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An Attempt on Mount Crillon. 135 

AN ATTEMPT oN MouNT CRILLON (12,725 ft.). 

To try and climb Mount Fairweather by the hitherto unsealed N.W. 
ridge, or, should it prove impossible, land by aeroplane on a glacial 
lake at the foot of Mount Fairweather, to find a feasible route of 
ascent up Mount Crillon, the second highest peak of the Fairweather 
Range in Alaska, was the aim of a group of six young men, four 
Americans and one Austrian headed by Bradford Washburn.1 

The expedition was to map the country surrounding those peaks 
and gather data for the manufacture of a new and more detailed 
map by means of instruments furnished by the Harvard Institute 
of Geographical Research. A complete photographic record, both 
cinematographic and still, from the air and from the ground, of the 
ascent of one of the two mountains was to be taken also. 

A ten days' trip from New York and Boston by rail and boat to 
Juneau and thence by aeroplane brought us to Cenotaph Island in 
Lituya Bay by the end of June. Our plans to attempt Fairweather 
had to be abandoned owing to the frozen state of the glacial lake 
which prevented our landing there. Transferring all our supplies 
and equipment from Lituya Bay to the lake would have taken us 
a whole month, a task the aeroplane could have accomplished in 
but two hours. Thus we decided to adopt our alternative plan, to 
make an attempt on Mount Crillon. 

The customary rain and fog awaited our arrival in Juneau and 
also in Lituya Bay. Fortunately enough the level of the clouds 
was sufficiently high to enable the 150 miles 'hop' from Juneau 
to I..Jituya Bay and the inspection of the prospective landing-place 
at the foot of Mount Fairweather to take place. 

La Perouse, while on his voyage around t he world, had already 
called Lituya Bay one of the most beautiful spots he had ever seen. 
When the Frenchman dropped anchor in the bay for one month in 
the summer of 1786, he marvelled at the unique contrast between 
these mountains and the wide Pacific Ocean, at the beautiful hem
lock, spruce and cedar forests, the abundance of strawberries and 
flowers, and at the huge glaciers that tumble into tidewater. He 
wondered at the varied animal and bird life, the multicoloured sea.
parrots busily circling round their nests in the cliffs of the island, 
the inquisitive seals popping out their heads from under the water 
every now and then and staring at the new-comers with their big, 
friendly eyes, the sea lions perched high up on the top of some rocks 
in the sea guarding the entrance to the bay and diving into the 

1 The expedition was composed of : H. B. Washburn (leader), 
R. S. Monahan, R. Riley, R. H. Bates, W. C. Everett and Harald 
Paumgarten. 
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136 An Attemp·t on Mount Crillon. 

water to take t heir toll of t he thousands of salmon seeking to enter 
the bay through the terrific currents of its narrow opening. 

We, like La Perouse 150 years ago, could hardly believe our eyes 
when we beheld t he beauty of t his spot. Towards t he evening of 
our first day and after the aeroplane had left us the clouds broke 
up in spite of the prevailing S.W. wind, which invariably means rain 
and fog in these parts. We got a glimpse of the glorious chain of 
mountains rising right out of the t idewater at the end of the bay. 
The farther away our small rowing boat took· us on our after-dinner 
outing, the more mountains could we see. Crillon stood out as the 
most beautiful peak within sight . Fairweather itself had its summjt 
covered by heavy clouds. 

Jim Huscroft, t he fox rancher on Cenotaph Island, t he only in
habitant of the F airweather Peninsula, not only put one of his log 
cabjns at our disposal but welcomed us in t he most hospitable way 
imaginable, loaning to us one of his rowing boats in which, on the 
following day, we transferred all our belongings, food supplies, 
scientific apparatus and cinema outfit to t he head of the bay where 
the North Crill on Glacier cascades off into tidal water in a huge cliff 
300 ft . high. On a gravel :flat formed by the glacier creek we 
unloaded the 1500 lbs. from the rowing boat and pitched our base 
camp on the land surface. Here we came within hair 's-breadth 
of meeting disaster even before setting foot on t he Fairweather 
Peninsula . A large part of the glacier snout toppled over and 
crashed into t he water, sending out huge waves which nearly upset 
out boat. During our stay at this camp great blocks of ice came 
crashing incessantly down int o t he water, affording a splendid and 
awe-inspiring spectacle. Since 1786, t he year La Perouse stopped 
in Lituya Bay, this glacier has advanced more than 3! miles, thus 
shortening the bay by that much, while practically all the other 
glaciers of the Fairweather Range have retreated considerably. 
According to our observations this glacier advances about 3 ft . 
a week. 

