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Credit 

700 BMC grant 
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3000 Personal contribution 
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Food and fuel 1000 
Horses 200 
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Contact addresses and notes 

A permit is now needed to climb in the Torres del Paine National Park. 

Permits cost approx 140 dollars per cl imber, payable to the park authorities at the 
administration in the park. 

It is important to make an application to climb before reaching Chi le as delays (almost 
certainly surmountable but potentially time consuming) can arise. This is best 
achieved by enlisting the assistance of the Bri tish Consulate at the fo llowing address. 
A very helpful fellow. 

John Rees 
British Consulate 
Roca 924 
Casilla 327 
Punta Arenas 
Chile ' 

Fax 00 56 61 228 177 
Tel 00 56 61 247 020 

Details of all the climbers and objectives will be needed. 

Horses can be arranged at the entrance to the park either through the Park authorities 
(CON AF) of privately through 'The Hosteria' also in the park. Costs varied with 
number of horses required . 

Route information is available in a two-volume new route book held at either the 
entrance to the park or at the administration. 



Exprdition Sumnrnry 

Upon nnivnl in the Toms <lei PA_inc we found tha t our initial objective (The South 

1 idgc of the Crntrnl Towe, of Pn111e) was already being attempted by a strong Swiss 
team We thus tumcd om l\ttcntion to an 11ncli n1bed line on the West Face of the 

centrnl Tower of Pninc. Ovc, 11 pc1 iod of six weeks and very bad weather (one of the 

worst in locnl memory) we climbed the steep to overhanging wall to easier ground 

around 5 7 pitches below the summit, fi xing ropes and ascending/descending to a 

rnr1ge of wind swept uivys (wrecking two tents in the progress). Having fi xed to a 

position where we planned to go Alpine style to tho summit and back in a day we 
wnited through n particularl y bad storm for a weather window. After about six days 

the weather cased suffi ciently to allow us to make an attempt. After cli mbing the 

North gully nnd traversing to the base of the fixed ropes we started Jumaring at 
around dawn We reached a point around 400 meters up the fixed rope where it 

became obvious that we had problems. The fi xed rope below the crux pitch looked 

very frayed around the top belay, and the rope on the crux pitch was completely gone. 

Al l our rack and lead Ropes were at the top of the fixed ropes. We were thus unable 

to continue and thus forced to descend having missed the opportunity to reach the 

summit and having lost all of our hardware/lead ropes. We thus were forced to 

abandon the expedition having neither the equipement nor time to reclimb the route. 

We removed the remaining gear and left the park after around Severn weeks of 

sustained effo rt. 
The climbing was on superb rock and of a sustained diffi culty, a ilumbP,r of pitches 

being between E3 and E5, with artificial sections of A2+. The point reached wa., 

level with and about half a rope length from the finish of the Basque route Kanteerez 

ez, and about 2 pitches from the broken ground on the American Route 'Wild Wild 

West' . · 



Time table of Evcn1s 

Jan l st 

Jan 61h 

Jan 7111 

Jan 3111 

Jan 9th 

Argenti rm (feeling rather fragile) 

Puerto Natalcs 
Purchasing supplies 

Enter Park 
Establish base camp 
Start hauling Loads up the valley Ascencio 

Sustained etT01t over Severn weeks, approximately 14 attempts up the gully, 17 hours 
most stable spell of weather whilst on mountain. 

March 5-ih leave park 



A brief account of an extended effort on the Torre Cctttrn l dcl Paine 

Dairy entry 24th January 

'The wind , the background and director of every Patagonian foray whips through the 

trees. The sounds, subtly di fferent in each area from Tower to valley arc a constant 

accompaniment. The aim is to get high when it drops, to use the opportunities, rare 

yet golden, that arrive between front after front of bad weather. Yesterday the wind 

picked up with fresh vengeance, a small yet powerful blast of a few hours laced snow 

and sound sufficient to force one to dig deep. The forest answers back with creaks 

and groans and the roar of surf. A beautiful place, tentative yet full of life, evolution 

at the extreme edge. The huge tree trunks found in the sheltered spots drop in size 

with increased altitude, sheltering the occasional orchid cluster, becoming ever 

smaller before giving way to moss, li chen and final ly rock, snow and ice. Ever 

changing yet in our human life span so barren. Who knows the past or future 

colonisation of this place, we live in just one frame of the fi lm. The bird life one 

respects for the audacity of living in such an environment, the unexpected patrolling 

fox, bold in its visits to base camp. 

