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MouNT FoRAKER, ALASKA. 

(Denali's Queen.) 

• 

BY T. GRAHAM BROWN. 

(Read in an abridged form before the Alpine Club, 
February 5, 1935.) 

1. Alaska. • 

HEN Mr. Charles Houston asked me for the second time 
to attempt Mount Foraker with him, I was able to accept 

a very fascinating proposal. There were many points of 
interest, some of them general, some more specific, but each 
one by itself a temptation. 

Alaskan mountaineering, as we all know, has peculiarities 
which are not to be found in combination elsewhere, or at any 
rate in the same degree a sort of mixture of polar travel with 
mountain ascent on the grand scale. The high latitudes and 
the exceeding heavy snowfall (at least in the various Pacific 
ranges) produce great glaciers and snowfields which in some 
districts impose many days of hard glacier travel before the 
base of the mountain is reached ; the storminess of the weather 
compels the party to go heavily laden, and to be properly 
armed and rationed against Arctic blizzards which may last 
for many days at a time. In such circumstances, ' rush ' 
tactics are not to be thought of, and ' siege ' tactics are neces
sarily slow because of the heavy weight of food, fuel and equip
ment which has to be carried on the expedition. These factors 
in themselves would be sufficient to make the approach an 
Arctic adventure, even were there no mountain at the end of 
it ; but the similitude is heightened by the peculiarities of 
Alaskan snow. Melting is relatively slight, renewal is constant 
and great in amount. It is, for instance, a common but most 
striking experience to see quite low ridges bearing enormous 
icefalls on the flanks, so that one expects to find (but in vain) 
a great glacier overriding the ridge from the other side; the 
same conditions which produce these amazing effects necessi
tate an interesting technique dog-team portage (in winter or 
spring), snow shoes on the feet for the more level work, moc
casins or rubber shoe-packs (in either case armed with crampons) 
for higher elevations where the greater cold is met. The 
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conditions, the length and duration of the advance, give a unique 
scale to Alaskan climbing. 

That scale is yet further magnified by the very size of the 
major Alaskan mountains, These have been described with 
some justice as tl1e ' largest ' mountains in the world ; and 
the claim may be based on two counts those of total mass 
and of glaciated height. For mere bulk, Mount Logan (19,850 ft. 
really in British territory) may surely claim the first place with 
a plateau 15 miles in length raised upon steep flanks two miles or 
more in elevation.1 But the claim is more commonly founded 
upon the great heights of the mountains above their bases. In 
the maritime St. Elias Range, the summits rise in precipitous 
faces almost from sea level, and to heights of 15,000 or 18,000 ft. 
and more, while the glaciers actually reach out into the sea. 
One of these, the great Malaspina Glacier, has an area of mqre 
than 1500 square miles, a front of 80 miles or so in breadth, 
and a length (in one of its component parts) of 50 miles. 

Even in the more inland mountain ranges the same -great 
scale may obtain. Mount McKinley (20,300 ft., but probably 
a little higher) rises for nearly 20,000 ft. above the snouts of its 
southern glaciers (400 or 500 ft.), and its wonderful Arctic face 
rises precipitously for 18,000 ft. above the broad and low plain 
of the Central Plateau of Alaska (Yukon Valley), from which 
it is separated by one thin line of insignificant foothills. The 
great Muldrow Glacier descends, from near to the top of Mount 
McKinley, on to this plain, through at least 17,500 ft. of fall, 
and with but a single complete fracture in its whole length of 
40 miles. 

There may possibly be a few instances of single mountain 
faces of comparable height in other parts of the world,2 but it 

1 Allen Carpe: A.A.J., vol. 2, p. 69, 1.933. 
2 Mountain faces. The great massif of Nanga Parbat rises about 22,000 ft. 

above the floor of the Indus valley, but is a range rather than an isolated 
mountain. Its S. face, about 16,500 ft. in height, is reckoned by Marcel Kurz 
(Die Alpen, vol. 7, p. 372, 1933) to be the highest in the world. A Himalayan 
instance of a very high and sheer faoe is given by Nanga Devi, theN. face of 
which rises unledged for about 8000 ft. above the glacier at its base. Mount 
Everest rises about 12,200 ft. above the snout of the Rongbuk Glacier, and its 
S.E. face, apparently the highest of its actual flanks, rises abruptly for at least 
10,500 ft. above the Kangshung Glacier at its foot. The height of theN. face 
of Everest in the fall-line from summit to glacier seems to be about 8000 ft. 
In the Alps, the Brenva face of Mont Blanc (about 4500 ft.) is one of the highest 
flanks as measured up from the glacier beneath it, while the total elevation of 
Mont Blanc above the snout of the Brenva Glacier is about 11,300 ft. The 
S.W. face of Mont Blanc rises about 7850 ft. above the flat surface of the 
Miage Glacier, but cannot be reckoned an unledged flank. The height of the 
S.E. face of Mont Blanc is about 4250 ft. above relatively 'flat ' glacier, or 
2600 ft. above Ool Eccles the same height as that of its N.W. face above the 
Grand Plateau. (See also p. 94 of this number.) 
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is doubtful if any other complete and isolated mountains rise 
so high above their actual bases. The great absolute height 
is further accentuated to the mountaineer by the low level to 
which glaciation descends. The elevations of the glacier 
snouts have been mentioned above ; the snow line is but 
little higher 2000 to 3000 ft. in the St. Elias Range, not quite 
so low in the Alaska Range where, despite its greater nearness 
to the North Pole (by 200 miles or so), the snow fall is less. 
The Alaskan snow line, however, is rather indefinite, a feature 
only of the brief summer weeks, and then pulsating as it were 
with the weather. Struggling patches of moss and vegetation 
may win to some small height on a southern slope, while the 
Arctic flank of the same hillock is barren almost down to the 
glacier's snout. Measure the glaciation from snout to summit, 
and the height of ' Alpine ' climbing to be won by the moun
taineer in Alaska may be half as high again as that on mountains 
of the scale of Mont Blanc and Everest ; measure it from snow 
line to summit, and the height of glaciation may be twice as 
much, or more. With a very heavy winter snowfall on the 
southern flank of the range, trees giving up the struggle at 
1500 ft. or so, great area and great height of mountains, one 
might well imagine the Alaska Range to be a rather bumpy 
Greenland Plateau, sheeted in ice and compensating the 
mountaineer with ease of gradient for excessive distance and 
elevation. That is not the case. These Alaskan mountains 
are serrated masses of granite with steep flanks and a greater 
general relief than is to be found in the European Alps. Their 
technical difficulties are certainly not less than those to which 
we are more accustomed. 

A word must be said about the lie of the mountains of Alaska, 
although to do so is like describing the mountains of Europe 
as the pr~face to an ascent of Monte Rosa. There are about a 
dozen distinct mountain ranges in all, some only of which 
require mention. Starting at the southern end, the Coast 
Range runs north for 360 miles as a continuation of the same 
range of British Columbia to the W. of the line which the· 
Rocky Mountains of Canada would occupy did they not fade 
away a little south of the most southerly part of Alaska. The 
St. Elias Range (itself as large as the Swiss Alps) intrudes 
between the Coast Range and the Pacific Ocean and runs 
N. and N.W. along the sea for another 300 miles or so. From 
its N. end again, several consecutive ranges border the coast, 
now turned in a westerly direction ; while a more or less 
parallel range (the N uzotin Mountains) strikes inland. Between 

• 
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these lies the Wrangell Range, with summits rising to 16,000 ft., 
some of which are active volcanoes ; and great valley glaciers, 
one of which (Nabesna Glacier) is 55 miles long and 2t miles 
wide. There are other mountain ranges in the Alaska and 
Kenai Peninsulas, and in the far north, where the barren and 
almost unentered Endicott Range runs for 500 or 600 miles 
from E. to W. (the name 'Rocky Mountains of Alaska' also 
given to the chain is confusing, as there is no connexion between 
them and the Canadian Rockies, 1100 miles or more distant 
to the S.). A land of rocky peaks, this range must be a rock 
climber's paradise, because the annual precipitation is said to 
be less than 12 inches and glaciers are almost absent, although 
the district is well within the Arctic Circle. A little S. of the 
Circle, the great Alaska Range catches the snows which blow 
up from the Pacific, and thus robs the northern hills of the ice 
cap they should wear. 