During more than a week while we back-packed our equipment 
and supplies 3 miles up the rock-strewn Crillon Glacier we got 
drenched to the skin day after day ; before sunset only did we 
sometimes obtain glimpses of the mountains. Time and again 
snow fell down to 3000 ft., which is fairly low in view of the fact that 
even in winter it usually rains up to 1200 ft., and the snow up t o 
t his alt itude is of a very wet consistency, melt ing soon after it falls. 
This explains the luxurious growth of trees, bushes, mosses, flowers 
and berries in the belt from sea level up to about 1200 ft . in alt itude. 

After a week's hard work we formed our second camp at the spot 
where a glacier plunges down from Crillon one-half flowing to 
Lituya Bay, the other half to Crillon Lake. From that camp and 
from the foothills above we gained, during the fairly regular evening 
' clear-ups,' an excellent view of Crill on and the remaining mountains. 
Crillon rears its pyramidical cone out of a huge glacier plateau at 
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about 8000 ft. in altitude. To all appearances this plateau breaks 
off to all sides in a perpendicular cliff covered with snow and ice. 
Only in one place could an attack on the cliff be ventured. The 
question was how to reach that one seemingly vulnerable place in 
this forbidding mountain. A ridge obviously leading towards the 
cliff was reconnoitred during the next few days, while the wind 
shifted to the N.W. and then to the N.E., bringing glorious weather 
in its wake. This ridge appeared to be the only chance of approach
ing the cliff and, although back-packing heavy loads up it would 
mean extremely hard work, we transferred our camp to a spot 
1500 ft. above sea level on the S. slope of the said ridge. .Not until 
a few days later when our friend the N.W. :wind had blown off the 
fog even in the lower levels did we learn what a beautiful spot we 
had picked for a camp. At our feet lay Lituya Bay, Crillon Lake 
and the infinite Pacific Ocean glittering in the evening sun ; around 
us the great mountains pouring off glaciers into the bay, lake and 
sea. Red, blue and green hummjng-birds flew gaily to and fro. 
On the ridge towards Crillon there grew any quantity of lupines, 
white heather and androsaces, which always kept us in good spirits 
when descending into the fog on the return from our long recon
noitring trips in the sun. 

On a glorious mid-July day we set out at 1 A.M. to climb Mount 
Lookout, a hitherto unnamed mountain, 6800 ft., in which our 
ridge culminated. From this vantage point we hoped to find the 
connection of our ridge with Crillon. For the first 2000 ft. we 
carried our ski along, leaving them at a point where the impressive 
slopes narrowed down to an arete. Below us extended ~n immense 
sea of clouds shutting off every view of the sea. In the far distance, 
170 mjles to the N. W., Mount St Elias, some 18,000 ft. high, was 
lit up by the rising sun; to the S. lay Mount Edgecombe, the extinct 
volcano near Sitka. At 3 P.M. only did we reach the top of Mount 
Lookout after struggling most of the time over loose rock and 
slushy snow. 

To climb Crillon via this route, three more camps seemed im
perative. This, of course, would mean considerable back-packing 
up the ridge. Owing to the poor condition of the rock, the difficult 
nature of the climb, yawning bergschrunds which could only be 
crossed between 2 and 5 in the morning when the snow was frozen . 
hard, we abandoned our plans to attack Crillon by this route. 
Another ridge parallel to ours and a bout 2 miles to the S. looked 
far more favourable. The view over that ridge was however ob
structed by a formidable, nameless 7600 ft. peak. Only from the 
ocean or from the air could we gain a complete view of this new 
route of attack ; therefore we decided, as we basked in the warm 
sun on Lookout, to descend within the next few days all the way to 
Lituya Bay whence a fisherman friend of Jim Huscroft, due to 
arrive there at that time, could take us a mile or so out to sea. 

