Denali (Mt McKinley) Expedition 1999

DAY 1, Saturday June 5th
What a great start to our Denali adventure! After an evening dinner at a brewpub called the Moose’s Tooth with the two AAI (American Alpine Institute) guides, Mike Stilich and Julian Tonsmire, and the other four climbers on the West Rib expedition, Peter Levine, Doug Brockmeyer, Michael Green and Friedhelm Brinkhaus, we were up the next morning for breakfast at 6:45 AM with clear sunny skies. 

I’d arrived on Thursday at Anchorage airport from San Francisco  to see a beautiful sunset at 11:30PM (12:30 AM California time). By the time I’d hauled my massive load of luggage to the Hampton Inn, checked in and showered it was 2 AM to me. The next day was very leisurely with only a 2 PM gear check scheduled. So, I spent the morning exploring the mountaineering stores of Anchorage for down pants – having heard tell of the severe winter and cold spring still being experiences in the mountains. Before our gear check, delayed to 3 PM, our two guides held an introductory meeting during which Julian emphasized the commitment required on our technical route. Of course, during the gear check, the AAI guides vetoed my new down pants as being unnecessary weight for the month of June. Luckily, I was able to return them to the store that evening before dinner. Peter, who had bought the exact same pair of pants in California before leaving had only 30 days to return them; so, her was considering whether to Fed Ex his new pants to his wife, Lisa, so that she could return them to the store prior to the deadline.

Dinner at the Moose’s Tooth featured excellent pizza and beer – in my case, local amber ale and an enormous “medium” olive, feta cheese, artichoke and sundried tomato pizza shared with fellow climber, vegetarian Michael Green who is a 33-year old architect from Vancouver. He had just submitted a bid for a new airport design in Montevideo, Uruguay and was hoping to find out the results from the decision-makers, Lufthansa, when he got back. At the Moose’s tooth, we also met up with two other AAI expeditions: both were also staying at the Hampton Inn and starting from Talkeetna with us on Saturday. One group, led by AAI guide Angela Hawse, planned to do the busy West Buttress route on Denali and the other was exploring the beautiful Ruth’s Glacier, also in the Alaska Range. 

So, on Saturday morning, all three expeditions staged a huge pile of food and gear in the lobby of the hotel. We loaded it all into a trailer and set off in the bus at 7:38AM for the 90 mile ride to Talkeetna with virtually no traffic. The weather continued warm and sunny with clear visibility all day, so we hoped to be able to fly from Talkeetna onto the glacier and Base Camp immediately with no delay – in contrast to many groups who can wander around the town for days, doing the “Talkeetna shuffle” waiting for a weather window for the VFR (visual flight rules) flight to Kahiltna International. We arrived approximately 2 ½ hours after leaving Anchorage at the offices of K2 Aviation at Talkeetna Airport. Contrary to my expectations of bush flying, K2 is a thriving and professional business with a sizeable fleet of single-engine taildraggers, all painted bright red. We were all offered free K2 baseball caps and many of us took the opportunity to send Denail postcards home. 

Next, we walked through Talkeetna, past the West Rib pub, to the NPS (National Park Service) office to pay our fee and receive our orientation. After donating $150 each, by VISA card in my case, to a blonde middle-aged ranger with the  nametag of  Punky Moore, we received an extremely professional presentation by veteran ranger, Darryl Miller, using a PowerPoint PC and projector. Darryl is the head climbing ranger for the Denali National Park; he has a full head of white hair and a manner that seems to say “I’ve seen it all.” In fact, he has climbed most of the major routes and participated in numerous rescues. He explained that the lower glacier was in great shape and the most significant objective danger was the upper part of our West Rib route, especially the Orient Express section from 17,500’ – 19,500’. He talked about the British team recently rescued from the upper West Rib. Apparently, one of them lost both of his hands at the wrists after the rescue due to severe frostbite. Darryl seemed genuinely sad for him: “I could function without my toes, but I can’t imagine coping without my hands.” Just a couple of weeks ago, the British team had started for the summit from 16,300’ in Alpine climbing style with very little gear. “Light is right – they say, but only if it (the weather) is alright.” All of their water bottles froze and they moved slowly taking 11 hours to go just 2,000’ to 18,400’. As Darryl said “that should have been a flag, right there.” They had no stove to melt snow for rehydration and kept carrying the dead weight of their frozen bottles “so frostbite was probably inevitable.” Darryl explained more about our route and the campsite possibilities. “Although the lower rib is steeper and more technical, the most significant objective danger is on the upper rib at the 

Orient Express.” All together, our orientation from Darryl was quite a salutary lesson for us. Mike, our guide, added however “don’t let it get you down; we’re going to have a great climb.”


Then I called home and followed the team back to K2 Aviation for a sandwich lunch. We organized the gear for our flight out to Base camp, now set for 5:30 PM. We set up all the equipment on the airport tarmac, assembled and checked out every tent and stove, and separated the food into 22 days, one 18 – 25 lb bag for each day. Finally, we changed into our climbing clothes and stashed our regular clothes, valuables and excess gear in a lock-up at K2.

The Talkeetna airport, controlled but without a tower, became busy with planes flying in and out. We loaded the first plane with our weighed bags and the pilot just stuffed in as much as he could “doing the weight and balance in my head”! Then three or four climbers – with seats and headsets for everyone – embarked into the small planes. I joined pilot Trent in the right front seat of a Cesna 185; he claimed to have just gotten out of the Air Force, flying F15s, and was doing this as a seasonal job. In true bush pilot style, we swung onto the active runway 36 without even setting the DG (directional gyro). There was little wind and perfect visibility for our 40 minute flight out to Kahiltna International and Base Camp at 7,000’. The pilot used maximum runway with our heavy load and climbed slowly to turn out left towards the Alaska Range. The three prominent peaks were soon clearly visible: from left to right, Mounts Foraker (approx. 17,000’) Hunter (approx. 14,000’) and Denali (20,320’). Over to the right we could see the Ruth’s Glacier and the Moose’s Tooth, as well as a fabulous panorama of peaks. From my front seat, I took almost a full reel of photos during the smooth and clear flight.

Trent flew up to 9,000’ (from 400’ at Talkeetna) to make it through One Shot Pass; there’s also a Second Shot Pass (lower and further to the south) and a Third Shot Pass (very small and higher). Then we’re through Annie’s Pass and over Base Camp; A left turn to left base, and we’re lined up for the snow runway. It looks a long way off because there is little depth perception as we descend at 500’ per minute. We float down and suddenly flare onto the snow for one of the smoothest landings I’ve ever experienced in a small plane. Trent taxis up and around to head down the glacier for takeoff and kills the engine. 

We’re here and it’s awesome: the scale of the place is impossible to appreciate. The mountains look alright but the people and planes looks so small! The weather is still sunny and warm with virtually no wind. All of the tops of the mountains are visible. Annie, the Base Camp manager greets us as we unload: I ask “is this the world-famous Annie?” and she just grins. She has a package to return with our plane and there is a team of very sunburnt Korean climbers from the University of Seoul waiting to fly out as well. They are very happy to have summitted via the West Buttress. We locate an empty campsite with existing snow walls for our three tents along the runway near two magnificent wooden toilets. As we start to move in, the rest of the team arrives and dinner commences. I think I’ll be putting weight on during this trip – dinner consists of a great fresh salad, heaps of spicy pasta, mugs of hot steaming cocoa and a pack of Oreo cookies each for desert. Eventually we sort ourselves out and head off to our tents. Tonight, I’m sharing one of the two 3-man Wild Country Expedition tents with Friedhelm; he’s a single 44-year old German biochemist now living in Des Moines, IA.  We have plenty of room in the tent and I easily inflate the down air-mat of my large Warmlight Tripple sleeping bag in about 10 minutes. No one else has anything like my unconventional “sleeping system” as Peter calls it and I probably take up more than my fair share of the tent’s floor space. But everyone is very considerate and no one complains. We go to bed with broad daylight infusing the tent; luckily I’ve brought my British Airways eyeshades and I pass my first night on Denali in comfort and deep satisfaction.

DAY 2, Sunday June 6th
We’ve decided (or rather guides Mike and Julian have decided) on an easy day today: just a carry to our cache at 8,000’ and back.  So, we sleep in till breakfast at 9 AM. It’s still warm and sunny at Base Camp – unbelievable! Breakfast includes bananas, tea, three types of muffin and yogurt. I can only manage one muffin and a banana as I’m still full from dinner last night.

