me for the first time in the St. 
Elias Range. Hours of subarctic daylight dif-
fused through blue ripstop nylon while storms 
howled outside, seven consecutive days on one 
occasion. While I harbored no Joycean illusions 
about forging “in the smithy of my soul the 
uncreated conscience of my race,” I did hope, 
at least, like Ishmael, to survive to tell the tale.
3. Late in her book, Nelson confesses to 
learning, very deep into her project, that blu-
ets can be translated as “cornflowers.” I was 
surprised that she did not mention that corn-
flowers are also known as “innocence.”
*
4. Blue was always my own favorite color 
as a boy, but in retrospect I suppose this was 
because of my blue eyes, and saying that it was 
my favorite color was like saying that I was my 
own favorite person.
5. When Dylan sang, “Where have you been 
my blue-eyed son?” I always heard my father 
talking to me. When my father asked ques-
tions, they tended to be disguised statements. 
But sometimes they were just statements. 
“That’s so far away,” he observed of Alaska just 
before I moved there. Michigan was the only 
state he’d ever lived in. Also, I took Dylan’s first 

answer, “I’ve stumbled on the side of twelve 
misty mountains,” literally and personally.
6. My own blue-eyed son, the one who looks 
the most like me, is the child I understand 
least. Is the most tenuously tethered to the 
world, to me.
*
7. “Once I traveled to the Tate in London to 
see the blue paintings of Yves Klein,” Nelson 
mentions. Klein made blue the subject of his 
paintings during his famous Blue Epoch, a 
search, he said, for the infinite.

Just this spring, I became reacquainted with 
an old friend, Mike White, who made a similar 
pilgrimage to Amsterdam as a form of escape. 
There he discovered a passion for the artist Ver-
meer. White would write two books about this 
obsession, a memoir and a collection of poems. 
In Vermeer’s work, the blue is rich and interior, 
the draped folds of a woman’s clothing, the 
plume of her pen. The very next day after see-
ing Mike, I was in the Minneapolis Institute of 
Art where I saw Vermeer’s Woman in Blue Read-
ing a Letter, on loan from the Rijksmuseum in 
Amsterdam. You could make this coincidence 
up, of course, but why would you?
8. In his poem titled “Woman in Blue Read-
ing a Letter,” Mike White observes:

everything about her burns a different shade
of blue: her lunar morning
jacket, rumpled folds of the linen tablecloth,
the granular blue air.

9. During the s, a “bleuet” was French 
gas stove favored by climbers and backpackers 
all over the world. The parts of it that were not 
chrome were blue. Its propane canisters were 
also blue, and known in Europe simply as 
“gaz.” These stoves were simple to use, and they 
lasted forever. The empty gaz canisters were 
littered all over the wild places of the world. 
Over time, the rubbish accumulated. In 2014 
the Nepali government declared that all Ever-
est climbers must return to base camp with 
eighteen pounds of trash, in order to reduce 
the estimated fifty tons that have littered the 
mountain over six decades. We kill what we 
love, Oscar Wilde claimed. Or try to.

That bleuet flame, too, was pure blue.
*
10. In DAS BLAUE LICHT (“The Blue Light”), 
Leni Riefenstahl plays Junta, the beautiful 
mountain girl who reigns over a sacred moun-
tain space, a grotto of crystals high on a peak 
that is illuminated during the full moon. 
Many young men from the village below have 
fallen and died trying to find this place. When 

a young man follows Junta to the source of the 
blue light, he harvests all the crystals, and she 
is devastated and falls to her death. The film 
was made in 1932. Later, Riefenstahl would 
become infamous for directing Triumph of the 
Will, a film commissioned by Hitler, and the 
names of the Jewish people who worked on 
the film were elided from the credits of The 
Blue Light. She denied knowledge of the con-
centration camps to the end of her days, but 
was believed by almost no one.
11. On this expedition, the most dangerous 
aspect is the number of crevasses on the glacier. 
They are both hidden and visible, and there are 
many. When I peer into one, the whiteness goes 
to blue, goes farther than I can see, to darkness.
12. Reading BLUETS on the Ruth Glacier, I 
was struck deeply by Nelson’s devotion to 
reading, her debt to literary predecessors and 
dear friends, to language. As if this book were 
an artifact from a world I had left far behind. 
Charlie and I were alone in a tent on a sheet 
of blue ice, 3,800 feet deep. During our climb 
of Peak 11,300, we yanked on the rope in a 
kind of code whenever the wind and terrain 
prevented us from hearing each other. We had 
gone beyond language.
13. Every dozen or so years, someone 
writes a book about blue, Nelson observes. 
Hence, I suppose, there is no need to attempt 
to be exhaustive; it’s perfectly appropriate to 
be personal.
14. Another rhetorical literary question I 
have taken personally comes from E. E. Cum-
mings: “How do you like your blueeyed boy /
Mister Death”? Mr. Death, one suspects, is 
indifferent, but I can tell you that this blueeyed 
boy does not much care for Mr. Death.
*
15. Vermeer was known to be deeply mired 
in debt. One reason for this poverty, doubtless, 
was that he fathered fifteen children. Another 
was his generous use of the color ultramarine 
in his paintings, which Michelangelo himself 
could not afford. Ultramarine, literally, the 
blue beyond the sea, derived from lapis lazuli. 
It was so expensive that it was traditionally 
restricted in its use to illustrate the clothing, 
the raiment, of the Virgin Mary. I know of no 
other context for the word raiment.
16. “I am not overly interested in the matte 
stone of turquoise,” Nelson wrote. I under-
stood this on an intuitive level. Once I 
knew a professional gambler, wildly success-
ful, who wore enormous turquoise rings on 
gnarled fingers that belonged to his past life, 



the workingman he once had 
been. I associated turquoise then 
with a kind of aesthetic coarse-
ness. Gambling is something I 
claim not to understand, though 
I cannot say the same of risk.
17. My indifference to tur-
quoise ended in a dark forest in 
Nepal when I came across a lone 
nomadic trader who had set up a 
small table where the trail, criss-
crossed with tree roots, leveled 
off. From him, I bought a piece of 
turquoise, and I have not thought 
of the stone the same since.
*
18. My blue-eyed son loved to 
climb ice. One day on the Byron 
Glacier, we were fooling around 
near the ground, and he just took 
off, straight up, like a dog ignor-
ing my calls. Once he was twenty 
feet up, I stopped begging him 
to down climb, and I watched in 
silent prayer as he went up a hundred more 
feet, out of sight, to where the glacier leveled 
off. “You know that point where it’s better to 
just keep going than to come down?” he asked. 
“I do,” I said.
19. I’ve loved writing in the blue ink of foun-
tain pens with broad nibs so that my signature 
contrasts conspicuously with the black ink of 
machine-printed documents. I prefer the illu-
sion of permanence, whereas Nelson wrote her 
Bluets with blue ink to remind herself just the 
opposite: “that all words...are written in water.”
20. Nelson observes that we seem to treat 
pain as “the most real thing,” concurring with 
Schopenhauer, whom she finds “hilarious” on 
the subject. Doubtless the hilarity was unin-
tended by Schopenhauer. In On the Fourfold 
Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, Scho-
penhauer discusses how reason affects our 
perception of distance, including an anecdote 
that “de Saussure is reported to have seen so 
large a moon, when it rose over Mont Blanc, 
that he did not recognize it and fainted with 
terror.” Apparently Schopenhauer thought 
this reaction ridiculous. I do not think it is 
ridiculous. The remedy for not appreciating 
the sublime is getting outside more often. 
*
21. KIND OF BLUE by Miles Davis is the best-
selling jazz recording of all time. The word most 
often used to describe it is “sublime.” I listened 
to it about a hundred times one year in my 

early twenties. Quincy Jones says he listens to it 
daily: “It’s my orange juice.” So now I am using 
words to describe sounds that describe a color 
that describes an emotion.
22. But the best definition of the blues I 
know comes from James Baldwin: “They [the 
blues] were not about anything very new.... 
Keeping it new, at the risk of ruin, destruction, 
madness and death, in order to find new ways 
to make us listen. For, while the tale of how we 
suffer, and how we are delighted, and how we 
may triumph is never new, it always must be 
heard. There isn’t any other tale to tell, it’s the 
only light we’ve got in all this darkness.”
23. About the darkness, Nelson tells us: 
“We cannot read the darkness. We cannot read 
it. It is a form of madness, albeit a common 
one, that we try.”
*
24. After the expedition, Charlie and I sit on 
the Ruth Glacier waiting for the pilot who will 
take us back to the green world. We stare across 
at the forbidding north face of Mt. Hunting-
ton, its icy blue seracs and cornices enshadowed 
until the morning. Climbed only once.
25. Flying over the Ruth Glacier you gaze 
down at small blue ponds of meltwater forming 
on the snow. This blue is known only to a privi-
leged, lucky, few: pilots and mountain travelers.
26. Such a mountain traveler was Horace 
Bénédict de Saussure, who invented the cya-
nometer, Nelson tells us, “to measure the blue 

of the sky.” She notes this fact critically, in 
disbelief that such a thing may be measured. 
She does not mention his early (the third-ever) 
ascent of Mont Blanc, nor his attribution as 
the father of alpinism, nor that he is considered 
one of the people who “made” Chamonix what 
it is today. Climbing would evolve mostly to 
separate its motivations from science, though 
we have clung to measured heights, graded dif-
ficulties and recorded histories. I suppose I side 
with Nelson on the side of the measureless.
*
27. Goethe believed his Theory of Colours 
(1810) to be his most important work, a view 
shared by almost no one. The book is usu-
ally not thought to hold much scientific value 
because Goethe does not adhere to the gener-
ally accepted notion that color is a property of 
light. Goethe’s theory is no more absurd than 
his friend Schopenhauer’s belief that color 
originates in the retina; however, Goethe’s 
conjectures, “charmingly stated,” may veer to 
the mystical. About blue, he observes:

As the upper sky and distant mountains 
appear blue, so a blue surface seems to retire 
from us. But as we readily follow an agreeable 
object that flies from us, so we love to contemplate 
blue, not because it advances to us, but because it 
draws us after it.
28. I have written of this elsewhere, but once 
on a glacier below Mont Blanc, my climbing 
partner and I witnessed a moonrise so bright 
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and overpowering that at first we couldn’t 
believe it was the moon. Don Whillans, the 
great British workingman climber, drunk 
and pugilist, likewise experienced this phe-
nomenon. Although Schopenhauer scoffed 
at de Saussure’s experience on Mont Blanc, 
he also believed that the human condition is 
fundamentally painful and filled with endless 
frustration.  Perhaps if he had seen the moon 
rise over a glacier, he would have felt other-
wise, at least for a time.
29. According to the Tibetan Book of the 
Dead, the bardo is the state between death 
and rebirth. While in this state we are advised 
thusly:

Do not take pleasure in the soft blue light 
of human beings. That is the inviting light-path  
of unconscious tendencies, accumulated by your 
intense pride. If you are attracted to it you will 
fall into the human realm and experience birth, 
old age, death, and suffering.
30. But I do take pleasure in the soft blue light 
of humans. I do not wish to slip “the surly 
bonds of earth” as the poet John Gillespie 
McGee would have it. Nor do I wish to soar 
into his “long, delirious, burning blue.”
31. Rebecca Solnit has her blue book, too, 
within the pages of A Field Guide to Getting 
Lost. She notes: “For many years, I have been 
moved by the blue at the far edge of what 
can be seen, that color of horizons, of remote 
mountain ranges, of anything far away. The 
color of that distance is the color of an emo-
tion, the color of solitude and of desire, the 
color of there seen from here, the color of 
where you are not. And the color of where you 
can never go.”
*
32. I saw a piece of turquoise in the parking lot 
on my way to lunch. I bent to pick it up, and 
upon touching it, realized it was a well-chewed 
piece of bubble gum.
33. Vermeer left us 34 paintings. Maggie 
Nelson wrote 240 short entries in her Blu-
ets. Goethe wrote 920 entries in his Theory of 
Colours, including the two cited here previ-
ously, numbers 780 and 781. I will stand at 
34. My own blue-eyed son would leave us 
far too early. His body, when found in the icy 
waters of Willow Creek, had been there about 
a day. His face, bluer than water, would soon 
be returned to ash, and he lives now in our 
hearts and in the long burning delirious blue.
35. When I return from the Ruth Glacier, I 
first finish reading Bluets, which in the end, I 
suppose is not so much about blue as Nelson 

would pretend, as it is about desire and loss. 
Are there two larger subjects?
36. And then, after reading Bluets, I turn 
to the expedition account of the first, and 
only, ascent of the north face of Mt. Hunting-
ton by Jack Roberts and Simon McCartney in 
1978. The very face that greeted Charlie and 
me with an enormous avalanche that crashed 
to the glacier and approached us in a billowing 
cloud within minutes of our pilot’s departure. 
Seracs hung wildly over dark rock and debris-
streaked snow with no reasonable or safe route 
visible. Their climb is an unimaginable feat, 
leaving no mystery as to why it has gone unre-
peated. And, this blue-eyed boy is very happy 
to have been released from the glacier, its blue 
ice and the myriad possible ways it may have 
held us in its grasp forever.

—David Stevenson, Anchorage, Alaska

Death and Climbing

The other day I made a list of climbers I have 
known (from casual acquaintances to close 
friends, many of whom I had shared a rope 
with) who had died too young. Several had 
been killed in vehicular accidents, two in BASE 
jumps; one had died of a brain tumor, one of 
a heart attack, another of AIDS; only one had 
committed suicide. All the rest had died climb-
ing. There were thirty-eight names on the list.

In July 2015, at age seventy-two, I was 
diagnosed with Stage IV throat cancer. After 
months of intense treatment with chemother-
apy and radiation, I had started on a wobbling 
path toward recovery. By May 2016, I was 
climbing again in a gym and making short 
hikes on my beloved Cedar Mesa in Utah. But 
in July, I learned that the cancer had metas-
tasized to my lungs. True cure was no longer 
possible. All I could hope for was the dimin-
ished limbo that doctors call palliative care. 
The alternative was a wretched death in the 
hospital from one of the innumerable “com-
plications” that cancer carries as its baggage.

This ordeal has only deepened my inter-
est in the vexed and elusive question of how 
climbers deal with death, and it was in such 
a mood last week that I compiled my list of 
friends who had died too young. Most moun-
taineers who have stayed in the business for 
at least ten years, I’d guess, could write down 
as many names as I did. A kind of machismo, 
whether or not intentional, sometimes 
attaches to such rosters. I know of several 
climbers’ memoirs that are dedicated to fallen 
comrades, where the stark column of names 
following the title page bears the hallowed 
look of a war memorial.

By the age of twenty-two, I had been 
involved in three fatal accidents in the moun-
tains, costing a total of four lives. My first 
partner, Gabe Lee, was killed in a long fall 
on the First Flatiron above Boulder in 1961. 
We were both eighteen and had been rock 
climbing for only four months. A complicated 
mess caused by a rope snag precipitated the 
accident. Climbing unroped to join me on a 
generous ledge, Gabe lost his hold on the rock 
and fell the length of the Flatiron. Four years 
later, in July 1965, Ed Bernd had his rappel 
anchor fail while we stood together on a dark 
ledge in the night after making the first ascent 
of the west face of Mt. Huntington in Alaska. 
Without a word he plunged 4,000 feet to his 
death. The other three of us were not able even 
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to go look for his body.
Only four months before, Dan Doody 

and Craig Merrihue fell roped together out 
of Pinnacle Gully on Mt. Washington in New 
Hampshire, their bodies battered by rocks 
on the floor of the basin. I was climbing in 
neighboring Odell’s Gully. I rapped off and 
was the first rescuer to reach them. For an 
hour, I delivered futile mouth-to-mouth 
resuscitation to Craig. Later, I helped drag 
both bodies from Huntington Ravine down 
to the Harvard cabin.

Fifteen years after Ed’s death, I wrote an 
essay called “Moments of Doubt” (my work-
ing title was “Worth the Risk”), to explain 
why I kept climbing after those tragedies at 
such a young age. That piece remains my most 
anthologized essay. But in 2005, I wrote a 
memoir called On the Ridge between Life and 
Death, primarily to refute what I had claimed 
in “Moments of Doubt.”

It is not my intention here to write more 
about Gabe or Ed, nor more than a little about 
Craig and Dan. What I hope to do in this 
essay is to explain what fifty years of climbing 
and of reading climbing literature have taught 
me about how climbers deal with death.

My central thesis can be simply stated. 
There is no more crucial issue in climbing than 
how to react to the deaths of others. And yet there 
is no issue that climbers more skittishly avoid, or 
deal with so poorly.

The very first time a man or a woman gets 
on a serious mountain route, he or she must 
recognize what a dangerous exploit it is. Not 
only can the slightest mistake prove fatal, but 
an endless supply of objective hazards—falling 
rocks, bad weather, crevasses, avalanches, col-
lapsing seracs and cornices, loose hand- and 
footholds, altitude itself—threatens the most 
cautious climber. It should be obvious that 
luck plays a big part in survival. But ambitious 
alpinists often convince themselves that they 
can escape the fate that engulfed others simply 
by force of will.

In Dougal Haston’s autobiography, In 
High Places, there is a chilling formula: “If 
anything goes wrong it will be a fight to the 
end. If your training is good enough, survival 
is there; if not nature claims its forfeit.” A 
skeptic might demur: “Is that so, Dougal? So 
when you got caught in that little avalanche 
behind your home in Leysin, was that nature 
claiming its forfeit?” When I was cowrit-
ing Ed Viesturs’s memoir No Shortcuts to the 
Top, I trotted out the statistic calculated by 

a German mountaineering 
historian, that on any given 
expedition to an 8000-meter 
peak, you stood a 1 in 34 
chance of dying. By then, Ed 
had been on thirty such expe-
ditions. A simple equation in 
probability theory allowed me 
to calculate that by 2005 Ed 
had defeated odds of 59 to 41 
in favor of dying. He looked 
at me aghast and said, “That’s 
ridiculous. That doesn’t apply 
to me.” Why not? I won-
dered. Ed argued that the stat 
included bozos (not his word) 
who had no business being on 
the mountain. “Yes,” I coun-
tered, “but those folks only 
go from Base Camp to Camp 
I. You’re always going for the 
summit without bottled oxy-
gen.” Ed was still in disbelief. 
“So what would you subjec-
tively rate,” I asked, “your 
chances of dying so far?” 
Ed thought for a moment. 
“Maybe one in a hundred.” 
Thought some more. “No, not 
even that high.” I rejoined: 
“But, Ed, you almost died on K2!”

In my own way, however, I had subscribed 
to the same superstition. The day before Dan 
and Craig were killed, I had led Pinnacle Gully 
in the same windy conditions that may have 
blown one of them off his feet. But I had hung 
on. I rationalized that though the two dead 
men were more experienced mountaineers than 
I, I was in better shape that spring, and that was 
why I had escaped their fate. 

Craig was an alumnus of the Harvard 
Mountaineering Club, and that day most of 
the climbers in Huntington Ravine had been 
current HMCers. So a few days later, we con-
vened a club inquest. The men’s bodies had 
come to rest still roped together, with a single 
bent Marwa ice screw attached to a carabiner 
sliding loose on the rope. Since there was no 
sign of any anchor tie-in for either man, we 
concluded that perhaps the second had gone 
off belay to stretch the rope for the leader, or 
that they had misheard signals in the wind and 
were unintentionally simul-climbing when 
one of them slipped.

But we focused our wrath on the ice screw. 
The Marwa (nicknamed “the Coat Hanger”) 

was the skinniest device on the market. It was 
bent and it had pulled, so its failure became the 
cause of the accident. We went so far as to plan 
a noisy boycott of the screw in climbing stores, 
or to demand a recall from Stubai. I believe 
now that what most likely happened was that in 
that era before front-pointing, when the leader 
laboriously chopped steps, and then stood in 
them while he chopped handholds, a sudden 
gust of wind must have knocked him off his 
stance. No single piece of pro in Pinnacle’s flaky 
ice, no matter how bomber, could be counted 
on to hold two men in a long fall.

In our collective dismay over our lost 
friends, we could not impute the accident to 
human error. Nor to the bad luck of a gust 
of wind at the wrong moment. Nor to the 
inherent dangers of ice climbing as it was done 
in 1965. We had to indict a “thing.” Had the 
Marwa done its job, all would be well.

The next day, at Craig’s memorial service, we 
undergraduates stood around in our coats and 
ties, tongue-tied even with each other. Then the 
octogenarian George Forbes, who attended all 
our HMC meetings, and who return-addressed 
his letters “Prof. Geo. S. Forbes ’02,” piped up 
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sotto voce, “I just wish I could still get myself 
high enough to fall that far.”

Climbers need to believe that their pursuit 
is worthwhile—if not a genuinely heroic act, 
like fighting in a just war, then at least a quest 
partaking of the noble and uplifting. The lit-
erature of alpinism abounds in assertions that 
the mountains are an arena of self-discovery 
or self-transcendence. We trust that climbing 
is not mere goofing off. It was for that reason 
that in “Moments of Doubt,” I declared that 
climbing, for all its sorrows, was worth the 
risk. The friends of a teenager who gets drunk 
and drives his car at ninety miles per hour into 
a tree and kills himself would be hard put to 
say that his joyriding was worth the risk.

The sense of climbing as an important, 
meaningful endeavor leads apologists, when 
someone is killed, to resort to the stalest of all 
clichés, “At least he died doing what he loved 
best.” (Alex Honnold has a wry variant: “If I 
fall off and die free soloing, half the people 
will say, ‘At least he died doing what he loved 
best.’ And the other half will say, ‘What a 
fucking douche!’”)

If a climber had to weigh beforehand all 

the sadness and havoc his death 
or the death of his partner would 
loose upon the world, he might 
well coil up his rope and go 
home. Instead, he girds up his 
feelings to go into battle. 

In 1968, with five com-
panions, I went on a laidback 
expedition to the Brooks Range. 
Chuck Loucks, Al de Maria and 
I made the first ascent of Igikpak, 
and stood on its amazing golf-
tee summit. During a halcyon 
month north of the Arctic Cir-
cle, we bagged several other first 
ascents, fished for trout and gath-
ered blueberries near our base 
camp, pondered ancient Inupiat 
cairns scattered across the tun-
dra, and in Callimachus’s phrase, 
“tired the sun with talking [as] 
we sent him down the sky.” We 
suffered no call closer than the 
intrusion of a bear who walked 
through camp while we slept.

Yet within less than a decade, 
half of our team of six was dead, 
in three separate climbing acci-
dents. Less than a year after our 
trip, Vin Hoeman was buried in 

the monstrous avalanche that took seven lives 
on Dhaulagiri. His widow, Grace, was driven 
so wild with grief that, according to some of 
her Anchorage friends, she began to climb 
with reckless abandon. It surprised almost no 
one that an avalanche on a minor peak in the 
Chugach swept her away in 1971. Five years 
later, Chuck Loucks was killed in a long leader 
fall on Symmetry Spire in the Tetons.

On Dhaulagiri, a Sherpa working for the 
team swore that the route the climbers chose 
was suicidally dangerous, and Grace had been 
flirting with catastrophe for a year and a half 
before she met her end. But Chuck was the saf-
est climber I knew, and his death shook me up. 
Shy but genial, he was a delight in the Brooks 
Range, where he stayed clean-shaven and 
nattily dressed week after week. His slightly 
formal air disguised an impish soul. One Eas-
ter Sunday at the Gunks, Chuck hid painted 
eggs on an easy route called the Bunny.

About Vin and Grace’s accidents, I had 
vowed, That wouldn’t have happened to me. But 
I knew better than to moralize so facilely about 
Chuck’s demise. Years later, when I climbed 
the same route on Symmetry Spire, I could see 

exactly how it happened: a long easy pitch up 
high, then abruptly a short hard section, tricky 
to protect, why not just go for it....

When a death occurs within a commu-
nity of climbers, a general pall settles upon the 
scene. Tommy Caldwell describes the gloom 
that descended upon El Chaltén in Patagonia 
after Chad Kellogg was killed on Fitz Roy in 
2014: “People wander the streets as if unsure 
of what to say. Each night, we still congre-
gate under the dim lights and rustic tables of 
La Senyera and drink red wine.... But when 
we talk about our climbs, it’s with our heads 
down, our voices low.” Soon, however, the 
regulars hoist their racks and head back up to 
the peaks.

Something like this rite often passes for 
mourning among climbers. It is as if the tragedy 
of losing one’s life were restricted to the dead 
man or woman alone. But any death sends 
out waves of grief that take years to attenuate, 
if at all. The agony of spouses, children, and 
especially parents cannot be exorcised in a 
week of drinking and reminiscing.

Here was the flaw in my assessment of 
“worth the risk” in “Moments of Doubt.” I 
had answered the question as if it pertained 
solely to myself. I had weighed the sorrows 
and the joys of climbing and found that the 
joys prevailed. To be sure, two weeks after 
the end of our Huntington expedition, I had 
flown to Philadelphia to try to explain the 
accident to Ed Bernd’s parents. There I was 
plunged into the presence of a despair so total 
that it frightened me. The Bernds were espe-
cially distraught that we had been unable to 
recover Ed’s body. In my twenty-two-year-old 
obsessiveness, I thought that if I could only 
convey what a great climb we had accom-
plished in Alaska, it would assuage their 
sorrow. I thought the lower Tokositna Glacier, 
where Ed lay entombed, was, as Cherry-Gar-
rard wrote of Scott’s last camp, “a grave which 
kings must envy.” But as I described the gla-
cier, suddenly Mrs. Bernd wailed, “My poor 
baby! He must be so cold!”

Somehow, even fifteen years later, that 
glimpse of the unbearable grief of parents 
failed to undercut my judgment that climbing 
was worth the risk.

For thirty years, as a journalist I interviewed 
many of the world’s best climbers. With 
notable exceptions, most of these hard men 
and women struck me as driven, self-centered 
and short on empathy. Such shortcomings 
probably serve the need to forge on in the face 
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of danger without letting the fears 
of loved ones undermine one’s 
adamantine will. To climb boldly, 
one needs to focus narrowly on 
the possible harm the universe can 
mete out only to oneself, not to the 
fuzzy constellation of one’s friends 
and relatives. But it is these same 
blinders that can render climbers 
so inarticulate when it comes to 
dealing with actual death.