2. The Alaska Range. 

From the N.W. end of the Nuzotin mountains this great 
range runs for 500 or 600 miles in a curve from E. to W. and 
with its convexity to the Pole. It merges at last in the Aleutian 
mountains and is continued more or less by the chain of 
Aleutian Islands to Asia. Some of us have a vague idea that 
the Alaskan mountains are a part of the Rocky Mountain 
system of Canada. Far from that being the case, the Alaska 
Range (separated from the Rockies by 1000 miles and three 
intervening systems) seems to be more closely connected with 
Siberia in the geological sense. The southern flank of the range 
is · drained by great rivers into the Pacific Ocean ; the Arctic 
flank bounds the low central plateau of Alaska which is drained 
by the Yukon and Kuskokwim Rivers into the Behring Sea. 
Although its southern glaciers descend to within 400 or 500 ft. 
of sea level, the Alaska Range is an inland system, Mount 
McKinley, for instance, standing about 230 miles N. of open 
sea water (but less than that from Cook's Inlet) and about 
375 miles N.W. of Mount St. Elias. The maritime ranges 
intercept much of the snow which would otherwise fall upon 
the Range, so that, great as is the actual fall, vast areas of 
confluent neve do not occur as they do in the more southern 
coastal systems there in some places exceeding 1500 square 
miles in area. The Alaska Range, in short, is of 'Alpine' 
type. Its drainage is effected by glaciers similar to those which 
once filled the· Rhone and Aosta Valleys. Many of them are 

VOL. XLVII. NO. CCL. C 
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30 to 40 miles in length, often several miles in width glacier 
streams lying in steeply flanked clefts amongst the mountains. 

These mountains are wonderfully sculptured granite peaks · 
which are interrupted by low passes in three or four places only, 
throughout the whole 500 or 600 miles of the chain. Beautiful 
and diverse as are the shapes of the mountains, their average 
elevation is not great. To the E. of Broad Pass, through which 
the 'temperamental' Alaska Railway may take you (about 
once a week in the busy season) on the two days' journey N. 
from Seward to Fairbanks, the summits probably rise to eleva
tions of 13,000 ft. or so. From Broad Pass, the Range runs for 
about 165 miles W. and S.W. to the next practicable passage 
at Rainy Pass. In this section, the mountains, of very regular 
elevation, show extraordinary diversity of shape, so that it 
is almost possible to be mistaken and to nod familiarly to an 
old friend who turns out to be a stranger. At the S.W. end 
of this segment is a mountain group greatly resembling the 
Bernese Oberland in outline and extent ; elsewhere are vVeiss
horns and so forth. With the exception of two giant peaks, 
the general elevation is comparatively slight about 10,000 ft. 
in the centre of the segment, less than that at the ends. But 
in this connexion it must be realized that a mountain of, say, 
12,000 ft. rising abruptly from flat glacier at, say, 4000 ft. 
(and all above the snowline) exhibits a glaciated face as high 
as any that may be found in the Alps comparable, let us 
presume, to the N. face of Everest. 

From this part of the Alaska Range with its relatively low 
elevation, two enormous and isolated masses of granite rise 
lllgh above the rest at about 15 miles distance from one another. 
These two peaks were called by the Indians, DENALI, the 
Great One, and SuLTANA, His Wife 3 Denali and his Queen ; 
but they are now called Mount J\1cKinley and Mount Foraker.4 

3 Sheldon, Wilderness of Denali, p. 389, New York and London, 1930. 
4 Nomenclature and history: Mount McKinley (with Mount Foraker also) 

was seen for the first time by Vancouver from the sea at Cook's Inlet (1791£~..-4-
' distant stupendous mountains covered with snow and apparently detached 
from each other'). Its existence was subsequently known to the Russians 
(who called it' Bulshaia Gora '). Dall saw the chain from a distance in 1868 
and christened it the Alaska Range. The great Alaskan prospector and pioneer, 
Arthur Harper, ascending the Tanana River in 1878 with Mayo, saw Mount 
McKinley and described it in a letter written after the trip. This was the first 
definite mention of the mountain as such, and it is a romantic coincidence that 
Harper's half-breed son was a member of Stuck's victorious party in 1913, and 
the first individual actually to put foot upon the summit. Frank Densmore, 
another pioneer, saw Mount McKinley whilst crossing from the Tanana River 
to the Kuskokwim by way of Lake Minchumina before 1885. The description 
which he brought back was so glowing that the Yukon Pioneers referred to 
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The former name is perhaps too deeply bedded in literature to 
be changed, although the late Archdeacon Stuck's proposal to 
call its highest summit ' The McKinley Peak of Denali ' is a 
good one.5 Mount Foraker is unknown to fame and is scarcely 
mentioned in literature, because it has but rarely been seen 
from distances of less than 50 miles. Might the native name 

' 

riot be preserved by calling this fine mountain ' DENALI's 
QUEEN'? , 

Denali or Mount McKinley (which you will), with its height 
20,300 ft. or perhaps more, rises 10,000 ft. higher than the 
surrounding mountains from 'vhich it springs. Mount Foraker, 
17,300 ft. 6 in height (more or less), rises about 7000 ft. above the 
backbone of the chain or more nearly 8000 ft. if the map 
is to be trusted. The Range itself seems to be ordered 
as a series of parallel chains, that on the extreme Arctic edge 

the peak as 'Densmore's Mountain' for many years before it was known to 
the outside world. A gold prospector, W. A. Dickey, saw the mountain during 
an exploration on the Pacific side in 1896 (he reached the snout of the 'Ruth' 
or' Mud' Glacier), and wrote a description for the New York Sun. In this he 
made a very close estimate of its altitude, and proposed the present name. 
His reason for giving the name was a sound one. William McKinley was not 
yet President of the United States, but was recognized as the great protagonist 
of the gold standard, and Dickey had been bored to death by his companions' 
endless discussions on free silver hence his revenge ! Dickey made the 
mountain known to the world outside Alaska; its subsequent history is that 
of the exploration of the range and of the attempts to scale the peak itself. 

Mount Foraker, seen also by Vancouver, was not distinctly recognized until 
1899, when Capt. J. S. Herron (U.S. Army) saw it from near Lake Minchumina 
(at about 60 miles' distance), whereabouts he lost himself badly and nearly 
starved to death. He named the mountain after an Ohio politician. 

Other names bestowed in the Alaska Range have been given, some with 
good reasons, some with reasons as slight as those mentioned above: The Herron, 
Peters, and Muldrow Glaciers, and Mounts Dall, Russell, and Brooks were named 
after explorers in just reward. Various names (chiefly but not wholly on the 
Pacific side) have been given in honour of lady friends, female relatives, sub
sidiary members of the expedition itself, prominent persons in Boy Scout 
movements, and so forth. The maps bear 'Cook's Peak' to mark the low 
point upon which the explorer took his 'summit' photograph of Mount Mc
Kinley. The name of ' Explorers Peak ' (climbed by Browne and Parker's 
party in 1910) commemorates the fine achievements of the Explorers' Club of 
New York. 