And so here I lie, tired and aching, eating and resting. Slowly the route takes shape. 

Initially it seems distant, gradually a picture develops, lessons are learned, plans 

change, weather dictates the pace' . 

The phone never stopped in the last week before departure, attempting to co-ordinate 

myself (hard enough), Simon (the island of sanity) and Strappo (professionaliy 

disorganised) was a fair old challenge. Inevitably we made it, successfully negotiated 

New Year in Buenos Aires and reached the Torres National Park having lost nothing 

but sleep. Simon assumed role of expedition treasurer, an admirable task that I tend 

to avoid, myself and Strappo concentrated on spending it. The resultant mounds of 

provisions had an emphasis on the essentials of red wine, lemon, sugar and Pisco and 

a few lentils. Horses were procured, rucsacs packed and an attempt on base camp 

made. 

Stage one was reasonably successful. Said food, vast amounts of climbing gear and 

ourselves reached our first objective. Base camp, situated on the bank of the river 

Ascensio was beautiful. Hidden amongst tall trees the 'campimento Japanese ' was a 

fine venue. Graced by a hut made of an elaborate set of rough hewn timber and 

tarpaulin, clean water and shelter from the wind, it was to becom~ both a relaxing 

home and scene of a few of its own little adventures. Our initial objective, the south 

Ridge on the South Tower of Paine was fortunately 'occupado ' by a team of Swiss 

climbers. This was a slight disappointment but made up for by the pleasure of 

meeting friends again; three years previously the Swiss climbers had arrived on Baffin 

Island to find their objective, the route that Paul Pritchard, Steve Quinlan, Jordi Tosa 

and myself were privileged to climb similarly occupied. We thus turned our attention 

to the Ascencio valley on the We~t Side of the Torres. 

An initial load carrying foray up the moraine and into the wind revealed a beautiful 

objective, a new line on the huge orange wall left of the Wild Wild West. We 



huddled behind bou lders in an attempt to hold binoculars steady enough to trace a 

potential I ine. A series of grooves and cracks previously climbed as the start to the 

Basque route 'Kantcreez cz' led, wi th a litt le imagination and maybe the odd 

pendulum, to a snaking overhanging groove line gracefu lly winding its way to the 

broken ground that led to the summit towers. We were agreed the line looked 

feasible, safe from objective danger and hopefully climbable, all we needed was a 

couple of weeks good weather and we would be relaxing flushed with the pleasure of 

a new route and ready for some bouldering, 

Base camp was shared with a small number of other teams, Chilean, B1 it ish, Swiss, 

American, Canadian and Brazilian climbers appeared over the ensuing weeks, each 

group having there own objectives, ideas and brand of entertainment. Thankfully the 

atmosphere was good, no character clashes and an enjoyable blend of international 

humour developed. With the exception of 'les Swiss ' the other teams were all 

sensibly attempting alpine style routes which abound in the area. With a total of hal f 

a dozen cli mbable days over two months probably not such a bad idea. We lacked 

such insight and convinced ourselves that thi s year was to be different, that Jay 

Smiths' 56 days in the Park vv'hil st climbing .Wild Wild West was an aberration, and 

that we would have kinder fortune. Needless to say we were wrong, not slightly 

wrong, but spectacularly so. 

To climb a big wall one must first reach the base of it. Photographs tend to shrink 

approach gullies or may be one just ignores them in the general enthusiasrr~ to go on 

holiday. In this case we had not really thought to much about the logistics of getting 

us and our gear to the base of the wall, unfortunately a three thousand foot snow gully 

appeared, as if magic, a day before we set off This gully was to become a well­

trodden route, and would change its character to suit our mood. On certain days it 

would yield only to the crampon and axe giving tiring but fast neve for two hours, on 

others it would remain unfrozen and offer three hours of wallowing and again on 

special occasions it would dramatically avalanche leaving boiler plate slabs and an 

arduous and circuitous approach up the North gully as the best option. In return for 

the effort; stupendous views and, conditions permitting, a very fast bum slide would 

reward one. 