After I was married, when 
I was off on an expedition, I 
found that my drive and nerve 
were diluted by knowing that 
back home, out of touch in an 
era before sat phones, Sharon 
was agonizing over my safety. In 
my sleeping bag the night before 
a hard push on an Alaskan wall, 
I was prey to all the normal fears 
and doubts that come with moun-
taineering. When I realized that I 
was also starting to worry about 
Sharon worrying about me, I 
resented this new ambivalence. 
She told me later that on the day 
I had expected our expedition to 
end—really only a guess—she lay in bed wait-
ing for my call, unable to get up. 

In Alaska, I tried to thrust her fears out 
of mind. Today I would try to embrace them, 
knowing that the promise of a return to her 
caring and companionship, rather than to 
the empty thud of failure, would increase 
the value of the deed I might attempt in the 
morning. But her fears would also surely scale 
down my ambition.

If climbers develop rituals to deal with 
death such as the one Caldwell describes in 
Patagonia, they tend to be much less comfort-
able, in my experience, handling prolonged 
dying in older people. Grief as a neatly pack-
aged interlude between campaigns in the 
mountains does not adapt well to a lingering 
illness that spirals toward death. I myself have 
poorly handled bedside vigils.

Between 1990 and 2007, my father, my 
sister, and my mother died slowly through 
cascading maladies and much time spent 
in hospitals. I came from Massachusetts to 
visit each of them several times, and I spent 
as long as I could bear sitting beside them as 
it grew harder and harder to communicate. 
But in each case, I was absent at the moment 
they died. Writing assignments pulled me 

away, and it seemed as though bad luck never 
allowed me to make it back in time for the last 
moments. So I rationalized; but when I look 
back on it from the perspective of 2016, I real-
ize that I was fleeing death itself. No amount 
of climbing had prepared me for the ordeal the 
suffering of my parents and my sister imposed.

It is not climbers alone, of course, but 
modern Western culture that is hindered by 
a systematic avoidance of death. We no longer 
hang self-portraits holding skulls as memento 
mori, the way seventeenth-century thinkers 
did. Our poets seldom face the terror of ter-
minal illness as squarely as the Elizabethan 
Thomas Nashe did:

Adieu, farewell, earth’s bliss;
This world uncertain is;
Fond are life’s lustful joys;
Death proves them all but toys;
None from his darts can fly;
I am sick, I must die.
Lord, have mercy on us!
Instead we float giant “get well soon” bal-

loons of denial over the deathbeds of our 
aged. Our obituaries frame the lingering death 
as a gallant failure, as they salute the man or 
woman who “passed away” only “after losing 
a long and courageous battle against cancer.” 

Yet climbers at their most 
intense go beyond our culture’s 
avoidance of death to become 
intolerant of life itself—of all the 
day-to-day ordinariness of life. In 
their rage against the mundane 
and the mediocre, they glorify 
the extreme, wreathing it in slo-
gans such as “go big” or “send the 
gnar.” The razor-thin escape wins 
laurels, not the judicious retreat.

As my own closest calls 
unfurled—whether in tenths 
of seconds, as my partner and I 
fell together, unattached to the 
mountain, or in hours of mount-
ing enfeeblement as hypothermia 
claimed my body—I felt only a 
sense of wrongness, of failure: This 
is not how it’s supposed to happen.

The dream of transcendence 
that I chased, as Icarus chased 
the sun, proved to be, in the end, 
a romantic delusion. Not only 
does that dream have no room for 
the grief of those left behind—it 
has no patience with the linger-
ing attrition of old age; for there, 

in the sterile hospital ward, in the drugged 
hush of Hospice, the ordinariness of daily life 
unravels toward its insipid apotheosis.

 The one death no one can flee from is his 
own. Whether I may outlive the cancer that 
grips me now—whether all the things I love 
to do that my illness has put on hold shall be 
restored in new guises or canceled for good—I 
will soon enough find out. Meanwhile, as long 
as my mind is sharp, I can savor pleasures that 
the men and women on my list of climbers 
who died too young never got to enjoy. The 
hours spent with friends who are not afraid of 
my cancer, as we talk about deeper things than 
we ever did before. The depths of love with 
Sharon that only a crisis allowed us to dis-
cover and explore. The ultimate matters that 
we steered clear of when I was well, that we 
were always afraid to talk about. The honesty 
to which cancer now pledges us.

And on those late summer nights when I 
cannot sleep, I have the chance to lie awake in 
the predawn quiet, with the windows open to 
limitless drafts of fresh air, as I puzzle out what 
was really going on during those driven years 
when I was so sure I knew where I was going, 
as I headed into the wilderness. 

—David Roberts







Yosemite:
A Layered 

Terrain
In  Yosemite National Park had just begun to construct its 
official history. The small museum, tucked away in an administrative 
building, was a year old and already brimming with archives of natural 
history specimens, menageries of transfixed butterflies and birds. At the 
time, trails and bridges charted the way to Yosemite Falls, Glacier Point 
and hundreds of buildings. Maps indicated that uphill vehicle travel was 
only permitted during the even hours of the day, and at speeds of no 
more than twelve miles per hour. It was also the year that photographer 
Ansel Adams, then fourteen years old, first visited the park where Camp 
Curry boasted of “ice cream daily, chicken every Sunday…and the larg-
est and best hardwood dancing floor in Yosemite.”

The year 2016 commemorates the National Park Service’s centen-
nial. We look back at the climbing and cultural history of the most 
recognizable park on earth. Despite its fame, as Rebecca Solnit writes in 
Savage Dreams, Yosemite is still full of “secret recesses and archives.” East 
of the Valley, Tenaya Lake rests where Chief Tenaya and other Ahwahn-
eechee surrendered to the Mariposa Battalion a hundred and sixty-five 
years ago. Just under the iridescent skin of the lake, a dead forest has 
stood rooted to the frigid depths for nine hundred years. At low water 
across the lake, a few phantom trunks break its surface, as if revealing 
some ancient struggle for life and meaning.

Most histories of technical climbing in Yosemite begin with John 
Muir’s 1869 ascent of Cathedral Peak and George Anderson’s 1875 
drilled ascent of Half Dome. Since then, Yosemite has been host to more 
narratives than the number of official trails, hidden pathways or vertical 
pitches across its terrain. And yet, as Carolyn Finney writes in Black Faces, 
White Spaces, while “all individuals may imbue a landscape with mean-
ing, only some meanings gain traction in our quest to define ourselves 
and the places we live.” Stories of African Americans, Indigenous people 
and others excluded from the dominant narrative risk being forgotten, 
and so historians like Finney endeavor to make them better known. After 
nearly two centuries of climbing lore, thousands of fingerprints remain 
on our climbing tales, most of them unrecorded. Climbers still try to 
come home wiser, stronger and worthy; the seeking continues.

No map or narrative can contain the entirety of a terrain; it will 
always leave some layers invisible. Moreover, as Peter Turchi notes 
in Maps of the Imagination, “Even after we mark the page, there are 
blanks beyond the borders of what we create.” In the following pages, 
we present four illustrated views of Yosemite, each offering a different 
glimpse of the past. We remember some of the dwellings and luminaries 
that have come and gone, alongside just a few of the ascents that have 
changed the nature of climbing, sometimes in the subtlest ways, on 
these walls and beyond.

By Peter Haan and Paula Wright

[Photo] The area now known as Yosemite, seen from the air. “Names are one measure 

of how one chooses to inhabit the world,” writes Lauret Savoy in Trace. Robert Campbell

53



Although “soloing” often evokes images of cordless ascents, both unroped and 

roped climbers have long cast off into the solitude of Valley walls and Sierra 

peaks, with varying degrees of protection and highly individual motivations. 

EL CAPITAN

1968 Royal Robbins aids the Muir Wall alone (VI 5.9 A2, 

Chouinard-Herbert), marking the first El Cap solo. 

1971 Peter Haan solos the Salathé Wall (VI 5.9 A2, Frost-Pratt-Robbins).

1972 Jimmie Dunn makes the FA of Cosmos (VI 5.8 A3) by himself. 

1972 Charlie Porter makes the FA of Zodiac (VI 5.7 A3).

1978 Bev Johnson becomes the first woman to solo El Cap 

via Dihedral Wall (VI 5.8 A3, Baldwin-Cooper-Denny).

1992 Eric Kohl establishes Get Whacked (VI 5.10 A5), 

one of his many difficult solo aid routes.

2001 Sílvia Vidal solos Wyoming Sheep Ranch (VI 5.8 

A4+, Barbella-Slater) over ten days on the wall.

(Nearby) Schultz’s Ridge, 1981 John Bachar onsight free 

solos The Moratorium (5.11b, 350', FFA Jones-Livesey).

CATHEDRAL PEAK

1869 John Muir free solos the granite spire (4th Class) on one of his 

many solitary rambles. Before rope techniques arrived in the Valley in 

1931, other wanderers such as Norman Clyde frequently climbed alone. 

MT. WATKINS

2012 Alex Honnold, occasionally using ropes, solos the “Yosemite 

Triple Crown”  (Mt. Watkins, El Cap and Half Dome) via South Face (5.9 

C2/5.13c), The Nose (5.9 C2/5.14a) and Regular Northwest Face (5.12a). 

HALF DOME

1875 George Anderson establishes Yosemite’s first technical climb 

alone, drilling holes and using iron spikes along the way. Alex 

Honnold free solos the Regular Northwest Face (VI 5.12a) in 2008.  

WASHINGTON COLUMN

1987 Peter Croft free solos Astroman (5.11c, 1,100', FFA Bachar-Kauk-Long).

GLACIER POINT

2006 Dean Potter free solos Heaven (5.12d, 40', Kauk).

NOT PICTURED

1986 Wolfgang Güllich free solos Separate Reality (5.12a, 60', Kauk).

In the first century of Yosemite climbing, most soloing 
was done either as a way to move quickly on moderate 
ground or to move slowly on self-belayed aid-climbing 
adventures. Then in 1976, John Bachar launched up New 
Dimensions with just a chalk bag and shoes, and the 
route’s name couldn’t have been more appropriate—400 
feet of mind-bending void haunted any hesitation at 
the crux. A hallowed line that visiting hotshots psyched 
up to try with a rack big enough for The Nose. Even 
1,000 miles away from the epicenter, in Canada, I could 
easily feel the shock wave. John’s cordless ascent was just 
a single number grade away from the top grades of the 
time. The pictures only made it worse: John in running 
shorts and a cyclist’s cap, looking as if he were idly 
perusing titles in a used bookstore. I shook my head and 
looked again—for God’s sake, his mouth was closed, he 
wasn’t even breathing hard! To say that John was a major 
force in soloing would be a massive understatement—
for those years he was the Force. -Peter Croft

Lines of Solitude
Solo in Yosemite

Artwork by Craig Muderlak





EL CAPITAN

1973 Ellie Hawkins becomes the first woman to swing leads to 

the top of El Cap, via the North America Wall (VI 5.8 A3).

1973 “Walls Without Balls,” Bev Johnson and Sibylle Hechtel 

make the first all-female ascent, by Triple Direct (VI 5.9 A2).

1977 Molly Higgins and Barb Eastman make the second 

all-female ascent, the first on The Nose (VI 5.9 A2).

1985 Sue Harrington becomes the second woman 

to solo El Cap via Zodiac (VI 5.7 A3).

1992 Sue McDevitt and Nancy Feagin make The 

Nose’s first all-female one-day ascent. 

1993 “It goes, boys!” Lynn Hill becomes the first 

climber of any gender to free The Nose (5.14a).

1994 Lynn Hill free climbs The Nose in a day.

2004 On Free Rider (VI 5.12), Steph Davis becomes 

the second woman to free El Cap in a day. 

LOST ARROW

Prehistoric time. According to Ahwahneechee legend, Tee-hee-

neh descends the cliff to recover the body of her fallen lover.  

HALF DOME

1875 Sally Dutcher makes the first female ascent. 

1967 Liz Robbins becomes the first woman in Yosemite to climb 

Grade VI, on the Regular Northwest Face (VI 5.9 A1). 

WASHINGTON COLUMN

1947 Winifred Hubbard of the Stanford Alpine Club (est. 1946) 

makes the first female ascent of the Direct Route (III 5.7). 

SENTINEL ROCK

1970 Elaine Matthews climbs the West Face (then 

considered VI 5.9 A2), swinging leads every pitch.  

NOT PICTURED

2008 Beth Rodden establishes the unrepeated trad route Meltdown (5.14c).

Ahwahneechee lore tells of an Indigenous woman 
named Tis-sa-ack who was transformed into Half Dome. 
She still weeps black streaks down the sheer northwest 
face. A female force has thus pervaded Yosemite Valley for 
hundreds of years. In more recent decades, the presence 
of female climbers has grown to an accomplished legion. 
Legends such as Beverly Johnson, Lynn Hill and Hazel 
Findlay have made groundbreaking ascents, continuing 
to inspire a vertical movement that Sibylle Hechtel 
called in 1974 an “explosion of women on walls.”

During my first climbing trip to Yosemite, I 
bumbled up the first pitch of Jamcrack with a female 
friend. From there we bailed, too petrified even to 
attempt the crux. Over the years since, I’ve gone from 
finding a Valley 5.9 insurmountable to climbing Half 
Dome’s Regular Northwest Face casually in a day. 
As I seek my own way here, I’ve tried to listen to the 
echoes of our predecessors, to harness their voices and 
to let them reverberate through me. -Libby Sauter

An Accomplished
Legion

Women’s climbing history

Artwork by Alex Nabaum





These stolid faces of weathered stone—
they are not as permanent as they seem. Just 
look for the white scar up on Half Dome, or 
anywhere else around the Valley. All we see 
is ephemera. What remains fixed from the 
past boils down to tat and memory. The pins 
and pendulums of a Golden Age inevitably 
rust and fade. The ghost of the California 
grizzly haunts state flags and baseball caps. 
And of the people who once were here, 
what remains in Yosemite are trinkets and 
plaques. Everything else is history. Little exists, 
more tangible than that. -Chris Kalman

Ephemera     
    & Erasure

Rockfall & Removal

ROCKFALL  
From the glaciers that first carved these valley walls, to the cycles of ice 
and melt that now refine their many faces, water has changed the trajectory 
of climbing in Yosemite perhaps more than any other natural force.

1. 1987, Three Brothers, Middle Brother (600,000m3)

2. 1857, Taft Point, Profile Cliff (200,000m3)

3. 1858, Yosemite Falls (185,000m3)

4. 2009, Half Dome, Ahwiyan Point (46,700m3) 

5. 1996, Basket Dome (42,500m3) 

6. 1872, Giant Staircase, Liberty Cap (36,000m3)

7. 1996, Glacier Point, Happy Isles (31,350m3) 

8. 2000, Three Brothers, Middle Brother (21,747m3) 

REMOVAL

[Language] 

Ahwahnee, the Ahwahneechee of the 

Southern Sierra Miwok name for Yosemite 

Valley, means “large, gaping mouth.” 

Py-we-ack, was “Lake of the Shining Rocks,” 

before it became Tenaya Lake. 

[Landscape] 

The first prospectors removed gold ore from the Bloody 

Canyon region in 1852. Sawmills processing old growth 

forests arrived the following decade, then disappeared. A 

few buildings of the Golden Crown Mine, established in 

1879, remain today on the park boundary near Mono Pass. 

Grazing livestock and dairy cows were last seen in 

the Valley in 1930. Bighorn sheep became extinct in 

park 1914, but were reintroduced, through conservation 

efforts, in 1986. Wolves disappeared in part as a result of 

the predator extermination program. The last California 

grizzlies were seen in the Yosemite area around 1887.  

[Attractions] 

The park closed its popular bear-feeding stations in 

1941. Embers from the notorious Firefalls last cascaded 

from Glacier Point in 1968 as park management 

moved to further embrace a Wilderness ethic.

Artwork by Jeremy Collins





HOMES OF THE SOUTHERN SIERRA 
MIWOK AHWAHNEECHEE
Villages, homes and ceremonial houses of 1851, shown below. Gradually, 

Indigenous people returned to the Valley, but the last village was razed in the 1960s.

1. The largest of the Ahwahneechee, this village covered three-

quarters of a mile and was located at the base of Yosemite Falls. 

2. Indigenous village (base of Royal Arches).

3. Indigenous ceremonial site (base of Royal Arches).

4. Indigenous village (base of Sentinel).

5. Indigenous camp (base of The Nose of El Cap). 

CAMPS

Camp Curry, established by David and Jennie Curry, 1899.  

The current site of Camp 4 first hosted mountaineers in 

the 1930s. In 2003 climbers persuaded the NPS to grant 

it status on the National Register of Historic Places.

Out-of-bounds caves historically served as shelter for 

itinerant climbers exceeding the camping limit.

STAFF HOUSING

The park’s housing is limited to particular personnel, including 

fire prevention workers, search and rescue and chief staff. 

BUFFALO SOLDIERS PATROL POSTS AND CABINS

Glacier Point, Half Dome

Not pictured: Crocker’s Station, Hog Ranch, Return Canyon, 

Buck Camp, Camp A.E. Wood, Little Jack Ass Meadows. 

Yosemite, 1851. Below the granite towers, homes 
smoldered. Seed stores and ceremonial houses burned. 
Soldiers and gold prospectors who had joined the 
Mariposa Battalion pushed farther into the Valley, 
setting fire to structures in a place that various 
Indigenous people called home for thousands of years. 

Waves of settlers, stragglers and mountain 
worshippers also began to find home in this valley 
of shadows and light. Meadows and groves were 
plowed under for gardens; orchards of apple, pear and 
plum; pastures for cattle and sheep. Chinese laborers 
dwelt in quarters on the fringe of the Old Village. 
At the turn of the twentieth century, Yosemite was a 
“Cavalryman’s Paradise,” as Shelton Johnson writes, 
to the Buffalo Soldiers camped in the wild reaches 
of the range (See Page 37 of this issue). Over the 
years, other wanderers have sought shelter on walls 
high above the valley where Sierra Miwok still gather, 
dwelling in spaces beyond the imagination of colonial 
settlers who first wrote the maps. -Paula Wright

Artwork by Jamie Givens

At Home 
in Yosemite

A History
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February 2016: 

carpathians, romania

I slump on the mattress with a hard thud. I’m not looking forward 
to wrestling my ski boots off my feet, so I lie still for a bit. Outside 
the hotel, darkness and wind whistle. Inside: a dim yellow light and a 
squeaky bed. Twenty-seven years after the Romanian revolution, the old 
hunting villa of the former Communist president Ceauşescu retains the 
stale smell and velvety feel of the past.

My fellow guide Paul is in the other bed below the open window. 
Man, how I hate that habit: an open window in the middle of the 
winter. If I could take off my ski boot, I’d hit him over the head with it. 
The anger helps. Both boots are off in no time. Spent from the effort, 
I slump on my back again. My fingers uncurl, and I let the boots roll 
on the old, tired carpet. Another day of ski guiding is over. We left our 
French guests in the dining hall sampling Romanian spirits—an addic-
tive and arduous process.

Since Paul is planning to climb an 8000-meter peak this coming 
spring, we start blabbing about the Himalaya. Next, like any respect-
able climber, we complain about everything that’s wrong with alpinism 

today—from bolts to selling out, from real to imagined rivalries. The 
chat is supposed to help us transition to sleep; however, it only seems to 
raise our blood pressure. My cunning plan of having Paul doze off before 
me so I can shut the damn window is falling apart. 

With the blanket pulled under his chin, he rolls over on one side, 
rests his head on his palm and smirks: “Look, don’t take it the wrong 
way, but I think you going for all these unclimbed lines and peaks is a 
load of bull.”  

Paul likes to speak his mind. Actually, I believe he—secretly or 
instinctively, whichever is the worst—can’t hold himself back from 
poking people. Rattle them off. Find a scab, peel it off. Poke people, and 
then poke them some more.

“And what’s the good spin I can put on what you’re saying, huh?” I 
say. “Blimey. You’re such a….”

“Honestly. You know, you may be my friend, but I always like to 
speak straight.”

“More like pissing people off, I guess.”
“Look, it’s easy to wander around, hopping on some God-forgotten 

peak at the end of the world, and then come home with a climb nobody 
will know anything about except what you tell.”

“What? What the….”
“Hear me out! It’s not like there’s no value to it, but if you want to 

do something significant, go prove yourself on the hardest routes. Go 
repeat gnarly stuff. That’ll show your mettle.” 

My anger swells into more thoughts than words can carry. I only 
manage: “You’re an ass!” I forget about the open window. Paul’s cunning 
plan has undone my cunning plan. His heavy breathing morphs into 
snoring. 

I turn around, shake the blanket off and say loudly: “On my dime 
and my time, I climb what the heck I want to climb, not what you or 
anyone else tells me I should. And it’s not like, you know, I only hop on 
silly hills. I did my time on other people’s routes. Remember how pissed 
off we were, when we were young, and people were telling us once they 
heard we were dreaming of the Alps: ‘Have you climbed all routes in 
the Carpathians? What do you need to go there for?’ You sound exactly 
like those punters. I climb for myself, all right? And on my hard-earned 
cash. Don’t need your lot’s approval, OK? Do you go to prove yourself 
on bloody normal routes? Like a train on a track traveling to a certain 
destination?” I slammed the window shut. “You turned off the damn 
radiator. I’m shutting this down too.”

A giggle trickles from under Paul’s blanket and into the frozen air. 
“Not trying to piss you off man, but if you climb for yourself, why the 
hell do you care what I am saying? Why so pissed off by me yanking 
your chain? I thought you’d get a stroke or something earlier. Chill, 
mate. Long day ahead tomorrow. Good night.” He turns off the light. 

I squeeze my eyelids hard, like a child pretending to sleep. Paul’s 
smug smile was the last fleeting image, and at first no amount of effort 
will drive it away. Finally, colorful stars float across my mind’s eye 
instead, flickering out into the dark. 

I quickly scroll through next day’s run. I know most of the bumps 
and ravines, and I try to figure out how the wind might change the 
snow by next morning. Our guests are expecting a good run and a good 

[Opening Spread] The author Cosmin Andron turns back from Bhagirathi I (6856m), Garhwal, 

above the Gangotri Glacier. Hidden in the clouds, on the left, Kharchakund (6612m), and 

on the right, Kedar Dome (6831m). Cristina Pogacean l  [This Page] Andron climbing near 

his home in the Apuseni Mountains, Romania. Alex Sava  l  [Facing Page] Andron, slightly 

altitude stricken, in the portaledge camp on the southwest face of the Fourth Sister of 

Siguniang Shan during the first ascent of Suffering First Class (ED: V 5.10 A3). Wai Wah Yip
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track. They’re probably sleeping well now, having delegated to us the 
management of the unknown. Under the harsh wool blanket, I warm up 
at last, and I drift into sleep, falling past a kaleidoscope of snowy peaks 
and rocky faces.

September 2014: 

gangotri, india

My wife Cristina and I sat in the door of our small tent on the Kirti 
Bamak Glacier, our heads drooping as much because of the canvas that 
pushed down on our necks, as because of the news we’d just received: 
the porters were leaving us. Cristina and I had planned to set up a base 
camp below the southwest pillar of Chaukhamba. Instead, our gear now 
lay in the middle of a moraine on the Gangotri Glacier, about fifteen 
kilometers from our objective. Having gone as far as they were willing 
to go, the six Nepali teenagers rolled up their belongings in their wind-
breakers. They waved good-bye and hurried down the hill toward their 
homes as if happiness was to be found the farthest away from our camp. 
We shared the feeling, but not the direction. 

“Tea and biscuits? You should rest now,” Rana, the cook, said. He 
smiled. We looked around. Peaks everywhere. Pick and choose: pointy 
or flat, snowy or rocky, double summits or lone monsters. Anything 
one could wish for—and yet, the glacier, most of it uphill from our 
feet, swerved left and around a corner, denying us even the sight of 
Chaukhamba. From past expeditions, I was already too accustomed to 
this sense of disbelief.

June 2006: 

qionglai shan, tibet

It should have been a smooth ride. Not a walk in a park, but nev-
ertheless a smooth ride. And why not? I’d been in the area three times 
before; I’d worked three times before with our local contact; we had pic-
tures, a well-devised plan and objectives to please all four of us. I should 
have known that something was not right as soon as I got Katia’s phone 
call, two days before departure, telling me that she had pneumonia. A 
day later, Benjack called to let me know that he was out, too. 

I waited for Geordie to show up from Hong Kong, keeping my 
fingers crossed…. Geordie worked as a rigger and technical manager for 
an adventure race company in Hong Kong. Ethnically Chinese, he was 
born and bred in Newcastle, England, hence his nickname. (It took me 
two years to find out his real name: Wai Wah Yip.) We’d met two years 
before in Sichuan, for an alpine blind date organized through a Web 
forum. We climbed some ice, we failed on a peak, we danced on Losar, 
and we parted with promises of more of the same.  

This time, a traffic jam caused both of us to miss our flight. In the 
Baiyun airport as I tried to get us transferred to a later flight, I used up 
every bit of the good karma I’d accumulated over the year. Twice, we 
started walking toward the plane just to be turned around. The second 
time, despite our loud protests, the clerk sent us to board with all our 
kit, instead of letting us check our baggage. Only the expression on 
the security agent’s face when our haulbags passed through the X-ray 
machine was more irate than ours. Must be those ice axes and the spare 

I was already too 
accustomed to this 
feeling of disbelief.
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blades, pitons, ice screws and assorted paraphernalia, or maybe it’s the lack 
of nail clippers and small scissors….

“Cos, it looks like we’re redpointing this one,” Geordie said with just 
a tint of irritation in his voice. He was already pushing the trolley with 
the offensive cargo toward the check-in desk.

That evening, we arrived in Rilong, a stone and smoke Tibetan 
town in Sichuan. Instead of our local contact He San Ge, his affable 
wife greeted us. Her husband was in the mountains with another group 
of clients from Hong Kong, and he was due back in three days. She 
graciously invited us to wait. But with only ten days total for our trip, 
Geordie and I couldn’t waste one hour, let alone three full days. I tried 
to work out a plan that would get us moving in the morning. Everybody 
I spoke with ignored me and addressed Geordie instead. 

He listened actively, only to turn to me and ask: “What are those 
guys saying?”