6 Hudson Stuck: Scribner's Mag., vol. 54, p. 552, Nov. 1913. 
6 The height of Mount Foraker is given variously as 17,000 ft., 17,100 ft., 

17,300 ft. The lowest of these is that usually adopted, but is probably a mere 
approximation. Its origin is apparently in Brooks' estimate of' about 17,000ft! 
(see .A.J. 21, 342), which was seemingly obtained from simple vertical angles 
taken from points at not too certain distances from the mountain. I have not 
been able to find the data for Porter's estimate. As I originally thought that 
the third elevation mentioned a hove was the ' proper ' approximation, some of 
the estimates here given may (or may not) flatter the mountain by a few feet. 
But it does not seem to me that the exact height (to 100 feet or so) is a matter 
of any importance, because Mount Foraker does not need a row of arabic 
numerals to give it distinction. 

-
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being the main backbone and the most elevated. From it rise 
these two giants with nothing between them and the low tundra 
plain (less than 2000 ft. in elevation) save a few foot-hills. 
There is, I believe, no other instance of mountains so isolated 
which spring to such heights above their surroundings. The 
view of the great and abrupt masses of granite from the W. 
and N.W. has been rarely seen, but the effect of it has always 
been a great one.7 These are indeed difficult to put into words, 
but an example may help at least to give the scale. The com
bined Nordend and Dufourspitze of Monte Rosa greatly re· 
semble the summit of Mount McKinley. Slice them off and 
raise them up another 8000 ft. on very steep flanks ; then 
depress the other Monte Rosa peaks by 2000 ft. each. The 
reconstructed mountain, as seen from Zer'matt, will now give 
you the scale of Mount McKinley as seen from the tundra plains 
at its feet. Mount McKinley and Mount Foraker, the one 
massive and grand, the other graceful and beautiful, are the 
crowning glory of the Alaska Range, and perhaps of the moun
tains of the world. 
. In all this great range, few of the glaciers have even been 
visited and, before 1934, one only of the unnumbered mountains 
had been attempted. That, of course, was Mount McKinley, 
the highest peak of which was first reached by Stuck and Kar· 
stens in 1913,8 after various previous attempts by at least 
seven or eight other parties (excluding the extraordinary 
'Pioneers' ascent ' of the N. peak in 1910). It was natural 
that the highest summit in the continent of North America 
should be so strong a magnet ; and that Mount Foraker with 
its less romantic elevation, its greater remoteness and its 
stronger technical defences should remain unmolested was 

• 

equally natural to our own good fortune. Few indeed had seen 
the mountain, save as a whiteness on the horizon or as some
thing indefinite peeping over Mount McKtnley's flank. Since 
Brooks first made his adventurous journey in 1902,9 a few 
hunting or exploring parties 10 had passed near by to the snout 
of the Herron Glacier and so had come into partial view of 
Mount Foraker if the mountain were then unclouded. It is 
true that Dunn examined the mountain thence in 1903, in a 

7 See, for instance, Hudson Stuck : Ten Thousand Miles with a Dog Sled, 
pp. 224, 305, London, N.D. (1914). 

8 Hudson Stuck : Ascent of Denali, London, 1914. 
9 A. H. Brooks : Smithsonian Report for 1903, p. 407, 1904: U.S. Geol. 

Survey, Professional Paper 70, 1911. 
10 See, for instance, William N. Beach, In the Shadow of Mount McKinley, 

N.Y., 1931. 
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Mount Foraker, Alaska. 21 

perfunctory manner,11 but none else looked at it from the 
mountaineering point of view until 1927, when Osgood Field 
did so.12 In September of that year he visited the snouts of 
the Herron and W. Foraker Glaciers and examined what could 
be seen of Mount Foraker from these places. It seemed to 
Field that the mountain would be a steeper and more formidable 
opponent than Mount McKinley. In the conditions which then 
obtained, he thought, indeed, that it looked inaccessible ; but 
he suggested that a way might possibly be found up its W. or 
S.W. sides and ridges from a base on the Herron Glacier. In 
1932, Mount Foraker was well seen from an aeroplane by Major
General and Mrs. Crozier, H enry S. Hall, jun., and his wife.13 

One of the fine unpublished photographs taken by Hall shows 
from a distance much of the topographic detail which we our
selves had to find by exploration. 

Charles Houston's proposal that we should attempt this 
grand mountain had therefore a splendid objective to add to 
the attraction of Alaskan mountaineering in general ; but to 
these (as if they were not enough temptation !) more specific 
attractions were added. Mount Foraker was the most northerly 
of .the yet unclimbed great mountains of the world, and that 
by perhaps a couple of hundred miles. Although the mountain 
is the second for height in Alaska (Mount St. Elias being on the 
international boundary while Mount Logan is wholly in British 
territory), its slate was clean ; no previous attempt had been 
made to climb it, neither had any exploration shown the lie. 
of its glaciers, the possibilities of its ridges, nor even the way 
to their bases. None had stood nearer to the mountain in 
practicable distance than the parties, almost to be counted on 
the fingers of one hand, who had visited the snout of the Herron 
Glacier ; and the nearest linear approach had been made by 
Stuck and Karstens in 1910,14 and by Lindley and Liek in 
1932,15 when these two parties reached the S. peak of Mount 
McKinley, 15 miles away. The way to Mount Foraker lay 
over interesting and ra rely traversed country, the snout of the 
H erron Glacier being two days of travel farther 'in ' than is 

11 Robert Dunn: Shameless Diary of an Explorer, p. 150, N.Y., 1907. 
12 Osgood Field: Harvard Mountaineering, vol. 1, p. 37, 1928. 
1 3 A.J. 44, 275-7. 
14 Hudson Stuck: Scribner's Mag., vol. 54, p. 531, 1913; A scent of Denali, 

London, 1914; also A.J. 27, 425-7. 
15 Harry ·J. Liek: Sierra Club Bulletin, vol. 18, p. 81, 1933. Alfred D. 

Lindley: A.A.J., 2, p. 36, 1933; A.J. 45, 85-93. See also: Appalachia, 
19, p. 135, 1932 ; A.A .J. 1, pp. 507, 544, 1932. New Y orlc Times, May 17 
and 19, 1932; A.J. 44, 357; Beckwith, A.A.J. 2, p. 45, 1933; Spadavecchia, 
Appalachia, 19, p. 432, 1933. 
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necessary for the ascent of Mount McKinley and that is ·far 
enough. from human habitation. So sparse is the population 
of Alaska (60,000 inhabitants, half of them Indians, in an area 
a little larger than Western Europe) that, during our eight 
weeks of isolation, it is improbable that any human being 
approached within two days of travel from our base camp. 

To such strong attractions, others were added. The attempt 
was to be made by a purely amateur party of three persons 
supported by three others. Such a party was unusually small 
for an expedition of that magnitude, and, if the absence of 
porters was to make for heavy carrying, a successful outcome 
of the expedition would be won in a more complete sense than 
is the case where an army of porters lessens the labour of the 
climbers. Even dog-team haulage for the approach was to 
be denied to us by the time of year, while that season itself 
was a novelty. Alaskan weather is most settled in spring, and 
(except on the earliest attempts of all) the parties which have 
visited Mount McKinley have always done so then as also in 
the cases of most other major Alaskan peaks. There was a 
strong feeling that the conditions of the higher mountains in 
summer and the treacherous weather then obtaining, alike 
make suclf climbs impracticable. So strong was this opinion 
that the U.S. Government at first refused permission to the 
present party on the sole ground that ' Mount Foraker is 
inaccessible in July.' Under pressure, hearts softened with 
reluctance and foreboding but all these challenges adde~ 
greatly to the attraction of our adventure. 