We pack up half of our gear onto sleds for the day’s carry. These sleds have straight poles and harnesses – ideal for control uphill and downhill. Roped in for glacier travel we form two rope teams. I’m in the 3-man team with Mike and Friedhelm.  We head off down the 500’ and 1 mile long Heartbreak Hill in just polypro underwear and Goretex bibs because it’s so hot. The first person we meet coming up the hill is unkempt and tired from his climb: “I’ve been shot at and wounded; chased by my ex-wife and hounded by the IRS – but nothing gives me nightmares like this hill,” went his probably well-rehearsed speech.

The Kahiltna Glacier is firm and there is a well-trodden path that we are taking for the 3-mile trek to the base of Ski Hill at 8,000’. It takes us 3 ½ hours to reach our destination, along with three sustained breaks for snacks, drinks and sunscreen. This roped travel is tough: although the loads are reasonable, and the terrain is fairly flat, everyone in the rope team has to match pace – so no one is comfortable. The scenery continues to be superlative and on a vast scale. The distances look reasonable and you imagine being at the top of one of the peaks in just a few hours – until you see the tiny specks the are people in the distance.

At the base of Ski Hill, we stop and Mike probes for crevasses. With a safe area staked out, we dig a 4’ deep pit for our cache. All of the gear from our sleds is thrown in and then the pit is filled in again. We don’t want the scavenging ravens to uncover and eat up any of our precious supplies. We inspect the West Buttress route as it continues up Ski Hill. We will return tomorrow and turn right, up the North East Fork of the Kahiltna Glacier (otherwise known as the Valley of Death) towards our “safe” camp below the icefall and under the actual West Rib.

We walk back to camp with no loads in less than two hours, surprisingly tired but not at all winded. It’s been a good day. Dinner goes smoothly as we start to fall into the routine – chicken noodle soup, salad, rice, bean and cheese tortillas and Hershey’s chocolate bars with cocoa. I’m on cook duty, collecting snow for water at the edge of the camp and making the salad. The MSR stoves flare up due to overpressurization, but we handle it ok. Most unusual for me, I need to go to the bathroom for the second time due to all the food I’ve been eating. However, at least we have the luxurious wooden thrones with padded seats to use at Base Camp. Then we are in our tents at 10 PM with the sun shining brightly on the peaks around us.

DAY 3, Monday June 7th
A longer day today: up at 6:30 AM, breakfast and break camp for our trek past our cache then up the North East Fork to Camp 1, our “safe” camp. We’re off at 8:30 AM all yoked up to our sleds like cattle. By 11:30 AM we’ve gone down heartbreak Hill again and over to yesterday’s cache location with just one break. Lunch at the cache includes homus, cheese, and pita bread: at least we won’t starve on this trip! 

Then we leave the West Buttress trail and head up untracked powder on the North East Fork of the Kahiltna. There is no sign whatsoever of any previous climbers at first and this brings home to us the difference between our rarely-traveled technical route on the West Rib compared to the highway of the 

West Buttress. The going is much slower and we have to keep the rope tight whilst crossing untried snow bridges over the deep crevasses that lurk everywhere. There are regular loud icefalls on the cliffs from either side of the wide glacier reminding us that it is also known as “The Valley of Death” for good reason. Because the glacier is relatively narrow, avalanches from either side can travel across the complete width covering any party unlucky enough to be present. The view becomes more impressive the further our two rope teams progress. We see low clouds on the peaks everywhere and only intermittent sunshine now. However, we are not at all cold as we work our way up the North East Fork.

Eventually we reach our camp site – the “safe” camp at 9,500’ just below the icefall which guards the upper part of the glacier that we will climb up, hopefully, the day after tomorrow. We are finally at the foot of the West Rib that rises thousands of feet up to our left. We stake out a safe area for our tents, sled and kitchen that appears free from crevasses and set up camp in the lightly falling snow and intermittent sun. We can see a few wands in the snow and wonder if they were left behind by the ill-fated British climbers. 

My vapor-barrier socks, purchased in Anchorage, have completely failed to keep my outer socks and boot liners dry, unfortunately; so now I have to dry them out before tomorrow. Oh well, it’s a minor inconvenience really and one shared by several others.

At 9,500’ we are all a little tired, but everyone is feeling good and happy to be on our way. The CB radio failed to work for us and we missed Annie’s 8 PM weather forecast. Tonight, we reorganize the sleeping arrangements and cram three of us into one of the Expedition tent; my large sleeping bag barely fits. Freidhelm graciously takes the center and Doug joins us on the right: it will be warm tonight. By 8:45 PM we’re all in.

DAY 4, Tuesday June 8th
This is supposedly our first rest day but it turns out to be the toughest day so far! We are up for a 6 AM breakfast in the lightly falling snow. I am feeling great with a good night’s rest, despite some snoring from Doug. Today, we’re taking our sleds back down to the cache and then hauling the cached supplies back up to our 9,500’ camp. 

We reach the cache at 8,000’ by 10 AM and see Angela’s camp at 7,600’ nearby. Her group has taken off towards the West Buttress for a carry up Ski Hill. We dig up our cache and find everything in good order. Then we fire up the stoves to melt snow and refill our water bottles. Now it is time to load up our packs. We all realize now that this is definitely not going to be a rest day: I’ve at least 80 lbs in my pack and have some trouble lifting it onto my back. In fact, it feels more like 90 lbs and I regret selecting the smaller Terraplane pack instead of the larger Astralplane that my buddy Gary recommended. So much for my assumption of light loads on a  technical climb! I know I’m going to miss the sleds that we’ve just reburied in the cache as we won’t see them again until the last part of our descent.

In the end, it takes us 3 ½ hours to toil up the glacier back to camp. We expect to have rests every hour and I find that I am pacing myself and looking at my watch frequently after the first half-hour. My shoulders are on fire when we reach camp but the weather has improved so that the sun is shining and we can relax outside after dropping our heavy loads. Julian makes us a quessadilla each in the frying pan and we cook a great and well-deserved dinner outside in the sunshine as we dry ourselves off. The group discussion goes on but I am to bed early and in my bag by 8:30 PM.

DAY 5, Wednesday June 9th
Today, the original plan was to head up the icefall and carry a load of supplies to the next camp at 11,000’ on the glacier. However, when we get up at 5:30 AM it’s snowing again and visibility isn’t good enough navigate a first route up the icefall. So, we just relax and have a leisurely breakfast either in or out of the tents, depending on how far along we were when the guides, Mike and Julian, gave us the news that we weren’t going anywhere yet. 

We meet two climbers who cruise through our camp: they’re from Boulder, CO and Mike knows one of them. They are the first climbers that we’ve seen on the West Rib route. They climbed up the West Buttress to the 14,200’ camp and then dropped a cache of supplies at 16,000’. Then they headed down to 8,000’ fully acclimatized and can now rapidly ascend the lower part of the West Rib route with light loads. They start out up the icefall, going slowly in the deep untracked snow. One of them drops a water bottle but after a pause they decide not to go down to retrieve it. We’ll probably pick it up tomorrow although it’s unlikely we’ll catch them up.

By 9:45 AM we are back in our tents as the snow lightly falls outside. I’m feeling great and slightly frustrated by our slow progress, however my shoulders are still undeniably sore from yesterday’s demon load. Occasionally, we hear the roar of what looks like a small avalanche echoing off the cliffs around us. In fact, most of these releases are large and substantial, but we are far enough away due to the vast scale of our surroundings. Each release looks like a waterfall and sounds like a fireworks display – very entertaining from a distance, but deadly if you are in their path, of course.

I had a conversation with Doug, the pediatric neurosurgeon from Salt Lake City in the kitchen during breakfast. Doug is 39 and a constant source of entertaining jokes. He says “I want to see how I like climbing big mountains on expeditions for my excitement and stimulation,” so he is on this trip to find out. We talked about his recent climb up the classic Liberty Ridge route up Mount Rainier and he recommended that I try it: “you’d enjoy it.” Unfortunately, Doug is in the midst of a divorce and has two children of similar ages to mine: a 7 year old daughter and a four year old son. His wife is also a doctor and she works very long hours as an anesthesiologist. Doug has set up a separate home to share joint custody of his kids. I described how my wife Victoria was preparing for her second career in medicine and he was very enthusiastic: ”medical schools really like second-timers.” Doug is always the first one out of the tent in the morning and a regular volunteer for cooking duty. He also used to row for Harvard and we discovered a couple of common acquaintances from our rowing days.