Needless to say, there aren’t that many speakers of Cantonese (the 
language Geordie uses in Hong Kong) in Rilong. Of the two of us, I was 
the only one who spoke a little Mandarin. A few hours later, I negotiated 
some horses, a price and an itinerary. Or so I thought. 

At 4 a.m. a squeaky van picked us up and took us toward the Chang-
ping Valley, where three local residents waited with four horses. We 
unloaded the van, which swiftly disappeared into the dark. Then we 
loaded up the horses, confirmed the itinerary, confirmed the price and 
set off for the ten-kilometer-or-so hike, following a stream encaged by 
green pines and grey walls. Moss and vines covered small bridges, as if 
already reclaiming the wooden planks for the forest.   

A few tortured Mandarin sentences later, the itinerary still seemed 
OK; however, the price now sounded double and we were due to pay 
for eight days, not one.

We said no. The horse packers unloaded the animals and turned 
around. We were left with 150kg of luggage. A beam of light barely 
filtered through the canopy of branches. I felt like an insect at the 
bottom of a jar. I pictured myself setting up the tent here and cooking 
barbecue for a week. We didn’t come all this way for a camping trip. We 
called them back. An hour later, we accepted the doubled price, and 
they agreed to be paid only for one day.

Four hours later, we stopped.
“The horses only go up to here,” one of the men said.
“But this is not where we agreed to go to….”
“The horses only go up to here.”
Desperate, I looked around—we were surrounded by pine trees and 

granite walls. Screw the plan! I pointed to a rock face: “Can we go there?”
“The horses can’t.”
“What about there?” I said. I pointed to another wall.
“The horses can’t.”
And of course, the horses couldn’t: between us and the walls rose 

dense vertical thickets strewn with a chaos of boulders. We’d already 
exceeded our savings from my teacher’s salary and Geordie’s rigging gigs. 
All that seemed important, however, was to advance; no matter where, 
just keep going up, whatever that meant. I pointed to a third wall chosen 
at random. This one looked menacing: a column of granite that shad-
owed the valley floor and obscured any horizon. But we unloaded the 
horses, the horse packers took up the loads, and we started up.

Six hours later, after endless bushwhacking and slab climbing, the 
price we paid seemed reasonable, and we were somewhat out of the 
brambles.

There is no story without a 
journey, and no journey without 
adventures, and no adventure 

in perpetual success.
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[Previous Spread] Andron on the historic Preuss Crack in the Dolomites. Andron writes, 

“I like old routes like this one not so much for the beauty of the climb by modern 

standards…but for the connection with the past, the contrast with an age of records, 

perfect-pitched training and astronomical grades.”  l  [This Page] Andron in the Apuseni 

mountains, Cheile Turzii. Alex Sava (both)  l  [Facing Page] Wai Wah “Geordie” Yip, after 

cleaning a pitch, in the dark, on the first ascent of Suffering First Class. Cosmin Andron

“We go only up to here,” said the elder man. He sat down and fished 
a crumpled pack of cigarettes out of his once-white corduroy jacket. 
“Smoke?” he asked me, and then he shrugged at my refusal. The others 
deposited the bags on a little flat spot, still a few hundred meters away 
from the wall.

Geordie and I looked at each other, and we found out that either 
we’d managed to develop the virtue of acceptance or maybe we were just 
too tired to argue. Wordless, we started to set up the tent just as the rain 
began to fall.

February 2016: 

carpathians, romania

The snow is squeaky and the crystals resemble shattered glass. It’s cold. 
It’s windy. It’s morning. It’s another day at work. Paul is in front; I close 
the line. The guests hide their noses in their balaclavas from the biting 
wind. I breathe in deeply. I love the crisp winter air. We top the ridge 
and start ripping off the skins from our skis. The guests are faffing: gloves 
off, gloves on, gloves stuck on the glue of the skins, gloves blown in the 
wind. I can sense Paul’s impatience. He’s done this run a dozen times 
in the last two weeks. I smile. Until 2010, when I started guiding full-
time, I was a teacher. I don’t mind the wait, the clumsiness, the confused 
looks. I only mind the flying mitts—usually it’s my task to retrieve them 
from the valley. Paul, however, used to work in a corporation. If there’s 
anything he dislikes, that would be faffing. Especially slow faffing! 

“Look, about last night,” I tell him. “These routes, mountains, 

projects—call them as you wish. They’re 
like my babies. I get defensive. I put lots 
of effort and hopes in these trips, and 
most of the time they are pretty intense. 
I value the feeling they give me more 
than any form of sporting achievement.”

“Didn’t want to piss you off,” Paul 
says. He looks over my shoulder at the 
guests and shakes his head. “OK, maybe 
a little. But you are quite a vain person. 
Your ego is riding you, and it’s so easy to 
wind you up. Easy entertainment.”

“I don’t know if it was ego. Maybe. 
Maybe not. Heck if I know.” 

“Let’s get a move on.”

June 2016: 

zanskar, india

By the time Cristina and I were done 
with the snow pitches on the south face 
of the south summit of T16 (aka: “Peak 
6431”), the sun was moving above us, 
and we scurried to find a sheltered place. 
We played dodgeball with the whizzing 
rocks until we found a ledge (I’m being 
generous to call it that word) under a 

small overhang. I expected it to be a long wait for the sun to slide behind 
the mountain, but I didn’t anticipate such a hot one. We stripped to base 
layers and put our hard-shell jackets on top of our heads to hide from 
the burning rays. It was like experiencing all the inconveniences of a day 
of sunbathing at the seaside without any of the perks. 

“It’s Shishapangma all over again,” Cristina said from under her jacket.
Five years earlier, the two of us and Geordie had attempted a new 

route, alpine style, on the south face of Shishapangma. A few blunders, 
an impending storm and a bout of heat exhaustion sloughed us off the 
face on Day 3—empty-handed.

Once more, slowly but surely we’re boiling in our own juices….
By 5 p.m. the sun went over the ridge, and by 7 p.m. the rocks 

stopped falling. The clattering and clunking expired with the dimming 
light. A heavy silence settled. A feeling of expectation lingered in my 
mind, yet there was nothing to dread anymore, no falling, no ducking. 
I climbed a gentle ramp of snow to an icefall. It was more of a waterfall 
by then (and even if it had been frozen, it wouldn’t have looked easy), 
so we decided to bivy—being fresh for the unknown seemed like a good 
idea. After an hour or so of digging an ice ledge, all that freshness was 
gone. Cristina’s face expressed several types of displeasure as she worked 
the stove. Too sunburnt and queasy to help, I felt more cooked than 
our dinner.

As we went to sleep, I said: “At least it’s not snowing!”
It didn’t take half an hour for the first snowflakes to dance onto our 

bivy bags. My wife told me, justifiably, to shut up.
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September 2014: 

gangotri, india

IT’S NO USE CRYING over spilled milk, I told myself. Chaukhamba is too far, 
far enough to leave it for another expedition. In our tent, Cristina and I 
drew lots: Left bank or right bank? Kharchakund or Bhagirathi I? We 
had no idea about either. Bhagirathi was right in front of our camp, 
and I’d already played at drawing imaginary lines 
on the face. Kharchakund was still some miles 
away, and its hodge-podge of seracs, half-hidden 
gullies and pinnacles didn’t seem so enticing. I 
rigged the process in favor of Bhagirathi. We had 
no idea if anybody had been on this face before, 
but there was only one way to find out. Prepared 
for a mixed climb, we found ourselves moving in 
rock shoes up coarse slabs and slanting overhangs. 
We spent the nights hanging in our harnesses 
like flickery ornaments, cowering from rockfall. 
Evenings brought a dusting of snow—the days 
only dust. The heavens closed with heavy, fat, 
grey clouds. Three pitches below the summit 
snow ridge, we paused.

“That looks like 6c+ runout,” I said to Cristina.
“Nah! Just seems so. Sure you’ll find some-

thing. You’ll be OK. You can lead that.”
“You lead it then.”
“You’re right, looks like 6c+ runout….”
Since we had only a handful of cams and pins, 

aiding didn’t look like a winning idea. Jackets and 
sleeping bags already poked out of the holes the coarse granite had torn 
in our backpacks, and the odd spare sock seemed about to fall into the 
abyss. How much “light is right” anyway? Ahead, a smooth slab looked 
more demanding to onsight than we were prepared to attempt on a dahl 
diet—steep enough that you’d feel as though you’d slide right off if your 
trust in shoe rubber wasn’t absolute.

Cristina and I continued to compliment each other’s prowess, each 
of us hoping that flattery would persuade the other to take the lead. 
Marriage, however, trains you well against such antics. In the end, we 
both made ourselves look busy doing something else: Cristina took pho-
tographs, and I untangled the ropes as I waited for her to give in to the 
pressure. Clouds gathered. The first fat snowflakes coasted down the slab 
and gave us the downward nudge.

The next day, a snow blanket covered the whole glacier, as well as the 
southwest face of Bhagirathi I. Back at base camp in the wet grey and 
white-dotted moraine, Rana told us that he’d prayed for us, and he was 
happy to say that his relationship with Ganesh was as strong as ever. On 
our side, Cristina and I felt blessed not to be hanging in our harnesses.

A week and two-dozen palak paneer later, down in Delhi, I searched 
the American Alpine Journal’s online database, and I screamed:

“Cristina, come and see this. Brits climbed the last pitches in ’83 to 
finish up the West Ridge, and some Austrians freed them at 6a in ’99.”

“I guess we’re pretty pathetic. We’ve climbed at least that hard, if not 
even harder, up to there.”

“Yep. We misfired this one.”
“No worries, honey. It happens.”
“Oh, you! Stop smirking.”

July 2006: 

qionglai shan, tibet

Up on the portaledge, halfway up the wall, Geordie’s hands had more 
scabs than skin. Whenever he had to pee, I had to help him unzip his 
trousers. It’s needless to say how close this experience brought us.

That night the rain began: not some light tap on the canvas; not 
some rhythmic beat enticing one to sleep. I felt 
as if we’d gone canyoning with a portaledge and 
camped below a waterfall. Particles of water per-
meated the fly, the drops flowing, suspended, in 
the current of our breathing and the gusts of wind.  

All night, Geordie shivered, covered with 
both our down jackets while he rested his legs 
on my chest. I fared better—warmed by the guilt 
of having my own sleeping bag. Geordie had 
dropped his, and so we started the next morning 
with a trip all the way down to recover it. Back 
on the wall, a few pitches past our highpoint, we 
began hauling up the portaledge and the haul-
bags just as darkness was settling in. We finished 
setting up the new camp with the first rays of sun. 

Unsure even which part of Siguniang Shan 
we were on, Geordie and I had followed cracks 
and seams to nowhere in particular. The only cer-
tainty was that it would, somewhere, finish and so 
would our holiday. We weren’t sure which would 
end first.

The next day rained so hard that we stayed in 
our little canvas bubble. The future didn’t look good. Business as usual.

In the afternoon, we got a message over the radio. He San Ge spoke 
in Mandarin. The only words I could comprehend over the static were: 
“come” and “down!”; or just maybe “come!” I passed the radio to Geordie 
so he could talk in Cantonese with one of He San Ge’s Hong Kong 
clients. The only part Geordie understood was the same: “Come down!”

“Are they asking us to come down, or they want to go down?” I said. 
“I have no idea. What do they mean by ‘come down’? We can’t go 

down now.”
“Maybe something happened.”
“Well, they’re on the flat ground. If there’s anything to happen that 

would be with us…. It’s all backwards, innit?”
We radioed back for more details. The reception was still awful. The 

only new word I could understand was “piao.”
Piao, piao…. I knew the word, but I couldn’t remember what it 

meant…. Oh, yeah. I know. Ticket. What ticket was he talking about? This 
wall was neither a zoo nor a cinema, though one could be easily fooled.

Then it sunk in. He didn’t mean ticket. He meant permit.
“But I thought the permit was sorted out before our arrival,” Geordie 

muttered, more to himself than as an accusation.
“Should have been.”
Somehow, we’d ended up, unawares, on the southwest face of  

Siguniang IV, the most coveted summit in the range. It’s hard to arrange 
a permit in advance for a randomly chosen mountain.

“That’s no good,” Geordie said. 
“Down is no way. We go up, and we pay the permit on the way out. 

There is no other way.”
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[This Page] Andron with one of his guests, Oana Baldasici, on Via Pompanin Alverà, 

Tofana di Rozes, Dolomites. “Climbing routes that have easy access and a beautiful 

view, at a pace and focus that can let the mind wonder,” Andron says, “is a most 

pleasurable journey to be had only in most pleasurable company.” Alex Sava  l  [Facing 

Page] Pogacean on the way to Tapovan in the Garhwal Himalaya. In front is Shivling 

(6543m) and to the right Meru (6660m). Farthest away is Kharchakund. Cosmin Andron

That night we didn’t see any lights in base camp. Nobody answered 
our radio. At last, we fell asleep engulfed in water and clouds.

Dawn rose equally wet. It was obvious the bad weather was there 
to stay. We were not. It was my turn to lead. First came a crack, which 
would have been a reliable fist jam if it hadn’t creaked and expanded. 
Then a roof appeared, which showed no inclination to move, so I had 
to find a way around it. The escape seemed to be a chimney, black, 
damp and mossy. Cold. I thought of Comici and his definition of a 
direttissima: “From the summit let fall a drop of water, and this is where 
my route will have gone.” If he were still alive, I would have looked for 
him to break his legs! The whole family of that water drop now came 
down on my head. By the time night fell, I shook as if I were connected 
to a power outlet. I thought I saw Comici floating, riding on a cloud, 
but I wasn’t sure. Could have been Marco Polo….

Geordie and I decided that we wouldn’t stop until we finished the 
wall or the wall finished us. If I had to bet, I would have put my money 
on the latter. I hung limp at the belays. Geordie’s once-white helmet was 
covered in birdshit, moss and granite crystals. His torn hands were bound 
together with climbing tape. I don’t recall much of the remaining pitches: 
I was too busy being hypothermic. But I remember Geordie saying again 
and again: “There’s a little bit left. Twenty minutes of easy scrambling.”

I was certain that he had no idea how long we still had left, but I 
wasn’t sure whether he was lying to me or to himself. The last of his 
“twenty-minute” sections went on for three hours and two falls. At 2:45 
a.m. we stood on the top of our wall. Around me was only thick dark-
ness, and next to me a man in tatters. In a surge of self-pity, I believed 
I felt even worse than Geordie looked. Our route had been a stairway 
to heaven—only insofar as we knew that heavens were upwards and we 
were moving that way too. Now we had paperwork to sort out, a permit 
to purchase, a fine to pay, apologies to make, and a plane to catch in 
twenty-four hours.

June 2016: 

zanskar, india

A grey dawn streamed through thin clouds, and I forgot all the  
darkness, snow and wind. Cristina and I extracted ourselves from the 
sleeping bags and unhung ourselves from the anchor. It was my day to 
lead, the icefall was now well frozen, and what a glorious day I expected. 
Soon I had the opportunity to congratulate myself for only bringing two 
ice screws. One I sunk promptly into the base of the icefall. Little did I 
know that out of sight, that icefall corkscrewed to a full ropelength. At 
first, frozen rocks jutted out of the surface like holds in a climbing gym; 
then they gave way to thin curtains of glass. I had to call down to Cris-
tina and ask her to send the lower screw up on one of the ropes. Fetching 
it was a matter of dexterity, as I was hanging from one tool with one foot 
in the ice and one foot in a crack.

Somehow, I missed the fun of this process. The ice was old, brown 
and thin, but at least it was brittle. I felt as though I were trying to 
capture a crocodile, hugging every bulge of frozen mud and pulling 
blindly on tools sunk in granite dust until I managed to clean most of 
the sliver of ice onto the belay below. I judged the damage to be minor 

by the quality of my wife’s growl. Not the prettiest start of a day, 
but heaving and grunting gets you a long way if you’re persistent. 
My backpack followed suit and then Cristina: a hollow gaze, a 
sunburnt face and a crooked hat under her helmet. I held back any 
comments for fear of meeting the sharp ends of her axes.

Act two involved wrestling overhangs and tiptoeing on ver-
glassed slabs. I felt in control of my tools, but not necessarily of 
my emotions: the protection was scarce and mainly on ball-nuts. 
Luckily, I was spent enough that I couldn’t tap the surface too hard. 
This time, I preserved some ice for Cristina. We spent several hours 
excavating a bivy spot good for one small person (not me); below it 
was a seat available for the masochistic half of our family (I quali-
fied for that one)…. Along with the better sleeping place, I was 

happy to delegate to Cristina the glory of leading the next day, while I 
basked in the pleasures of temporary retirement.

After a sleepless night of sitting on one butt-cheek, I didn’t have to 
make too much effort to feel grumpy in the morning. But the sun was 
out, the rock was dry and dimpled, the protection was about right, and 
now all I had to do was follow in my wife’s path. Cristina moved steadily. 
Whenever she turned to look at me, I saw only satisfaction on her face. 

For the first time in the last two days, we were truly enjoying the act 
of climbing. Just at the right stretch of the hand, the right-shaped little 
edge always appeared; our rock shoes stuck easily to the granite nubbins; 
the occasional crack let our fingers rest for a moment; and our rhythm 
followed our breaths. The ropes flowed without kinks, twists or bends. 
Cristina’s movement was fluid, yet not fast. It was as if she wanted this 
climb to last forever, though we both knew that we needed to race to 
get down. We didn’t speak about it. We couldn’t chase away the magic.

After a while, Cristina couldn’t be bothered to switch out of rock 
shoes to cross the snow bands, and I followed her example. At the base 
of the final arête, we left behind the backpack and the big boots. The 
sun turned red, warming our faces for a brief moment, before it slipped 
behind the peaks in the West. I snapped a memento of two tired climb-
ers; then we chased the light down to the little speck of our tent. Looks 
like this time we might be getting away with it! Not bad for a trip based on 
a peak named after its elevation, a Google Earth printout and not enough 
cash for the original objective….
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Three weeks later, I got an email from Slovenia: “Congratulations. It 
is a special challenge to set free from expectations.… Keep going. Marko.” 
The Slovenian alpinist Marko Prezelj is the master of plain speaking yet 
of hidden meanings. His words could be either a nod to this moment 
or a scolding about the past. I chose the first interpretation, yet I knew 
better than to relish the compliment.

February 2016: 

carpathians, romania

One after another, guides and clients slide down the slope in 
geometrically controlled tracks, balancing out the randomness of the 
wind-blown snow swirls. In the valley, we pull out the skins again. We 
look up at the next face, the guests quivering with anticipation, the 
guides mentally projecting the run back down. Wosh, wosh, wosh—and 
again we head uphill over the glassy snow.

I’m done talking to Paul about my climbs. Too many words to say, 
and most of them empty. Yet the monotony of our movement teases my 
inner voice back to life.

I guess there are three types of alpinists out there. There are the soldiers. 
Those who conquer. They go into battle to win, to reach the summit. To 
succeed or die. To get one man on top even if they return with three men 
less. They battle. They train to push against the mountains, against the 
winds, against other men. They follow the plan and the project. They strive 
to achieve.

Then, there are the knights. They see what is beyond the ridge. They have 
a soldier’s body, but their souls are different. Winning is easy. Winning is for 
the strong and the lucky. Anyone can be strong, and luck is no virtue. The 

value is in the purpose, yet winning is a result not a purpose. The result is 
always treated with contempt, and the purpose has to be unattainable, but 
just barely. The good is never enough, and perfection only is to be desired.

Then there are the troubadours. The mountains are the strings on which 
their souls play music. They use hands and feet and voice and eye to speak 
stories. Different stories, different songs, but the same tune. Winning tells 
of joy and doubt, failure of worth and despair, strength of confidence and 
luck of loss. Neither is meaningful outside of the story, and there is no story 
without a journey, and no journey without adventure, and no adventure in 
perpetual success.

I clack my binding shut. The reflections of icy patches down the 
couloir cast a blue steel glow on my party. Once more, I shout: “Tous 
à la gauche de ma trace. Attendez que j’arrive en bas. Tu viens le premier, 
après, toi, après toi. Tu viens le dernier. Compris? Gardez la distance. Bon! 
Allons-y!”

Everybody on the left of my track. Wait till I get to the bottom. You come 
first, then you follow, then you. You go last. Understood? Keep some space 
between each other. Good! Let’s go!

As I glide downward, the clouds of snow crystals burst. All the count-
less peaks in my imagination and memory coalesce into the single moun-
tain beneath my skis, and my body responds to its familiar ground with 
memorized motions, leaving my mind free, once more, to wander. 

Summary of statistics: Suffering First Class (V 5.10+ A3, ca. 400m), southwest face, Siguniang 

Shan (6250m) Qionglai Shan, Eastern Tibet, first ascent, July 5–8, 2006, Cosmin Andron and 

Wai Wah “Geordie” Yip; southwest face, Bhagirathi I (6856m) Garwahl Himalaya, India, new 

route attempt, September 27–29, 2014 Andron and Pogacean; Supercouloir (ED: WI4+ M5/6 

C1, 75°), south face, T16 south summit (6431m), Zanskar, India, first ascent, June 15–17, 2016, 

Andron and Pogacean. [“Paul” is a pseudonym for the guide in this story.–Ed.]
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The Many Faces 
of One Face:

The Eiger Direct, Fifty Years On
Jochen Hemmleb

There are instances when a single image or 
quote becomes the epitome of a whole story. 
What the young British reporter Peter Gillman 
saw through a telescope at 3:20 p.m. on March 
22, 1966, became the defining moment of the 
Eiger Direttissima, the first direct route up the 
most notorious north face of the Alps. It was 
only a brief flash of color against the sprinkled 
black and white of rock and ice, and yet that 
instant expanded in Gillman’s perception to 
an unbearably long time as the figure appeared 
to turn over, “slowly, gently, and with awful 
finality.” John Harlin, age thirty, one of the 
top American climbers of the 1960s, had been 
ascending a fixed line; the rope had broken, and 
he was falling 4,000 feet to his death.

The image, captured in Peter Gillman’s 
words, was haunting and powerful—so much 
so that the subsequent events appeared almost 
as an afterthought in the canon of moun-
taineering literature. Three days later, one of 
Harlin’s partners, Dougal Haston, and four 
Germans (many journalists didn’t report their 
names) reached the top. And while Has-
ton’s fight for survival during the summit day 
became enshrined in the book Eiger Direct, 
which he wrote with Gillman, the trials of his 
companions were largely forgotten. Two of 
them, Günther Strobel and Roland Votteler, 
lost all their toes to frostbite. Over time, all the 
German team members lost something else: 
their own story.

Suddenly I saw a figure in red cartwheeling downwards. 
It fell too fast for me to follow it.

—Peter Gillman, “Climber killed on Eiger,” 
Daily Telegraph, March 23, 1966
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Late March , I board the cog 
railway from Grindelwald to the 
famous hotel complex of Kleine Schei-

degg for the fiftieth anniversary of the Eiger 
Direct. Günter Schnaidt, one of the German 
team members, sits next to me, along with 
his wife, Margret; Barbara Haag, the widow 
of the team leader, Peter Haag, and their son, 
Daniel. In a sense, the journey means a return 
to my roots as a climbing historian. The story 
of the Eiger Direct was among the first I had 
read as a nine-year-old boy; the climbers’ 
tales left an early, vivid impression, eventu-
ally luring me into the mountains in search of 
my own adventures. Much later, during my 
research of Everest history, I became friends 
with Peter Gillman, who now waits for us at 
the hotel.

As our train passes the intermediate 
station of Alpiglen, the wide amphitheater of 
the wall fills our whole field of view, and we 
have to crane our necks to see the summit one 
and a half miles above us. It is a face of almost 
incomprehensible dimensions. I instantly 
recognize the sweeping icefields, buttresses, 
ramps and gullies, linked by the weaving line 
of the classic 1938 Heckmair Route, the origi-
nal route up the North Face. By now, I am also 
familiar with the features of the Direct: the 
snowed-up, easier-angled lower part, cut off 
abruptly at its top by the blank stretch of the 
First Band; the streaks of steep ice that slice 
through the Second Band and lead to the Flat-
iron, the distinctive wedge-shaped rock spur 
in the center of the face; the vertical obelisk 
of the Central Pillar that rears up to the most 
infamous landmark of the North Face, the 
deeply incut funnel of the White Spider. Here, 
the Direct breaks away to the right, across the 
smaller icefield of the Fly, and disappears in 
the rippled sea of slabs that forms the final 
headwall.

To me, the Direct speaks of modernity. 
While the Heckmair Route displays the 
ingenuity of first ascensionists who searched 
and found the line of least resistance, the 
Direct has the straight, streamlined elegance 
that epitomized a new era. Back in the 1930s, 
Italian Emilio Comici had declared the ideal 
route up a mountain’s face to follow a “drop 
of water” falling from the top, and after the 
Second World War, climbers tried ever more 
direct and difficult ascents. Yet the Eiger 
Direct was no forced construct. It was still 
comprehensible, understandable. It had large, 
obvious features that even an untrained eye 

could recognize. The lure that such a striking 
unclimbed line must have had for climbers 
in the 1960s is immediately clear. For John 
Harlin, who in 1962 became the first American 
to climb the North Face by the classic route, 
the Direct became an obsession. By the end of 
1965, he had attempted it six times.

There was someone else who was equally 
smitten with the idea: Peter Haag, then 
twenty-eight, from Stuttgart in southwest 
Germany. Haag had nurtured plans for the 

Eiger Direct for over a year—he was so excited 
about the concept that he took Barbara, then 
his girlfriend, to the Eiger on their first date. 
They hitchhiked to Grindelwald, where he 
pointed out the details of his intended route, 
which he called his “very great love.” In the 
autumn of 1965, when Haag and Harlin met 
at the Trento Mountain Film Festival, they 
seemed to feel an immediate connection. In 
the evenings, they headed to a hotel bar, down 
a cobblestoned alleyway in the sixteenth-
century northern Italian town. Haag played 
piano, and he and Harlin sat together until 
late, “drinking and smoking and talking and 
planning,” as Barbara recalled in an interview 
with Gillman in 2014. Both Harlin and Haag 
agreed that the best time for an attempt on the 
Eiger Direct would be the following winter, 
when the rockfall shooting down from the 
Spider decreased.