3. The Journey to the Mountain. 

So it all came about, and I found myself in New York one 
day in June 1934, hearing from Charlie Houston all about 
his wonderful preparations for the expedition the Logan 
tents, the improved Fiala antarctic bivouac tent, the clothing, 
the food, and so forth. The rations secured a well varied and 
ample diet ; and Houston, Storey and some friends had spent 
many weary hours in packing them in bags so many days for 
so many 'people complete in each bag, an excellent arrangement 
used by Washburn for his attempt on Mount Crillon in 1933.16 

Then, of course, we looked at the inadequate maps. They 
placed Mounts McKinley and Foraker about 15 miles apart 

16 ' Ordinary ' bags, weighing 28 lbs. each, held rations for 6 men for 2 days ; 
'high camp' bags (23 lbs.) held slightly different rations, each for 3 men for 
3 days. 
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with easily graded ridges falling from them to meet on the 
backbone at a low pass of 9300 ft. or so. The gradient of the 
ridges seemed to be about 1000 ft. to the mile ! There were 
nice blank spaces, and some sketchy glaciers. The elevations 
were in fine round figures Mount Foraker (' 17,000 ft.') 
seemingly correct to ± 500 ft. In only one particular did 
greater accuracy appear to be claimed. A fine peak ' Mount 
Hunter ' was placed off the main ridge upon its Pacific side 
and was given the more meticulous elevation of 14,960 ft. The 
isolation of this mountain intrigued me, and I spoke for an 
attempt upon Mount Foraker from the col, with the prospect 
of a subsequent attempt upon 'Mount Hunter,' followed 
possibly by a nice long walk up to Mount McKinley ! The 
maps, as a matter of fact, were inaccurate. No one had seen 
the backbone ridge between the two great mountains (at any 
rate in whole, and from a near view-point) until we ourselves 
did so. The glaciers were bad guesses. Long may the maps 
remain in their present condition ! There is no reason for 
mapping the Range, save to aid the mountaineer ; it adds 
exceedingly to the pleasure of climbing if the access as well as 
the mountain has first to be explored. May a humble· prayer 
be offered to the U.S. Government that it allow these great 
ranges to remain unmapped save by climbing parties or by · 
old-fashioned exploration? 

Oscar and Charles Houston (father and son) and I left New 
York on June 17 and met Charles Storey and. Chycherley 
Waterston at Montreal next day. Having crossed Canada, 
we sailed from Vancouver on June 23. The voyage of 1200 
miles N. to Seward took us almost continuously through 
beautiful scenery. We were fortunate in having a perfectly 
clear view of the Fairweather mountains, which we passed in 
the bright twilight of the northern night ; in the latter half of 
our voyage we steamed across the sea fronts of many great 
glaciers. On July 2 we reached Seward, whence a railway 
journey of 348 miles to the N. landed us at McKinley Park 
Station near midday on July 3. The horse-train had been 
sent forward to a camp at Copper Mountain (or' Mount Eielson ') 
about three days' journey to theW. ; we ourselves covered the 
distance by motor car that afternoon, for about 60 miles along 
the road now being constructed in the eastern part of the 
McKinley Park, and then over a short stretch of rough country 
where one of the cars was very nearly stranded in a glacier 
torrent, and a returning car was trapped for the night. 

From this place onwards we were to be cut off from the 
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world for eight weeks, and I wish that space permitted a de 
scription of our four days' ride over untracked country to the W. 
As we travelled along the Arctic edge of the great range, we 
had occasional glimpses of the mountains in clearings of the 
low clouds which kept us in almost continuous rain. But 
these glimpses were few on our journey 'in,' and almost as 
impressive was the country through which we travelled the 
miles' wide gravel stretches of the McKinley Bar still carrying 
unmelted ice-floes in places ; the sombre spruce forests; the 
olive grey thickets of dwarf alder and beech trees where the 
way sometimes had to be cut; the broad, deep and swift 
glacier rivers. But most impressive of all was the tundra, a 
rolling moorland of moss and bog holes dotted with innumerable 
lakes and pools. This seemed to me to show the essential 
character of Alaska, a land of broad spaces. The dark greens 
and distant blues gave as sombre an effect as did the colours 
of decaying branches and the deep moss of spruce forests. 
The open plains reminded me of Scotland, but of a Scotland 
without the purple, because all the colour in Alaska is to be 
found in the sky when that is visible. 

The journey had its little adventures, such as are incidental 
to pack animals in dense belts of forest or of dwarf trees, to 
steep banks and deep bog holes, to the fording of difficult 
rivers and to the general naughtiness of horses. The 14 animals 
of our pack-train were under the solitary care of Bill Alloway, 
so we all had to lend a hand; but Carl Anderson of Anchorage 
had joined the expedition at Copper Mountain, one of the best 
men in Alaska, and one of the finest whom I have ever met. 
No other adventures came our way. We were not bitten by 
moose or caribou or squirrels, and the dear little bears (the 
adjective applies, of course, to their skins) proved to be unex
pectedly shy. Even the mosquitoes usually kept in from the 
rain almost a disappointment, because it is understood that the 
old pioneer is able to wave an empty pint pot above his head 
and so collect a quart of mosquitoes. 

This part of Alaska is said to be one of the richest game 
countries in the world ; McKinley Park is a great game reser
vation, 3000 square miles in area. Of moose we saw little, 
because most of our way was above the tree line hereabouts 
between 1500 and 1800 ft. above sea level. Caribou were 
plentiful one of us saw two or three thousand head in one 
small valley. There were many herds of wild mountain sheep 
appearing much more like white goats. Ground squirrels 
were numerous, as also were beasts which looked like large 
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marmots. Porcupines were common ··w·here there were trees . 
• 

There were many birds of prey, and much ptarmigan. Wolves 
we saw but once. Wolverines also kept out of our way, while 
the bears were a bitter disappointment. The tracks and runs of 
the brown bear were everywhere. All over the moraines and 
foothills were fresh sera pes where the grizzlies and so-called 
glacier bears (grizzlies, that is, with light coloured pelts) had 
dug out the squirrels. But the beasts themselves seemed to 
be very timid. We almost began to think that if any were 
there we must have brought them in ourselves as the King 
said when Daniel complained of disturbed sleep in the den ; 
and for all that we could actually see of them, there appear to 
be many more bear stories in Alaska than there are visible 
animals. On one occasion only had I an opportunity of 
photographing a grizzly. Some of us walked up towards him 
for the purpose, but he turned tail before we had got much 
nearer than 200 yards. It is a curious thing that wild animals 
seemed to be comparatively tame at the eastern edge of the 
Park, where man is a fairly common sight, but very shy where 
human beings had not been seen before. 

4. First Reconnaissance: Spy-Glass Hill. 

On July 7, after riding for about 75 miles in all from Copper 
Mountain, we pitched camp (at 1800 ft.) in the last stragglers 
of the spruce forest near the junction of the two Foraker Forks
the glacier streams from the E. and W. Foraker Glaciers. Our 
only loss had been the minimum registering thermometer and 
the baking powder, both ruined by the somersault of a horse 
down a bank. We were still a day's journey short of our 
proposed destination at the snout of the Herron Glacier further 
to theW.; but we had been soaked badly by the rain during 
our four days of riding and, when July 8 dawned clear and 
sunny, we decided to give it up to the drying of clothes. The 
early morning view from the camp was a fine one. To the E., 
the stupendous S.W. face of Mount McKinley towered up over 
the snout of the E. Foraker Glacier; to the $.E.; the graceful 
cone of Mount Foraker rose above the W. glacier. Between 
the snouts of the two glaciers, a range of ]ow but finely modelled 
foot-hills hid the main backbone of the Range. We decided 
to proceed to the highest of these hills and spy out the land. 