Cooking for seven is a big deal on an expedition; we have two huge cookpots with four MSR stoves. Frequently all four stoves are ignited under one cookpot for the fastest results and skill is needed to prevent accidents. The kitchen is dug out of the snow with a cooking counter formed from a snow ledge at chest height. The rest of the kitchen is dug down to give shelter and an easy workspace. First, we melt snow to refill the water bottles; everyone carries two quart bottles and one or two refills are needed to meet the four to six quarts typical daily requirement for each climber. Then we boil water for the hot meal and hot drinks if we have enough fuel. On many guided trips, the guides do all the cooking; however, AAI trips are more participatory and Mike & Julian want us prepared to take on the domestic chores while they are out fixing lines when we get higher up the mountain. This experience is very different in many ways compared to just climbing with your buddies. Of course, it’s a great deal slower and more work, but it is also much more comfortable and most importantly it’s vastly safer. On a guided expedition, the guides have the most experience so they lead the technical climbing and give instruction to the clients. Everyone climbs using techniques they might not otherwise bother with, to give the maximum safety for the least experienced climber. Also, the group equipment is increased to cover every anticipated eventuality. 

Julian says “we’ve got a really competent group of climbers on this trip – much more so than usual; in fact this may be the best team I’ve ever climbed with.” Maybe it’s true; virtually everyone here has had more climbing experience at altitude compared to me. I only hope I can keep up with everyone when we get up high. At least I feel good about my training with Gary on Mount Shasta this last year.

Somehow, being filthy and smelly doesn’t seem so bad now. I wonder how I’ll feel after two more weeks? Freidhelm (sometimes I call him Wilhelm by mistake – after all, I think  Freidhelm is really just a contraction of Seigfreid and Wilhelm) is not only next to me in the tent but I also end up next to him when the rope teams stop for our hourly rest as we’re both tied in to the second position on our respective rope teams. He is a tall, thin, strong and relatively quiet 44-year old man originally from a small town near Frankfurt. He is not married and now leads a biochemical team for a company in Des Moines, IA. He has been on several previous AAI trips, including first summits in the St. Elias range in Alaska. In Bolivia after an acclimatization trek, he summitted a 20,000’ peak with no altitude sickness or headache whatsoever, performing even better than one of the guides. Yesterday, we both had to help each other put on our very heavy packs after the rest stops on the way up to our 9,500’ camp. I think the guides liked to see our teamwork. Today, I gave him a piece of my moleskin for his damaged shins and lent him my book to read. I’m saving that for when I get really desperate! 

Julian Tonsmire is 23 and has been guiding for 5 years already – three of them with AAI. The highlight of the day was a lunch meal of bagels and cheese roll toasted by Julian and personally served to us in our tents, as Peter (another comedian) said, “by waiters in overboots!”

Then we all napped in our tents. The day wore on as it continued snowing and cold. I gave in and asked for my book back – Freidhelm had to go back to his own book. We all came out for dinner, then back into our tents. Eventually, the evening did clear up and a blue sky came out at 9 PM just as we went to bed.

DAY 6,Thursday June 10th
The forecast was for clear and sunny skies with high pressure giving prospects for continued good weather over the next three to seven days. It didn’t let us down: we woke up at 5:30 AM for breakfast at six to cold clear skies. During the night a second group of just two people had arrived in our camp at 4 AM and pitched their tent next to ours. The occupants were still snoring as we got ready for our first carry of food and equipment up the icefall to our future 11,000’ camp, despite all of the noise we made. Dividing up the food and gear gave us heavy packs – but not nearly as heavy as two days ago. Peter measured the temperature at just 5 deg F. So, we shouldered our packs, tied in to the rope, and started off up the icefall.

It took a while to warm up – especially as we’d taken off a layer to be sure not to overheat during the day’s climb. We proceeded up following the tracks left by the two climbers the day before. In fact, it took us less than 30 minutes to cover the first 500’ that had taken the other two 1 ½ hours: this was because the snow had consolidated under their footprints. From there, we continued up the icefall and into a huge crevasse that we couldn’t negotiate a path around. We descended about 40 feet down to the snow-filled bottom of the crevasse and started up the other side. About half way up, we reached a vertical ice section. This required technical ice-climbing techniques and the guides had restricted us to one Alpine ice axe each at the gear check. We also had heavy 6- - 70 lbs packs and just our regular non-rigid crampons, so it was quite a challenge! Mike, the guide, went first with his two technical ice tools. He established a belay and then I was next, with the whole rest of the group watching. It was strenuous and I think I managed to acquit myself by not falling and struggling up the section fairly rapidly. Eventually, the whole team passed the obstacle without drama – but not without substantial delay overall. We knew that we still had to return this way back down to our camp and then do it again tomorrow when we moved the camp up. 

The next event occurred while crossing one of the many smaller crevasses on the upper icefall. We were now in the sun and as I stepped onto the far side of a snow bridge across a slot, the lip broke and I plunged into the crevasse. We were keeping the ropes tight and using static line but I still went completely into the crevasse and descended about 20’ at great speed. By the time I fully realized what had happened, I found myself on a sloping ledge down in a large cold vertical cavern with a small hole a long way above hanging off the rope. I was very lucky not to have been injured in any way and to have Mike and Doug fully alert on the rope to stop me going in any further. My pack was already clipped into the rope behind me, so I just unbuckled the pack and let it hang. Next, I called out to let everyone know I was all right. However, no one could hear me from deep in the crevasse until Julian came over on belay to the lip to check on me. I took his photo at the hole and he let down a rope with a pulley and carabiner on it. I clipped the carabiner to my belay loop on my harness and the other rope team just hauled me and my pack up. Getting out over the lip was as awkward as expected but soon I was out of the crevasse and into the sunshine. The whole event had probably taken less than 15 minutes. Falling into a crevasse is a relatively rare occurrence. Everyone was shaken and concerned but happy that it had turned out fine. I was grateful for my snow and ice training course with AAI on Mount Baker several years previously when I’d spend an hour in a crevasse during a crevasse rescue training exercise.

We climbed on carefully to the 11,000’ camp under hot sunny skies and dug the pit for another cache. Then during our lunch, as we inspected the next part of our route, the two climbers who had arrived in our camp the previous night showed up at 11,000’. They had climbed the West Buttress route to acclimatize and were now on their way up the very difficult Cassin Ridge. We could see the Cassin, with the dangerous Japanese Couloir in front of us and didn’t envy them their task. It turned out that one of the climbers, Ed, knew Peter and his first words to Peter were “I see, they’ll let anyone climb up here!” It turned out that Peter had gone to a summer camp called Poco Moonshine in the Adirondecs. Ed had been Peter’s councilor there – just as Peter has subsequently been Michael Green’s councilor. We ended up hearing quite a lot about camp Poco Moonshine before the trip was over: Peter even met his wife Lisa while he was there.

After lunch, we descended back to our camp at 9,500’ uneventfully. Then we lay in the sun, drying out, till we got too hot and retired to our tents while Mike and Julian heated the water for our supper.

Prior to the trip, one of my major concerns was getting enough sleep in the close confines of a tent with one or two other smelly, snoring men. However, that concern seems to have been unfounded; with the exercise, altitude and general camaraderie as well as personal consideration and my comfortable “sleeping system”, I seem to be sleeping soundly – as do all the others. 

DAY 7,Friday June 11th
The vacation continues. Actually, it has started to feel like a real vacation over the last couple of days with the luxury of a complete day’s rest – sitting and doing nothing in particular and recently the spectacular sunny and warm afternoon weather.

Today is Michael Green’s 33rd birthday. He keeps large photos of his wife Ester (Essie) and his dog Ktaden clipped to the drying line inside the tent where he sleeps. I can’t believe that I left all my family photos inside my wallet back at K2 Aviation in Talkeetna! Michael says that dark-haired Essie picked her photo for him; it has an enigmatic smile that Michael tells us is saying “Don’t fuck up!” We won’t.