Haag came away enthusiastic about their 
conversations, and Barbara thinks that he 

might have wanted to share the climb with 
Harlin. In the end, however, they mounted 
their attempts independently. Perhaps, as 
Haag mused in the book Eiger—Kampf um die 
Direttissima (which he coauthored with Jörg 
Lehne), their visions were, at the time, too 
incompatible. Or the Trento meeting was too 
brief to commit to such a serious undertaking 
together. In any event, when Haag next 
encountered Harlin at Kleine Scheidegg in 
late February 1966, the American appeared 
less welcoming. “It seems to me,” Haag quoted 
Harlin as saying, “that you’ve come here with a 
whole circus.”

“Circus” is an appropriate word for the 
ambience that surrounded the North Face of 
the Eiger since the first attempts in the 1930s. 
The hotel terraces of Kleine Scheidegg, just 
opposite the wall, provided spectators with 
a front-row view of tragedies and triumphs. 
Harlin, himself, was known for his willingness 
to use publicity to enable his alpine dreams. 
For the climb, he assembled an all-star team, 
including the American ace rock climber 
Layton Kor, and the accomplished British 
alpinists Dougal Haston and Chris Boning-
ton. The newspaper Daily Telegraph sponsored 
the attempt and hired Bonington as a photog-
rapher, in addition to Peter Gillman, to report 
on the climb.

In comparison, Haag’s eight-member 
group had only one climber with some inter-
national fame, co-leader Jörg Lehne. Out-
wardly an intense, stubborn character, Lehne 
was as reflective about climbing as he was 
determined, qualities that proved their worth 
several times during the final stages of the 
Eiger Direct. Lehne once wrote, “the greatest 
way for a climber to test himself has always 
been the possibility to make first ascents,” and 
in 1958 he had been one of the first ascen-
sionists of the Hasse-Brandler on the Cima 
Grande in the Dolomites, one of the earliest 
prominent direttissime with extremely diffi-
cult free and aid climbing. He had also made 
a winter attempt on the original route of the 
Eiger North Face and withstood the rigors 
of high altitude on the unclimbed Diamir 
Face of Pakistan’s Nanga Parbat. All these 
experiences rendered him well-suited for the 
challenges of the Eiger Direct in winter: the 
all-penetrating cold that shatters equipment 
and willpower alike; the glass-hard blue ice 
that coats the stone; the violent storms and 
engulfing spindrift that turn the shadowy 

Over time, all the German 
climbers lost something 

else: their own story.
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concave of the North Face into a cauldron 
boiling with snow.

The other members of the German team 
were from the region of Swabia between 
Stuttgart and Ulm: Günter “Papa” Schnaidt, 
at thirty-two, the senior of the group; Karl 
Golikow, whose recklessness earned him the 
nickname “Katastrophen-Karle,” but also 
made him a bold, decisive climber; Sigi Hup-
fauer, whose determined exterior concealed 
deep emotions; Rolf Rosenzopf, who was quiet 
and unassuming; Günther Strobel, who was, 
as Gillman notes, probably the most techni-
cally proficient climber of the group; and easy-
going youngster Roland Votteler, nicknamed 
“Donald” as in “Donald Duck.”

Their skills and achievements remained 
mostly unknown outside their local commu-
nity, but they ranked among the strongest 
climbers in Germany at the time. Their home, 
the forested high hills of the Schwäbische 
Alb, provided an accessible weekend training 
ground with a multitude of steep escarpments 
and limestone crags. During the summer, they 
lived like dirtbags in the Alps, where they did 
some early (and often very fast) repeat ascents 
of 1960s testpieces in the Dolomites and the 
Mont Blanc Range. Some of the Swabians 
were already free climbing at VII (5.10c/d), 
more than a decade before the grade was 
officially introduced, and they could move 
swiftly in difficult and often sparsely protected 
alpine terrain—an important prerequisite for 
the Eiger. “We weren’t prominent climbers,” 
Schnaidt told Gillman and me in 2013, “but 
we were good climbers.” 

From the beginning, there was a lot of 
controversy about the climbing tactics of the 
Germans—and a lot of misinformation. Speak-
ing to the press, Harlin described the German  
approach as “Himalayan style,” a siege of 
fixed ropes and camps. In fact, Haag pointed 
out in his book, the Germans hoped to use a 
less intensive approach, known nowadays as 
“capsule style.” Haag’s team didn’t plan to string 
lines up the entire route, but only on the stretch 
they established each day. The climbers then 
intended to remove the lower ropes and reuse 
them on the next stage higher up, committing 
themselves without an easy descent. Two team 
members would push the route higher as the 
others hauled loads and set up bivouac sites.

Harlin had wanted to climb the face in a 
single alpine-style push. But after the arrival 
of the Germans, he shifted his tactics: he now 
planned to fix ropes, probably as high as the 
Flatiron, and to launch a summit bid with two 
or three bivouacs from there. In the end, both 
teams resorted to using a continuous line of 
fixed ropes all the way to the Spider, as the 
recurrent spells of storms and snowfall forced 
them to descend again and again.

By March 19, they had worked on the wall 
for over a month. Relying on non-rigid cram-
pons that became bent and blunt from heavy 
use, and wood-shafted axes and hammers with 
straight picks that made for insecure place-
ments, they overcame seventy- to eighty-degree 
ice. On frosted rock, where modern alpinists 
might employ drytooling techniques, the 1966 
team members resorted to climbing with bare 
hands, depending on gear that was marginal at 

best. Nonetheless, they placed few bolts apart 
from belays. The Germans drilled only eight 
for direct aid on the smooth, compact lime-
stone of the First Band. The British-American 
team, with the advantages of hard-steel pitons 
and Layton Kor’s supreme aid-climbing skills, 
managed to limit the use of bolts to anchors.

Initially, the two teams climbed as competi-
tors on separate lines, though sometimes just 
a couple of meters apart. But life on the wall 
brought them increasingly together: when Bon-
ington jumared near one of the Germans’ ice 
caves, they invited him inside to warm himself 
with a cup of tea, and they lent him a shovel 
so he could dig a similar shelter for his group; 
when a storm settled in, Harlin radioed Haag, 
expressing concerns about his safety. At times, 
the groups even used each other’s fixed ropes.

On March 19, still as separate parties, they 
tackled the Central Pillar, the massive rock 
spire between the Flatiron and Spider. While 
the Germans unsuccessfully tried a chimney on 
the right-hand side, Kor attempted a traverse 
around the base of the pillar to the left. His 
skilled eyes searched the smooth slab for hair-
line cracks. Then he placed a few widely spaced 
knifeblades, clipped his etriers to them and bal-
anced across in a delicate and masterfully exe-
cuted vertical dance. Bonington (who, by then, 
had been lured into giving up his purely photo-
graphic role) continued up the adjacent groove, 
where the glaze of ice was detached from the 
rock, and besides a single piton, there was no 
protection. Bonington pictured the whole sheet 
peeling off—and in an interview with Gillman 
a lifetime of climbing later, he still called it “the 

[Opening Spread, From Left to Right] Roland Votteler climbs the last meters of the Eiger. 

Votteler on the summit ridge. Sigi Hupfauer greets Votteler. Votteler and Hupfauer on 

top. Eiger 1966 German Climbing Team l [Facing Page] Hupfauer about to throw a snowball at 

Chris Bonington. l  [This Page, Left] John Harlin, Layton Kor and Dougal Haston at Kleine 

Scheidegg. Chris Bonington (both)  l  [This Page, Right] The Eiger Direct team members (with 

journalist Harri Frey and photographer Mick Burke) the day after the summit. Peter Gillman 
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hairiest thing I have ever done.”
There are now conflicting accounts about 

how the teams merged on the following day. 
According to Bonington, Lehne asked him 
to join forces. Haston later agreed with the 
German team’s contrary version of the story: 
Golikow (who endeared himself to the British-
American team with the frequent repetition 
of his favorite—and maybe only—English 
expression, “It’s a hard life”) had suggested 
on the spur of the moment that he and Kor 
climb together to save time. Harlin had his 
misgivings, but as he was recuperating from 
bronchitis at Kleine Scheidegg, he had little 
immediate say in the matter.

Whatever the preceding circumstances 
were, “Katastrophen-Karle” Golikow lived up 
to his reputation, stemming up a gully with his 
feet splayed out on opposing walls, and just one 
bad piton on an entire pitch. When he finally 
clambered over a stack of loose ice chunks to 
the head of the Central Pillar, the apparent crux 
of the climb was behind them. As Kor contin-
ued over a jutting roof, most of the North Face 
plunged away below—wide sheets of icefields 
and steep rockbands compressed into interlac-
ing lines of white and black seams.

A day later, alternating leads, Kor and 
Lehne surmounted the remaining pitches of 
snow-filled cracks and fragile rock to reach the 
Spider together. The next morning, March 22, 
Golikow and Strobel pushed on toward the 
Fly. Lehne stayed behind to wait for Harlin 
and to try to win his approval of the joint 
ascent. But Harlin never arrived.

After Harlin’s death, the climbers on 
the face immediately thought of ending the 
attempt. Yet as the initial shock wore off, Lehne 
recounted in Eiger—Kampf um die Direttissima, 
“We realized for the first time what it would 
mean if we gave up the summit now, after five 
weeks of struggle on the wall.… We know that 
the Eiger North Face Direttissima meant more 
to John than any other first ascent…. Who is to 
decide who pays more respect to John? He who 
descends, or he who completes this route—
under the name: John-Harlin-Climb.”

At this point, six climbers were above the 
accident site: Lehne, Strobel and Hupfauer 
in the Fly; Golikow, Haston and Votteler in 
the Spider. Below on the Flatiron were Haag, 
Rosenzopf and Schnaidt, later joined by Kor. 
The next morning Golikow rappelled past the 
place where Harlin’s rope had broken, and 
he inspected the remaining fixed lines. Some 

were frayed. He considered them too risky 
for further ascents, and he advocated strongly 
for removing them. Still, he and Rolf Rosen-
zopf ascended those damaged ropes one more 
time to ferry supplies for the climbers ahead. 
That afternoon, the climbers at the Death 

Bivouac decided to descend. In recent talks 
with Gillman, Barbara remembered: “[The 
Eiger Direct] was like a dream for Peter [Haag], 
and the moment John Harlin had the accident, 
the world collapsed for him. The undertaking 
became irrelevant and without value.”
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Meanwhile, Lehne and Strobel started up 
the wall’s final obstacle. Although the classic 
1938 route escapes the Spider on the left via 
the cobweb of the Exit Cracks, the headwall to 
the right is a sweep of dark slabs devoid of any 
obvious weakness. Above the Fly rises a vague 

fold in the curtain, a dim, somber runnel of 
ice-filled dihedrals and chimneys. Fighting his 
way through incessant spindrift, Strobel had 
to clear the cracks with bare fingers before he 
could place a few shaky pitons in the friable 
rock—only to take a twelve-meter fall when 

a fifi hook on one of his etriers broke. “A 
gigantic shadow burst through the air,” Lehne 
recounted, “and an instant later Günther 
[Strobel] swayed above my head, almost 
within reach of my outstretched hand. The 
pitons held. Apparently they aren’t that bad.” 
At dusk, when they rappelled to their bivouac 
in the Fly, the wind picked up, and snow 
drifted around them like a rising tide. A radio 
call warned of an impending storm.

In the morning, Lehne noted, “Magnifi-
cent ice crystals cover the rope with a chain 
of stars…. To hell with their beauty.” Gusts 
buffeted him as he ascended the ropes to their 
highpoint. The fog thickened. Without a 
photo of the unknown terrain ahead, he tried 
to remember where the Summit Icefield began. 
As he waited for Strobel and Haston, Lehne 
received the news over the radio that Haag and 
Schnaidt were taking down all the fixed ropes. 
The summit team’s retreat was irretrievably cut 
off; the much-criticized umbilical cord to the 
base of the wall was gone for good. It was a 
new climb. Now, if they failed to surmount the 
forbidding dihedrals above, they’d face 1600 
meters of descent down a storm-tossed face. 
As Haston put it, “The way out was up.”

Ahead stretched some of the most atrocious 
terrain of the whole route: brittle, iced-up 
rock, barely protectable. Near the start of the 
third dihedral pitch, Lehne reached a point 
where he could no longer find protection or 
see a clear path. What happened next he later 
compared to “running amok”: relinquishing 
all caution, he balanced up the overhanging 
cleft without placing any pitons, constantly 
on the brink of falling. “I have pulled off my 
gloves. My hands are scratched up, swollen, 
covered in snow and wet. But they do their 
job,” he later wrote. A bulge of unconsolidated 
snow blocked his way. “For a moment I seri-
ously consider if I should jump off deliberately 
or wait until I come off.”

[Facing Page] Layton Kor climbs through the roof above the 

Central Pillar as Karl Golikow looks on. Here Bonington 

radioed to Peter Gillman, describing the scene as “the 

most fantastic situation you could imagine…. You can 

see the whole face dropping away very steeply below 

you.”  l  [This Page] Kor at the belay looking down at the 

Central Pillar where Jörg Lehne jumars the rope. That 

evening, in Eiger—Kampf um die Direttissima, Lehne 

recalled a sense of happiness. But the fixed rope broke 

just below the belay the next day. Chris Bonington (both)
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Lehne sunk his axe into the bulge, but the 
snow was too soft for him to gain any security. 
His legs shook. As he tried to move them to 
another position, the lower half of the bulge 
broke off, enabling him to inch a little higher 
and pound in a pin. “Panic gave way to a 
great serenity,” he recounted. He started up a 
leftward-slanting ramp that seemed to lead to 
the Summit Icefield. Or so Lehne hoped. The 
clouds had grown too dense for him to be sure.

The wind intensified to a gale. Rime 
formed a mask over his face as he staggered over 
eighty-degree scree—“no rock, just rubble of all 
calibers.” Invisible in the whiteout, he felt the 
solitude grow more surreal and oppressive until 
he imagined that his companions below had 
stopped belaying him and left him on the wall. 
The fog lifted a little, and he saw a glimmer of 
grey ice. Five times he yelled into the radio, “We 
are at the beginning of the Summit Icefield.” 
When Lehne untied from the rope to rearrange 
an anchor so he could bring his partners up, a 
wooden chock he pulled on came away, and he 
nearly took a fatal fall.

After Haston and Strobel reached the belay, 
Lehne started leading the next pitch, only to 
find that another belt of smooth slabs reared 
into the mists, still separating them from the 
sanctuary of the Icefield. His earlier pronounce-
ment had been too optimistic: the summit was 
still too far to attain without another bivouac. 
Strobel, who felt the onset of frostbite, was des-
perate to finish the climb that evening. He tried 
to explore a way up, but he got a mere twenty 
meters higher before the light faded.

Haston had already descended to the base of 
the dihedral, rejoining Hupfauer and Votteler. 
Lehne and Strobel spent the night at a belay 
stance dangling from slings, wrapped in the 
torn remnants of their bivy bag. Their cotton 
oversuits froze stiff. They had gone for almost 
two days without a drink of water, and in the 
pouring spindrift they were unable to light 
their stove. Their feet turned numb. Strobel 
had ugly dark frostbite blisters on his hands. 
“We just hung there and thought. ‘Hopefully 
the night will soon be over,’” he told Gillman 
in 2014. Strobel gave Lehne their last piece of 
candy. When Lehne dropped it, he scratched 
at the snow to try to find it, nearly crying with 
despair. Eighty meters below, perched on tiny 
chopped-out ice ledges, the three others suf-
fered an equally tortuous night.

On the morning of March 25, the climb-
ers knew they had to get off the wall. Lehne 
and Strobel, again leading, ventured farther 



79

up the rock belt, which culminated in a 
section without handholds—the only way 
to the summit and survival. Drilling bolts 
was impossible in the crumbling limestone. 
Higher up, he found, he couldn’t get pitons 
in either. He could only place the tips of his 
crampons on tiny ice patches or brittle rock 
slabs. “After about five meters,” he wrote, “I 
can use a tiny flake of rock as an undercling 
for my right hand. As soon as I put my weight 
on it, it breaks off. I topple over backwards 
and balance precariously on frontpoints…. A 
hurricane gust slams me back into the wall.… 
It was the boldest climbing I ever did.” 

As the ice grew thicker and the slope gentler, 
he screamed with relief—the Summit Icefield 
at last! He and Strobel pressed on, cutting steps 
through the unrelenting storm. Two pitches 
from the top, Lehne’s arms cramped. He 
handed over the lead to his partner, and after 
traversing around a final overhanging boulder, 
Günther Strobel completed the Eiger Direct.

Strobel plunged his ice axe into the snow 
and wrapped the rope around it. Back at the 
last belay, Lehne yelled into the wind, “Rope 
fixed?” He imagined that he heard a faint 
“yes”—a near-deadly error. Strobel hadn’t fin-
ished securing the anchor when Lehne started 
to jumar. Strobel clutched the shaft of his axe 
as he struggled to hold Lehne’s weight. At 
last, the men embraced in the battering wind, 

incapable of forcing a smile on their ice-coated 
faces. After so many days on a steep wall, they 
wobbled and stumbled, supporting each other 
on the low-angled summit snows. There are dif-
ferent versions of what happened next, but as 
Peter and Leni Gillman write in Extreme Eiger, 
this one may evoke the most “emotional truth”: 
as Strobel and Lehne made their way toward 
the descent, two shadows emerged out of the 
whirling mist. Bonington and Karl Golikow 
had arrived from the West Flank. “I will never 
forget that moment,” Strobel recalled nearly 
half a century on. “Both Karl and I cried.”

While Golikow accompanied Lehne and 
Strobel to a snow cave on the West Flank, Bon-
ington went to look for Haston, Hupfauer and 
Votteler, whose survival remained uncertain. 
Beyond the last rope that Lehne fixed, Haston 
dug out the steps that the first party had carved 
in the Icefield. Gusts blew snow into his eyes. 
Often, he moved more by touch than by sight. 
Both his crampons had worked loose, and he 
only had one ice dagger as a handhold. He 
knew that if he slipped, the fragile belay anchor 
would fail, and Hupfauer and Votteler would 
tumble with him to the base of the wall.

By then, Bonington had reached the 
summit and dropped a rope. It dangled about 
six meters to the left of Haston. He attempted 
to cross the bare ice, but he realized that 
without reliable crampons or an axe, he would 
fall. He could only think of one option. Using 

his Hiebler ascender as a hammer, he managed 
to pound the ice dagger a short length into the 
hard slope. He clipped his rope to it and began 
a tension traverse. “There was no real point in 
worrying because it was out of my hands,” 
Haston recounted in Eiger Direct. “Three lives 
on an inch of metal.” Finally, he could grab the 
rope. He called the traverse “the longest thirty 
seconds of my life.” Soon after, he was on the 
summit. Within an hour, first Hupfauer, then 
Votteler, joined him—the last to escape the 
face. “We had survived,” Votteler told Gillman 
and me in 2013, “nothing more.”

Kurt Diemberger once noted that “an 
eight-thousander belongs to you only when 
you get down. Before that, you belong to it.” 
When it comes to the experiences and percep-
tions you have on any iconic peak, the opposite 
is often true: on the mountain they belong to 
you. Once you get down, they belong also to 
others—observers, commentators and critics.

When the “race” for the Eiger Direct 
commenced, as the Gillmans note in Extreme 
Eiger, it was exactly what the press had been 
waiting for. Pundits criticized the Himalayan 
tactics, the extensive use of technical aids, the 
vast amounts of supplies. The Swiss Alpine 
Club president decried the ascent as an offense 
“shaking the ethical foundations of climbing,” 
and he depicted the climbers as “gladiators” 
risking their lives for money. The German 
tabloid Bild am Sonntag claimed the climbers 
had enjoyed a “sweet life on the Mordwand” 
(murder wall), indulging in luxury during the 
rest breaks at Kleine Scheidegg. Climbing mag-
azines chimed in. Toni Hiebeler, editor of the 
leading German-language journal Alpinismus, 
stated that because of the fixed ropes, the climb 
“lacked seriousness.”

At the core of the criticism were some valid 
points. The use of fixed ropes was anathema to 
Alpine purists who believed in climbing by fair 
means. Al Rouse, in the 1985 Alpine Journal, 
later lamented the use of heavy styles on direct 
routes in the Alps: “Why do they not leave 
these climbs alone until someone is capable 
of climbing them properly?” There was media 
exploitation surrounding the Eiger Direct—
just as there had been on many Himalayan 
expeditions (and also on some Eiger climbs) 
before. There was a certain surreality in the 

[Facing Page] Kor follows Bonington’s steep ice lead.  l  [This Page] The summit team on 

the West Flank (the descent route): Jörg Lehne, Günther Strobel, Roland Votteler, Dougal 

Haston and Sigi Hupfauer. Karl Golikow, Günter Schnaidt and Rolf Rosenzopf, as well 

as Bonington and two others, had arrived to greet them. The eleven men had spent a 

cramped night in a snow cave. “No national barriers existed here,” Haston recalled in 

Eiger Direct, “We were united by the spirit of extreme climbing.” Chris Bonington (both)
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juxtaposition of the storm-battered wintry 
wall and the nearby warm comforts of Kleine 
Scheidegg. To some viewers, the climbers’ 
visits to the hotel bar meant they were no 
longer adhering to the idea (or the cliché) of 
alpinists as ascetics. Gradually, the story of 
the Eiger Direct grew more and more dis-
torted, transforming with the projections and  
reinterpretations of nonparticipants who 
included laypersons and climbers alike. To its 
most severe critics, the climb came to typify 
everything they considered wrong about 
mountaineering in that era—or even about 
society in general. Commercialization, hedo-
nism, excess.

The Eiger Direct came at a turning 
point in history, when more climbers were 

beginning to become “professionals” and to 
seek sponsorship from private companies. As  
Bonington wrote to Alpinist in 2012: “We 
and most climbers were broke, and selling the 
story enabled one to sit it out in the Alps.” Yet 
although both Eiger teams signed newspaper 
and book contracts, as the Gillmans point out 
in Extreme Eiger, the German climbers had 
to come up with the money for the attempt 
themselves, which amounted to two or three 
months’ wages for some. Their publisher gave 
them no advance and insisted on full owner-
ship of the story; the climbers had to turn over 
all photos and journal entries. In return, they 
received royalties of no more than 12.5 pfennig 
or $.03 USD from each book sold, and for a 
long while after, they remained in debt.

Of the participants, Dougal Haston wrote 
the 1966 book Eiger Direct with Peter Gillman. 
Although they tried to add some of the German 
team’s experiences, their perspective was limited 
by language barriers, geographic distance, con-
flicting copyrights and tight publishing dead-
lines. Printed in English (but never in German), 
Eiger Direct enjoyed a wide readership in Great 
Britain and the US, where it became the 
quasi-official narrative. The book contained 
little reference to criticisms, and the storyline 
ended before the media backlash. Peter Haag 
and Jörg Lehne’s book, Eiger—Kampf um die 
Direttissima, attempted to address some of the 
misinformation. Responding to accusations 
that John Harlin was a “victim of the ‘German 
style,’” because of the broken fixed rope, they 
pointed out that their group hadn’t intended 
to use Himalayan tactics at the beginning; they 
hadn’t even brought adequate gear for a siege. 
Harlin’s team had later shown them how to 
jumar in the Yosemite big-wall style and lent 
them some ascenders. But the German book 
was never translated into English—and it 
lacked one essential account by two members 
of the summit team that did not surface for 
forty-seven years.

Some labels have stuck for a long time in 
mountaineering literature, such as the German 
term Materialschlacht, which implies a more 
or less forced aid route with an excessive use 
of pitons and bolts. A few years ago, Nicho 
Mailänder concluded in his history of Swabian 
climbing, “The John-Harlin-Climb on the 
Eiger was not only the highpoint of the age of 
the direttissima, it was also its swansong…. The 
success on the Eiger was undoubtedly a hard-
earned victory at the highest level, in which 
alpine technology played a decisive role. Had 
aid routes…initially been celebrated as a huge 
breakthrough, the plumb line of the Superdiret-
tissima on the north face of the Cima Grande 
[opened in 1963] already showed that the ‘line 
of the falling drop of water’ led climbing into a 
dead end.”

In a now-classic essay, published in Moun-
tain (1971), Reinhold Messner decried “the 
murder of the impossible,” when climbers 
relied on bolt ladders to scale the blankest 
rock faces. “What have I personally got against 

[This Page] The Eiger Direct (aka: “Harlin Direct,” ED+, 1800m) on the North Face, showing: 

 Eigerwand Station.  The Flatiron.  Death Bivouac.  The Central Pillar.   

 The Spider.   The Fly.   The Headwall.  Peter Gillman  l  [Facing Page] Eiger Direct 

team members in the Gaststube, the basement café of the famous Kleine Scheidegg hotel, 

during the first ascent. A haunting passage from Eiger Direct (by Haston and Peter Gillman), 

described Haston leaving the hotel for the last time with Harlin: “[Haston and Harlin] felt 

strange in their full Eiger winter outfit as they crept past the drinkers in the bar. It seemed 

as though they belonged to another world—and very soon they would.” Chris Bonington 
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‘direttissimas’?” he asked. “Nothing at all; in 
fact I think that the ‘falling drop of water’ 
route is one of the most logical things that 
exists.... But sometimes the line of weakness 
wanders to the left or the right of this line; and 
then we see climbers…going straight on up as 
if it weren’t so, striking in bolts of course…. 
People are drilling more and more and climb-
ing less and less.”

On the 1963 Saxon Direct of the Cima 
Grande in the Dolomites, the first ascensionists 
placed a total of 450 pitons and 25 bolts to 
forge a pure aid route straight up a 550 meter-
high face. The Eiger Direct, by contrast, is 
predominantly a natural line, and in comparison 
with other direttissime of the age, the German 
team’s use of 38 bolts (only eight for aid) and 
240 pitons on a face of 1700 meters doesn’t 
seem that excessive. The 1966 ascent took place 
a few years before the spread of nuts, hexes and 
“clean climbing” practices that would have 
enabled less hammering. Modern ice gear was 
not yet available. Working with the equipment 
they had, they strove to create a route that, at 
the time, appeared to them futuristic.