This we did. It was a rough scramble a little rock and 
acres of scree but unexpectedly sophisticated. Although the 
bills had .never been visited before, well-kept paths traversed 

• 
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the scree-slopes, for all the world like fell-sides in the Lake 
District. The wild sheep, in fact, had been there before us. 
The ridge was narrow. Point succeeded point and then the 
biggest rose in front of us. It lay farther in than the front of 
the foot-hills and, as we went up a steepish but easy arete, the 
view was hidden until we came to the very top. 

That view, so suddenly disclosed, must be one of the greatest 
mountain views in the world. From Mount McKinley on the 
left to Mount Foraker on the right, separated by a distance 
nearly the length of the chain of Mont Blanc (and exactly the 
same as that between the Aig. de Trelatete and the Aig. du 
Chardorinet), there stretched a long white ridge, rising and 
falling, simple and grandly proportioned. Between the two 
great mountains, this whole backbone of the Alaska Range was 
visible, 15 miles in length, its nearest point perhaps less than 
that distance away. We could now see at a glance that the 
two giants did not descend by gradual ridges to a single inter
mediate col. On the contrary, Mount McKinley presented a 
precipitous S.W. face of pink granite cliffs, falling almost 
direct from the S. peak for many thousands of feet. From 
against these cliffs and perhaps at a level of 8000 to 10,000 ft. 
below their crest, the main backbone continued the line of the -
Range horizontally towards Mount Foraker. This was a 
comparatively level ridge of ice and snow, which should 
' officially ' be about 10,000 ft. or less in elevation, but the 
points of which must be higher. At first came three beautiful 
little snow cones right under the pink cliffs. 17 Then, after a 
long stretch, the ridge rose in a massive snow summit, to fall 
away again to a slightly lower depression on the far side of 
which was a group of three fine peaks set across the backbone. 
We named these last the ' Bridesmaids.' They were of nearly 
equal height and of very beautiful shape. Then came another 
less elevated stretch, from which the graceful form of Mount 
Foraker rose up abruptly (no gradual ridge !) its left, or 
N.E., summit a Fuji-yama-like cone of glistening ice rising 
directly for 7000 ft. above the backbone, its westerly part like 
the curtain walls enclosing the inner courtyard at the side of a 
keep great walls of ice and rock, granite pink and blue, with 
the S.W. peak showing above them like a white turret. The 
great north face was largely hidden from us by a low nearer 
peak, but we could see enough to realize that it was extremely 

17 There seemed to be four, but an examination of photographs later on 
showed me that the most south-westerly (right) cone was really the end point 
of the S. arete of Mount McKinley, just seen over the ridge. 
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steep and very high.. To have seen such sights for the 'first 
time naturally makes for exaggeration, yet I cannot help but 
think that Mount Foraker when viewed from this direction is 
one of the most beautiful mountains in the world, as well as 
one of the largest. Mount McKinley is grand and complicated ; 
Mount Foraker has therewith a wonderful grace. 

That beauty of form may be shown in photographs, but not 
the beauty of colour a strange thing to meet in a world of ice 
and rock. The snows of near peaks looked a brilliant dead 
white, as they do in the Alps. But at such a distance as Mount 
Foraker was from us, and when the apparent size is still so 
large, the snow may have an ethereal blue tint such as I have 
not seen before. Perhaps the colour is caught by N. faces 
from the sky ; it suffers little loss in the clear air of these 
regions. In any case, it is a thing at which to wonder. The 
grey granite varies this egg-shell blue with a deeper shade ; 
the pink granite seems to be in complement with it. The whole 
is of an unbelievable delicacy. In some lights, as we were 
later to find, even Mount McKinley, with its greater masses 
of pink cliffs, would appear in this wonderful blue mantle. 
When I think again of Mount Foraker, it is alw~ys coloured 
thus; unless indeed I see it again in the colours of sunrise. 

We turned to examine its possible climbing routes. The 
N.E. ridge rose directly to the summit from the Bridesmaids
Foraker depression, progressively steepening towards the top. 
Although it carried innumerable transverse ice walls like 
wrinkles, these appeared capable of being turned and the ridge 
looked -to be practicable enough if the foot of it could be reached 
at the Bridesmaids-Foraker dip. Whether the attainment of 
that itself was practicable, we could not see ; but it seemed to 
us that if a direct way did not lead up to the crest of the back-

. bone at the depression, the foot of the ridge might be reached 
by traversing the Bridesmaids themselves. One important 
thing was clear. The sketchy maps made a branch of the 
Herron Glacier to drain this great face ; but we could now 
see that it was theW. Foraker Glacier which did s·o. ·The axis 
of that glacier ran from the plain in towards. the Bridesmaids 
from N.W. to S.E. ; then it turned at right angles to the S.W., 
so probably to reach the foot of the great face. Of more than 
that we could not be sure, but we guessed correctly that the 
glacier made another right-angled bend under the face, then 
to run S.E. again into the bay between the Bridesmaids and 
Mount Foraker. The S.W. ridge of the mountain appeared to 
be of great length, and for that reason the less practicable. We 



28 Mount Foraker, Alaska. 

therefore decided to explore the W. Foraker Glacier and the 
access to the N.E. ridge before moving camp to -the Herron 
snout. Then we looked again at the grand view. Clouds-had 
capped Mount McKinley, but perhaps added to its effect. 
There was only one dis~ppointing feature 'Mount Hunter ' 
was not to be seen.1s 

In honour of the view and the purpose of our visit, we named 
our peak ' Spy-Glass Hill.' It is a low summit (5800 ft.),19 
and th·e ascent of- 4000 ft. from the camp had occupied only 
3 hours. Here is a curious thing : on the very top of the 
shaly scree of the summit cone lay an erratic granite block. 
Our hill must in past ages have been included in the medial 
moraine of the confluent E. and W. Foraker Glaciers the ice 
of which must therefore have been nearly 4000 ft. deep. This, 
however, is by no means an unusual depth for ancient glacier 
ice in Alaska. The old Copper River Glacier is known to have 
been more than a mile in thickness.20 We made a cairn on the 
block, and set a record in it. Then we returned to camp. 

5. Exploration of W. Forake'r Glacier : Scree Peak . 
.. 

Snow was falling next morning (July 9}, b-ut four of us. 21 
set out on a two days' exploration of the W. Foraker Glacier. 
Little need be said about our attempt. ·The snow continued 
to fall and wh.en we had proceeded for about 4 hours of actual 
travel in bitter cold, Carl Anderson considered that the weather 
conditions had become dangerous and we returned to camp, 
having seen nothing. 

Snow was still falling next day, but July 11 was fine and 
we set out again with the same object. Having attained a 
spot opposite the snout of theW. Foraker Glacier, we followed 
its true right bank for 4 or 5 miles before taking to the ice. The 
way was easy enough, if rough in places, but the views were 
glorious. The great glacier may be 1t miles in breadth (or 
perhaps even more), and the serrated ridge on its opposite side 

18 'Mount Hunter' should have been seen. We wondered at the time if it 
were the farthest Bridesmaid, inaccurately placed on the maps. Another 
possibility is that the mysterious mountain is really the outer end of the S. arete 
of Mount McKinley the 'fourth cone.' 

19 Aneroid elevations throughout are given for what they are worth. The 
instrument itself was of no great accuracy; a better one failed to turn up at the 
last moment. That was of the less importance because simultaneous records 
could not have been kept at the site of the base camp during our absence, save 
by an instrument which would scarcely-have stood the rough journey. 