After striking camp, we leave the “safe” camp at 9,500’ again for a move to our new camp at 11,000’. This is just below the steep snow and ice couloir that is the technical crux of the climb and will take us onto the West Rib proper. It is a relatively easy day and we are at 11,000’ by lunchtime – quesadillas and tuna melts, by the way. We dig large platforms for the tents and relax in the sun again. Later, during a huge dinner that most of us cannot finish, we sing “Happy Birthday” to Michael. 

I move from the tent with Doug and Freidhelm into the tent with Peter and Michael to even out the number of nights we spend in 2 vs. 3 man configuration. The tents are very snug with three of us in them. I listen to my small FM radio and we are slow in getting to sleep. 

Tomorrow, guides Mike and Julian plan to get up early and fix the two 700’ lines up the couloir for us to follow. So, we can sleep in late. With all the food I am eating and all the drink – it seems much more than normal or when on my training climbs – I am having to go to the toilet frequently. Using my pee bottle in the tent, not the easiest of exercises, I accidently have a small overflow: not very comfortable, but it dries out by the morning.

DAY 8,Saturday June 12th
We sleep in late, as planned. The sun is up well before we are and we can have a late breakfast at 9:30 AM. Mike and Julian headed out before us at around 7 AM, telling us to have breakfast ready for them when they return at 10 AM. They are climbing the crux of the route, a 50 to 60 degree ice gully with no packs, installing 1,500’ of fixed rope for us to follow.  10 AM comes and goes, but no sign of them. We wait two more hours wondering when is causing the delay. 

The special NPS Llama helicopter flies into our valley this morning, just circling round and round gaining altitude but not landing. This unique machine can actually rescue people from the summit of Denali at 20,000’ and is the only helicopter in the world capable of such high altitudes. We don’t know what it is doing today: possibly practice training, as it climbs very high eventually and then just flies off.

At midday, Michael Green and Peter Levine rope up and walk out up the glacier to the foot of the couloir. They can now see up and spot Julian about 800’ up. Everything seems to be ok but we still don’t know what is taking them so long. 

By 2 PM, there is still no sign of them and so this time Doug and I rope up to investigate. We can see Julian still waiting at the 800’ level and he shouts down that everything is ok. Later he told us that we did the right thing to come out and check on them and he was very glad to see us do so because it was possible that they might have needed help. 

Finally, the guides came down at about 3:30 PM. They are tired but have secured both ropes. Mike had spent 2 hours looking for a good ledge at the top of the ropes suitable for a good cache and waiting area; however, he had not been able to find anything very suitable. We’d just have to make do – as we found out later. When the guides were descending, there was a lot of dangerous rockfall and the ice was getting soft and unreliable. So, we knew that we weren’t going anywhere that afternoon. 

We had a group discussion to review the situation. We’d lost one day due to the weather and didn’t want to lose another because it would reduce our summit window of opportunity. We proposed a plan to make up the time and decided eventually to make our first carry up the fixed ropes that night. Then we’d return down to camp, pack up and make a second carry first thing in the morning back up to the ledge. Then the guides would go down and clean the fixed lines and anchors so we could reuse them to go to the top of the couloir and establish the next camp. It will be the Wishbone camp, situated at 12,800’.

DAY 9, Sunday June 13th
I’d volunteered to be the one who would wake up first and get the stoves going so that we could all have a hot drink and “breakfast” before leaving for the first ascent of the fixed ropes. I’d set my alarm for 11:30 PM and now with only an hour or so of sleep, I put on all my gear and headed out of the warm tent to do my duty. It was cold but still daylight as it never gets dark at night in the Alaska Range during summer. In fact, the sun was just setting on the tops of the peaks around us – a beautiful sight. We’d had a short lesson by Julian on the use of our jumars to ascend a fixed line but for all of us except Peter this was going to be our first time using this technique for real. 

We left camp at 1 PM carrying our substantial 60+ lbs packs for the first carry. We walked over to the couloir and climbed up above a small bergshrund then clipped our jumars and safely lines onto the first rope. The ice was very steep and hard, especially the first section. We all found ourselves working very hard on the climb and many of us wished we had two ice tools and ice crampons  instead of just one Alpine ice axe and regular crampons. At each anchor, we’d have to unclip from the rope and reclip above the anchor and we were limited to just two people on each section between anchors for safety and loading. There was really only one spot to have a rest and that was at a rock where the two ropes joined. My calves and ankles suffered most and going was slow. Finally, 3 ½ hours later we arrived at the top of the second rope. There was no ledge: the rope just ended about 2/3 of the way up the couloir where it was slightly less steep – only about 50 degrees inclination! We dug out a small indentation in the ice with our axes, dumped our loads and attached them to the anchor. Then we headed back down, reaching camp at 6:30 AM. 

We’d decided that we needed to pack up the camp and be heading back up by 9 AM to minimize the risk of rockfall and melting of the ice in which our ice screws and other anchors were placed. So, we rested for less than an hour and then began packing. It was almost exactly 9 AM as we headed back up to the couloir. This time, we were exposed to the full sun and were very tired from little sleep the night before as well as the previous climb. Goodness knows how the guides were feeling at this point – undoubtedly a lot more tired than us! I soon became soaked through with perspiration and all my clothes were completely wet when I arrived at the top of the fixed ropes 2 ½ hours later. 

We hacked out a small standing platform below our cache next to the rocks in the 50 degree ice and anchored ourselves, our packs and equipment into the complex system of anchors established in the ice. Mike and Julian had told us to expect a 3 hour wait on the ledge while they brought up the heavy fixed ropes and re-fixed them above, so we began digging a small bench to enable most of us to sit down. Julian was the last one to come up and he was removing all the anchors and pulling up the ropes below us as he went. When he finally gained our platform at 1 PM we were totally committed to continuing the climb as we now had no way to get back down. 

At about this time, we saw two skiers – in fact ,one was on a snowboard – coming down the mountain. They stopped just 200’ above us and had skied down presumably from the summit. They were now faced with the most dangerous part of their ski descent. We warned them about the very steep ice and told them that frankly them might die if they skied this couloir. They appeared to speak English and we later learned that they were from Finland. We didn’t want to get involved in a rescue and were very concerned that they were unaware of the dangers of the couloir, however they may have felt that they didn’t have much choice. After a long wait, the skier went down the first 300’ or so, scraping on his edges most of the way. Then the snowboarder followed, holding his ice tool ready for self arrest. This part of the slope was less steep and has some surface snow for them to edge into. We feared the worst and worried that either the second half of the descent down the couloir or the bergshrund at the bottom would kill them. However, they continued down out of sight and we heard no more from them, even later when we returned to Base Camp: I hope they made it!

Now, Mike started climbing up the rest of the couloir with the first rope. We’d already been on the “ledge” for two of our anticipated 3 hours and watched Mike go out of view. Julian stayed with us and after another two hours received a call from Mike on the CB radios asking him to come up with the second fixed rope as Mike hadn’t been able to reach the camp with just the first 700’ rope. So, Julian headed up, trailing the end of the second rope. Before leaving, Mike had told us that we could start coming up when one of them (guides) came down within view to let us know that the ropes were securely anchored.

Now we were completely on our own and unable to move around or easily reach our packs. Despite the sun, I was getting cold. The clouds grew and occasionally obscured the sun for periods. A large fog bank was developing on the South Buttress. Suddenly the packs just above us moved! One of the ice screws had melted out. We could hear meltwater running under the ice and around the rocks. Peter was exhausted and I was now shivering in potential first-stage hypothermia. The situation had become very serious. Michael Green took charge and we decided to place a rope anchor around the rocks as a backup. Michael helped me get my down parka out of my pack and I put it on. I drank my water and ate one of my less than desirable snack bars. Then I had to go to the bathroom in the worst way. Somehow, still roped in on my harness and wearing all my gear I managed to use a plastic bag without making a mess.

At about 6 PM, we decided to send Michael Green, who seemed to be the strongest of us, up the first fixed rope to see what was going on. By this time, I’d been on the ledge for 7 hours. The rest of us started putting on our packs and got ready to climb. Twenty minutes later, Michael met Julian coming down and shouted that it was fine for all of us to start up the newly placed fixed ropes. I was glad to get moving and warm up, although stiff and tired. 