During the autumn of 1977, Tobin Soren-
son and Alex MacIntyre made the first alpine-
style ascent of the Eiger Direct in five days, 
dispatching Kor’s famous traverse across the 
Central Pillar with just one point of aid. Their 
accomplishment and their idealism became a 
symbol of a dazzling, faster, lighter era on hard 
routes in both the Alps and the Himalaya. Yet 
Sorenson and MacIntyre also had the benefits 
of dramatic improvements in gear, as well as 
the relative certainty of established pitches 
to follow. In his account of the Eiger Direct 
(reprinted in Climbing 119), MacIntyre wrote 
that they climbed out of the Fly “over on the 
right,” where the original line kept left. Later, 
they ended up “beside a Pillar [sic]” and exited 
the wall with the summit to their left. It seems 
likely that they climbed out via the upper part 
of 1969 Japanese Direttissima, which features 
the prominent Sphinx Pillar, or a line in the 
vicinity. In 2010 Robert Jasper and Roger 
Schäli free climbed the Eiger Direct to the 
Spider at ED+ M8 7a, but they also avoided 
the headwall pitches from 1966 via the Exit 
Cracks of the 1938 route. At the time of this 
writing, the original line of the Eiger Direct 
still awaits a full free ascent.

In the years since 1966, Peter Gillman 
covered hundreds of stories as a journalist, 
but the Eiger Direct remained a shadow in 

his mind, ghostly outlines of missing details, 
both known and unknown. “I was still haunted 
by the image of the falling man,” he told me, 
“and I came to feel that the story was incom-
plete. I was convinced there was more to tell, 
some secrets still to be uncovered.” When he 
asked me to help research the German side 
of the story, I accepted immediately, drawn 
by the chance to meet in person some of the 
participants of a tale I’d grown up with—and 
perhaps to shed new light on this chapter of 
history. In autumn 2013, when we undertook 
our first interviews, the German team members 
and Peter hadn’t seen each other for forty-seven 
years. Only five of the Germans were still alive. 
Jörg Lehne had been killed by rockfall on the 
Walker Spur in 1969, Karl Golikow perished in 
a storm on Piz Badile in 1972, and Peter Haag 
succumbed to cancer in 1981.

Sigi Hupfauer readily shared his experi-
ences. Since 1966, he had summited sixty 
6000-meter peaks, eleven 7000ers and eight 
8000ers (three with his wife Gaby on small, 
self-financed expeditions). As he talked about 
the Eiger, his emotions were still close to the 
surface. When he remembered the initial 
misinformation that his longtime climbing 
partner Roland Votteler was the one who 
had fallen to his death, Hupfauer was just as 
affected as he had been forty-eight years before: 
“It gives me the shivers through and through, 
right now as I think about it.” Rosenzopf took 
some convincing, but eventually he offered his 
own terse account of how Harlin’s body flew 
past him as he left the Flatiron for another 
load carry. Günter Schnaidt, who had gone 
back to his carpentry business, recalled the less 
serious events with amusement, summing up 
his involvement in the climb as almost inci-
dental: “In for a penny, in for a pound!” 

At first, Strobel and Votteler were hesitant 
to talk at all. In part, they felt a persistent 

distrust of the media, as Hupfauer told us. 
Yet we also noted that they were the ones 
most seriously injured during the climb, even 
though both had made impressive comebacks. 
Strobel had resumed hard alpine rock 
climbing, culminating in an ascent of Lotus 
Flower Tower at age sixty-seven. Votteler had 
eventually turned to long-distance running, 
hang-gliding and paragliding, and he is now, 
at seventy-three, an avid mountain biker.

When Strobel finally agreed to answer 
some of our questions in writing, he expressed 
a lingering feeling that he might have kept his 
toes if the final ascent had not been delayed. 
Back in the Fly on the morning after Harlin’s 
death, he had suggested the team should divide 
into two groups and climb to the summit 
alpine-style while the weather was still good. 
Hupfauer vetoed the proposal. He doubted 

that there was sufficient equipment available 
to sustain two separate groups, and he ques-
tioned whether he and Votteler could make 
it off the face on their own. “[Roland and I] 
would have been left with our pants down,” he 
said. According to Strobel, a real row resulted 
between him and Hupfauer—“the devil was 
out.” Ultimately, Lehne decided in favor of the 
collective team spirit that had taken them so 
far: the four Germans and Haston would see 
the climb through together.

Nothing had been published about this 
debate before, and Strobel initially urged 
us not to write about it. He said he valued 
his friendship with Hupfauer, and he didn’t 
want to put any blame on him. Yet to Peter 
Gillman and me, this incident highlighted 
several themes of the final stage of the climb: 
the seriousness of the climbers’ predicament, 
the pressures they faced, the solidarity that 
continues to this day. We also saw it as a 
demonstration of the leadership of the late 
Jörg Lehne, who had put the team ahead of 

“Our story also became 
an inquiry into the 

nature of human 
memory and how it 

influences narratives.”—
Peter and Leni Gillman, 

Extreme Eiger, 2015 
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his own ambition and well-being. Lehne had 
endured long spells of waiting for the others 
to catch up and two enforced bivouacs, before 
the group became separated near the top. He 
lost one big toe to frostbite. As Peter and Leni 
Gillman explain in Extreme Eiger, our uncer-
tainties about how much to disclose ended 
once we spoke with Hupfauer, who down-
played the ferocity of the quarrel and said he 
had reconciled with Strobel two years before.

Lehne’s account in Eiger—Kampf um die 
Direttissima described Strobel’s ordeals during 
the summit climb. But we now realized with 
surprise that this segment of the book con-
tained almost no reference to Hupfauer and 
Votteler. “Jörg never interviewed us about our 
experiences and contributions during the last 
two days,” Votteler said after he decided to 
talk with us. “We were essentially lost from the 
story.” On the penultimate day, March 24, he 
and Hupfauer brought up the rear, carrying the 
last load of ropes from the Spider. Their remain-
ing food had been lost during hauling, when 
the rucksack got stuck in a crack and ripped 
apart. Once they reached the foot of the dihe-
dral above the Fly, they began to carve out a 
bivouac site. Then a stone broke loose from the 
headwall above. It crashed into Votteler’s left 
shoulder and knocked him unconscious. When 
Votteler came to, he could barely use his arm.

“He said he was finished; he wanted to sit 
down and die,” Hupfauer recalled. He told 
Votteler he wouldn’t abandon him. Haston 
didn’t notice Votteler’s injury when he arrived 
at their bivouac. In Hupfauer and Votteler’s 
recollection, Haston was too spent to see any-
thing was wrong (something Haston didn’t 
include in his account)—and they didn’t 
tell him. “[Haston] was done in. He could 
hardly stand,” Votteler told us in 2014. After 
making room for Haston to lie down on the 
ledge, Hupfauer passed the night in a stand-
ing position, clipped to a piton. Throughout 
the night, he kept moving Votteler’s arm to 
prevent it from seizing up. “Something like 
that stays with you,” Votteler recalled. During 
the final climb to the summit, Votteler dog-
gedly jumared the ropes with his one intact 
arm, while Hupfauer kept an eye on him. Fifty 
years on, Votteler and Hupfauer are still close 
friends. In one of the summit photographs 
from 1966, both men have their arms around 

each other’s shoulders. Their heads touch 
as they lean toward each other, silhouetted 
against the cold grey background of snow.

In “The Revision of History” (Alpinist 
14), Samantha Sacks described the way that 
a written history evolves from an original 
account over revisions to a mature narrative 
that includes the complexity and ambiguity 
of multiple perspectives. Peter Gillman freely 
admits that his initial book about the Eiger 
Direct told the story only from the vantage 
of the Harlin team members, and that they 
sometimes saw the German climbers “through 
the prism of wartime stereotypes.” His new 
book Extreme Eiger, coauthored with his wife 
Leni, appeared half a century after the events. 
By adding more pieces of the Germans’ own 
stories, they created a hybrid account with a 
wider range of voices, even though this expan-
sion introduced inevitable contradictions.

Yet in the writing of climbing history, 
such a multifaceted view is often the excep-
tion. In Power/Knowledge, French philosopher 
Michel Foucault writes, “Each society has its 
régime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth: 
that is, the types of discourse which it accepts 
and makes function as true; the mechanisms 
and instances, which enable one to distinguish 
true and false statements, the means by which 
each is sanctioned; the techniques and pro-
cedures accorded value in the acquisition of 
truth; the status of those who are charged with 
saying what counts as true.” Various forces in 
society have long shaped the ways that people 
tell and interpret stories about climbing: from 
the nationalism of the 1950s Himalayan expe-
ditions to the branded content marketing of 
today. In their own time and manner, each of 
those different influences have distorted and 

over-simplified ascents, often manipulating 
public opinion in favor of some dominant 
group or individual while marginalizing other 
people’s experiences, perceptions, memories 
and emotions. History is written by those with 
power, and it can be difficult, even for well-
meaning historians, to seek out the substrata 
of buried stories once a certain version of the 
events is entrenched.

Occasionally, though, the reason a narra-
tive is lost or retrieved comes down to indi-
vidual character. Some climbers have fought 
for decades to have their version established 
as “truth” of an event; others have let it go 
and moved on, content in the knowledge 
that whatever is written cannot erase their 
personal memories and emotions. In the 
first months after the Eiger Direct, Haag and 
Lehne defended their story. The others mostly 
remained silent. As Peter and Leni Gillman 
observed, “All were practical men…not given 
to philosophizing about climbing, [men who] 
preferred doing it to writing about it.”

Roland Votteler, whose suffering during 
the final two days of the climb had remained 
unknown for so long, looked back on the 
events with humor and wry understatement. 
He shrugged off his recollection of the critics. 
“I said to myself: None of them carried me 
up there!” At the same time, he considered the 
ascent no more than a “detail” of his life. “It 
is not so significant that I would still live off 
it. There were many other more exciting and 
more pleasant memories.”

As I watch him on the way back from the 
fiftieth anniversary, looking through the train 
window and gazing at “his” north wall, I find 
myself wondering: What did those eyes really 
see? How much of it did he reveal? Even the 
dark wall that looms outside is not a single 
face: like its history, it is composed of many 
faces, its features differing with every change 
in viewing angle. Some parts remain in the 
shade, which we may seek to penetrate as if 
by torchlight, hoping to illuminate their mys-
teries, yet also risking to cast new shadows. 
Outwardly, nothing distinguishes Votteler and 
his friends from the other skiers and tourists 
sharing our compartment. The same brightly 
colored outfits, the same new gear. They seem 
like ordinary people—except that fifty years 
ago they did something very extraordinary. 

Even the dark wall that 
looms outside is not a 

single face: like its history, 
it is composed of many 

faces.... Some parts 
remain in the shade.

[Facing Page] Haston on the First Icefield on the Eiger Direct. At the top, he later wrote, 

“There was no elation…. Only a tremendous feeling of gratitude that Chris and Karl 

Golikow had come to meet us.... It was finished.” In 2010, when Robert Jasper and Roger 

Schäli made a free ascent of 1400 meters of the line, Jasper recounted struggling with 

grief as he led past the spot where Harlin fell. “Afterward, I felt free of the history.” (For 

this and other Eiger stories, see the Mountain Profile in Alpinist 40 and 41.)  Chris Bonington
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O
n August 23, 2016, thick clouds of snow enveloped Kyle 

Dempster and Scott Adamson partway up their second 

attempt on the north face of the Ogre II, Baintha Brakk, 

a 6980-meter peak in Pakistan. Days after they failed to return 

at the expected date, a search began that combined the efforts 

and funds of thousands of people, from friends and family, to 

international climbers and donors, to Pakistani expedition workers 

and military pilots. No trace appeared. Little more than a month 

has passed since September 3, when the search ended. Outlines 

of recollections are still forming and re-forming: the fragment of 

an unfinished draft, the echo of a voice, a footfall in the woods, the 

afterglow of a sunlit face. 

Kyle was a longtime Alpinist contributor, and I considered him 

one of the best mountain writers of his generation. As climber Mike 

Libecki says, Kyle made readers feel as if they were actually inside his 

tales. The shock of his loss has not worn off for me. Yet I know Kyle 

believed in talking honestly about death and its ramifications. “Don’t 

pretend it doesn’t exist,” he said in a Dirtbag Diaries podcast with his 

mother. “Express the love that you have for each other.” And when I 

look back, now, I begin to see how many of his words he composed 

for his loved ones, phrases left like intimate letters across the stories 

of his adventures, shouted from the banks of wild rivers and the 

summits of remote peaks—mixtures at times of grief and joy and 

acute wonder at the world. In Alpinist 42—after the Pakistan trip with 

Hayden Kennedy, Josh Wharton and Urban Novak that opened routes 

on K7 and the Ogre I—Kyle evoked thoughts of friends and family that 

left a warm radiance in his mind, beckoning home. In Alpinist 50, he 

wrote of the contrasts of climbing: “From the edge, we peered deeper 

into our core. And staring back at us, a barrage of visions, both 

dark and luminous, rose from the abyss.” As he responded to the 

darkness he encountered with a search for more light, we too might 

offer, here, an outpouring of images and words: varied, fragmentary 

glimpses through the prism of individual experiences. 

But there is more to Kyle’s and Scott’s life and legacy than can 

fit in any single view. The void remains, unfilled. These are just a few 

beginnings, not the ends, of their histories. As Scott’s brother Tom 

writes, their tales are still being written, piece by piece, in all the 

perceptible and imperceptible ways they will influence our future 

lives—and in the illimitable pages of longing and memory.—Katie Ives

BEGINNINGS OF HISTORIES:
Memories of Kyle Dempster and Scott Adamson



85

A PATH IN THE WOODS 
Nathan Smith  

“Nathan—These wild places are not just mountains to climb. They are ex-
periences that deepen the bonds with the friends that share in this sacred 
path.”—Kyle Dempster in a letter he wrote prior to heading to Pakistan 

May 2015: Kyle and I walked through the night, the constant sound 

of rain covering our footsteps, the woods fragrant with the smell 

of damp earth and pine. A great horned owl hooted its eerie call, and 

sage grouse beat their wings like drums in rapid staccato. Thump...
thump…thump, thump, thump, thump, thump. As the sky transformed 

from inky black to lighter grey, we slowed, listening for the gobble of a 

turkey that cut through the thick forest. The sound brought an instant 

excitement, and we began the stalk. One of us called to the bird, while 

the other slowly made his way toward it. Our hunts always proved fruit-

less, but it mattered little. We were outside, attempting to be more 

present and involved in putting food on our tables. Once the calls died 

down in the late morning, we’d head back to the car, no longer silent 

and already planning the next attempt, discussing recipes we’d try if 

we were successful but quietly wondering if 

we could really go through with it. We’d both 

lost so many people close to us in our lives.

In 2005 Kyle had witnessed his cousin 

Drew Wilson rappel off the end of his rope 

on the way down from a first ascent on Baffin 

Island. Ten years later, Kyle’s father passed 

away suddenly from ventricular fibrillation. 

Kyle anguished over the decision to go to 

Pakistan with Scott in 2015 to make their first 

attempt on the Ogre II. He worried about his 

mother, his sister and his girlfriend, Jewell. 

But he also needed to grieve for himself and 

find the peace that mountains provided. In a 

letter to me, referring to a photo of his father, 

he wrote:

Nate—This one is about connecting with my dad. He wasn’t a climber 
but in many other ways he showed me that a simple yet devoted pursuit 
to something that you love is the key to a happy life. I know I love life, but 
right now that love feels dormant inside my soul. I believe the Karakoram, 
climbing high, and remembering Dad will once again bring the joy, as well 
as the tears…. And I’m looking forward to sharing the adventure with you 
upon our safe return.

In the autumn after he came back, Kyle and I met in the early 

morning to try to find some grouse. The leaves in the canyon had started 

to change color: oranges and reds carpeted the forest floor; golden 

aspen leaves shivered in the early morning breeze. We separated, 

venturing up-canyon only to meet an hour later empty-handed. A light 

rain began to fall, so we headed back to the car. Kyle told me that he 

and Scott had almost lost their lives in Pakistan. After Scott broke his 

leg in a fall around 6600 meters, they began an emergency descent. 

One of the V-threads Kyle made for an anchor had failed, and both he 

and Scott had hurled down the mountain straight toward the open maw 

of a large bergschrund. As if by miracle, they jumped over the moat, 

cleared the gap and ended up in a tangle at the bottom, scraped but 

unharmed. Kyle kept going over all the details of the trip, what went 

wrong. He never blamed anything other than his own judgment, a 

momentary lapse of attention. We reached the car, soaked from the 

rain and sat inside, talking for another hour while the windows slowly 

turned opaque from our condensation. In another letter, he recounted:

[Climbing] in Pakistan has an amazing way of kicking you in the nuts 
before you even know you’re vulnerable. Hardest place to climb in the 
world. You’re not allowed to walk away from 100-meter free falls, for some 
reason we did. Luck doesn’t even touch the surface.

Unsure of himself, Kyle told me he would take a year or more off 

the big mountains and refocus on honing his skills. That autumn and 

winter, Kyle humored my desire to avoid crowds and explore lesser-

known—often lesser-quality—rock and ice routes in the canyons. By 

then, we were both working on book projects, and we could commiser-

ate about deadlines and the frustrations of such a large task. I found 

his work full of introspection, humility and soul. It transcended “climb-

ing writing,” and unlike many of us, he could hold his own outside the 

vertical world.

In March 2016, we met for lunch, and he told me that he and Scott 

planned to return to the Ogre II. We discussed the idea for a while, 

and as always, Kyle had a sound plan, the right mindset and more 

than enough ability to get it done. Then we 

talked about other upcoming adventures. 

Kyle beamed while I described my ticklist 

for a trip to Chamonix; the routes were all 

warm-ups to him, but his enthusiasm was 

genuine. All spring, he’d spent time in the 

Wasatch Range near our homes watching 

a small herd of elk. His eyes were bright 

with excitement as he described stalking 

silently through dense brush. Each trip, he 

got closer to the animals, and then he just 

watched them unnoticed. We planned to 

meet up when he got back from Pakistan. 

I’d assist him on his hunt, and he’d come 

with my wife Cheri and me for an early 

winter hunt.

In September 2016, after the search for Kyle and Scott ended, I 

headed to the Uintas with a close friend. More than an hour up the 

Lofty Lake Trail, we spotted a crack in a dihedral that split the wall on 

its way to a small roof. It seemed like a decent place to stop and try for 

a new climb. At the base, I looked up: a lone piton appeared thirty feet 

above me, most likely dating back to the 1960s. Some brave team of 

adventurers had seen the same line and headed toward the unknown.

Storm clouds gathered on the horizon. The low autumn light fil-

tered through the gaps, bathing the rock in a golden glow and turning 

the ancient lichen a neon green. In the distance, the twin summits of 

Bald Mountain and Reid’s Peak dominated the skyline. For more than 

three decades, these two peaks and their surroundings had been my 

sacred place. A pair of craggy mountains so similar and complemen-

tary, and yet each uniquely its own. I couldn’t help thinking of Kyle and 

Scott. Neither sought attention for what they did. The attention came 

from those around them, from those who knew how special they were. 

If it were up to them, their routes might be like this long-forgotten 

line—climbed just for their own benefit, and then left for future genera-

tions to find while seeking their own first ascent. Their own temples. 

Their own sacred places. 
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The Light Born Within 
Tom Adamson 

Where does the light originate within us 
that illuminates the unknown path ahead? 
Tibetan philosophy has a term for such inspi-
ration, Kun Long. This phrase represents the 
greatest significance in determining what 
drives a person’s actions. When this desire is 
pure, our actions in and of themselves are pure. 

I’ve inscribed this mantra on my helmets 
since my early climbing endeavors with my 
brother, Scott, and we followed it closely. 
Our uncles taught us to climb at a young age. 
After a short lesson on rope work, Scott and I 
fastened the figure-eight device to our swami 
belts. It was Scott’s turn to belay when our 
uncle John slipped. He was nearly twice our 
weight and age, and the force of his fall sent 
Scott halfway up the granite face. “Is everyone 
OK?” my uncle shouted. Scott was hanging 
nearly upside down and laughing hysterically. 

Climbing gave us a sense of freedom, but 
also a newfound trust in our brotherhood. 
As teenagers in Orem, Utah, Scott and I 
wanted to flee farther from life’s monotony, 
away from local crowds. Winter made escapes 
into solitude easy: buy some axes, crampons, 
screws and pins. We gnarled up subpar rock, 
ice runnels and snowy peaks throughout the 
Cascades and Rockies. Our way of showing 
respect for the mountains was to pray for safe 
passage and only leave fixed gear if absolutely 
necessary for safety. We wanted to preserve the 
feeling of untouched peaks for others to enjoy. 

In 2001 Scott and I quit our jobs, and 
we packed for the Cordillera Blanca of Peru—our first high-altitude 
adventure. Bringing just backpacks and minimal information, we gasped 
for breath as we left the montane forests and stumbled through the 
glacier moraines. We bought coca leaves in the village of Cashapampa 
and chewed on them until our headaches subsided. Icy peaks glistened 
above a skirt of fading clouds. With sore muscles and sunburned lips, 
we trudged on, drawn to the sanctuary of once barely visible mountains. 
After weeks of living in the heights, we believed that we could get farther 
faster with less pack weight. For one venture, we didn’t bring enough 
food, so we scavenged damaged onions discarded by another expedition. 
In the end, Scott and I were granted safe passage to the summit of seven 
Andes peaks, including Alpamayo and Huascarán Sur.

Four years later, we set out for Kyrgyzstan and Kyzyl Asker. On the 
south side of Kotur Pass, we skied large portions of the glacier without 
incident. Foolishly, we decided to unrope and ditch our skis to approach 
a new route on the southeast face. About a hundred feet in front of 
me, Scott plunged out of sight. I screamed in horror until I heard faint 
yelling from the depths. I began throwing snowballs over the hole to 
decide which direction the crevasse faced. At last, I crawled to the edge 
and peered down to see my brother had fallen forty feet, only to be 

stopped by a ski pole lodged behind his backpack. He was fine, with 
only minor bleeding. 

I wanted to go back to our last camp and get ropes to haul him out, 
but what if I fell into a crevasse too? I stripped down to my underwear 
and made a sling like a prisoner’s escape rope out of the skins of our 
skis and the rest of my clothes. With some precarious balancing, Scott 
reached his axes, slammed them into the rotten ice, rolled onto his feet 
and scratched for security with his crampons. He tethered his backpack 
onto his harness, soloed up and grabbed my lifeline. 

Once we both stood on solid ground, I shouted at him with intense 
profanity. In an instant, my tone changed to relief and joy. His face 
shone with gratitude for our survival. The unclimbed ice line shimmered 
behind him, like a pearl necklace draped from a dragon’s neck. We clung 
to that necklace for nearly twenty-four hours, gaining several thousand 
feet before we retreated, both of us frostbitten, through the heavy spin-
drift of a soon-to-be six-day storm. Scott later described the way the cre-
vasse had turned from an emerald blue to a vast black hole resembling a 
bottomless pit. This time, the abyss didn’t swallow him. Our motto for 
this trip was “United we stand, never fall.”

Throughout the years, we learned from our mistakes and fine-tuned 
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our knowledge of traveling safely. Scott never thought that he was going 
to conquer a peak—he was simply thrilled to spend brief moments on 
perfect rock and ice. His Kun Long enabled him to visualize experiences 
beyond what was physically there, and he trained for remote high peaks 
on the ice routes he created in our Provo Canyon backyard—“Plumb-
neering” we called it, rerouting water to form hundreds of feet of new 
drips and daggers down the steepest rock caves.

Scott often joked that I received a master’s degree in forestry, and he 
pursued a doctorate in alpine climbing. Eventually, my career made it 
harder to chase dreams in distant lands, but I latched onto my brother 
each time he came through town, and we still went cragging. With his 
purist style, Scott continued to seek his way farther into the unknown, 
pursuing the definition of alpinism for a new era of elite pioneers. 
Today, my wife and child provide my source of light. Yet the chapters 
of my brother’s memoir are still being written, with each campfire story 
and each quest to find our own Kun Long—at times in places far from 
mountains. The light within Scott will magnify our paths in each of our 
individual journeys in life.

While this time the Mountain Spirits did not grant him safe passage, 
may the mountain be forever stronger with his soul upon it. 

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 6, 2016 
Scott Robertson 

It’s Tuesday morning. I’m sitting in my office. Not much has changed 

here since last Friday. There are a few extra rings lining the coffee 

mug I left on my desk from evaporation. I should probably rinse that 

out. Coffee is brewing after all.

Coffee. Kyle.

I thought today would be easier, and many out there hurt worse. I 

recognize that. When I heard about the search ending, I still believed 

deep, deep down that they would pop out of a snow cave somewhere 

wondering what the fuss was all about. We all did. I’ve spent a lot of 

time this weekend looking at things, or through them, with a furrowed 

brow trying to figure out what this means.

Kyle, you are my hero. Not only as an adventurer, but as a person. 

Because of how you lived your life and how you treated others. Because 

of your thirst for knowledge, your dedication to training and preparation, 

and the never-ending espresso shots you poured when we exchanged 

stories in your mom’s kitchen. I didn’t stay as close to you after our 

shared time in Tahoe as I should have; I didn’t get it back then. Yet we 

always remained in touch just enough for me to feel as if somehow I 

was a part of the greater story of you, and I could share in that great-

ness even if it meant only touching the edge. I tried to catch up: I honed 

my skills, and I looked forward to the day when you would haul me up 

something terrifying, and I’d be better off for it. But my schedule was 

always too full of what now feel like utterly meaningless responsibili-

ties, and yours was too fluid for me to pin down.

I remember one of the last times I saw you. I was headed back from 

Moab after one of my biannual trips to the Creek, a brief respite from 

the muddied reality of my pseudo-corporate, pseudo-dirtbag existence. 

I always felt as if I were talking twice as fast and somehow moving 

through life twice as slow. There was this sly smile that would come 

across your face during those chats, as if you were saying, “Well, what 

are you going to do about it? You know what you are supposed to do, so 

go and do it.” You knew I was smart enough to see the answer, but you 

were kind enough to point me toward it without criticism or judgment.

This past week, I’ve spent every waking moment hitting refresh 

on my Internet browser, hoping for good news, any news. I physically 

shook the dark thoughts out of my head and never stopped believing. I 

spent Saturday night in the woods, somehow with enough signal to get 

the news I never hoped to read, and I embarrassed myself once I heard, 

breaking down completely. I’m sorry. I think I’ve seen every single Ins-

tagram picture with your name tagged this last weekend. I watched 

your videos and stared into your eyes, listening harder than I ever have 

before. At some point in time, I’ll have read all of the news articles, all 

of your blog posts, but I keep searching because every last scrap I find 

is another memory of you.