20 Stephen R. Capps : J. of Geog., vol. 20, pp·. 420-1, 1912. 
21 The climbing party (C .. S. Houston, C. Waterston, and the writer) and 

Carl Anderson. 
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was finely displayed. Some rocky ridges were followed (as 
we travelled ' in ') by a beautiful snow and rock summit which 
we named the 'Fluted Peak.' This probably did not by much 
exceed 8000 ft. in elevation, but the ridge rose to a rather 
higher peak, probably a little less than 10,000 ft. in height, at 
the bend of the glacier. Low as these heights may seem, this 
mountain, which we named ' Climbers' Peak,' was really very 
large. Its fine N. face was a steep mass of ice and rock rising 
for at least 5500 ft. direct from the level of the glacier. A 
small rock cone, which we called the ' Sugarloaf,' nestled 
against its feet at the actual bend of the glacier, while the 
Bridesmaids rose superbly on the far side of the bend. 

The hills on our immediate left presented a curious contrast 
to those on the right. Lower in height, they were bare of the 
massive glaciation seen across the valley perhaps because 
of a more southerly aspect, or of some trick of the prevailing 
winds. In place of the dead whiteness of the other side, these 
nearer foot-hills glowed with colour. As we went we looked 
up into wild and barren gorges, the rock walls of which were 
ochre and red, blue and purple vivid rock colours, perhaps 
finer even than those at Polychrome Pass in the eastern part 
of the Park. We named them ' The Painted Hills,' and our 
own Spy-Glass Hill is the highest in the group. One evening 

• 

during the climb, the low sun shone directly on the inner end 
of the small range. It glowed a very bright pink, more vivid 
than any colour I have seen else~here amongst mountains. 

When we took to the actual ice, we found that its surface 
was flat and easy as is that of all main draining glaciers of 
any size. A tractor might almost have been driven up it, and 
crevasses were rare and small except at · the edges near the 
bends. We moved quickly, eager to see round the corner, and 
soon covered the 3 miles or so which still separ~ted us from the 
bend. As we approached it, Mount Foraker began to appear 
above the slopes on our right, and then directly above the 
glacier in its new direction. Soon we could see the grand 
N. face of the mo:untain almost in its entirety. . 

Cortez, no doubt, saw a Pacific which was greater and more 
beautiful than all the other oceans of the world, and the cir
cumstances of such views have an effect upon the individual 
likely to exaggerate his description. None the less, I must 
have the courage to say that the sight of this wonderfully 
grand face, then suddenly disclosed and thereafter unfolded, 
seemed to me to be not only the most beautiful which I have 

• 

seen in the mountain world, but also the greatest. That 
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opinion remains, severely as I have tried to check it ; our 
photographs are not needed to bring the view vividly back into 
mind. The great face was crested by the N.E. peak of Mount 
Foraker on the left and by a horizontal edge of rock at a lower 
level to the right, which we called the 'Cock'scomb.' From 
either end of this crest the skyline fell abruptly, in the N.E. 
ridge on the left and the N.W. ridge on the right. The face 
between these bulged toward us slightly in a rounded bow, or 
rather as a series of four facets ; because three ribs, so flat in 
their upper parts as better to be described as the angles of 
facets, fell from near the top of the face to the bottom. These 
were set nearly equidistant across the breadth of the face, the 
first in the line of fall from the summit, the others to the right. 
The summit itself presented a very steep cone of ice steepening 
as it descended, and then falling even more abruptly in rocks. 
From these the left-hand rib took its origin and descended 
at the general angle of the upper parts (so at least it seemed), 
whilst the facets on either side of it prolonged the steeper angle . 
So too with the other ribs and the other facets, save that the 
latter fell precipitously as cliffs for their lower halves. I 
hazarded the guess that the general angle of this faee was 40°, 
but was laughed at by my companions. It may well be that 
the estimate was too conservative. The rib most to the right, 
not so steep perhaps as that most to the left, had an angle 
which I measured as a little greater than 35° at one of its 
gentler parts. The facets, however, had considerably steeper 
general angles than the ribs, while no ledge or recess existed 
upon the face to lessen the abruptness of its fall. 

Great as was the beauty of the face, it was not that which 
made the strongest impression, but the extraordinary appear
ance of 'bigness.' The beauty diminished somewhat with 
foreshortening as we went forward, while the impression of 
great size increased and that the more so because the mountain 
grew so slowly as we advanced. But the 'bigness ' was there 
at our first view-point, although the angle subtended by the 
mountain was an ordinary one. As we had then no yard-stick 
as a measure, the first impression was not due to the realization 
of actual size. That came a little later, when we found that 
our elevation was 4700 ft. 

It is only by comparison that the size of this grand face 
may be given. Beautifully proportioned as it was, its base 
was yet more than 4 miles in length, while it rose through more 
than 2 vertical miles of elevation about 12,500 ft. That 
height, here one unbroken steepness of rock and ice, is greater . 

. 
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than is the height of Mont Blanc above Chamonix. You may 
picture it, indeed, as a Mont Blanc completely glaciated down 
to the level of Chamonix, but far steeper. The N. face of Mount 
Foraker looked indeed to be steeper than the Brenva face of 
Mont Blanc, which it exceeded in height (each above its own 
glacier) more than two and a half times. The Brenva face, in 
fact, shows ledges separating its steps, while here there were 
none. It is not possible to describe the effect which all this 
had upon us, increased as that was by the exaltation of dis
covery : for the next hour and a half the view filled our eyes and 
thoughts as we pushed on rapidly up the glacier. 

Our object was to examine the wide glacier basin between 
the Bridesmaids and Mount Foraker, to see if a way could be 
made up on to the main backbone at the foot of the N.E. ridge. 

· We could see after a while that the basin formed the origin of 
our glacier, which made a great bend under the face. For the 
next 40 minutes we almost ran up tovvards the centre of this 
bend, because clouds were beginning to break over the crest 
and might soon cover its flank. We reached the upper bend 
just in time to view the basin. Its flanks were very steep and 
greatly ice-laden, so that our plan was quite impracticable 
because of the danger of ice falls. 

With time now of little moment, we paused to consider other 
possibilities. The access over the Bridesmaids and then along 
the backbone to the foot of the N .E. ridge offered a possible 
way. This, however, seemed to be impracticable on account 
of the length of time which a heavily laden party would take 
upon it. The ascent of the N.W. Bridesmaid would necessitate 
a climb of at least 6000 ft., perhaps more, up steep snow ridges, 
sometimes narrow and in places obviously difficult. Then 
would come a long and perhaps equally hard traverse to the 
central Bridesmaid or perhaps even to the third, it was 
difficult to say. After that would follow the intervening 
backbone ridge, rising and falling, sometimes extremely narrow, 
crevassed at right angles to its crest in some places. It looked 
like the Rochefort arete of a nightmare, or of Paradise; it 
was certainly 2! miles in length, perhaps nearly 3 miles. That 
traversed, the real ascent of Mount Foraker would only then 
commence a steep ridge 7000 ft. in elevation may be 8000 ft. 
if the map were correct. The route was not in itself im
practicable, but it looked as if a single summer would scarcely 
be long enough for its ascent at the pace of a safely rationed 
and equipped party of our small size. We turned to other 
plans. 

• 

• 
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As we had walked up the glacier, we could see that it swept 
to our right past the foot of the great face and then turned 
towards us under a ridge which sprang out from the corn~r 
between theN. and W. faces of Mount Foraker. The formation 
of this ridge was very like that· of the Brenva buttress on Mont 
Blanc, but on a vastly larger scale. On our right, a little 
subsidiary glacier came down from a low glacier pass which 
.must obviously lead over into the Herron Basin. This small 
glacier(' Tranquillity Glacier') discharged over its own terminal 
moraines into the lateral trough of the Foraker Glacier without 
making direct contact, and the ridge of our new hopes com
menced from the pass at its head (' Tranquillity Pass'). Its 
crest and the upper parts of its flanks were completely covered 
with ice and snow, below which were granite cliffs, very abrupt 
and completely ledgeless. 