Early attempts were encouraging, first time up the gully reasonable weather, high 

winds high up but bearable low down, huge loads and some climbing, two pitches not 

much but a start, a rapid bum slide back to bivy at the base of the gully. Supper and 

rehydration, oh so short sleep and then reload and up again, this time the weather a 

little better, wi nd had dropped and the sun was out, Si led a beautiful technical 

bridging pitch of about E4 on good rock, two more easier pitches and we were at the 

ledges, we had reached a feature! Full 60 meter pitches were the way to go, 

dramatically reducing the need for belays and speeding things up, a large rack 

however was required for this approach. An hour of hauling sees us reunited with the 

haul sac, and a5 the sun is rapidly replaced by snow and wind and the Cairngorm 

plateau like conditions return we abseil back down the fixed ropes wrestling with 

knots and cold fingers, wondering if the sun and chalk bags of a few hours previously 

were all a dream. Later drenched and cold down on the moraine we collect ourselves 

and remember that as patagonian weather goes that twenty-four hour spell of good 

weather was something to be grateful for. 



l 

The tcnn force to describe the ensuing few weeks would be unfair; farce implies some 

intention to mm1sc. Went lcnst were trying to go mounta ineering. The rain that 

swept bnsc cnmp tu med to snow, branches collapsed ofT trees one landing on 

Strnppos' tent, thankfully missi ng him, then the wine was finished, when the last of 

the Pico WllS gone the tnic desperation of our situation became apparent, the weather 

had to improve. Time nnd time again we went through the routine of the Two am, 

four nm nnd six nm wenther checks, we tried bivying on the moraine, below the North 

Tower, we attempted to dig a tent into the moraine. Each time the wind laughed at 

our etfo11s, after two tents had been wrecked and we had been sent scurrying back to 

base from the moraine, the gu lly and the wall we began to examine our sanity. Each 

bivy received a name. The boldest effort, a little two man tent made cosy by the 

presence of three became known as the prayer flag, it didn 't last that long in fact we 

used for one night before it was claimed by the ice and wind as its own. And then the 

real piece de resistance, the uninsulated Shiver of three in a AS double portal edge fly, 

no sleeping bags or mats no supper, balanced on a dubious snow ledge right below the 

tower; memorable, good company and wonderfu lly ineffective. 

And then in a window sandwiched between a huge snowstorm that buried everything, 

neccssital ing hours of digging to recover essential gear from the base of the fixed 

ropes and an equall y viscous mix of ice and wind we managed to fi x fu rther. A fine 

lead in a high win d from Strappo, and then some cold pendulums and frantic 

scabbing from myself in conditions reminiscent of Locnagar in winter saw us into the 

base of the wonderful snaking groove line. Hanging on a rather dubious nut braced at 

the end of a successfully latched pendulum I looked back at Si and Strappo, shivering, 

uncomplai ning and distant as waves of spindrift swept down between us I realised it 

was time to bail. In such circumstances this decision is the perogative of who ever is 

leading, always an easier job than belaying. Leading you at least have some control, 

you are moving and thus generally keeping reasonably warm, belaying is lonely, cold 

and worrying, you stare for hours at the belay, at the descent, at the way ahead whilst 

all the time trapped to attentive duty. Should your leader be of the stoic type then all 

the worse as you just get that much colder. As we bailed I realised that it was not a 

moment to soon, spindrift or viento blanco was piling down almost suffocating in its 

intensity, the fixed ropes led down, just concentrate, relax and keep moving, hit the 

gully and keep going the avalanche risk increasing by the minute. 

Base camp beckoned and we descend to taste of the pleasures of the valley, as it was 

we were down to lentils and rice so although gratefully eaten it was not quite what 

one had hoped for. Base camp was a welcome contrast to the constant wind battering 

on the moraine. The girls made of sterner stuff had by now pretty much abandoned 

base camp in favour of a sheltered cave about an hour up the trail, their time was 

getting short and like all of us were patiently waiting trying not to lose enthusiasm. 