On the way down we could not keep our eyes off the glorious 
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St. Elias and the setting sun disappearing in the fog over the ocean 
soon after 9 P.M. It was a remarkable relief after those 20 hours' 
continuous climbing to have ski to do the work over the last bit, 
where we again dived into the fog. 

We had a long sleep, followed by a perfect day for taking ,photo
graphs, as well as time for some of our survey work, before descending 
to Cenotaph Island. South-east winds, rainstorm after rainstorm 
again set in. Our stay on the island was therefore extended to the 
end of July; during all those 10 days we could not have accomplished 
anything up in the mountains, but down there we were able to take 
a good rest. The shores around were covered with luscious straw
berries, while the waters of the bay abounded in delicious salmon. 
Day after day found us picking strawberries until the cold, driving 
rain numbed our fingers. We did, however, obtain a break in the 
weather and a view of our new line of attack from the sea. Here 
seemed to be the easiest approach to the mountain, although 
evidently there might be some difficult rock-climbing. 

Toward the end of July we got back to our camp. Three of us 
set out reconnoitring and after a 20 hours' climb returned to the 
camp with the best of tidings. Ten.days of gruelling work followed. 
Our whole outfit was moved up to the ridge we had spotted from 
the sea. We pitched the tent amidst a veritable riot of flowers at 
about the same altitude as our former camp, some 1500 ft. There 
lay the actual snow line. On many evenings, while waiting for a 
weather improvement, we dashed down the steep slopes covered 
with excellent spring snow, to make our last swing where the snow 
line ended, where cyclamen, violets, gentians and white heather 
were in full bloom. These contrasts afforded us real delight and 
helped us to forget the perpetual rain and the sad prospects of a 
change in the wind. There were delightful little pools lined with 
a great variety of flowers blossoming under water all around our 
camp. Here we bathed every morning and sometimes also after 
our last christiania on ski. We called this place 'Cleopatra's 
Baths.' 

It seemed ridiculous to be still at only 1500 ft. above sea level 
after more than a month's work spent in trying to find a route up 
the mountain. This is what mountaineers will have to expect in 
these parts of Alaska where perpetual rain and snowstorms sweep 
the mountains, thwarting all effort to carry out plans. All such will 
have to be changed every day. But there is a silver lining to every 
cloud, even here in notorious S.E. Alaska. When the weather did 
finally clear up we set out one crystal-clear August night long before 
midnight, without having had a wink of sleep. The moon showed 
us the way up the ridge. As the sun rose behind the Fairweather 
Chain, casting the long shadows of those mountains on the vast 
Pacific Ocean, Mount St. Elias to the N.W. was already bathed in 
sunshine. 

Soon after sunrise, when the immense shadows over the sea had 
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dwindled down to nothing, we tackled the short rock climb which 
led us to a fairly fiat glacier many miles long, ending after a short, 
sharp rise at the 'South Col' underneath the perpendicular ice 
and rock cliff of Mount Crillon. At this place we planned to estab
lish a camp and then attempt the mountain in one final dash. As 
we proceeded slowly up the long glacier we could not help keeping 
our eyes glued on Crillon rising majestic and aloof ahead of us. 
Behind us, the Pacific Ocean spread its marvellously blue expanse 
to the far-off horizon. 

Towards noon we approached our destination, South Col, where 
we planned to pitch a tent for three of us, while the remaining three 
should go down to 'Cleopatra's Baths' for more supplies. On the 
steep incline of the glacier just below the South Col we had to cross 
great cracks and a marginal crevasse some 20 ft. wide extending 
right across the glacier. Only a narrow, somewhat precarious snow 
bridge connected the two parts of the glacier. 

Hanging glaciers with the appearance of being glued to the cliffs 
made this place appear more like a Himalayan than an Alpine scene. 
If this bit were once climbed, the remainder of the mountain ap
peared quite easy. We dug a deep hole in the snow and pitched 
the tent. Three of us left for 'Cleopatra's Baths.' The rest were 
all ready for the final dash. 