The lower end of the ridge rose steeply to a small snow point 
and thence to a higher one (at which, as we were to find later, 
it is joined by a similar branch from the W.). After a further 
rise (in a distance of about 1300 ft.), it continued horizontally 
for some 1800 ft. 22 at an elevation of 9500 ft. or about 4500 ft. 
above flat glacier at its base. There followed steep and narrow 
snow aretes finally 1nerging in snow slopes which steepened 
into the upper part of the face, here composed of fine rock. 
Over the right (W.) end of these rocks (14,000 ft.), the summit 
plateau of Mount Foraker discharged as a splendid ice wall
for all the world like the seracs on the old Brenva route seen in 
mirror image. This route offered us a line of ascent which 
would not only be interesting but seemed to be pra~ticable 
for the limits of time. We therefore adopted it in a provisional 
manner, because there yet remained the question as to whether 
the crest of the ridge could be gained. That must always be 
the great problem in any Alaskan ascent. Every crest which 
is broad enough is loaded with masses of white ice in fantastic 
formations. Every shelf of sufficient size upon flank or face 
is the birthplace of a hanging glacier. It is hard to explain all 
the curious formations crevasses in the lengths of ice aretes 
or across them, and so forth until we remember the frequent 
earthquakes, such as that which failed by a few days to destroy 
~he Browne-Parker party on Mount McKinley in 1912,23 and 

22 The estimates are conservative and are calculated from about 775 and 
1100 paces respectively counted during descent. 

23 Herschel Parker: A.J. 27, 189.; Appalachia, 13, 32, 1913; Belmore 
Browne, Outing Mag., N.Y., 61 and 62, pp. 515, 643, 1913, and The Conquest 
of Mount McKinley, N.Y., 1913. 
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one of which we ourselves were to experience on the night 
after regaining our base camp. But be that as it may, the ice 
and snow formations on quite low flanks often make their 
ascent too dangerous to be practicable. Sober judgment is 
needed in Alaska as perhaps nowhere else in the same degree. 

We pitched our bivouac tent on the terminal moraine of 
Tranquillity Glacier, to pass a bitterly cold night. Although 
four men were crowded into its 6 x 6~ ft. of floor space, we had 
constantly to burn the prim us stove to keep up the temperature. 
It was therefore no very difficult job to start off at 02.00 next 
morning and make our way towards Tranquillity Pass, about 
2 or 3 miles up the simple glacier. The sun had risen, and 
the summit of Mount Foraker glowed a bright pink, then passing 
through the usual range of colours and shades until becoming a 
brilliant clear white. But the slanting path of ·the sun, the 
slowness of the sunrise and the great height of the white face 
of the mountain, all explain a thing which I had never seen 
before. The summit had been for some time in the bright light 
of high morning before sunrise occurred upon the little white 
peak at the near end of our ridge. This then glowed bright 
red, as did the snow at our feet, whilst the higher summit was 
a radiant white and, between the two, all the intermediate colour 
changes were visible at once on the great face a wonderful 
gradation. 

Our object was to examine the proposed ridge from a little 
peak of about 7300 ft., rising immediately on the N. side of 
Tranquillity Pass (itself 5800 ft.). We reached the pass in a 
little more than an hour from the bivouac and the ascent of the 
peak, which we named 'Scree Peak,' occupied another 50 minutes. 
It was a grand view-point. We could see a great ridge running 
down from Mount Foraker to the right the S.W. ridge which 
had been shown upon photographs from the Herron snout and 
had been supposed to offer a problematic' route to the summit. 
It was a long ridge, however, interrupted by a fine and difficult 
subsidiary summit (about 14,000 ft., we called it 'The Fin'). 
It seemed to us that the time factor was against that route 
also could the actual ridge be reached in its lower parts ? 
With that last preponderating question in mind, we turned to 
our own ridge. It commenced, as we could now see, with two 
converging branches, neither of which might be said to be 
practicable until actually tested. My own preference inclined 
to that on the right, up to which a route might be made through 
a very steep and greatly crevassed slope. But the general 
opinion was in favour of the left branch, where the steep ascent 
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of a snow ridge (there was a choice of two) would lead to a 
beautiful small snow peak and be followed by a long ascending 
snow arete. There we left the question, having made the 
decision that we would attempt the N.W. ridge of the mountain, 
by whichever route of access should prove to be practicable ; .. 
it followed that we must establish our base camp at the Foraker 
Forks, and not at the Herron Glacier. Then we returned 
towards our bivouac. 

As we descended the Tranquillity Glacier, the N. face of 
Mount Foraker was a splendid sight, the sun catching it side
ways. But again something troubled me and I could not find 
its explanation. The face looked so unbelievably great. It 
was now easy enough to calculate the height of the face from 
our aneroid reading on the glacier, while of course the face was 
high. From Scree Peak, the Cock'scomb 24 on the crest of that 
single face had been the same height above us as is Mont Blanc 
above the Brevent, while the N.E. peak to the left had been 
more than 2500 ft. higher. At our present level, these heights 
were now greater by 1500 ft. or more. But reason told me that 
all mountains in the whole series from Ben Nevis through 
Everest and Mont Blanc up to Mount McKinley subtend the 
same angle when viewed from the proper distances, and there 
was nothing extraordinary in the angle of Mount Foraker as 
seen from this place. Yet the mountain looked enormously 
greater than anything I had seen before, and it occurred to me, 
but without conviction, that the effect was a psychological one, 
based upon the known number of feet and not upon what the 
eye saw. I looked again trying to bridle my imagination, but 
the immensity was still there. 

Then the wonderful detail captured my attention from the 
problem, the beautiful pink or grey cliffs minutely fissured, the 
innumerable horizontal wrinkles with which the ice slopes were 
etched. There was something strange and unusual. As I 
looked, the solution came unexpectedly. It was the smallness 
of the detail which gave the effect of grandeur. Each of the 
multitude of ice walls was of the same size that would be seen 
in similar conditions elsewhere, although it might look like a 
small wrinkle at this distance. So too with the detail of the 
rock : neither ice nor rock is affected by the size of the mountain, 
and here there was a complete upsetting of the proportion 

24 The Cock'scomb had several points. We eventually reached it at an 
elevation of 14,000 ft. on its lower W. end. The elevation of its highest point 
was probably not far short of 15,000 ft . 

• 

• 
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between size of detail and size of mountain to which we are all 
accustomed that which we use, more or less subconsciously, 
in our estimates of size and distance. The outline of the 
mountain looked to. be not very much greater than that of the 
Breithorn seen from the Garner Glacier, if more beautiful; 
yet its detail was of that smallness seen on the summit of Mont 
Blanc from Chamonix, and of perplexing multjtude. It was a 
new scale. The smallness of the forms of ice and rock in 
proportion to the apparent size of the face, and their number, 
had given me that impression of grandeur before the reason 
vvas apparent. Consciousness of the cause now taught tl1at all 
calculations of height and distance here must be made with 
very great care and on a nevv basis. _. 