I know you would be pissed if we sat around, moping. That’s what 

I wish we could hear most, what you would have us do now. I wish 

we could receive a letter from you, and I know that it would only be 

full of love. I went on my first hike since getting my cast off yester-

day. Adventure is relative, as I know you’d tell me, and I’m sure you’d 

appreciate the effort. I headed to the mountains where I hoped I could 

find you, where I knew I could at least look for you. As I drove, I noticed 

the changing leaves for the first time this year. Somehow I had missed 

them; maybe they turned this weekend. The wind has captivated me 

since Saturday. It sounds different. Everything feels different. Yester-

day, up on Lizard Head, it blew fiercely. I opened my arms to it and wel-

comed its embrace. It blew with wildness and warmth. Uncontainable, 

it seemed like you.

I have this weird feeling this is all a ruse. That you realized what the 

next step was, and you transcended beyond our reality, or you escaped 

to the mountains where your beard will grow long. You’ll write crazy 

beautiful Han Shan–style poems and come back one day to share what 

you learned. I imagine you messing around high up on each face that 

catches my eye, and I think, That’s where he must be; he just forgot to tell 
us where he was going.

Last Tuesday, hours before I received word that Scott and Kyle were 

overdue, I happened to be wearing a Higher Ground shirt—Kyle’s shop. 

It was a beautiful day that ended with a few close friends hanging out in 

the backyard, watching the light turn gold on the sandstone cliffs and 

pine forests above town. There was a reason we stuck around after the 

[Photo] Dempster, in his Higher Ground Coffee shop, Salt Lake City, Utah with the 

first of the two Piolets d’Or he received (See Ed Note, Page 89). Andrew Burr
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light was gone, why we watched your movie, The Road from Karakol, 
for the hundredth time. As always, your energy and joy left me close 

to tears, but I smiled and slept warmly wrapped in the comfort of your 

adventurous spirit and perpetual optimism. I would like to think I was 

touched by a supernova-esque outpouring of your energy to the uni-

verse. I’d like to think that you were there, gazing upon a wild landscape 

with us and with everyone else who loves you. You were sending a lot of 

energy out to the universe that day. I’m glad some of it made it to me, 

and I will never, ever forget you. 

Scott Would Think This Essay Is Weird
Aaron Child 

I’m not sure why Scott Adamson took me under his wing when I was 
still a lerpy, awkward teenager. Maybe because it’s hard to find that 
many people who can enjoy broken rock, suspect gear and hard moves. 
Maybe, at that particular time in our lives, I ended up being his last, 
truly available option for those kinds of adventures, and he figured he 
could pass along some knowledge. 

In November 2006, Scott and I drove to Zion to attempt Iron 
Messiah, a classic sandstone route that neither one of us had done. 
As the canyon narrowed, the dark cliffs made me feel almost claustro-
phobic, and the light blue sky 
looked immensely far away. 
The huge, white domes and 
soaring, black-streaked walls 
were the biggest I’d ever seen. 
At the parking lot, four or five 
other parties raced to gear up, 
staring each other down like 
characters in an old western 
film, their breath visible in 
the below-freezing air. Iron 
Messiah faces southeast, and 
its black desert varnish radi-
ates the sun’s warmth like a 
slow cooker. Everyone knew 
this was the only nearby route 
worth pursuing on a frigid day. 

Scott, however, took his 
time loading our haulbag. 
His laid-back presence helped 
diffuse the tension: his haggard 
jeans were rolled up to his 
shins, and he was wearing flip-
flops, a T-shirt and a lopsided 
beanie, all of which probably 
hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. 
He made a sensible comment 
about how the rush wasn’t 
worth it, how everyone would 
be able to climb. 

I didn’t understand. I was 
stressed about getting stuck 
behind multiple parties, 
especially in a place this 

intimidating, on a short, late-autumn day. But Scott suggested that we 
could try an obvious weakness around the first four pitches—a mossy, 
shallow dihedral behind some juniper trees. After muttering that we 
could likely beat the other parties to the bottom of the fifth pitch, he 
moved quickly up seemingly new territory. (We later found old pitons at 
the top of the second pitch.) I can’t recall how hard it was, but I remem-
ber that it was often sandy, loose and steep, and that I had to try hard to 
follow where Scott made it look easy.

When the first party barely beat us to the base of the fifth pitch, 
Scott continued into what was now unclimbed terrain. He disappeared 
over a rugged, tan bulge and reappeared on a steep, pocketed headwall, 
where he yelled as he lunged for white, scooped huecos and placed gear 
in small, gritty pods whenever possible. 

Brimming with anxiety, I imagined him ripping his gear and hitting 
the broken territory below like a pinball; I anticipated multiple broken 
bones, followed by an intricate self-rescue and a lengthy hospital visit. 
Instead, he climbed with smooth confidence, and he arrived safely at 
a large ledge. Unable to traverse a featureless slab that led back to Iron 
Messiah, he rappelled off a puny, flexing tree.

He rejoined me with a half-smile and raved about the pitch. Lasting 
images of Popeye-like forearms, weathered huecos and implausible gear 
burned into my mind. I laughed and agreed. My fire was lit. 

Every outing afterward had a similar 
undertone, no matter what facet of climbing 
we strove for: playing like two kids around 
the gendarmes and spires of the East Ridge 
of Wolf ’s Head; training on limestone sport 
climbs in American Fork Canyon, surrounded 
by close friends and pine trees; making a first 
ascent in Alaska with our friend Andy Knight, 
committing ourselves 2,000 feet down into 
the debris-filled “Valley of Death” to spend 
four days climbing Idiot Peak and back on 
detached water ice pillars, convoluted ridges 
and crumbling granite—Alaska Grade 6 didn’t 
seem so bad interspersed with ridiculous songs 
and jokes. 

Scott exemplified how to do nothing half-
heartedly: to try hard in the hills; to grow a 
mustache; to be kind, humble and uniquely 
creative; to think of the perfect wisecrack to 
lighten a potentially dire situation with a clev-
erly made-up word and with warm laughter 
that was barely suppressed until he finished 
his thought; to enjoy a fresh brewed cup of 
black coffee; and…well…you all get it. Build 
on this list, and we’ll all make him proud. 

[In 2014 Scott Adamson, Aaron Child and Andy Knight 

made the first ascent of Down the Rabbit Hole (VI 

WI5+ M6 A2, 4,200’) on Idiot Peak, Mt. Huntington, 

Alaska.—Ed.] 

[Photo] Scott Adamson belayed by Andy Knight on 

Two Cents (WI5+ M7), Provo Canyon, Utah, where 

Adamson made many first ascents. Nathan Smith
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WHIRLWIND
Bruce Normand 

First impressions are everything. I first met Kyle on the street in 

Urumqi in late July 2009 as we gathered for Xuelian. The impression 

was one of being hit by a whirlwind of energy and enthusiasm—qualities 

I came to know as “stoke”—applied generously to everything: to me, 

to the mountain, to climbing, and especially to the people and the city 

around him. It was his first time in China, and three of his key character 

traits were on display as clearly as if they were tattooed on his forehead. 

One was the stoke. The second was his curiosity, reveling in every 

moment in a world that was completely new to him. The third was that 

he was just so genuine, not at all shy simply to be himself, with no need 

to affect any appearances that didn’t match his true personality.

Literary experts might express the first two as “passion and com-

passion,” but for Kyle that was already too complicated—he would boil 

it down to “love,” unconditionally, of everyone and of everything that 

they, and he, were doing. Beside the stoke and the love, there was 

definitely a quiet and contemplative side, plus the deeply entrenched 

stubborn streak you probably need to become a high-grade climber, 

but these were on public display too, just less often. In fact, he was so 

genuine, so unconcerned by expectations and stereotypes, that in an 

age when grades and metrics and comparisons threaten to overwhelm 

us, he could push the limits—hard—and still convince us that the expe-

rience was more important than the achievement.

Kyle credited me in a recent piece as “an alpinist’s mentor,” which 

set me thinking about what I learned from him. His complete open-

ness about everything included his uncertainties. For him, it was abso-

lutely not a sign of weakness to talk about problems where he lacked 

confidence: he wanted to confront them head-on, with help from all 

sides, to get past them. I could reassure him about expedition planning 

and about climbing really big mountains; he could reassure me about 

climbing highly technical terrain. Climbing mountains with Kyle was 

fast, but it was safety before speed—in one of my favorite photos of 

him leading (Day 2 on Xuelian West), the first thing you see is a climber 

doing a hard move in tough conditions, but look more closely and you 

see six pieces of gear within ten meters beneath him.

Kyle and I were about as similar as chalk and cheese. I’m a scien-

tist, and he was an artist. My life is run by my IQ, Kyle’s by his EQ. He 

was bolder, I grew older.… What we both understood is that you don’t 

learn much if everyone you know is exactly like yourself. Commentators 

talk about increasing “tribalism” in modern society, and Kyle was a guy 

who had his tribe of Salt Lake climbers, even a leadership role in it, 

but he didn’t want to be defined by it and always needed to break away. 

Without thinking about it consciously, he did have the scientist’s inquir-

ing mind, but his interests were in the people of the world around him.

To learn fully about someone, you need to see them interacting with 

other people, as otherwise you might just be learning about yourself. Of 

course, this didn’t apply to Kyle—what you saw was what you got—but still 

I had a close-up view of his interactions with others on one of the grand-

est stages, China. He visited China many times for mountains and ice, 

showered his love on the local people and received a lot in return. In fact 

the love and the stoke put him at home in any country in the world—his 

warmth, respect, and infectious enthusiasm, prefaced by the bright smile, 

endeared him to everybody he met, regardless of language barriers. The 

same characteristics made him always want the best for everyone, and 

in China he encouraged the nascent community of independent climbers 

with practical tips and especially with inspiration. Beyond climbing, the 

same traits always shone through, whether it was helping mountain vil-

lagers in Pakistan or playing with children in Kyrgyzstan.

The way things worked out, Kyle and I only ever teamed up for big 

routes. Our first outing together won a Piolet d’Or. A day out was the 

Eiger North Face. Maybe I should have a long list of tales from the ragged 

edge, of escaping the jaws of death on Mt. Edgar, but one measure 

of Kyle’s caliber was that even this kind of climbing wasn’t drama. At 

midnight on Day 2 on Xuelian West, as Jed and I, the scientists, cast in 

widening circles on a snow-plastered slab for a bivouac site, it was Kyle 

the artist, who spotted that one patch of snow was pressed so firmly we 

could cut and stack blocks. As we fought exhaustion on Day 6 on Edgar, 

it was Kyle, who pushed ahead when I faltered in the first deep snow 

of the morning, but, once he’d given everything, I led us to the summit. 

After we’d cleaned up from my stove spill that burned a hole in his new 

sleeping bag in a cramped bivouac under Chola II, his Zen-like words of 

wisdom were “today you screwed up, but tomorrow you’ll do a perfect 

job.” During the Ogre II search, I desperately wanted the chance to say 

the same to him.

Alpinism is a game of extreme highs and extreme lows, a “beautiful 

but deadly” dichotomy that has taxed climbing writers since Whymper. 

In his usual style—completely open—Kyle discussed this problem fre-

quently with his family, even putting his own concerns and his mom’s 

thoughts on the record in Mothers Have It Hardest. In Road From Karakol, 
he left us some very explicit words about how to deal with it, which 

are, characteristically, both simple and up-beat: “I want to let every-

one know that, if something shitty happens, I love you all, an incredible 

amount. I want you to know that if I die, I was definitely doing something 

that I’m totally, totally psyched on, and I’m loving life, for sure, right 

now.” His message: love and stoke; cut away the complexity and focus 

on the positive. Kyle lived by this mantra, and it was a privilege to have 

been part of his meteoric journey through all our lives. 

[Kyle Dempster, Bruce Normand and Jed Brown received a Piolet d’Or for their 2009 new route 

(WI5 M6 5.7R, 2650m) on the north face of Xuelian West; Dempster and Normand made the 

first ascent of the east face (VI WI5+ M6) of Mt. Edgar in 2010, and they climbed Chola II with 

Marcos Costa in 2015. In 2012 Dempster received another Piolet d’Or for a new route (5.9X 

AI5 M6R) on the Ogre I with Josh Wharton and Hayden Kennedy. Mothers Have it Hardest is a 

Dirtbag Diaries podcast. Road from Karakol is a film. Both can be found online.—Ed.]
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Perfection 
Chris Wright  

The Mooses Tooth, Alaska, April 19, 2013: I woke as every muscle 
in my legs seemed to convulse all at once. I knelt, drained a stream 
of thick, putrid urine, and passed back into a trance as a voice from 
the dark said, “Aww fuck.” Hours later, the sunlight roused me again. 
Perched on a protrusion of snow on the hardest new route of my life, 
with 4,000 feet of air under my elbow, I was glad just to be lying flat. 
My quads still cramped as I peered through the slit in my hood, the 
cold against my back.

“Aww fuck,” Scott said, with a croak from the other end of the tent. 
“Oh yeah,” I said as the memory returned. “You said that last night.”  
Scott replied in his usual plainspoken way, “I’m kinda covered in piss.”
How that happened was sort of my fault. I could have blamed 

Scott for leading so far into the night, for refusing my suggestion of 
an earlier camp. He could have blamed me for being slow, though he 
never would. Really it was my idea to pee into empty dehydrated food 
bags. He could have blamed the zipper on that particular one—chicken 
and noodles, I think it was—but Scott wasn’t one for excuses. And I was 
glad he was tired enough to make a mistake, to be human. I laughed as 
he explained that it wasn’t the bag, he’d just fallen asleep, and that even 
as he realized that a liter of foul, chicken soup–scented piss had poured 
into his pants and all over himself, he couldn’t do anything about it 
except curse, close his eyes, and lie back down in the mess.

In Talkeetna, I’d heard he was a madman, out there alone beneath 
the hulk of The Mooses Tooth—5,000 feet of smooth granite striped 
with ephemeral drips, a great beckoning taunt as it shone in the sun. 
When our plane landed on the glacier, I learned that he wasn’t by 
himself, and if he was crazy, it was only a part of his charm. He didn’t 
solo anything that trip, except in a sense during all the hard moves he 
made above his last piece of gear, though he could and he would have 
climbed alone if Pete Tapley hadn’t gone with him. That mountain was 
fated for Scott, in him too deep to let go. No weak shit. It wouldn’t 
make sense if you didn’t know him; it sounds so brash and so braggart, 
but it was just how he lived. All in all the time, as committed to your 
conversation and a beer as he was to each project, to each wall, to his 
loves, to his friends.

We ran the stove for hours that morning, our last one on the line 
we’d name Terror, shoving hot water bottles into his pants as acrid 
steam filled the air. By the time Scott could stand without freezing, the 

tent was the worst sauna you could have imagined. Yet, as we led out 
under a blue sky, and the expanse of the range fell bright to the horizon 
behind us, we knew that we’d done it. Looking back now, I remember 
how Scott’s tool popped on an easy pitch, and he fell. We laughed as he 
cartwheeled, safe in a way that most of the climb wasn’t.

My heart tells a story of Scott as invincible, but my memories recall 
the truth that he was just living his life. I remember him cold and sick, 
high in the Himalayan autumn. He was always so strong it was disarm-
ing to see him be weak, to hand me the rack and ask me to go on. It’s 
hard to convey how it felt to be there those days. How when I broke 
in that cave, Scott nursed me back to life. How he took the lead again 
and pulled the rope to the top. How I was a sack on the way down, 
having left everything I had on those leads. How I cried after that 
pitch, knowing how close we’d come to the edge. How it was to know 
someone so fast, to be so naked and to need and be needed so deeply, to 
come through for each other and to know he’d be there.

By Thursday, I knew what was coming, though I couldn’t believe it 
quite yet. On Saturday, I couldn’t get out of bed, knowing that to start 
the day would be to hear he was gone. Outside, the summer light still 
shone in the grass, but I shook in the sun on my deck as my coffee went 
cold. It was late afternoon when I called his girlfriend Angela, the last 
memory of her voice a wreck on a phone far away from the time when 
we still had something like hope. We talked for a while, and through 
the tears, what I’ll remember is her saying that he loved me.

I’ve known, ever since the days Scott and I hugged in the alpine 
sunshine, that if our time together remains the best that I can do, it will 
make perfect sense. My high-water mark, the purest expression of what 
this game is about. Scott and I lifted each other up, trusted absolutely 
and became our best selves. He was better than I am, I know that, 
but I can be glad on those days, the mountain beneath and the rope 
paying out between us, that we were equals in those particular dreams. 
Without him, now, I can only be grateful for the gifts I was given: a few 
perfect moments, a few perfect memories, a rare sort of luck that you 
don’t ever forget. Scott was inevitable. He was just that good. 

[In April 2013 Scott Adamson and Pete Tapley made the first ascent of NWS (V WI6 M5) on 

the east face of The Mooses Tooth, Alaska. Four days later, Adamson and Chris Wright estab-

lished the nearby Terror (VI WI6 M7 R/X A2). That autumn Adamson and Wright traveled to 

the Nepal Himalaya, where they made first ascents of Pangbuk North and Lunag West—Ed.]

[This Page, Left] Adamson, in front of The Mooses Tooth, 

Alaska.  l  [This Page, Right] His friend Pete Tapley explains the 

NWS mantra: “It’s a rally cry for honesty and accountability 

in the face of a culture hungry for shortcuts; it’s a guiding 

light to always give your best effort.” Pete Tapley (both)
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SMOKING WITH KYLE
Barry Blanchard 

Cigarettes are not good for you. Kyle and I both knew that, 

but when I stopped Jo-Jo dead in his tracks by stating, 

“I’m not going anywhere until I sit down here in the snow and 

roll a smoke,” it was Kyle, who bounded from the far side 

of the blue ice pillar and declared, “I’ll smoke a cigarette 

with you.” Respect timbred his voice, and I knew I was the 

one he was coming to spend some time with, not the rollie. 

Funny that the baton passed from my generation to his was 

a cigarette.

It was the first, and only, time I met the man, and his 

vibrant blue eyes were giddy with life, yet at the same time 

welcoming and patient. Jo-Jo trudged back. Kyle’s partner 

followed in his footprints, and the four of us took a break 

from linking ice routes in Hyalite Canyon.

Half a dozen winters have passed, maybe more. Kyle and 

I went on to trade words in print and emails, and so many of 

his were true, such as the value he placed on a laugh and the 

bond he shared with his partners, so much more important 

to him than the summit. His words helped me make sense of 

my climb through life. I listen to the people I climb with now, 

whether they’re one of my alpine brothers, or a guest that 

I’m meeting for their first route. I try to see the mountain 

through their eyes and to remember, or to imagine, what 

that was, or will be, like. I have more patience than I did 

when I was younger, and when at times, some of them 

lengthy, I preferred to live in the dark. In his stories, Kyle 

concluded that we climb toward the light—and that laughter, 

love, friendship and glimpses into our deeper self are the 

gold. It was the love he held for the people closest to him 

that got him to his feet every time he fell, malnourished and 

shattered, on the glacier below the tower of Tahu Rutum.

Time has stretched, or slowed, for me since then, and 

I’ve realized Kyle was right: the experience is truly about 

your connection with others and the mountain. I believe the 

highest accolade a writer can be given is that they’ve helped 

someone through life.

I don’t understand death any better, still hate that boney 

fucker much of the time. My friend Philippe Pellet looks at 

death as “just another adventure,” and I wonder if that is 

true. Kyle knows now, and I find hope in the way he com-

municated his love so freely when he was with the living. 

My periodic smoking is over—it doubles down on the cold 

weather exercise-induced asthma I’ve had since that day 

in Hyalite—but I am going to roll one for Kyle and smoke 

it slowly. Then I’ll sift the last strands of tobacco from the 

moist paper and offer it to the north, the south, the east, the 

west, the sky, the earth and finally to my heart. I will ask the 

universe to bless Kyle. 

[In 2008 Kyle Dempster made a solo attempt on Tahu Rutum, Pakistan. In 

Alpinist 42 he described his struggle to return alive from the tower: “Each 

time I fell, I had to find another memory with enough power to return me to 

my feet…. The faces of family and friends. The sounds of their laughter and 

the warmth of their love.”—Ed.]

[This Page, Top] Superbowl 

party, Great White Icicle, Little 

Cottonwood, Utah.  l  [This Page, 

Bottom] Dempster rappelling a 

Utah climb. In The Road from 

Karakol, he said, “Now here’s 

what I believe, real adventure...

burns brightest on the map’s 

edges, but it exists in all of us...

at the intersection of imagination 

and the ridiculous…. In this 

life, when the road comes 

to an end, will you keep 

peddling?” Andrew Burr (both)
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I Am Me Because of Him 
Angela VanWiemeersch 

Scott is my person. That person who knows you better than you know 
yourself. He lived with such brightness, passion and purpose. One of 
the last great dirtbags, he was a man who lived so deliberately, pound-
ing nails or painting houses to fund his next adventure. We often talked 
about how he’d vowed to have an extraordinary existence regardless of 
the circumstances. He never succumbed to the pressures of life—when 
we were broke, when I got ill. Instead, he pushed forward with a huge 
smile on his face. He was devoted to the things in this world that were 
bigger than he was, pouring his time into great endeavors while still 
appreciating the day to day. He taught me that—it took me a while, but 
I learned to love even the rainy days with no adventure because I was 
by his side.

Scott was a logical man, and I am a dreamer. I would come up with 
some grand scheme, and he would always say, “Sure, that sounds great! 
But we will see,” and “Plans change.” I just wanted to plan something 
with him and go do it. Scott could never commit to making plans because 
he felt it was like making false promises. It drove me insane most of the 
time, but over the years, I admired this part of him more and more.

The man I had fallen in love with was highly adaptable to whatever 
life would throw his way. He was always willing to change his approach. 
Now I find myself here without him, wondering what he would say. 
What my next move should be; how I will move forward and reconstruct 
my life with such a huge void.

When we climbed together, he treated me as a climber, never as 
his girlfriend. There was no kissing at the belays, no offers from him 
to take the lead because I was scared (although he took the lead when 
he knew I was in over my head). He pushed me forward with love and 
challenged me to be my best. He encouraged my climbs, my trips, even 
if he wasn’t invited. Devoted to my safety as well as to my ambition, he 
watched me constantly and never let me get complacent. He believed 
it was complacency that led to accidents. If I set my glove down at the 
base of the climb, he’d throw it across the snowfield and scoff, “You just 
dropped your only mitts down a 4,000-foot face! Are you gonna climb 

with frostbite or bail?”
He’d arrive at a bomber, two-ice-screw belay and give me a 

hard time for not putting in a third. Not because two was unsafe, 
but because three was safer. When climbing ice, he installed a stan-
dard order of operation, one that I have fully adopted, regardless 
of the circumstances. You know when you’ve just climbed a hard 
pillar, and the top is a WI3 flow? He always told me to screw in a 
“stubby for good luck” at the top of each climb, no matter what the 
grade. He always checked his ’biners, his knots, his partners. He 
always told me climbing is dangerous and “limiting human risks 
is key, because there are so many risks we have no control over.”

His family, his friends and I knew the risks because he never 
sugarcoated anything. I once tried to make him promise me that 
he would let me die before him because I knew how strong he was, 
and I knew he could handle it. I didn’t think I could bear to lose 
him. He never did promise me that—he just changed the course of 
the conversation with love and understanding. In the weeks before 
he left, I cried myself to sleep worrying that it might be the last 
time that we lay in bed and held each other. He never once said 
that wouldn’t be the case. He just told me how much he loved me 
and how I shouldn’t think about that now.

Scott knew full-heartedly what could happen in the moun-
tains. It still pains me to know he climbed anyway with all that 
insight. But that’s what he did: he climbed. And he was damn 
good at it. The best, I think. I find myself angered at the pursuit 
of alpinism, how such a passion took the person I love most in 
this world away from me. It’s been hard, but through the devasta-
tion and void, I know that it was his very love of climbing that 
brought us together. Without it, we never would have met. All 
the pain and the sorrow are worth the years I spent with him. The 
best years of my life. Somehow we worked together beautifully, 
balancing each other out along the way. I will live with his spirit, 
the memories close to my heart. I am me because of him. 

[This Page, Left] Adamson on Shima Sani 

Tower, Utah, with Angela VanWiemeersch 

and Steve Fassbinder, on a trip that 

involved a first ascent, pack rafts and fat 

bikes. Steve Fassbinder  l  [This Page, Right] 

Adamson and VanWiemeersch. Andrew Burr
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INFINITE INCEPTION
Andrew Burr 

On the morning of Christmas Eve, the sun crept over a pointy 

skyline and up the east side of the valley. Muted purples and 

pinks brightened to reveal a fresh coat of white. Spindrift blew from 

the roof and stung my bare hand as I exited the coffee shop, clutching 

the warm brew. It was Kyle’s shop, aptly named Higher Ground. Kyle 

and I often met there to caffeinate our bodies before questing about 

the mountains. 

The road hummed, and the sky flew by as we sped down the road to 

Happy Valley and the north-facing walls of Provo Canyon. We weren’t 

sure where to go, but we could see the glistening amphitheater of 

ice. A vague text message with cryptic directions led us through the 

scrub oak, to a core group of Provo climbers, including Scott, and 

a crag bursting with steep ice and hanging daggers that magically 

“appeared” for a few weeks that winter.

The day was still cold, but Scott warmed up in a T-shirt. His big 

bushy mustache concealed his wholesome smile. Goosebumps 

appeared on his arms. I snapped pictures from behind some flowing 

water to make the scene even sillier. He and his childhood friends 

had a saying, No Weak Shit (NWS), and he lived it thoroughly. 

After lowering from the crag’s hardest uncompleted project, 

Scott wondered out loud whether there was enough time left in the 

winter to finish. Kyle asked Scott if he could try. “Ya man, give it a go. 

There’s no way you’ll be able to do it anyways,” Scott said. Kyle turned 

to me; I knew the look. Kyle appeared to float his way up through the 

steep rock, past the crux and to the ice. Then Kyle glanced down and 

offered not to finish the route. Scott’s mustache fell flat, his mouth 

dropped open as he contemplated this act of graciousness, but he 

immediately responded, “Fuck no, finish that thing!”