Finally we reached the ridge at the top of the couloir and were back in the sun. What magnificent views we saw: we could see down to the main Kahiltna glacier, most of the West Buttress route and the top of Denali above us. We contunied following the fixed ropes along the ridge and eventually Mike greeted us at the top of the section just above a short rappel down to the Wishbone camp. We went down and unpacked our shovels. The altimeters told us that we’d reached 12,800’ elevation. As we started the usual chore of digging out the tent platforms it started to snow – to add insult to injury! Julian dug out the kitchen and started melting snow on the stoves. As we continued to dig, although extremely tired, Mike served Salami on bagels, peanut and butter on pita bread and Pringle’s chips: most welcome, but I couldn’t help wondering what we were doing bring all that heavy stuff up this technical climb!

At last we got the tents set up: it was snowing hard and a complete whiteout. We dived into our tents and tried to get warm and comfortable. Mike and Julian continued outside: they were fantastic and I don’t understand where their energy came from. They served new water bottles, chicken noodle soup, and a chicken curry with rice dinner to us in our tents. I think we went to sleep at about 11:30 PM – about 24 hours after I had last gotten out of my sleeping bag. What an intense day, in every way.

DAY 10,Monday June 14th
 We’d agreed to get up when we felt ready and not before. Peter had a bad cough and Dr. Doug was monitoring his lungs with a stethoscope and checking his pulse. I donated my course of Zithromax antibiotic as Doug determined that Peter had no indications of HAPE (high altitude pulmonary edema) but just a viral/bacterial infection. So, Peter was having a rest day. We ended up sitting in the sunshine above the clouds having our breakfast at midday. We talked about the previous day and our goals and concerns. Everyone listed safety as number one, and having a good learning time as number two. Perhaps surprisingly, summitting was number three for everyone. By 2 PM, we’d come to the conclusion that there had been a major decision error in trying to do so much the day before. Nevertheless, we’d come through it fine and decided that today was going to be a rest day for everyone. Of course, that meant we’d now used up the second of our limited number of summit window days after all.

Peter went back to his tent and Julian accompanied by Doug returned down to the ledge to retrieve some food and fuel from the cache for another two days in case we got caught in a storm. The whole afternoon was warm, sunny and beautiful. I spent three hours digging snow to enlarge the tent platform continuing my acclimatization. I felt good and repaired a large gash I’d torn earlier in my Goretex bibs with my crampons while not wearing my gaiters. We all took many photographs, had a late dinner and went to bed at 11 AM.

DAY 11, Tuesday June 15th
An easy day today: up for breakfast at 7 AM, on with all the gear then rappelling down the fixed lines to pick up the rest of the cache at the ledge. It’s cool enough to wear my down parka when standing in the camp, but the sun is in and out of the clouds so I’ll put it in my pack for the trip. We jumar back up with full packs and arrive in camp at 10:30 AM. Except for Peter: he’s having another rest day to shake off his cold – or whatever he has. We’ve convinced ourselves that we know how to handle fixed ropes now. As we relax in our tents, I reflect that this is probably the longest I’ve ever been without a bath or shower; and I smell pretty bad. We debate burning all of our long underwear when we return as washing may not be enough to make them worth wearing again! 

I’m wearing the necklace that my eldest daughter, Nicola (6 years old) made for me last year. I’ve received many compliments about it and consider it to be the closest thing I have to a good luck charm. I’ve also worn or carried it on all my Shasta training trips during the past 12 months. 

Mike was previously in the US Cycling Team turns out to know my wife’s cousin Edie Thys who was a two time women’s Olympic skier. He has suffered some stomachache but continues working hard despite the problem. Perhaps it was the tinned clams that I avoided in last night’s fettuccine. The food continues to be great, even if rather heavy to carry; it is varied and there’s plenty of it. Betsy at AAI was responsible for putting together all of the menus and daily food bags: I must remember to thank her when I return. The only items we are completely consuming are some snacks like turkey jerky and cocoa; mostly we have too much food and we’ve already reduced the quantity of bars. Overall, Balance bars are the least popular followed by Cliff bars. At least we don’t have any Power bars! 

Mike and Julian spent the afternoon pulling the fixed lines and moving them to the next part of the climb: up the snow dome and along the corniced ridge to the bergshrund camp at nearly 15,000’. This afternoon clouds over: no wind but it snows. I stay in my tent reading my book much too rapidly. Doug naps next to me. I feel really good, a bit lethargic, but no headache or other AMS symptoms. However, I wonder if we will really climb this mountain; there’s far more sitting around waiting in good weather than I’d expected. Doug and I talked about the timeline last night. We have food and fuel supposedly for 21 days and we need to allow 2 days minimum to get down from the high camp at 16,300’. It’ll take us two more days to move to the bergshrund camp and then two more to get to high camp, if all goes well. That will be on day 15 and we’ll have to descend on day 19 or 20. All told, that will give us only four or five summit days. Some of those will be needed for weather and acclimatization. So, we still have a chance, provided we don’t get stuck in a long storm.

DAY 12, Wednesday June 16th
 Today, I climbed higher than I’ve ever climbed before – as did Doug also. After a 6 AM breakfast, we loaded our packs and got ready for roped travel up the lines that Mike and Julian fixed yesterday. Our destination is the bergshrund camp with food, fuel and equipment to cache till we move the tents tomorrow. Overall, we’ve been unbelievably lucky with the weather and although today started quite cold, it soon warmed up till I was climbing in just polypro underwear and Goretex bibs again. 

Being roped up is a necessary evil; it provides the necessary protection against falling into the ever-present crevasses, however it forces every rope team member to move in sync. So, when the coordination inevitably and regularly fails there is considerable frustration all round. When you add crampons, ice-axes and especially jumaring up fixed ropes, the climb becomes significantly more difficult.

Today’s climb features about 2,000’ of ice, fresh snow, crevasses, a snow dome and a corniced ridge. We started at 8 AM from 12,800’ and arrived at the bergshrund camp at 14,950’ by 12:30 PM. Then we prepared our camp site inside the actual bergshrund itself. The bergshrund is essentially the highest point on the glacier – in this case the top of the North East Fork of the Kahiltna Glacier. All of the snow below the bergshrund moves down the mountain becoming an ice glacier. The snow above the bergshrund is not part of the glacier: some of it just stays on the mountain’s upper slopes and the rest is blown off by the wind or sloughs off onto the glacier. The good thing about setting up camp inside the overhanging gap formed by a large bergshrund is that you are safely isolated from wind and storms. All we had to do was shovel out three feet of snow from the bottom of the gap to provide room for our three tents – after we had lunch while enjoying the view of the Alaska Range in the sunshine with blue skies. The view of Mount Foraker and Mount Hunter with the Kahiltna Glacier looked a lot like the Himalayas to us. Of course, after preparing the camp and dropping out loads we still had to descend back to the 12,800’ Wishbone camp for the night. This was a good day’s work for everyone and was a classic example of the recommended “climb high, sleep low” acclimatization strategy. Every team member felt good at dinner with no altitude headaches evident. 

One interesting occurrence today: although we saw no other climbers on our route, as usual, we did find a cache of gear near the bergshrund camp at 15,000’. Apparently it may have belonged to a Spanish climber who was rescued by the NPS earlier in the season – however, that doesn’t make perfect sense and some of the contents included Italian wording. We thought we’d find out more later but I never heard the full story. 

Peter’s cell phone finally received a good signal at 15,000’ – but every time we called we just received the busy/redial signal. I tried to lock it into analog mode in case distance was affecting the digital protocol, but no joy. I’ve really been looking forward to talking to my wife and family to reassure them I’m all right so this was very disappointing. The next time (if there is a next time) that I go on a long expedition, I will be sure to do my research to bring the best communications service, even if that is a high-priced satellite-based telephone system.

 DAY 13, Thursday June 17th
Tough day today; we move camp from 12,800’ to 15,000’; everyone is fit and well as we pack up the tents and start up the fixed lines to the snow dome again. The weather is cloudy but not too cold. I’m still wearing only two layers for climbing plus my down parka for resting. I have brought a lot of warmer gear but not needed to put much of it on, yet. We all only brought one set of long polypro underwear and I’ve been wearing mine for 24 hours a day, nearly two weeks now! At some point, it starts to snow lightly, but Mike sets a cracking pace and we make it to the 15,000’ bergshrund camp by 12:30 PM. My pack is giving me problems and my left shoulder is aching so the occasional rest stop is most welcome to relieve the pain. Later, I discover that one of the shoulder straps has torn almost completely out of its fastening – probably dating back to the very heavy loads we carried from the 8,000’ cache up the glacier to our 9,500’ camp. I complete the repair that afternoon with the awl and thick thread from the large group repair kit we’ve carried and cure my shoulder problem for the rest of the trip.

