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British Mount Foraker Expedition 
Alaska 1990

Expedition Report Summary

1.1 Expedition Members
Robert Durran.
Roy Ruddle.

1.2 Objectives
First alpine style ascent, SSE “French” ridge of Mount Foraker (5302 m).

1.3 Achievements
Mountain Route Remarks
Crosson SE ridge Summit.
Hunter WSW buttress New route. Retreat due to technical difficulty. 

Insufficient hardware being carried.
Foraker SE face New route. Retreat due to terrible snow

conditions.

1.4 Finances
Income Expenditure
Personal contributions £2035 Transport £ 1530
MEF £ 800 Food £370
BMC £250 Equipment £755
The Watt Memorial Trust £200 Sundries £ 630
TOTAL £3285 TOTAL £3285

1.5 Dates
Leave UK 22 May 1990
Return 20 June 1990

Roy Ruddle 
137 Station Road 

Impington
Cambridge 

CB4 4NP



2. INTRODUCTION

It is a somewhat bizarre experience to leave London one 
morning, fly past a huge range of mountains at 30,000 feet 
later on the same morning, and then fly into the same range of 
mountains in a tiny Cessna aircraft, to land at base camp the 
very same evening. Nineteen hours and twenty minutes should not 
be treated as a record time in which to reach base camp from 
London (flying direct instead of via Amsterdam could knock five 
hours off that) but it is something to aim at!

We thought our rapid approach to base camp would lay the base 
for a successful expedition. Unfortunately that was not to be 
the case. At no time during our stay on the glacier was the 
weather cold. ’Night-time' temperatures rarely (never?) dropped 
below -5° C and were, on average, 10 - 15°C higher than those 
for the same period in 1989. The result was diabolical snow 
conditions which effectively curtailed our bold plans.

Three fine ascents were made this year on Mt. Foraker: The Pink 
Panther, The Talkeetna Ridge and False Dawn. The last of those 
(False Dawn) occured at precisely the time we arrived. If the 
False Dawn team had been just two days later it is unlikely 
they would have survived the descent, so rapidly did the 
conditions deteriorate.

On the other hand, if we had arrived earlier then maybe we too 
would have been listed among the successes. Who knows?



3. MT. CROSSON

After the satisfaction of completing the Heathrow to base-camp 
journey in under 20 hours, we took a much needed rest day, 
soaking up the wonderful surroundings on the S.W. fork of the 
Kahiltna and getting ourselves and our gear organised. The 
following day we skied around the basin between the S.E. and 
S.S.E. ridges of Foraker. Two conclusions were drawn: firstly, 
movement during the day was almost intolerable at lower levels 
due to the heat, and secondly, conditions and weather were not 
so obviously good as to warrant an immediate attempt on 
Foraker. After some discussion we decided to warm up by 
attempting the S.E. ridge of Mt. Crosson, 12,800 feet. To aid 
acclimatisation we decided to use a high camp on the ridge 
rather than climb the 6,000 foot route in a single push.

On the night of 26th/27th May we skied the 4 miles up the 
Kahiltna in 3 hours and started up the ridge at 10.30 p.m. The 
lower thousand feet consisted of very unpleasant wet snow with 
a breakable frozen crust, but above this conditions improved on 
the broad windblown ridge and at 2 a.m. we pitched the Bibler 
tent at around 9,500 feet.

Next day was spent lazily and at, 10 p.m= we set out for the 
summit despite worsening weather. However, within an hour it 
became quite stormy and we decided to retreat to the tent and 
wait for an improvement, reflecting that the extra 
acclimatisation would be beneficial. The storm abated next day 
and we set out at 7.30 p.m. and reached the summit at 11 p.m. 
after a climb which was straightforward except for one very 
awkward crevasse.

We descended to the glacier, dismantling the camp en route, in 
a further three hours. Alarmingly, part of the unfrozen lower 
slope had avalanched and, unable to avoid this area, it was 
with our hearts in our mouths that we cleared the mountain. By 
7 a.m. we were back in base camp.

4. MT. HUNTER

The day after our return from Mt. Crosson we met Dave Sharman 
(G.B.) and his American partner John Phelan, who had just 
descended the S.E. ridge of Foraker after their superb first 
ascent of a bold line ’False Dawn’ on the left side of the S.E. 
face. They considered themselves lucky to have got off the 
mountain, the lower part of the S.E. ridge being in horrendous 
avalanche condition due to the unseasonally warm weather. 
Clearly a good freeze would be needed to justify an attempt on 
the S.S.E. ridge or indeed any other route on Foraker.



Frustratingly, several days of even milder weather set in with 
rain falling on the glacier even at night. Avalanches thundered 
continuously from the lower half of the mountain, often 
stripping the slopes to bare rock and dramatically altering the 
appearance of the whole surrounbdings. We toyed with the idea 
of attempting the mixed buttress which drops on the south side 
of the S.E. ridge from 13,000 feet, but a tentative approach 
when weather improved was enough to convince us that any 
optimism was unfounded and that Foraker was best left well 
alone.