This was the first day they met.

There was nothing particularly special about this day, and it prob-

ably would have soon been forgotten if not for the seemingly inevitable 

moment the two men’s lives converged. At first unknowingly, perhaps, 

two of the world’s strongest alpine climbers began to form a partner-

ship, coalescing thoughts, subconsciously drafting expedition plans.

The three of us didn’t spend much time all together afterward: 

life, family and obligations pulled at us differently in continuous 

motions. Yet the memories of individual adventures still burn with all 

the emotions, smiles, tears. In beginnings, everything is still limit-

less: thoughts, ideas, and moments all seem to transcend time, to 

defy the clock’s architecture and become something more, some-

thing greater that shines light on the very existence of life. 

I’ve imagined the letter I might write to them:

Kyle, you and I traveled around a small bit of the world together, 
usually in winter. With a cool, calm and collected head, you pulled off 
one of the burliest leads I’ve ever witnessed that one time in China. I was 
terrified. It was a pleasure watching you finish those long lost projects 
in Maple on cold February mornings. And oh, what fun we had with all 
the Superbowl parties we orchestrated on a ledge of the Great White 
Icicle, near our Salt Lake City homes. I still hope to get time off and do 
that motorbike trip with you—you know that one we talked about every 
summer, riding from Kalymnos to Pakistan.

Scott, you and I didn’t travel to as many corners of the map, but 
your up-for-anything, playful charisma allowed me to create images 
purely meant for dreams. Over the last few winters, we spent countless 
hours, days, weeks, searching the remote canyons of Zion, questing for 
that magical ice, and I’ll never forget the moment when we rounded 
the bend with Angela, and there it was, jaw dropping and just as 
spectacular, what became known as the Shining Wall, for it would prove 
to be just as committing as any Himalayan peak. You climbed that route 
and others in the purest of styles, with a soft touch that only fellow 
desert rats understand.

 I’m going to come for a visit one of these days, brothers, to the 
Choktoi, for I must see the Ogre II, a mountain that meant so much, with 
my own eyes. NWS. 

[This Page, Left] The photographer 

Andrew Burr recalls this image 

of Dempster on an “unnamed and 

unknown WI5 pitch in the Shuangqiao 

Valley. One of the burliest leads I’ve 

ever witnessed. The fight, the effort.... 

Kyle was so pumped but hung on—

all the way. His look after topping 

out says it all.”  l  [This Page, Right] 

Dempster in China.  Andrew Burr (both)
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F U L L  V A L U E
SIBYLLE HECHTEL   I   ILLUSTRATIONS BY ANDREAS SCHMIDT

Dégringolade 
“Look at that spectacular corner!” 

I pointed at the stark, perfect right-angled 
dihedral that split the silver-grey granite wall 
above us and reached toward the sky. 

 “Could that be Brian’s route?” I asked Jon, 
my new climbing partner.

“No, it’s on the wrong side of the McCarthy 
rappel route,” he replied. He shrugged in 
resignation: we’d already spent several 
hours looking for the climb. I was 
young, on summer vacation, new in 
Canada and the Bugaboos, and ready 
for anything, but Jon, a bit older, had 
experienced more blizzards, whiteouts, 
and retreats than I had. 

“Brian’s route is on the right side, 
not the left,” he corrected me.  

That made sense—right of the 
rappel, the wall seemed friendlier: less 
steep and more broken up. Where 
we stood, left of the McCarthy route, 
precipitous pillars loomed over us, 
seeming almost to tip backward, barely 
held in place. 

In July , Jon and I stood at the 
snowy col between Bugaboo and 
Snowpatch spires in British Columbia, 
searching for the route that Jon’s friend 
Brian Greenwood had recently estab-
lished on the west face of Snowpatch. 
All we had to go on was what Jon 
remembered of a brief verbal descrip-
tion—to start a few hundred feet right 
of the McCarthy rappel route.

Brian was in Calgary and unavail-
able for information. Jon didn’t recall how far 
to the right the new route was, so we searched 
the vast, grey and black face for a hint of 
something that might look like it, scrutiniz-
ing each possible-looking line. We traveled 
along the base of the wall, sometimes walking 
on the vast glacier between Snowpatch Spire 
and the Howser Towers, other times scram-
bling over scree. The granite face was often 
sheer, occasionally bisected by granite cracks, 
much like what I’d climbed in Yosemite or 
the Wind Rivers. 

At last, we settled on a possibility—a 
line of weakness in the monolithic stone that 
somewhat resembled what Jon remembered. 
I struggled up a steep slant of rock on small 
holds, wondering if this could really be Brian’s 
route. After another pitch of miniscule flakes 
that broke like seashells off the slate-grey cliff, 
we decided it wasn’t. We rappelled down to 
continue looking for the elusive climb. 

That’s when I spied the dihedral: a big left-
facing corner, with a good-sized crack (not 
pinched off, and not too large), and it seemed 
to extend upward as far as I could see. Ledges 
broke up the otherwise perfect continuity of 
the sheer, endless planes of stone. Here and 
there, shadows furrowed the opposing walls. 
Good holds for stemming, I thought. 

“Let’s climb that corner,” I said. 
“That’s not Brian’s route,” he said. By now, 

Jon sounded utterly discouraged. 
“Yes, but it’s gorgeous!” 

I fell in love with the corner. It embod-
ied everything I wanted in a climb—a bold, 
distinct line up a prominent dihedral, which, 
despite its abrupt sides, looked as if it would 
occasionally offer us respite in the form of a 
ledge, or a wider crack. 

I’d been climbing both old and new routes 
with George Meyers (now of Yosemite fame) in 
the Bugaboos for a week when I met Jon, who 

had hiked in alone. George had left the 
day before to work on fire crew. I loved 
the rock, and decided to stay. After 
climbing the McCarthy route with a 
couple of other partners, I was eager 
for something new. Jon thought Brian’s 
route would be a relatively easy one for 
our first excursion together—not too 
long, and only rated 5.8.

Now, Jon voiced his reluctance to 
start up an unknown dihedral, espe-
cially with our minimal gear. While 
he’d primarily used pitons on Cana-
dian limestone, I’d learned to lead 
in Yosemite in the 1970s, during the 
golden age of chocks, and I owned 
a few light nuts—much better than 
the old, cumbersome, heavy pins and 
hammer that my father used. 

I begged Jon to climb the corner 
with me. It was so beautiful—and 
besides, there was no other option for 
us on Snowpatch. 

Finally, he gave in. 
The next morning, we set off on 

our exploration. We took my nuts and 
hexes, and Jon decided to bring some 
pins and his hammer, which we could 

resort to in an emergency. 
I was familiar with the idea that only a 

well-driven piton provided security. My father, 
Richard Hechtel, had started climbing in 
Europe in the 1930s, primarily on limestone 
and alpine ice. At age sixty, he still sneered 
at my nut anchors, pulled out his hammer 
and insisted on pounding in at least one pin 
before he deemed the belay safe. And he never 
changed his mind. Only once did he bow to 
peer pressure: while leading a pitch on Nut-
cracker in Yosemite with Steve Roper, he placed 
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a nut. When he fell, the first nut popped out. 
Although the next one held, his low opinion of 
the treacherous things was confirmed. 

My father later extended his suspicion of 
all things not hammered to include camming 
devices. In 2001 my former boyfriend, Tom 
Dunwiddie, and his climbing partner, Monika 
Eldridge, fell to their deaths when their anchor 
failed on the Direct North Buttress of Middle 
Cathedral. By then, my father was eighty-eight 
years old, but he could still follow 5.11 and 
outdo me in pull-ups. He pulled out a nut and 
said in a disparaging tone, “See these things? 
That’s why your friend Tom died.” Since Tom’s 
anchor had consisted of three cams and one 
nut, I thought it more likely that a flake had 
broken off, though I’d learned as a child to not 
argue with my father because he had a temper. 

Back in 1973, I’d not yet experienced a 
serious emergency, so I was oblivious to the 
need to plan for them. But I was used to 
doing what I was told, and when Jon said he 
wanted to bring a hammer in case something 
went wrong, I believed that he must know 
more than I did about what eventualities 
could arise.

At first, as Jon and I began up the dihedral, 
everything went well: the grey granite remained 
solid, with good friction. There were flakes for 
our feet to stem on, cracks for our hands to 
jam into, and places to set our nuts when we 
felt the need. We were moving at a reasonable 
pace, and we had already completed three 
pitches when I noticed that the top still looked 
far away. With no trees, bushes or natural 
chockstones for rappel anchors, I realized that 
we might not be able to retreat without leaving 
every piece of gear that we owned.

At the end of the fourth pitch, we reached 
our first obstacle. The left-hand wall of the 
corner steepened, and the face appeared as 
smooth as glass. While a small crack remained 
in the corner, it seemed wide enough only for 
our fingertips, not for our hands. Clearly, it 
continued for a long way. Equally clearly, it 
was steeper and more polished than anything 
we’d yet encountered. The flakes we’d used as 
footholds had long since vanished. 

“I’ll do it,” Jon shouted. 
“Great!” I replied. Steep liebacks were not 

my strong suit. 
Fifteen feet up the corner, Jon fumbled, 

trying to place a chock blind. He got one of 
the nuts in, clipped it and climbed another 
ten feet or so. In a slightly better stance this 

time—and apparently still not trusting the 
nuts—he inserted a pin into a somewhat wider 
spot in the crack and hammered it soundly in. 
Jon clipped the rope, and he hung our one 
hammer on the carabiner so I could remove 
the piton when I followed. 

He slowly continued up the miniscule 
fingertip crack, liebacking with his feet on the 
slick wall and wriggling with ever more hesitant 
movements. I noticed that his legs were just 
beginning to tremble, and I clutched the rope a 
little more tightly. Jon stopped at a tiny flake, his 
legs shaking ever more violently, and he tried to 
slot a chock into the crack. As it was primarily 
my rack, he initially grabbed the wrong nut. 
After another attempt, he succeeded in placing 
one. Now he was quaking all over.

Jon made a heroic attempt to struggle up 
toward better cracks or flakes. 

Suddenly, he was falling. And falling. He 
tumbled about five feet to the nut, and plum-
meted past as it pulled out and kept falling. I 
clutched the rope with my brake hand as hard 
as I could. He continued past the belay ledge. 
Then, the force of the fall slammed me into 
the rock. The rope burned my hands as I des-
perately clung to it.  

The pin held, and he’d stopped, silent, well 
out of sight below me. 

“I’m OK!” he yelled. 
Thank God. That was the longest, biggest, 

scariest fall I’d ever seen, much less had to 
hold—about fifty to sixty feet. After a brief 
moment to regroup, he climbed to our ledge. 

He turned to me and shouted, “I almost 
had it. I’m going back up.”

I stared at his hands. Each fingertip was 
torn open, with only a flap of skin remaining 
to cover the flesh. 

“You can’t,” I said. “Your fingers!”
I don’t know whether in the shock of the 

fall he’d even noticed the injury. 
“I’m fine,” he replied. “I can do it.” 
I refused to be convinced that anyone with 

that much damage to his hands could possibly 
lead a fingertip lieback. It was clear that he’d 
slip out—if only because of the blood smeared 
on the rock. We needed to reach the summit 
and traverse across to descend via the fixed 
anchors of the McCarthy route. 

“I’ll lead it,” I said. I understood that, for 
the first time in my life, it was up to me to get 
us to the top. I only hoped Jon would be able 
to belay. I climbed to the pin. Jon’s fall had 
left it crooked. A little more force might have 
ripped it out entirely. I refused to contemplate 

that possibility. The stone reared abruptly 
ahead, its surface too sleek for stemming (at 
least not in my blue RR boots). With only a 
few slings and no aiders, I could stand in one 
sling, place a nut as high as possible, put a 
sling on it, climb and pull myself up to there, 
and repeat. Despite Jon’s spectacular (and 
nearly disastrous) tumble, I trusted my gear—
his must have popped out because he hadn’t 
placed it well enough, I told myself.  

Luckily our few slings were adequate to 
enable me past the crux. From here, I could 
climb the widening crack to a chimney and 
then to a good ledge. 

Dusk was falling. The air chilled, and stars 
appeared in the darkening sky. The moon 
rose—fortunate for us, since we had no head-
lamps. Once the initial adrenaline rush had 
worn off, Jon felt the pain in his torn fingers, 
and he was happy to let me lead. His fin-
gertips looked swollen, with blood crusted 
around the sliced pads, and as he struggled 
to remove my gear, I saw a grimace of pain. 
Under the pale glow of the moon, his face 
turned wan and grey. 

Ahead, however, the climbing became 
easier, and I felt comfortable forging up the 
wider cracks and chimneys, moving between 
the black shadows and the silver light. At 
times, I placed a nut by touch, feeling for gaps 
between cold edges of stone. The fading twi-
light obscured the void below me. With each 
pitch, I felt more confident that we’d finish 
the climb, and that I could find the way down 
by moonlight, having rappelled it only a few 
days earlier.

My hands were on fire from where the 
rope burned my palms holding the fall. While 
it didn’t hurt much to climb, pulling the rope 
up when belaying felt like running my fingers 
across a razor. 

We reached the summit in full dark. The 
moon blazed on the glacier beneath us, reflect-
ing off the snow that surrounded our spire. 

We’d made it. Bleeding, battered, bruised 
and hungry, but we were on top. 

We traversed to the rappels. I went down 
first so I could untangle the ropes and give 
Jon a fireman’s backup if he lost his grip. My 
hands stung each time I pulled the wet ropes. 
Jon tried to help me thread them through the 
anchor, with the use of only his palms. After 
four slow and painful rappels, we reached the 
base and stumbled to our packs, eager for gorp 
and sandwiches. 

It was not to be. 
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While we were floundering on our climb, 
some lucky rodent had chewed into our packs 
and consumed most of our food. At least 
plenty of water was running everywhere. We 
filled our bottles, drank all we could hold, and 
then drank some more to fill our stomachs 
before we staggered over to our tent.

The next morning, we woke to shouting 
from Jon’s friends. 

“We’re going to climb Pigeon. Why don’t 
you join us?”

Hungry, sore and tired, I just wanted to 
get down to my food.

“Great! Give us a minute, and we’ll be 
ready to go,” Jon said. I couldn’t believe it. 
Despite ten cut, bloody fingers, and no food, 
Jon wanted to climb Pigeon. He didn’t even 
ask if I wanted to go. Perhaps, I thought, he 
was eager for the relative safety of familiar 
male companions, as opposed to a young girl 
who’d already gotten him into trouble.

But, then, I thought again. Well, why not. 
We were here, we’d done most of the approach, 
and we had our equipment. Food was some 
time, effort and distance away, and Pigeon was 
much closer. Unroped, we scrambled up large 
ledges and footholds that enabled Jon and me 
to make only minimal use of our damaged 
hands. A known route on prominent holds in 
bright sun, with other people who knew where 

to go. It was an entirely different experience 
from the unknown moonlit face the day before. 
It would have been idyllic, if I weren’t starving.

Back at the lower campground, at the end 
of the day, everyone wanted to know about our 
new route. Jon and I had set up tents outside 
of the hut, but a few wealthier climbers had 
hot meals cooked by the hut-keeper, and they 
invited us in to socialize. There we basked, 
warm and dry, while our eager listeners plied 
us with leftover food and drink to inspire us to 
ever-lengthier descriptions of our adventure. 
Since Jon’s torn fingers were the most con-
spicuous, they asked first about his accident. 
After he described his attempt to lieback the 
tapering crack and his long fall, they wanted 
to know how we’d gotten up.

“She nutted it,” he said. He gestured 
toward me proudly, as if showing me off as his 
protégée. 

Jon’s praise had unexpected consequences: 
Dick Lofthouse, an older Canadian mountain 
guide, invited me to climb the Northeast 
Ridge of Bugaboo Spire with him, and asked 
if I’d lead the first four pitches. As a limestone 
climber, he wasn’t used to jamming cracks, 
which I’d learned to do in Yosemite. In those 
days, it was almost unheard of for a man to 
invite a woman to be a ropegun, especially 
a young student. His request surprised me, 

though I gladly accepted. I needed a climbing 
partner, and besides, I rarely turned down any 
chance to climb. 

Jon agreed to write up our new route for 
the Canadian Alpine Journal, since he was 
heading back to Calgary, and I was heading 
into the unknown.

“Let’s call the climb Dégringolade,” Jon 
said. “It means a tumbling fall, or plunge.”

A couple of summers later, the famous 
alpinist George Lowe III called my father to 
invite him to climb. My dad, busy with work, 
replied, “I can’t go, but I can offer you my 
daughter.”

On a weekend in Tuolumne Meadows, 
George asked what I thought was my best 
climb.

“Dégringolade, on Snowpatch Spire,” I 
replied without hesitation. 

He looked surprised. “I thought it would be 
your ascent of the Triple Direct on El Capitan 
with Beverly Johnson,” he said, referring to 
the first all-female climb of El Capitan, which 
Bev and I had done in the autumn of 1973 
after I returned from the Bugaboos.

 “No, Dégringolade, because it was a first 
ascent. I found the route, and I ended up 
leading most of it. It taught me to get myself 
up, and then back down, in the mountains.” 
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W I R E D
THE MOUNTAIN WORLD OF KEN WILSON    I   JOHN PORTER 

Ken is the most considerate of men: the brash ones 
usually are, they’re hiding their feelings behind the 
hard words.—Tim Lewis, Mountain 59

In  I witnessed a fight that changed my 
life. My new boss Chris Brasher and I had rolled 
up at a smoky local pub in East Finchley on 
a damp October evening. The city of London 
lay sprawled in a crisscross of amber streetlights 
just a few busy miles down the A1. We were a 
long way from the mountains, but the home 
of Mountain Magazine, and its creator Ken 
Wilson, was just a mile up the road. 

Ken was waiting inside the pub; he was 
about to give up his fourteen-hour-a-day, 
six-day-a-week job as owner, editor and lead 
journalist of Mountain magazine. Chris had 

come to London to agree to negotiate the 
final details of the sale of Mountain to himself 
and his business partner John Cleare. Ken 
had been with Mountain and its predecessor 
Mountain Craft since 1968, but he wanted a 
new challenge, and he needed capital to found 
a publishing company that would specialize in 
topics of his own choosing. He hoped to get a 
break from the frantic life of fact-checking new 
climbs, chasing news, managing angry debates 
between climbers, authorities and landowners 
and receiving endless phones calls and articles 
from the wannabes…and he might even find 
time to start a family.

By then, Mountain had become the world’s 
most read and most respected climbing maga-
zine—or at least that was the widespread 

belief among English-speaking climbers. An 
ambitious journalist, Chris saw opportunities 
to expand the reach of the publication to a 
much-broader consumer base. Until the early 
1950s in Britain, climbing and mountaineer-
ing were seen as pastimes for a select few. But 
the ascents of Everest and Kangchenjunga by 
British expeditions resulted in a swell of inter-
est and national pride. By the 1970s, BBC 
broadcasts and TV films—such as The Old 
Man of Hoy and The Hard Way: Annapurna 
South Face (1970)—had become immensely 
popular viewing. The appearance of Joe 
Brown, Don Whillans, Dougal Haston and 
other working-class protagonists made strong 
climbers seem like real and accessible people, 
with jobs just like everyone and with accents 
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that were recognizable to the common man, 
far from the usual plummy intonations of the 
BBC. Mountain’s worldwide circulation had 
grown to 30,000 per issue. Chris planned to 
double that amount quickly with more sensa-
tional reporting of “derring dos,” geared for a 
more general audience. 

Chris had been impressed by the work 
I had done as editor of the Leeds University 
Union Climbing Club Journal. Once he and 
Ken agreed on the sale, I would be the new 
Mountain editor. To me, it was a Why not? 
opportunity. I was a struggling American PhD 
student, spending more time climbing than 
researching my thesis. The week before, Chris 
and I had traveled around the UK, meeting 
contributors to reassure them and discuss the 
direction we should take Mountain. Could we 
bridge the divide between specialist interest 
and the nonparticipating public’s fascination 
with climbing? Not all our conversations had 
been entirely friendly. Many of Ken’s readers 
were hostile to any change. They felt that 
climbing was special, not a sport to be pro-
moted, nor tainted by mass media journalism. 
News of our discussions had got back to Ken.

That evening when we walked into the 
pub, Ken stood at the bar, engaged in excited 
conversation with one of his regular cor-
respondents. He nodded toward us as if to 
say, I’ll deal with you in a minute—not the 
welcome expected from someone about to 
conclude a business deal. After noting Chris’s 

dapper suit and trademark cravat, Ken spat 
out a stream of cantankerous sarcasm: “Ah, so 
here we have the Sunday sports column’s best 
dressed journalist and his minion.”  

It didn’t seem like an auspicious start, 
but Ken and Chris went into a huddle at a 
corner table, so I joined some of the north 
London climbing regulars, including a univer-
sity friend, Dave Cook, soon to be appointed 
national organizer of Britain’s Communist 
Party. As Dave and I swapped news, there was 
a harsh rasp of chairs followed by an angry 
exchange of words. We turned to see Ken lean 
toward Chris, cup his face in his hands and 
then slap him vigorous on the cheeks. “That 
was just too stupid, isn’t it, Chris?” Ken said. 

It was like a scene from the Three Stooges. 
Chris wasn’t about to take part in any slap-
stick. Red with rage, he pushed Ken aside and 
charged for the exit. He stopped briefly to 
shout a few blustery insults. The double door 
swung slowly back into place. 

I sat stunned. Not only had I just lost my 
job, I’d missed the last train to Leeds. Ken, 
pint in hand, was still chortling. “I can’t let 
Mountain go to someone who thinks it’s just 
another publication to make a bit of money,” 
he said. “The deal’s off.” He looked straight in 
my direction, his watery eyes full of mischief. 
“So, Porthole, you might as well come work 
for me.”

The nickname annoyed the hell out of me. 
Ken knew that, and I knew this was a test. 

The only way to impress Ken was to stand 
your ground and not hesitate. I accepted his 
offer immediately. After all, Mountain was the 
greatest climbing magazine in the world, and 
I needed a job.  

In today’s media-rich world, suffused with 
tweets and video footage of the latest Font 8b 
problem available on Vimeo within seconds of 
its completion, it is difficult to appreciate how 
revolutionary Mountain magazine was when 
it first appeared. Decades later, former editor 
Bernard Newman recalled:

Gone were the stuffy, cramped journals that 
hadn’t moved on since Victorian times, and in 
came the glossy, visually stunning, and supremely 
readable spreads of Ken’s vision. Mountain was a 
crucible for top quality writing, photography and 
rigorously accurate information gathering, all 
powered by Ken’s unrelenting attention to detail 
combined with peerless photo-editing.

Ken had created a media platform that mir-
rored changes taking place in climbing—and 
for that matter, in society as a whole. In 1969 
the invention of mobile phones was nearly 
two decades in the future, computers existed 
only in governments, international companies 
and a few research labs. The Internet was the 
stuff of science fiction. There were just three 
TV stations in Britain. The BBC controlled 
two of those, and the establishment controlled 
the BBC. But print media was at its peak, 
providing audiences with news of upheavals 

“[Ken Wilson’s] 
editorial stance 

helped to keep in 
mind the best free 

climbing traditions.... 
A relentless guardian 

of the soul of 
mountaineering—

as he saw it.”
—Doug Scott, Up and About
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in the arts, science and sports. The Sixties had 
released new energies, which individuals were 
beginning to harness for commercial gain. 

Now, in the punk rock era, it appeared, 
even ordinary people could achieve extraordi-
nary things if they took chances. Why not take 
risks, be different? The Cold War could turn 
hot any day. Climbing had become one of 
the ways to find self-expression. Most climb-
ers remained modest and secretive, but others 
saw the opportunity to make a name for 
themselves. Getting into the news in Moun-
tain was a good start. The magazine combined 
the appeal of the Sixties’ revolutions with 
Ken’s crusading belief that climbers and their 
achievements deserved recognition. And in 
the 1970s, it seems to me that there were more 
revolutionary changes in mountaineering—in 
terms of approach, equipment and mental 
attitude—then in any decade before or since.

During the year I worked at Mountain, 
Chris Bonington’s team climbed the Southwest 
Face of Everest, proving that highly technical 
lines were possible on 8000-meter peaks. More 
important, Joe Tasker and Dick Renshaw 
made the first ascent of the Southeast Buttress 
of Dunagiri. No one realized at the time 
that the latter ascent would prove to be the 
one that really changed attitudes: two novice 
Himalayan climbers achieving a difficult route 
alpine style on a tiny budget. Their feat led to 
a race to climb the major unclimbed faces and 
ridges on the 8000-meter peaks before they 
were despoiled by siege-tactic expeditions. 

I’d known Ken for a few years before I went 
to work for him. We’d climbed together on his 
visits to Leeds. I found him good company, 
if a bit abrasive—always quick to remind me 
that I was a “Yank.” Another editor of the 
Leeds University Union Climbing Club Journal, 
Bernard Newman, preceded me at Mountain, 
but he found London oppressive, and he only 
survived for three months. (Bernard returned 
to Mountain in 1983 under new ownership 
and became the magazine’s longest-standing 
editor). Could I outlast Bernard? As we fin-
ished our pint that night in the pub in East 
Finchley, Ken ran through what he expected of 
me—an avalanche of instructions that I could 
barely take in. “You’ll start at 9:30 a.m. and 

work full-time, and then some,” he warned.  
The next day, I rented space in a shared 

apartment within walking distance of Ken’s 
home and office on Sylvester Road. I arrived 
at work the following day, and Ken showed 
me around his spacious 1930s-style house. His 
office, darkroom and a small side office (my 
cubby hole) occupied much of the downstairs. 
Shelves of books, records and files butted up 
together on nearly every wall. Light streamed 
through large bay windows.   