We have lunch in the bergrshund again, level the tent platforms and set up a very elaborate toilet under Michael Green’s direction. The toilet has a leaning design rather than a squatting one and is significantly more comfortable: using a RidgeRest pad from the Spanish/Italian’s gear as a back support on the snow, the design allows you to lean back on a snow wall, with feet in front of you and be ideally positioned just above the catchment plastic bag. My bowels are now identified by the whole team as working more effectively – or at least more often! – than anyone else’s and I tend to use the toilet at least once or twice every day. I put it down to the huge helpings of carbohydrates that I’m not used to consuming. 

After lunch, the guides try to set up the fixed ropes for a carry tomorrow up the ridge at 16,000’. However, visibility has become very poor and a small avalanche initiates their retreat. So, we have an early dinner and get to bed by 8:30 PM. It is a colder night than previously although still quite warm by Denali standards. I actually zip up my sleeping bag fully for the first time to get warm and partially unzip it again later on to avoid sweating in my vapor-barrier sleeping bag liner. Peter perseveres with his cell phone and finally contacts his wife Lisa; at last, messages that we are all safe can now be sent out. It is a great relief for everyone.  

DAY 14, Friday June 18th
We’ve been on the mountain for two weeks now. It snowed several inches last night so we delayed our start, sleeping in till 9 AM, when the urgent need got me up to dig out the toilet. After breakfast, I tried Peter’s cell phone and it worked! I was able to call home and Kelly, our weekly housecleaner and friend answered; my wife, Victoria, was just coming up the driveway and I was able to tell her that everything was OK – a great event! She had received a call at midnight from Peter’s wife, Lisa, so it was good to hear that the wives are getting together. At 11 AM, Julian leads out with Mike to try to fix the ropes again. Our forecast is for continuing clouds and occasional snow – this is probably not going to stop us yet, although we now only have a week left for the rest of the trip due to fuel, food and schedule constraints. So, we are concerned in case the weather deteriorates any further. 

As we eat a leisurely lunch, the sun emerges and we find ourselves above the clouds; only Mounts Foraker and Hunter peek above the cotton into our world, as well as the summit of Denali which appears to have some winds on top. We measure a temperature of 25 deg F in the shade and 80 deg F in the sun! Finally we hear that the first rope is is fixed and to get ready to go up. However, as usual, things tend to take longer than expected and it is 4 PM before we start up to 16,000’. 

And what a climb: this is the best day’s climbing yet, and every step a new altitude record for me. We climb up the snow and ice gully above and to the left of our camp and gain the ridge. Then we cross to the second line and have an enjoyable scramble up some mixed (rock/snow/ice) climbing on the true West Rib. At the end of the line, just below 16,000’ we dig a cache and dump our loads. We can see the West Buttress route from nearly down to Windy Corner, the 14,200’ camp in Genet Basin, and the hordes on ants ascending the fixed lines up to Denali Pass. We are all extremely glad not to be climbing with them. 

After taking lots of photos, we rappel down and make it back to camp by 7:30 PM. Our high point was 15,850’ – another personal altitude record for Doug and myself, although Freidhelm, Michael and Peter had all been higher previously. However, the best part of the day was that everyone felt great and we shared considerable camaraderie. I had not a trace of AMS, one of my big concerns, and commended the AAI guides on an excellent acclimatization schedule again. Now, we only have to hope that the weather continues to cooperate. Another huge dinner (Ramen noodle soup, fried bacon – I can’t believe that we brought bacon and a frying pan all this way up here! – and a chicken, rice and vegetable stew) and we retire to bed. It is not especially cold in the tent, although I can see my breath in the tent. This morning we had our first considerable hoar frost on the inside of the tent, which is a real nuisance as it showers everywhere when you get up, wetting clothes and sleeping bag when it melts. Mike says he can see a tent below us on the snow dome and I wonder if it’s real or imaginary.

DAY 15, Saturday June 19th
This is a great day: our move to high camp at 16,300’. From there we’ll make our one-day summit attempt and back – weather permitting. So, we pack up our camp, divide the group loads and ascend the fixed lines again with our jumars. Despite the sun, it is quite cold, due to the wind. I climb while wearing my down parka, going slowly so as not to sweat too much! It is hard going and I seem to have a heavier load. The wind picks up and unbalances me; I am glad to get past the mixed rock and snow climbing section that takes extra effort. I am definitely out of breath by the time I reach yesterday’s cache at the top of the fixed lines. But we are not done yet: mindful of my close experience with first stage hypothermia on the ledge, Julian decides to put me on the first rope team and to leave immediately. I gather some additional personal items from the cache – that means even more weight – and tie in with Doug and Freidhelm. So, with little rest for me, we follow Julian, with me at the end of the rope, and head up towards the camp at 16,300’. I found this part of the day’s climb far more difficult and for Julian, leading us through deep snow, it must have been well nigh impossible. Again I marveled at the guide’s strength. Although we were moving slowly, the poor conditions, my heavy pack and the altitude typically left me gasping for breath after only three steps. And for Julian, post-holing in front through the waist-deep soft snow, it was infinitely worse. The final steep stretch, that included some awkward crevasses, ended at the sheer vertical cliffs under which we had to dig out a ledge for our three tents. Somehow, I regained my wind and took my share of the snow shoveling with everyone else during the four hours that it took us to create our highest camp. At the end of the day’s climb, impressed by Julian’s strong performance, I tell him “you’re a good man, Julian.” He responds “you’re a good man too, Graham” and I don’t think he’s joking. Later, as he sets up the stoves for dinner, he confesses that he has a painful headache and I’m not surprised. Perversely, that makes me feel better as mine is minimal, although I know he has had to work far harder than anyone else does.

This altitude is another record for me, but I am concerned about my performance. I am fully conscious with no trace of ataxia or lack of coordination and that tends to rule out HACE (high altitude cerebral edema). My breath is not bubbly, rattly or frothy and that suggests HAPE is unlikely. However, if I am gasping for breath at only 16,300’ I worry about being able to make it up to 20,320’. I rationalize the advantages of further acclimatization and a much lighter pack. In the end, I drink several quarts of water and then join Dr. Doug as we down one tablet of Aleve each and enjoy dinner in my tent as the snow is falling again. I debate future expeditions in my mind; I wonder if I ever want to repeat the suffering involved in a long expedition like this one and whether I would be similarly motivated again to go through all of the preparation for a hard, technical climb. On the other hand, I am fully involved and completely alive to the exciting, unique and beautiful experience. Mountaineering is undoubtedly dangerous but it is also very fulfilling when difficult goals are achieved. 

DAY 16, Sunday June 20th
It is Father’s Day today. I think about my family and how I am not being a very good father to my two daughters Nicola and Bessie right now. I can’t even speak to them as the cell phone appears to be completely blocked from our camp’s current location. I think of all the things I want to do with my family when I get home. I know it won’t make up entirely for my absence, but I decide to spend time alone with my wife and each daughter. 

It is snowing, and visibility is poor as we eat our late breakfast. I’m feeling much better after a night of rest. Today, is supposed to be a quasi-rest day before our first possible summit attempt tomorrow. Our schedule today is to go down to our cache and retrieve the remaining food and equipment. Eventually, Mike and Julian decide we will actually go. This time, Julian puts me in the lead so that he can be the safety anchor in the rear. Tied into the rope, I descend with a light pack looking for traces of our trail on the way up. However, the continuous snow has obliterated our footprints and rendered invisible all but the one of our pickets placed in the snow as running belays on the way up yesterday. Finally, we decide to abort our attempt to reach the cache, mainly due to the poor visibility. Then we return back up to the high camp where we, or rather I, proceed to dig out the three tents from the accumulated snow.