In the meantime we decided to switch our attention to the 
unclimbed west buttress of the south peak of Mt. Hunter, making 
our approach, itself an unknown quantity, via the icefall and 
glacier bay between the buttress and the S.W. ridge.

During the night of 5th/6th June we skied across the Kahiltna 
and camped below the icefall and the following night negotiated 
the icefall easily on the left hand edge and skied to the foot 
of the buttress. The technical crux would clearly be a compact 
and vertical rock-step between ten and eleven thousand feet 
leading to an apparently negotiable serac barrier and the long 
slopes of the summit plateau. However, in the prevailing 
conditions our dilemma lay in choice of line up the 2,500 feet 
to gain the base of the rock-step. One option was-to climb a 
steep gully of soggy snow capped by an evil looking rock wall 
to gain the long ridge which runs out from the buttress and 
follow its steepening crest to the step. Another possibility 
was to try to pick a tortuous line up steep snow terraces and 
rock-walls to the right of the gully. This however, quite 
apart from the apparent danger from stone-fall and the 
instability of the snow, would clearly present considerable 
route-finding problems and be very time consuming. Our light­
weight approach presupposed an early arrival at the 
difficulties of the rock-step. The third and only quick and 
non-technical option would be to climb the steep but fairly 
unbroken ice-fall to the right of the buttress and then follow 
a snow-ramp back left onto the buttress. However this line was 
severely threatened by seracs and we would only be able to make 
justifiable speed through the danger area if we could climb on 
frozen snow. We pinned our hopes on a long overdue cold night 
allowing this approach, which would then be the most practical.

The temperature remained high and our frustrations continued. 
We headed back for base camp in the small hours of yet another 
mild morning, the only consolation being the sight of the line 
being swept by a vast serac avalanche within an hour of our 
decision, now confirmed in its prudence! We collected our 
sledges below the icefall and skied ’home’ through the 
mysterious twilight of the Alaskan night.



5. MT. FORAKER

Our frustration, ironically softened by three days of poor 
weather, would, we decided, be vented if at all possible by a 
last ditch attempt on Foraker. With the S.E. ridge clearly 
unjustifiably dangerous as a descent we knew we would have to 
be sure of reversing our line of ascent. We decided on a line 
on the 10,000 foot S.E. face. By starting up the S. Buttress of 
the S.E. ridge, the line we had previously considered, we hoped 
to gain a glacial basin to its left from which an elegant snow 
and ice rib rose directly and with little objective danger to 
the summit.

By the evening of 10th June the weather had cleared and the 
night seemed colder than usual. We packed food for four days, 
fuel for two days more and minimal hardware. We planned to 
travel fast, continuing only as far as we felt we could be sure 
of descending. The following evening we set off with a certain 
amount of optimism. It was desperately short-lived. Two hours 
and only a few hundred feet above the bergschrund we ground to 
a halt in deep, saturated, porridgy snow. The freeze was making 
no impression on the damage done by two weeks of almost 
continuous thaw. We returned to base-camp and considered how 
best to salvage something from the ni^e days left to us. One 
possibility was a quick attempt on the tourist trail up the W. 
Buttress of Mt. McKinley, but our acclimatisation was doubtful 
and our time marginal. Eventually we decided to arrange a 
flight across to the Ruth Glacier for a change of scenery and 
possibly a climb. We transported all our gear across to the 
main McKinley base-camp the next night to await a flight, but 
bad weather once again set in and, three days later, with the 
forecast continuing to predict further storms, we took the 
opportunity given by a brief respite in the weather to cut our 
losses and flew out to Talkeetna.



6. CONCLUSION

In his 1989 Alaskan expedition report Roy wrote that 
'Temperatures were generally high, with only a handful of -20°C 
nights'. The 1990 temperatures made 1989 seem artic. Often 
there was no freeze at all at night and never did it become 
colder than -5°C on the glacier. Global warming may be laughed 
about but we hope this is not the start of a trend!

In conclusion all we can say is that we returned to the UK 
very, very disappointed with our total lack of success on 
Foraker and Hunter. Despite that, we did enjoy ourselves and 
both plan to return soon, but earlier in the year.
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APPENDICES

Our expedition plans were based closely on those of Jonathan 
Preston’s and Roy Ruddle's 1989 British Mount Foraker 
Expedition. The reader is referred to that expedition's report 
for comprehensive comments on medicine, food, equipment, 
transport and useful addresses.

In brief, we took a very comprehensive medical kit this year 
and used none of it except throat lozenges. On the gear front 
our only addition was a CB radio, hired, for 50 dollars, from 
our pilots at K2 Aviation. We both thoroughly recommend the use 
of a CB radio in Alaska as, if one is off the beaten track 
(i.e. not on Denali's West buttress) it is the most effective 
form of communication with the outside world.

APPENDIX I FINANCE

I N Personal contribution £2035
MEF £ 800
BMC £ 250
The Watt Memorial Trust £ 200

£3285

OUT International flights £1120
Transport & flights in USA £ 410
Food £ 370
Equipment £ 755
Insurance £ 200
Film £ 150
Sundries £ 280

£3285