Now that I’d begun my apprenticeship, 

my first task each morning was to make tea for 
Ken and his wife, Gloria, and leave it upstairs 
near their bedroom. By 10:30 a.m., Ken was 
in the office, going through the articles and 
news items that had come in the post. Then 
he was on the phone, checking facts, com-
missioning, arguing, demanding, bullying, 
or being amazingly charming, depending 
on what he was after. The radio was always 
tuned to the “Light Programme.” Rock music 
was still the domain of pirate stations, which 
Ken didn’t play during working hours. He 

[Opening Page] In 1972 Chris Bonington invited Ken Wilson to Everest Base Camp; Wil-

son ended up managing Camp I for a week and ascending to Camp III. Chris Bonington  l  

[Facing Page] Wilson at Malham Cove in 1973 with Leeds University Union Climbing Club 

members Andy Wild, John Porter, Bernard Newman and Brian Hall. Porter says,“[Wilson] 

used to tour the clubs to spot future stars, and in this case two future Mountain edi-

tors.”  l  [This Page] Wilson at Pillar Rock in the Lake District. Ken Wilson collection (both) 
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occasionally sang along with the ballads of 
Barry White and Bob Marley or inane hits 
like “Kung Fu Fighting.” When politics came 
on, Ken shouted at radio commentators if he 
disagreed. Lunch was always grilled sausages 
on white bread with brown sauce. We drank 
endless cups of tea well into the night. 

One of my first tasks was to edit the inter-
national news. “Make the language clear, 
consistent, factual—key dates and people—
capture the drama, but remember Mountain 
readers include climbers in Japan with only 
high school English. You have to be universal,” 
Ken instructed. 

No easy task, I thought, when it came to 
describing obscure outcrops on sodden British 
moors, but it was great advice. No other 
climbing magazine had correspondents in 
most major areas on every continent except 
Antarctica. Ken’s contributors were expected 
to be rigorous in their fact-checking, people 
who not only knew their regions, but had their 
own reputations to think about: George Lowe, 
Yvon Chouinard and Chris Jones in North 
America, Elizabeth Hawley in the Himalaya, 
and many more. Nothing was printed without 
evidence, which might be photographs or eye-
witness confirmation. The phone was rarely 
on the hook. The bill was astronomical. 

At 5 p.m., Ken collected the work I had 
done for the day. For the next hour or two, 
we worked on layouts and selected pictures for 
completed articles, always keeping in mind a 
plan for future editions as news of major new 
climbs arrived. A3 sheets papered the walls, 
desks and cabinets. Sometimes I got back to 
my apartment at 9 p.m., but much later most 
days. As deadlines approached, I often drove 
Ken’s car through London’s post-midnight 
deserted streets (so unlike the 24/7 city of 
today) to Waterloo Station. Meticulously 
wrapped parcels of layouts, with photos and 
text attached, sat on the front seat ready to 
mail by overnight delivery to the printer in 
Dorset. Having sent one lot off, I usually 
picked up incoming galley proofs to take back 
into the office for proofreading and picture-
quality checks.  

Every morning, after making tea and 
opening the post, I went through Ken’s heavy 
red underlines, deletions and margin com-
ments on copy I’d edited the day before. 
Then I sat down at the typewriter to redo 
my work—a laborious process. I felt I was 
improving, but the red pen comments didn’t 
diminish for the first six weeks. 

One day I slipped some of Ken’s copy into 
a bundle of my own. Next morning, the red 
pen appeared equally on both sets of news. 
Gotcha! I walked over to his desk. “Sorry to 
disturb you, Ken,” I said. 

His unruly head of hair bobbed up and 
down over a light screen as he shifted his optic 
from one slide photo to another.  

“Some of your news on Gogarth seems to 
have got mixed up with my Himalayan stuff,” 
I told him. 

Ken looked up slowly and sifted through 
the proffered copy, first annoyed and then 
bemused by his avid use of red pen on his own 
copy. Then he smiled with his characteristic 
mix of inquisition and mockery. “Well done, 
Porthole—you’ve learned the first lesson.” 

I fully deserved the use of the red pen, but 
it became less frequent in the months that 
followed. Ken had strong opinions about all 
matters to do with climbing, but he let others 
have their say in the pages of Mountain. Certain 
subjects, however, were not open for debate—
for example, Ken’s forceful opposition to the 
use of expansion bolts in any circumstance. 

Bolts were beginning to appear on a few 
blank sections of rock in Britain, especially on 
limestone. Ken feared that this trend would 
eventually destroy the traditional ethics of 
minimalist climbing. And it was not just 
British rock that Ken felt was threatened. In 
1970 Cesare Maestri had created the Com-
pressor Route on Cerro Torre, drilling around 

400 bolts, including some adjacent to perfectly 
good cracks. Ken responded to this assault 
with the headline: “A Mountain Desecrated.” 
To him, it was the final proof that Maestri 
could not possibly have made the first ascent 
of the mountain with Toni Egger, as claimed 
in 1959—the style of the Compressor Route 
seemed not only willfully destructive, but the 
sign of a guilty conscience at work. 

While controversies surrounding bolts and 
Cerro Torre remain alive today, some of Ken’s 
other views may appear quaint to modern 
readers. Ken referred to those who carried 
chalk as the “powder puff kids.” In a notori-
ous headline in Mountain 44, he censured a 
climber for using the stuff to free Great Wall 
on Cloggy—a route today graded E4 6A:  John 
Allen Climbs Great Wall Free But Uses Chalk. 
The extent to which chalk made grasping hold 
easier was perhaps the lesser of things that 
upset Ken. He opposed it for two primary 
reasons: a) it despoiled the natural look of the 
crag; and b) a dotted line of chalk provided a 
map of the holds for others to follow.   

It would be wrong to describe Ken’s edi-
torial policy as inconsistent, but there were 
anomalies. Despite his determination to pre-
serve uncertainties, Ken was among the first to 
make use of photos to unveil the secrets of the 
great faces in the Alps and Himalaya. Moun-
tain 48 had a centerfold of color photos from 
Dick Renshaw’s and Joe Tasker’s winter ascent 
of the North Face of the Eiger that left little to 
the imagination. 

Ken could, and did, alter his opinion 
sometimes. He overcame his distaste for chalk 
when he discovered all his mates were using 
it. But that is the point: good journalism tests 
attitudes and forces people to take a stand. 
Right or wrong, Ken fearlessly pushed his 
arguments until a consensus was formed. As 
Doug Scott wrote in Up and About: The Hard 
Road to Everest (2015): “[Mountain] captured 
the profound changes affecting climbing at that 
period, and Ken proved a relentless guardian of 
the soul of mountaineering—as he saw it.” 

Counterpoint and debate underpinned 
Mountain’s reporting. Ken carefully fostered 
topics that he knew would lead to interesting 
discussions. Anne-Marie Rizzi’s well written, 
if visceral article (tame by today’s standards) 
entitled “Hands” in Mountain 37 provided 
some heated follow-ups. In the letters section 
of Mountain 41, under the heading “Gratu-
itous Vulgarity,” John Shorter wrote:
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I regret that I shall not again 
renew my subscription unless the 
magazine ceases to acquiesce in the 
encouragement of vulgarity.... The 
phrase “creative relevance,” which 
you use to justify the printing of an 
extraordinarily blasphemous and 
obscene expletive of eleven syllables, 
seems to me on a par with the socio-
logical jargon in vogue today, which 
is used to justify anything which 
anybody wants to do.

Ken mined the seam of this 
controversy for several issues. 
Here’s David Hewett’s response in 
Mountain 42: 

[Previous correspondents] seem to 
imbue common expletives with an almost mys-
tical power. The words themselves are nothing; 
indeed they are in current editions of most dic-
tionaries.... Do Messrs Shorter and Langdon…
hide dictionaries from their children?

Anyone familiar with Ken’s egalitarian 
philosophy will appreciate this debate was not 
just a question of literary license. The real, if 
underlying, issue was the use of expletives by 
a woman. Ken vigorously defended female 
voices in climbing, and Rizzi’s article had also 
addressed problems that women could relate 
to—an overbearing male climbing partner, a 
possibly voyeuristic photographer. When he 
joined the Climbers’ Club in 1965, Ken had 
taken the organization to task for its exclusion 
of women. Newman recalls: 

Ken and his friend Brian Crofts proposed 
that the word “gentlemen” be changed to 
“persons” in the section on eligibility in the rules. 
The membership present at that AGM [Annual 
General Meeting], presided over by John Hunt, 
naturally thought the change was to dispense 
with outmoded wording, but Ken explained, 
honorably, that it meant women would be 
allowed to join the Club. It was voted out. It took 
several years, several AGMs and Ken’s resignation 
(with others’ including Martin Boysen and Ed 
Drummond) to get it passed.

Women weren’t admitted to the club until 
1975. Several more decades went by before 
their stories began to find a regular and right-
ful place in pages of the climbing press, but 
Ken and Mountain had played an early and 
important role. 

Despite the ferocious way Ken took on 
his opponents, he was not the humorless 
ogre many of his detractors thought him to 
be back then, and as some prefer to remem-
ber him today. He enjoyed telling stories that 
displayed his weaknesses and foibles, and he 
was as capable of laughing at himself as others. 
Mountain regularly featured the sparkling wit 
of Ian McNaught-Davis in articles such as “In 
Memoriam,” a swipe at vain climbers who felt 
the need to leave a legacy: 

Perhaps the final stroke for remembrance is 
the intended last request of a good friend (happily 
still climbing) whose ambition was to die at the 
age of 87, shot by a jealous husband, and to have 
his ashes ceremoniously flushed down the famous 
echoing toilet of the Alpine Club.

Another popular feature was the “People” 
column, edited by Audrey Salkeld. Audrey 
unearthed individuals who were making 
contributions away from the headlines in 
areas like mountain medicine, arts and lit-
erature—broadening the scope to encompass 
subjects rarely found in alpine journals. As 
David Harris later commented in the 1992 
Canadian Alpine Journal: “Mountain showed 
us that home spanned the world.” Its readers 
worldwide, regardless of culture or language, 
found a community of shared ideas and love 
for the mountains. 

In the early summer of 1975, Ken and 
I picked up two “Yanks” from Heathrow in 
Ken’s new but already battered sedan. Ken had 
gotten to know Yvon Chouinard and Michael 
Covington during a trip to America in 1973. 

Now the two had just made the first ascent of 
the Diamond Couloir Direct on Mt. Kenya, 
and they were in the UK for a bit of cragging 
before going home. 

Ken stuffed our visitors in the back, where 
they sat half-buried under huge sacks. As the 
late May dusk colored the sky, he swung off 
the A5 and headed for the center of London. 
Yvon and Mick were about to be given Ken’s 
famous guided tour. This itinerary consisted 
of crossing six bridges over the Thames, start-
ing with Tower Bridge. When he drove over 
Westminster Bridge, and Big Ben and the 
adjoining Houses of Parliament hove into 
view, Ken ranted about the growth of the 
“nanny state.” Almost in the same breath, Ken 
fired questions over his shoulder at Yvon and 
Mick about American climbing ethics—bolts, 
chalk, pre-inspection—all Ken’s hobby horses. 
The somewhat wary Americans answered this 
inquisition as best they could. 

At Ken’s house, we drank tins of beer and 
recorded their story of the Diamond Couloir; 
then we drifted into more general climbing 
topics. Yvon had made important steps toward 
environmental activism, especially after his 
clean-climbing manifesto in the 1972 Choui-
nard Catalog. Ken pointed out that Yvon’s 
company had manufactured some of the pitons 
that originally damaged Yosemite’s rock, creat-
ing the holes in thin cracks where nuts and 
hexes could now be placed—thus rendering 
clean climbing possible. But Ken didn’t make 
an issue of the fact. Mick seemed more inter-
ested in going climbing than talking about it. 

[Facing Page] Wilson in the 1960s with a large format plate camera. “Ken wanted and rare-

ly accepted anything less than ‘the state of the art’,” recalls Porter. Ken Wilson collection  l  

[This Page] Mountain 23, with the famous articles criticizing Cesare Maestri’s Compressor 

Route and examining his claims to the first ascent of Cerro Torre. On Alpinist.com, Ed 

Douglas later wrote, “[Wilson] remained a sounding board and an advisor for those 

like Rolo Garibotti who had the courage to keep pressing the investigation.” Mountain
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Ken abruptly changed tactics. He began to 
rant against the British government’s impend-
ing legislation to make wearing seatbelts a legal 
requirement. “The next thing they will impose 
toprope climbing only and everyone will have 
to be insured for rescue, or they might ban 
climbing altogether,” Ken said, growing so 
mad that he started to spit. 

He was not the only one worried. The solic-
itor Martin Wragg wrote in Mountain’s letter 
pages that seatbelt legislation was the “thin end 
of the wedge.” He predicted it would lead to 
further attacks on personal freedoms. After the 
deaths of six young people in the Cairngorms 
in the winter of 1971, politicians had mooted 
ominous but not yet clearly defined ideas to 
regulate all outdoor pursuits. Up until then, the 
UK’s disparate club structure had no consistent 
representative voice. But the British Moun-
taineering Council General Secretary, Dennis 
Gray, had advertised in Mountain for a national 
officer, a new post soon filled by Peter Board-
man. Many UK climbers felt that the BMC was 

part of some government 
conspiracy to impose 
regulation, and conver-
sations in the pubs were 
often hostile to the orga-
nization. Many believed 
that the Sports Council 
had created it as a tool 
to control climbing’s 
future. Ken realized the 
truth was the opposite: 
the BMC was essential 
to fend off government 
interference and to 
protect climbing’s values. 

When Ken finished 
his brief history of UK 
climbing politics, the 
Americans sat somewhat 
bemused. The beer fin-
ished, they no doubt were 
thinking about crawling 
into their sleeping bags. 
Suddenly, Ken turned 
on them: the Western 
world was facing a petrol 
shortage as OPEC coun-
tries limited exports in 
response to America’s 

support of Israel. President Gerald Ford had 
placed a speed limit on all US roads to reduce 
fuel consumption. “And you Yanks, with your 
big fast cars and open highways,” Ken said. 
“What the hell are you doing going along with 
a fifty-five miles-per-hour speed limit? You 
ought to be ashamed of yourselves.”

After a few moments of silence, Mick 
contributed his only comment of the evening: 
“Well, you know Ken, not everyone wants to 
drive fast in the States like here. We like to 
enjoy our big open spaces. When we go on a 
road trip, we have a case of beer handy, light 
up a joint and well…fifty-five miles per hour 
seems just fine.”

We laughed, but Ken turned red, knowing 
the conversation was not going any further. 
He turned off the tape recorder and said his 
goodnights.  

Ken’s obsession with seatbelt legislation 
reflected his view that risk is an attractive 
and essential part of climbing, crucial to both 

creativity and pleasure. I disagreed with him on 
this, as did others in later years. By the mid-
1980s, many of the most bold and innovative 
Himalayan alpine-style mountaineers of his 
era had died. One member of their generation, 
Nick Colton, began to criticize the idea that 
climbers thrived on danger. In an article for 
On the Edge, he would later propose a gentler 
model of ascent in which “it’s the appreciating, 
enjoying, relishing and savouring of the activity 
itself, and all the subtleties that go with it that 
are important.” Yet he didn’t hold the magazine 
responsible for the accidents—though Ken 
began to believe that members of the commu-
nity were making such accusations. 

Ken also believed, sometimes fanatically 
in the early years of Mountain, that top-class 
climbers were driven largely by their com-
petitive nature. His fascination with rivalry 
was in part shaped by his early experiences in 
North Wales, during the late 1960s and early 
1970s, when local climbers raced to claim 
the best routes at Gogarth. In the last days of 
Mountain Craft, Ken went so far as to create 
a league table of the best climbers according 
to the number of new lines they had estab-
lished there. “Now you’re talking,” he would 
say when someone broke through into a new 
grade of difficulty to establish a climb. 

Since there were no real mountains or big 
walls in the UK, such fierce struggles for techni-
cal supremacy occurred on limited amounts of 
rock. Ken took photographs of thirty-foot crags 
that made them appear hundreds of feet above 
the ground. Another visiting American, Royal 
Robbins, wryly commented after his first expe-
rience on one of Ken’s favorite hard gritstone 
climbs: “It is a little gem, isn’t it?” 

Ken’s approach also brought thoughtful 
protests  from climbers who saw mountaineer-
ing as a way to bring people closer to a natural 
state, among them Bugs McKeith and Rob 
Wood who left the UK to experience the wild 
spaces of the Canadian Rockies, and escape the 
pressures of a “scene.” Another British émigré, 
Brian Greenwood wrote an impassioned letter: 
“To the majority of climbers climbing is still 
something separate from the crass materialism 
of everyday life, please try and keep it that way 
for us.” 

Later, in Ken’s work as a publisher at 
Diadem and Bâton Wicks, he was able to 

[Photo] Wilson captured many images of exploratory climbing at Gogarth, Wales. Here, 

he takes a photo of Joe Brown following Pete Crew during the first ascent of Mouse-

trap (E2 5b), October 1966. In a review in the 1974 American Alpine Journal, the indomi-

table Fred Beckey described the Wilson era: “In the field of alpine periodical literature 

Mountain comes closest in achieving an oeuvre, a body of work.... Mountain is an image 

builder.... Its immediacy is attractive, its appeal almost evangelical.” Ken Wilson collection
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encompass more reflective and philosophical 
subjects, away from the immediate demands 
of a news magazine. With compilations such 
as The Games Climbers Play and Mirror in 
the Cliffs, and reprints of the works of Eric 
Shipton and Bill Tilman, he shifted toward a 
more complex understanding of what happens 
when climbers and mountains meet.  

Since the 1970s, debates about “crass 
materialism” have also greatly evolved. Climb-
ing has become a career for some elite athletes. 
For many other people, however, it is far too 
expensive an activity even to consider taking 
part. Ironically, in today’s digital media age, a 
few of the best-known “adventurers,” such as 
Bear Grylls, are those who take the least real 
risks, and the competition is about who can 
become the most famous. I doubt Ken saw 
that coming.    

Still, you have to read a magazine to know 
when to protest, and in the 1970s we all did. 
Mountain was the oracle of modernity and 
barometer of change. Even the purist could 
not hide under a boulder. As Tom Patey com-
mented, “Mountain was the Magazine that all 
climbers were seething about.”

Ken believed that to achieve the highest 
levels of performance in life, as in climbing, 
required dedication and experimentation.  
He spent hours in his darkroom drawing out 
minute details and maximizing the chiar-
oscuro effects of light and shadow. “If there 
are no photos, go get them!” was his maxim. 
“Photos that give you sweaty palms and make 
you want to be there: snap, snap, snap!”

There was a cost to this quest for perfection, 

as I discovered while processing a printer bill. 
All the itemized costs were clearly set out—
color reproduction, “hot” typesetting, proofs, 
paper, ink, shipping, etc. But one final item 
appeared:  The Wilson Factor. This put another 
10% on the grand total. Ken wasn’t around, so 
I phoned the printer to query this charge. “Ah, 
the Wilson Factor…,” the manager replied. 
“We agreed on that with Ken after the first 
couple of magazines. It is the additional costs 
for his final say on the quality. We sometimes 
run off a couple of hundred front covers with 
Ken overseeing the run, insisting on minor 
adjustments to the tint and hue until he is 
satisfied. We have to cover those costs but we 
always bow to Ken’s judgment and want to do 
the best for him.”

As I gained ability and self-assurance, I grew 
to enjoy the editorial work, and it brought me 
close to many people for whom I had a huge 
respect. Chris Bonington’s 1975 Everest expe-
dition dominated the Himalayan news for 
a time, and so I interviewed him before his 
team’s departure. Ken, curiously, did not give 
them much chance. I took a different stance in 
my news item, praising their excellent prepa-
ration, innovative equipment and planning. I 
was impressed by Chris’s gruff, bullish sense of 
economic realities. I saw him as one of the first 
professional climbers, and I knew that many 
would follow his model.  

My most harrowing interview took place 
when Sir Edmund Hillary visited the Moun-
tain office one warm April evening. Only two 
weeks earlier, his wife and daughter had died 
in a plane crash on takeoff at Kathmandu. 

Ken invited Ed into the dining room, and we 
sat down around the large table. Ken came 
straight to the point: “Ed, I can’t say how sorry 
I am about your wife and daughter. If this is 
not a good time, we can just go for a bite to eat 
and do an interview some other time.”

“Now’s as good a time as any,” Ed replied. 
“Nothing is going to change the facts, and 
having a good chat about life and climbing 
might even do me some good.”

With that, Ken produced a tape recorder, 
a bottle of malt whisky and three glasses. Four 
hours later, all the tapes were full and the 
bottle was empty. 

In mid-July, I told Ken I was quitting. 
I explained that while I was writing about 
climbing, I was not getting much of it done, 
apart from the occasional days when Ken and I 
would hare up to the Peak District: eight hours 
of driving for a few hours at the crags. I was 
missing the mountains, especially when I found 
myself reading about what my climbing mates 
were doing: Roger Martin and Alex MacIntyre 
soloing the icy Point 5 and Zero Gullies on 
Ben Nevis within a week of each other; Brian 
Hall and John Whittle making a winter ascent 
of the steep, dark Allain-Leininger Route on 
the North Face of the Petit Dru.  

Ken didn’t want me to go, and we both 
became emotional. “Just when I thought you 
might make something of the job, you quit,” 
he said. 

I felt I had let him down, but I was done. 
I shook his hand, and I saw that there was no 
longer a challenge in his eyes, just disappoint-
ment. Nothing more could be said…except 
Ken did have something to add: “Oh, since 
you’re going out anyway, you might as well 
take this batch of proofs down to Waterloo.”

I headed down into the amber city lights 
for the last time on Mountain business. Once 
the parcels were safely consigned, I took the 
opportunity to say goodbye to London, fol-
lowing Ken’s guided tour over its brightly illu-
minated bridges across the glowing Thames, 
before I finally turned north. Next morning 
in Leeds, I gathered up my alpine gear, and 
armed with new knowledge and far greater 
confidence, I headed for the Alps to join the 
revolution. 

[Photo] Wilson passed away in June 2016. On the BMC 

website, Ed Douglas recalled, “He was without question 

the preeminent publisher and editor of the British climbing 

scene in the 20th century. He was also deeply committed 

to...his wife Gloria and his two sons.” Ken Wilson collection 
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L O C A L  H E R O
VANESSA BEUCHER on HANNIAH TARIQ 

[This Page] French journalist Vanessa Beucher lives near the Massif des Écrins and writes 

frequently about mountain culture.  I  [Facing Page] Hanniah Tariq, founder of High Altitude 

Sustainability Pakistan. In an article for Pakistan’s Dawn, Tariq explained, “Porters have 

toiled anonymously in the background, carrying the loads of fabled foreign climbers from 

the golden age of climbing in the fifties till today. Now it is time to carry theirs.” For more 

on Pakistani expedition workers and Khurpa Care, see Alpinist 42. Vanessa Beucher (both)

As Hanniah Tariq delivers her speech at the April 2016 Piolets d’Or opening ceremony, her 
level voice holds the audience’s attention. Addressing the value of the search for adventure, 
she points out, “It is only by understanding each other through mutual experiences that we 
can open up new routes, both in the mountains and in our societies.”   

Tariq grew up in Peshawar, Pakistan. When she was a child, her 
family went hiking in the surrounding mountains every weekend. “The 
mountains allowed me to discover more about nature, but also more 
about human nature and myself,” she recalls. “You go up burdened, you 
come down with that burden taken care of.”

After completing her master’s degree in gender and international 
development in the UK, Tariq worked on humanitarian missions in the 
Philippines and Uganda. Back home, while trekking in the Baltoro Glacier 
area, she became aware of the impacts that could come from irresponsible 
mountain tourism. Parts of the glacier were strewn with garbage. 
Carcasses of pack animals polluted the water supply to the villages below. 
The lead guide on her trip happened to be Zahid Rajput, the president of 
Khurpa Care Pakistan, an NGO focused 
on Khurpa welfare that had also begun 
environmental cleanup projects in the 
area. Motivated by his dedication, Tariq 
volunteered to help. 

Khurpa literally translates to “the 
person who carries the burden.” Not 
only essential to commercially guided 
trips, Khurpas also ferry supplies to base 
camps for independent, alpine-style 
expeditions. Their job exposes them to 
a wide range of dangers associated with 
mountain travel—from swift-water 
crossings to rockfall and crevasses. Many 
of their families rely on subsistence 
farming most of the year, and the three-
month season of portering provides their 
only significant cash income. 

In 2013 a terrorist group killed 
eleven climbers at a Nanga Parbat base 
camp, including one Pakistani expedition worker. Mountain tourism 
sharply declined in the aftermath. Families who depended on portering 
for income struggled to afford basic necessities, including health care. 
Through Khurpa Care, workers now have access to a fund dedicated to 
subsidizing their medical costs, as well as to aiding their dependents in 

the event of accidental death. But the money is not sufficient to support 
porters’ families in the long term, and the employment opportunities for 
their wives, mothers and daughters remain limited. 

In April 2015, Tariq established High Altitude Sustainability 
Pakistan, a largely volunteer-based organization. This year, HASP began 
a maternal health initiative, training traditional birth attendants in 
remote villages where doctors are unavailable. The trust also plans to 
encourage microenterprises to empower women in their communities 
and to ease some of Khurpa families’ dependence on the ebbs and flows 
of the fragile mountain tourism industry.

HASP’s first major environmental action was to launch a large-scale 
cleanup program, called Sustain Baltoro, in partnership with Khurpa 

Care. Initially, they aimed to bring back 
two-and-a-half tons of solid waste and 
animal carcasses. All told, thirty-five 
Balti Khurpas collected more than four 
tons. They cleared a stretch of seventy-six 
kilometers from Askole—a small town 
known as the gateway to K2—to Con-
cordia, the confluence point of Baltoro 
and Godwin-Austen glaciers (also one 
of the largest freshwater resources in 
the world). Over time, HASP aims to 
increase both local and global awareness 
of the issues that abandoned garbage 
creates on the glacier by carrying out at 
least one such project every year. 

Alpinist Rajab Shah, who passed 
away last year, was the first Pakistani to 
summit all five 8000-meter peaks in his 
country. Tariq recalls that he once said 
that qadar, or respect, in the mountains 

was one of the greatest strongholds against the kinds of extremism that 
could tear the country apart. As Tariq reminds the audience during her 
Piolet d’Or address, “The peace that we all seek when we venture into 
the wilderness would not be so foreign if more people came to under-
stand better their neighbors in this global village.” 
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Josh Wharton and the Shiverer’s Stone: A tale of 
spooning and second ascents on the Southeast 
Ridge of Cerro Torre. Patagonia. Mikey Schaefer
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