The guides huddle together in what we’ve taken to calling their super-secret guides meeting (SSGM); so us clients have our own meeting – an SSCM! The forecast has come in with more snow and wind for at least the next four days. An AAI West Buttress expedition has been held down at their high camp (17,200’) for five days now and we learn later that they had to descend with no chance of a summit attempt even after waiting that long. We have food and fuel for about three days at 16,200’ including what is at the cache. The problem is that deep snow on the upper mountain will make the going very slow and difficult – not to mention the increased avalanche hazard. The summit day is an extremely arduous day in the best of conditions requiring a 4,000’ climb in steep snow at high altitude. Unfortunately, we realize that we don’t have enough supplies or time in the expedition schedule to wait out the weather and for the snow to blow off in the wind or to harden in the cold nights to give us the required conditions for a safe summit attempt. One by one, everyone comments that a summit attempt is unrealistic now. The guides would like us to be patient and wait for a weather window to get down safely. Deeply disappointed, I don’t contribute much to the discussion except to state my opinion that I don’t feel it is safe to go either up or down right now in the current conditions. So, it’s back to the tents for the afternoon. Personally, it is even more frustrating because I think I’ve begun to acclimatize well; I’m feeling strong again and had none of the trouble I had the day before. If the weather was cooperative, there’s no doubt in my mind that I would join the team in going for the summit. But it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen, although we did everything more or less right for a group of our size and with minimum risk. 

So, we spend the rest of the afternoon and evening in our tents as it continues to snow outside. I clear the snow around all three tents once again and then go to bed.

DAY 17, Monday June 21st
Expecting snow all day, we sleep in late. At 10 AM, Doug gets up to clear over 1 foot of snowfall plus wind drift from around the tents. However, by midday, it has cleared up and the sun is out but it’s cold with unpredictable winds. As the afternoon wears on, the weather continues to improve although the forecast still anticipated more snow for the next couple of days or so. We have another clients and guides meeting and decide to take advantage of the opportunity with the weather window to go down now. A summit attempt is still ruled out because of the impending weather. 

Three Scottish climbers arrive at our campsite and dig in rapidly. They had also abandoned a Cassin Ridge attempt and all sport matching orange Carimor snowsuits. They appear to have enough food and fuel to wait out the bad weather till the possible Thursday summit window. But we only have enough for one more day, so it is time to bail. (Later we meet them at 14,200’ and discover that they also decided to bail and follow up down.) However, with the snowfall and additional windloading it is difficult to decide when to leave. We like the idea of descending now while we have good visibility but are worried about the avalanche potential which could be minimized by waiting 24 hours after the last snowfall. In the end, we think that waiting would just increase the amount of snowfall and increase the risk of avalanche so we pack everything up and start down on our rope teams at 7 PM. 

The first leg down to our cache at 15,800’ is not easy: heavy packs, deep snow, hard ice below the snow, crevasses and avalanche hazard make us move slowly although we want to move as rapidly as possible to get it over with. Michael Green is placed in the lead and we find some of our snow pickets and add additional running belays as we go down. At times, there are good photo opportunities of our route up the West Rib, although the summit is still partly obscured in high winds and snow flurries. Down below us, the mountains and glaciers lie under a blanket of clouds. As the wind at our elevation dies, we have a wonderful and enjoyable panorama at 15,800’. Then we load up the additional cache material, rope in and proceed down the second leg to the 14,200’ NPS camp in the Genet Basin below.

This leg proves extremely nasty: I am carrying an 80+ lbs load on my back and this heavy load is difficult to manage in the waist-deep powder snow. Michael Green continues to lead us down and Julian has to cope with a sled as well as a pack.  We stop and put on our snowshoes but it is hard to tell if that is much of an improvement, especially when traversing. As we forge our way through the steep and deep snow, I think what a pleasure it would be to ski down without our heavy packs. With our snowshoes, roped up and with heavy packs every step is uncertain. Descending across the bottom of the Orient Express and Messner couloirs, we see evidence of large avalanche releases: however, our line of descent is completely clear and we avoid triggering any significant releases ourselves. 

At midnight, five hours after we left the high camp at 16,300’, we reach the small tent city at 14,200’ that is the home of the NPS camp as well as a major stopping point on the West Buttress route. We select a vacant site and, as usual, start shoveling snow to form a more-or-less level platform for our tents. It’s quite cold with occasional wind blasts and I’m very glad of my down parka. However, in general the whole trip has not been as cold as I’d expected and generally not as cold as the upper parts of Mount Shasta earlier in the season. We cook a dinner in a West Buttress AAI cook tent – very luxurious – and set up our tents; it is 2:30 AM by the time I’ve gotten my down air mat inflated and climb into my sleeping bag. Of course, it is still daylight outside so the time of day doesn’t matter much. We idly talk about the possibility making an ascent of the West Buttress route from 14,200’ but know that will depend on the weather for the next day.

DAY 18, Tuesday June 22nd
  The longest day, summer solstice, started today at 9:30 AM with our being awoken by Bill, an AAI client on the West Buttress trip. Bill, a copious talker, had met Peter on his Mission Peak training trips and had been on my Mount Rainier AAI trip with Julian. Bill had been restrained by the guides from waking us earlier at 6:30 AM and Peter was very gracious to him. I hope his group were able to make a summit attempt. 

Today, the all-important weather is depressingly cloudy with limited visibility and light snow; so, any hopes of further progress up the mountain are now finally extinguished. We wonder how bad the upper West Rib would have been with the additional deposits of deep snow: opinions range from “nasty” to “extremely dangerous”. 

The 14,200’ camp is a busy place as the major way station on the West Buttress route. We visit the NPS cabin and see the weather forecast displayed by the door: good weather still not likely for two more days – Thursday, maybe. We visit the medical cabin and have our O2 sat tested (mine in the mid-upper 80s% resting going up to mid 90s% with a few deep breaths) – an interesting measure of acclimatization. 

The decision was made to head down to our initial cache at 8,000’ right away. We leave at 2 PM and our first rest stop is at Windy Corner, which isn’t right now. Then down Squirrel Hill, Motorcycle Hill and into the 11,000’ camp for “lunch”. Eventually, we continue down to Ski Hill and reach our cache at 8,000’ at the bottom of Ski Hill, arriving at 7 PM. The tyranny of the rope was severe on this five hour trudge. Again, we had a long hike with 80+ lbs packs and my shoulders became very painful as I could not get properly set up on my hip belt. I keep thinking that if I’d have known we were going to be carrying such large loads, I definitely have selected a larger pack, probably the Astralplane instead of the Terraplane.I must admit to complaining to myself when my footing slipped or I lost sync with my rope team. Julian was controlling his 65 lbs sled and for the first part of the route down to Windy Corner it was behind him with me in the #2 spot. That meant it was my job to prevent the sled from running into Julian’s legs on the downhill sections and all this contributed an increased work load for me as the sled tried to drag me downhill. I was very relieved when Julian asked Doug to switch places with me when we stopped for rest at the 11,000’ camp. 

The final section down Ski Hill to the 8,000’ camp may have been the worst; the guides had told us we’d be there in 15 – 20 minutes and I’d paced myself for a 30 minute final sprint. But my watch told me we’d been going for 45 minutes when I arrived at the 8,000’ camp and collapsed on my pack with my clothes all soaked in perspiration. After setting up camp and eating a great dinner, I had to climb into my sleeping bag at 11 PM with all of my wet clothes and boot liners in an optimistic attempt to dry them out. At least, I hoped they wouldn’t be too cold when I had to put them on in the morning.

We had two guests for dinner, guides Lee and Julie from ADG (Alaska Denali Guiding); they’d just escorted a client down from 11,000’ to fly out from Base Camp because he was unwell. They were on their way back up to their other clients at 11,000’ before continuing on to 14,200’ tomorrow – not much rest for them. 

Our plan for tomorrow was to get up at 6 AM, hike the three hours to Base Camp and be flown out to Talkeetna that afternoon, if possible. I’d still not talked to my family since the bergshrund camp at 15,000’ although I’d tried at both 16,300’ and 14,200’, so I was now very motivated to reach civilization and contact them.