We finished our late suppe1 and sat talk1ng for half an hour before drifting off to our 

tents and much needed sleep. One and a half hours later at one thirty I was awoken 

by a shout, slowly consciousness kicked in and I became aware of a roaring sound and 

golden glow through the tent. Quickly I unzipped the door and was greeted by the 

truly wild site of the base camp hut in full blaze, the Canadians were up and shouting, 

I yelled at Strappo still sleeping and closest to the blaze, seconds later he was with us, 

d~mbfounded we watched the beautiful wooden shelter, food and equipment light the 

night. 



The intensity of the blaze was frightening, flames licked the top of the forest canopy, 

honified the prospect of n full bore forest fire, and us as the cause, flashed through my 

mind. Then the explosions started first two full MSR petrol stoves and then six or 

Severn gas canisters, extremely wi Id as arcs of flame seared through the trees. After a 

couple of minutes Strappo rushed forward to drag away a sac containing the 

remaining twenty gas canisters from the vicinity of the fi re. Five minutes into 

wakefulness I realised that the atrocious weather was in our favour and the trees were 

just too wet to reall y get going. Thus encouraged we turned our attention to fire 

fighti ng and seizing a blue barrel and a couple of large pans that had escaped the 

inferno we started a fre nzy of water ferrying and throwing, a couple of hours later, 

exhausted and fi lthy we had things under control. 

Morning and daylight brought a scene of destruction. Burnt timbers and twisted metal 

steamed gent ly. With low spirits we set to the task of cleaning up. The evidence of 

the destruction would have to be concealed to the best of our ability, all day we 

worked and enlisting the assistance of four kind trekkers we hid the ashes and timber 

in the forest. The authorities arrived later that day, just as the final touches were 

being made to the camp, remarkably they seemed nonplussed, fires it would appear 

not being uncommon. That evening we took stock, the food and a lot of equipment 

was now circulating in the atmosphere, the gear we could cope with· but the food loss 

required a restock, a bedraggled multinational party thus headed off in thankfully bad 

weather to Puerto Natales to restock. The cause of the fire remained unknown, maybe 

an ember blown back down the chimney, or a candle left burning, anyway such was 

the general ease of the camp that nobody was blamed. 

The trip to town although frustrating had its advantages, allowing the calorific 

imbalance of the last few weeks to be adjusted, salmon and salad served to refuel our 

muscles and importantly our, at times, flagging spirits. Forty eight hours we were 

back, having, by dint of an unearthly early bus managed to get from Puerto Natales to 

the Moraine in a day. With only a few more days available to us we decided to move 

wholesale up onto the moraine, forsake the comfort of the forest and sit out any 

storms within sight of the tower. Despite being only an hour or so closer the advance 

base (as it is called in weighty tomes) had the advantage of being a rather instant 

weather station, the two o'clock weather check could be performed without leaving 

ones pit. For fo ur or five days (my diary does not choose to recall) we lay in ever 

increasing squalor and listened to the wind, the food became more like grit, stubble 

grew, the books were read and the adventures of Don Quixote finished. We just had 

to get moving finally it relented the spindrift ceased to encase the mountain in its 

swirling shroud and we were off. 

In the early hours one tends not to feel one best and as we slogged up the gully for the 

thirteenth time my emotions were low, as the dawn came so my enthusiasm increased, 

it was going to be a reasonable day. Three hours later I was swinging on a windy 

belay forcing on rock shoes with cold hands, pile layers, cagule and gaiters all 

remained with rock shoes and chalk as sole concessions to a free climbing attempt. 

The pitch was beautiful, a perfect clean friend two crack in a gently overhanging 

corner, good gear but long and sustained and not two many footholds, hands numb, 

snow in places mixing with chalk and scraped nuckles. More of the same for Strappo, 



this time a lit tle more ice in the corner nnd short blank section that succum bed to the 

charm of RP's, then Si's tum ngnin . 

W_e ~·cally feel we ~re motori ng, swinging lends worki ng well together and loving it, 

this 1s wh~1 we do 1t, why we t,y ngain and again. Si's pitch, we hope, should lead us 

to the ens1c1 ground, a deep chimney gently overhanging and closing to a diffi cult 

exit. he pauses, tries the move free nnd wi th a muffl ed cry of fru stration rising up 

tlu·ough three pile jnckets and gortex resorts to an aid point, we don't hold it against 

him and minutes Inter wc arc jugging to join him. 