In spite of the continuing N.W. wind, rain set in the next after
noon and developed into a regular deluge lasting all night. The 
most surprising part about it was that it rained up to 8000 ft., 
dr~nching the camp on the South Col and washing away snowbridges 
over crevasses, some of which formed the only connection between 
the camp and the rest of the world, and opening up ghastly new 
cracks overnight. What was to be done ? The three men stranded 
high up on the South Col in that terrific cold downpour decided to 
pack down over the gaping bergschrund our equipment and scientific 
outfit, all of which would be lost should the snow bridge be washed 
away by the rain. Crillon would have to be abandoned. After all, 
our old friend Jim Huscroft was right when he warned us of the rain
storms that sweep over this part of the country in the second half 
of August. After another wet and harassing night below the 
bergschrund, the three descended to join the others at 'Cleopatra's 
Baths.' The bridge over the huge marginal crevasse was already 
gone by the next day. Under these conditions we could have saved 
ourselves but could never have transported anything across the 
chasm. 

A perfect day followed, with gigantic cumulus clouds in the far 
distance reflected in the sea a truly superb sight then, with the 
wind shifting to the S., another rainstorm swooped down on us. 
In one night we recorded a precipitation of close on 3 inches. The 
creeks and lakes below us were swollen to a degree which made 
them totally impassable. Should we then be trapped up here? 
We became anxious, but snow then fell again down to 3300 ft., thus 
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cutting o:ff the creeks from their main water supply. We could at 
least get back to Lituya Bay and the island, where the Yakobi, 
the 50-ft. motor-boat we had chartered, was to meet us during the 
first days of September to bring us back to Juneau and civilization. 

Bound for Juneau, our boat was at first tossed about in an angry 
sea in such a manner that some of us felt that we should never again 
reach the mainland safely. But Captain Smith of Juneau knows 
how to handle a boat in these tumultuous waters and how to keep up 
the spirits of those who are essentially mountain-climbers and not 
seamen. Three hours in the wide and furious Pacific, and then we 
entered the Alaskan inland waters where nothing but tidal rips here 
and there are to be feared, and where a man, every inch a mountaineer 
but a poor sailor, has time and leisure to indulge in contemplation 
and carry his thoughts back to the days around Crillon with their 
unique fascination of being completely shut off from civilization. 
All the unpleasant experiences of being pestered to death by the 
bloodthirstiest mosquitoes of any country, bushwhacking through 
soaking wet alderbushes with an 80 lb. load on your back, listening 
to the rain beating down on your tent, day after day waiting for 
a shift of wind, bound to come to-morrow, not coming for another 
ten days all these discomforts are forgotten. The Fairwea thers 
have a charm all their own, but to enjoy it time is required, plenty 
of time. If a fortnight of rain means nothing to those possessing 
leisure and patience, they will be rewarded royally. 

HARALD PAUMGARTEN. 

BIETSCHHORN (S.E. ARETE).1 

THE S.E. arete constitutes the long ridge connecting the Bietsch
horn with the chain of peaks extending southwards between the 
Bietsch and Baltschieder glens. The ridge rises in two most remark
ably bold steps, connected together by a long and level crest, towards 
the summit. On the left of the ridge lies the S. face, while to the 
right lie first the rocky slopes plunging downwards to in der Trifft, 
then, from the S.E. shoulder onwards, the E. flank of the mountain 
with the Baltschieder Glacier. Access to the ridge is obtained by 
the commodious ledge used also in attacking the S. face. 2 As 
starting-points, either the Bietschhorn hut (whence it is 4 hours to 
the base of the ridge), or the Jagisand (1705 m.) bivouac, or the open 
bivouac of the Im Ran~i rocks (2650 m. : Zsigmondy's gite) are 
available. 

1 Of. A.J. 44, 317- 18; August 9-11, 1932. I-Ierren W. Stosser 
and F. Kast. 

2 Ibid. 42, 50. Illustration facing 54. 
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