DAY 19, Wednesday June 23rd 

Up at 6 AM, we have breakfast in the cold on the glacier, pack up and are moving with sleds again from the cache by 7:30 AM. I just realized that I’d missed my mother’s birthday on June 20th: there are so many normal events that you miss out on during a long expedition like ours and this is another price that you must pay if you want to accomplish your mountaineering dreams. As we head back to Base Camp, I enjoy the firm frozen snow underfoot and look around at the mountains in the heart of the Alask Range. I don’t know if I’ll ever return; I hope so, but I want to treasure these memories in any case. The lower slopes around us look different and I realize that much of the snow down here has melted, exposing more of the dark rock underneath, just in the few weeks we’ve been on Denali. The Kahiltna Glacier is different too; the crevasses are much more exposed and many of the snow bridges we crossed unknowingly on the way up have now melted out along with the surface snow. We feel good about our decision to leave early before the sun can soften the track and make the going difficult. 

After a couple of hours, we rest at the bottom of Heartbreak Hill in the sun. It is very pleasant and warm. As we start up the hill, I count my steps. Altogether, 1800 strides bring us to the landing strip: the hill is one mile long and we cover it in almost exactly an hour. The climb is over! We take off our packs and are greeted by an NPS ranger. Annie, the Base Camp manager is ill and he has taken over for her temporarily. The whole place has an “end of season” feel to it. There is another expedition waiting to fly out and just two other climbers’ tents at Base Camp; this year’s climbing season is coming to an end. The ranger tells us that he’s called K2 aviation to come and pick us up and we unload our packs. The ranger wants to see all of our fuel cans to make sure that we’ve brought out the same number that we took up the mountain. We tell him that we’ve stuffed the empty cans with trash, and he tells us to leave them just the same! After about an hour a K2 plane, a Beaver, lands on the strip and taxis up to us. The pilot can take four of us and their gear. I decide to stay for the next plane and let Mike, Peter, Michael and Freidhelm take this opportunity to fly out. It is warm and pleasant in the sun and I am in no hurry to leave this beautiful place. Doug, Julian and I lounge on our packs relaxing and looking at all of the other mountains around us. Most of what we see has never been climbed before; when climbers come out to the Alaska Range, the allure of Denali and the effort it take to climb it generally precludes diversions to the other lesser peaks. 

Finally after 1 PM, another K2 plane lands and taxis up to us. Now it is our turn and again it is Trent and the Cesna 185; Trent gets out of the plane and walks off down the strip checking out the surface conditions. A large hole has appeared on the normal touchdown zone and it turns out to be an uncovered crevasse; it will do no good to fill it in. Trent stuffs our gear into the Cesna as before and we see the skin of the plane bulge as everything is forced into the tiny cargo space. Julian and I sit in the back and Doug, the largest, gets the front seat. We offer the pilot an extra $40 to fly over the Ruth’s Glacier and he acepts “I’m a whore; if anyone asks, I just spent another 15minutes checking the landing strip,” all of which is true! Trent starts the engine and we taxi down the strip to the area that the pilot has decided for takeoff.  The takeoff is the complete reverse of the landing: it is very bumpy and Trent has to work hard to stay in control. Finally we are airborne and climb out gradually to a left turn down the Kahiltna Glacier. We see that the Ruth’s glacier is socked in with low clouds and abandon the attempt to view that area. On the way back to Talkeetna airport, we make a small detour around an area called Little Switzerland and even see an expedition slowly working its way up one of the lesser peaks of the Alaska Range. 

Then we’re calling Talkeetna Control and coming in for a short approach, flawlessly executed by the ex-Air Force pilot. As we stop outside the K2 Aviation hanger, we’re greeted by the rest of the team, now wearing “civilian” clothes. We unload, retrieve our casual clothes from the lock up and change without the benefit of a shower yet. I use the restroom and wash hands and face for the first time in almost three weeks. I notice how my beard has grown and spread all over my face and neck but am glad to see that my sunscreen and nose guard have protected me well from the sun. We’re all off to the West Rib brewpub for a late lunch. There’s no space for us outside, only down in the lower room and we can’t agree on one type of beer so we order three different pitchers of ale. The food we’ve ordered takes a long time so we finish the first three pitchers and order three more – not bad, six pitchers of beer between seven climbers, and of course we drink it all! The food is delicious: bacon hamburgers, salmon and halibut fish and chips, natchos, etc. I use the payphone outside the pub to call Victoria and tell her I’m all right. Then we arrange accommodations for the night; most of us are staying at the Latitude 62 Motel and Peter and Michael are staying at the more luxurious Lodge; their wives, Lisa and Ester, have agreed to fly up to meet them tonight and they want somewhere nice to stay. The rest of us don’t care: a bed and shower will be luxury. I offer to pay for Mike and Julian and they accept but insist on sharing a room – I insist on not sharing a room: I don’t want to have to share my shower with anyone! At the motel, I spend two hours in the shower and shaving; refreshed and clean, I look for a phone. The only payphone at the motel is predictably in continuous use, so I walk outside and back into town and use the phone to call my wife again and investigate travel options for the trip home tomorrow. I feel tired but good. I’ve lost some weight but really not too much: probably less than 15 lbs and I’ve already started to put it back on. 

We all get together for a huge dinner at the Lat 62 Motel and eat so much that we all feel we cannot go to sleep immediately – tired as we are. So, at 9 PM we stroll out of the restaurant and off towards downtown Talkeetna in the bright sunshine: it doesn’t feel at all late, more like afternoon! We stop at the office of the Anchorage shuttle service. The manager lady had some problem with her car keys and was pulling a sleeping bag and pillow into the office for the night. She is so well prepared and low key, I imagine this is a regular occurrence. Three of us sign up to ride back to Anchorage tomorrow for the trip home. Then we continue on to the end of town and out to the edge of the Talkeetna River, flowing very fast and wide from the glacier runoff: at least five knots by my estimation. On the way back, we meet Lisa and Ester: they’d been looking for us and I receive a great hug by Lisa “from Victoria.” Peter, Lisa, Michael and Ester stop in the Fairview Hotel for a drink and the rest of us return to the motel for our most comfortable night's rest in a very long time. 

Conclusion

Now I have returned home, I have just a few thoughts on the trip in the way of a conclusion. My wife and family took this serious expedition very well; Denali has a well-deserved reputation as a dangerous place and many climbers have not returned from there. Knowing this, I really appreciated their confidence in my abilities and judgement as well as their understanding that this was an important challenge that I set myself. I was very glad of the preparation and training on Mount Shasta that had preceded the trip.

As far as the AAI guide service, I believe that this organization may have the best guides in the world. They certainly have an unparalleled reputation in North America. It is difficult for a guide service to schedule the specific guides to trips much in advance due to the various uncertainty of expeditions. However, all the clients on our trip agreed that it would have been much better to be able to talk to our actual guides before our first meeting in Anchorage. Issues like the down pants, etc. could then have been arranged in advance. Next, although we pared our client equipment down to the bare minimum, we still carried way too much stuff up the mountain. There is a balance in the food department between light food and sufficiently tasty food that climbers will eat a sufficient quantity; generally, light food is less palatable compared to heavy food. And while there is no question that our food was excellent, it was definitely too heavy: for example, we really should not have carried a frying pan and bacon up to 15,000’ on the West Rib in my opinion. Similarly, the group equipment was very heavy on one hand, such as the repair kit and spare flysheet, and on the other hand few of us had ice tools for the technical climbing. 

Another issue is the whole nature of a guided climb: this type of climb is far safer and more comfortable than an unguided climb and offers the best learning experience. It should also offer the best opportunity to make the summit and the statistics certainly bear all this out. However, guided trips are also inherently less satisfying. You give up a large part of the challenge and difficulty to the guides and so it is not for everyone. Maybe it is a good compromise when learning or on a logistically and technically difficult climb.

Finally, I am not entirely sure whether AAI really had a viable West Rib summit climb. We were too slow climbing the lower part of the route when the weather was good because we were carrying so much gear. And we didn’t have enough margin to wait out the inevitable bad weather than you have to expect on this mountain. Perhaps a more successful strategy would have been to climb the West Buttress to 14,200 with all the gear and then make a cache at 16,300’. After that, go down to 8,000’ and make a rapid lightweight climb up the North East Fork and the West Rib to the cache and High Camp at 16,300’. This would allow for improved acclimatization and enough supplies to continue on to the summit when the weather permitted. 

To conclude, I am very happy to have experienced a great climb and made great friends on my first Denali expedition – even if I can’t help feeling that I may perhaps have some unfinished business with the mountain.

Graham Barnes

Sunol, CA, 1999