All day the wind has been blowing hard, borderline conditions, just bearable, the 

constant march of high cirrns and tel I talc mackerel skis promise us that bad weather 

is very close, we convene on a small ledge and discuss our options. Whilst we ponder 

Si scrambles up another very easy rope length, the way ahead looks so different to the 

environs of the last days, broken rock gives a number of fast options leading to the 

notch between the twin summits. Darkness is 30 minutes away the weather should by 

rights be about to tum ugly, I suggest caution, getting benighted in a big storm high 

up, and along way from the fixed ropes is to be avoided. We descend into the night, 

knowing that accepting a huge jumaring effo rt we should be able to top out next time 

up. 

And then sliding down the ropes now pitch black I see stars, this isn't right, the 

pattern is not being followed, later on the moraine we walk, exhausted and speechless 

we realise the clouds, reliabl e signs for six weeks have deceived us. Searching for a 

reason we realise that the signals were the end of a front and not an imminent storm, 

we had cli mbed through a weak depression and now we sat completely wasted, 

dehydrated and gutted in a period of fine weather. The torture did not last long by 

midday next day the wicked winds had returned but the damage had been done we 

could have summited. Picking ourselves up mentally we realised we had one more go 

left in us. At the eleventh hour Strappo had sadly to leave us and return home, we 

missed him greatly. We needed his random bouts of wild enthusiasm and constant 

entertainment ;n the long bivys, he seemed to give certain credibility to the squalor, 

by dint of always being able to recall some even lower event in life. 

It was with mixed feelings that Si and myself prepared for one more go. The 

knowledge that we could have topped out, the lack of a third of the team and plain 

mental weariness made the early start and inevitable slog and jumar appear even more 

daunting than usual. As ever the weather kept us pinned down for a couple of days 

and then two am and all seemed quiet, the nausea returns as I stumble over boulders 

and up into the gully. Si always seems so irritatingly fit and efficient, I struggle to 

keep up with him and in the darkness watch his headtorch slowly creep away up the 

steep slope. Crash and cordite, rockfall, my early morning reverie is disturbed and I 

run in fu ll adrenaline inspired action across the gully to avoid a fusillade of large 

rocks, the fi rst such incident on the whole trip. The ~udden exertion sends my heart 

racing I fe el si(;k and fo r ,i moment want to pass out. Si is OK above the rockfall and 

shouti ng enq uirys as to my health. After a couple of minutes rest I continue the slow 

uphill plod, limbs feel so heavy, we have passed through the mid expedition phase of 

fitness and are now getting so tired . 



Then dawn, the 0rst rays lift the spirit s, a beautiful triangle of sunlight illuminates the 

Escudo, v:e a~·c high enough now to sec over the ridges and the explosions of orange 

011 cloud msp,re us on, we choo~c to ignore the lazy wind <'lnd the high cirrus. We 

reach the ropes, stop, drink, check and double check, spare film, food, head torch. 

~hen off, the ~low rhythm of ju mar ing takes over from the long haul of the gu lly, 

nght s!1ouldcr scrnpes agninst the groove eating through gortcx Pitch after pitch and 

then Simon, ahN1d as evc1 stops, he looks concerned as J near the belay he points at 

the next rope it looks strange around its upper anchor. We fear a fraying has occurred 

over an edge, it however still holds body weight. We take stock we have, purely by 

chance, fi ve rocks and one RP nnd a few spare krabs. 

The only option l am prepared to consider is some kind of protected ju mar I free the 

fixed rope on the pitch below and tic into it as if leading, Simon belays and f 

con11nen c1.: a won-yi ng ju111ar. Li ke a card player, r don't want to play my trump cards 

to soon; I place the first of the wires and Ju mar on, fifty feet out from the belay I am 

beginn ing to think the rope may last, the runners have dwindled, a large fall on to a 

nonstreach rope may be fine for some but I wish to avoid it. Leaning back I scrutinise 

the belay, the real isation hi ts me with the change of perspective, not only is the rope I 

am on looking bad but the next rope is completely absent from the crux pitch. A short 

length of a fow feet flaps around the upper belay, in a moment I realise it is all over; 

we will not reach the summit. Our rack and lead ropes are up the top, and our spirits 

way down low. I abseil back to Simon and together we begin the long road back to 

the rest of our lives. 
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