We reached the bivouac tent again, and were packing up for 
our descent to the base camp when an avalanche of more than 
usual size fell on the N. face. During our visit, avalanches had 
fallen almost continuously, and we were to find later on that 
such was the rule. But this was one of the greatest which we 
were to see. It fell from an ice cliff at the top of the face 
through nearly 2 miles of vertical height, so that I was able 
to take seven consecutive photographs of it, although my 
camera was not ready in time to take the upper part of its fall. 
The sight was magnificent and the noise very great. We 
watched it, and then the spread of cloud which it left behind. 
After that, we set out again and descended to the base camp 
by our route of ascent. We calculated on our arrival that 
we must have covered 48 miles during the two days of our 

• reconnaissance. 
I am a little puzzled to reconcile our distances with the 

existing maps, but distrust the latter rather than our estimates. 
Carl Anderson put the distance fron1 our base camp to the snout 
of the glacier at 7 miles, and be judged that we had taken to 
the ice (and now again quitted it) about 5 miles above the snout 
of the glacier, and that the distance which we travelled up the 
glacier was about 11 miles the length of Tranquillity Glacier 
about another 3 miles. So small a party had to work hard, 
and there was no time or opportunity for proper survey, 
therefore estimates only can be given. These seem at variance 
with the posit ions given on the maps to the snouts of the 
glaciers and the mountain itself (about 14 miles apart in the case 
of our own glacier, but it bends) . On the other band, walking 
steadily dow·n the flat glacier, our net time from bivouac to 
quitting the ice was 3 hrs. and 5 mil1s. Three miles an hour 
seems to me to be too slow for our rate of walking, but even 

• 
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that would give a minimum of about 9 miles for the length of 
the part of the glacier which we traversed. The total length 
of its axis must be not far short of 20 miles. Carl Anderson 
estimated the width of the lower glacier at 2 miles, and the 
width opposite our bivouac at 3 miles yet it is a small glacier 
for Alaska, only of about half the length of the Muldrow 
Glacier or less. 

6. Advance up the Glacier. 

We spent next morning (July 13) in getting ready and in 
putting the stores which we intended to leave behind in a tree 
cache against the visits of bears and wolverines. Then the 
horses, guided by Carl Anderson and Bill Alloway, made an 
attempt to carry our packs as far up the right bank of the 
glacier as was possible. A magnificent piece of horse-packing 
landed our stores little farther than a mile above the snout of 
the glacier, where the ground became too difficult., We our
selves carried light packs up and established Camp 1 where 
the loads had been dumped. Bill Alloway got the horses 
safely back (a fine performance), and started his long journey 
' out ' next day. 

It was not until eight days later that our third camp above 
the base was fully established on the terminal moraines of 
Tranquillity Glacier, not far from the bivouac site v1hich we 
had originally reached in one long day of travel. After quitting 
the base camp we had to rely entirely upon the fuel which we 
carried up in the form of petrol, and we then went on to Charlie 
Houston's carefully devised and minutely organized system of 
rations about seven weeks' complete supply for six men. We 
used the improved 'Mount Logan' tents, carrying them forV\rard 
from camp site to camp site; the much smaller 'Fiala ' 
Antarctic tent (also improved ; it weighs 12lbs.) came in handy 
at Camp 3. With one exception, the days were stormy, much 
snow falling during the first part of the advance while snow 
and fog were encountered in the upper part. During our 
progress on the glacier we had no viev1 at all of Mount Foraker, 
rarely could we see farther than the edge of the glacier and on 
some days not so far as that. It was then that we began to 
realize how fortunate we had been in our view from Spy-Glass 
Hill, and in having such clear weather for our exploration a 
party might have to wait many days for such opportunities. 
This almost continuous bad weather made for cold upon the 
glacier, easing perhaps the work of carrying. We left a small 
store of food, spare equipment and so forth, which we cached 
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at Camp 2 upon an apparently inaccessible rock, but some 
beast attained it and ate all the leather during the 28 days 
which elapsed before we reached it again on the descent. With 
that exception, we carried everything up to Camp 3, and it was 
hard work, necessitating many trips up and down each section 
of the way. 

Yukon pack-boards are theoretically excellent carriers, but 
they have one practical disadvantage that they enable much 
heavier loads to be taken than is at all fit and proper. Charlie 
Houston directed the back-packing skilfully, tempering the 
loads,. as far as possible, to the distance to be-covered. When 
that was short, the packs were 'heavy ' (75 lbs. upwards, ex
cluding the weight of the board, which weighs between 7 and 
8 lbs.); when the distance was longer, the loads were 'medium' 
(between 60 and 70 lbs.). The heaviest load which I myself 
carried during the ascent was 90 lbs. (excluding the board) on 
one very short trek above Tranquillity Pass. On one occasion, 
however, Charlie Houston c~rried 103 lbs. from Camp 1 to 
Camp 2 ; and Carl Anderson often carried loads as heavy, or 
even heavier. Our longest trek was from Camp 3 down to 
Camp 2 unladen, and then back again with the loads about 
50 lbs. that day. The distance thus covered was about 9 or 
10 miles on glacier in each direction. Such going is necessarily 
slow, as it must be in any laden trek, and halts must be frequent. 
It is not that the actual weight tires one, but that the shoulders 
require relief; and short rests of two or three minutes each have 
to be taken every fifteen or twenty minutes to ease them. That 
is, of course, for unhardened people such as we are. The Alaskan 
can carry enormous loads. Karstens, 'the Seventy Mile Kid,' 
later the first superintendent of the McKinley Park, earned his 
keep during the Klondike gold rush of 1897 by packing 125 lbs. 
ov~r the Chilkoot Pass day after day and he was then a tender 
lad of 17 years of age ! What the matured Alaskan can do 
when put to it may best be left to the imagination ; it was 
sufficient to fill us with decent humility. 

Even during this packing we wore as a rule fairly heavy 
clothing thick woollen shirts obtained at Prince Rupert in 
British Columbia, and so forth. On our feet we wore rubber 
boots with heavy crepe-rubber soles and leather leggings:
the well-known Alaska ' shoe-packs ' which are also sometimes 
called ' Barker boots.' These were useful during our ride ' in ' ; 
useful on the moraines and glaciers, useful with snow shoes, 
and most useful of all upon the climb itself being then armed 
with crampons. I had with me a pair of leather climbing boots, 
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lightly nailed and copied from one of the Everest models, but 
these I soon gave up, because they were too cold even at 10,000 ft. 
The ' shoe-packs ' were far warmer and better. 

We established Camp 1 where the horses had dumped the 
loads, and Camp 2 (on July 15) near to where we had first taken 
to the ice on our exploration. First .we would carry loads up 
to the site of the next camp, or to an intermediate cache ; then 
we would move camp up to that site or to beyond the cache ; 
finally we would bring up all the remaining loads to t he new 
camp. On our first laden trip up the glacier (to a cache on a 
m edial moraine about eight or nine miles above Camp 2, by 
Carl Anderson's reckoning) vve cairned the way, so that we 
might later find it (and the cache) in mist as we had in fact 
to do. 

Between Camps 1 and 2 we were much oppressed by the fall
ing snow or rain, so t hat we decided to take the next sunny day 
for rest, the washing and the drying of clothes; but in the mean
while to continue with the packing. It was not until July 18 
that the sun came out, when we were still in Camp 2, but had 
already carried much of our load up to the glacier cache. It was 
a delightful day. The tents were aired and dried ; shirts and 
socks were washed. Then 've gave ourselves to the enjoyment 
of rest, for this was one of the three rest days which we deliber
ately chose that summer--and not a day of enforced captivity 
in a tent, of which we had too many. Next day, July 19, we 
moved to Camp 3, and by July 21 had not only brought every 
thing up to it, but had pushed on a cache to Tranquillity Pass. · 
When it is remembered that we reach ed this place for the first 
time ih a single day from the base camp (in little more than 
9 hours of actual going), the length of time which it took to 
bring up our loads may seem to be surprising. But the difference 
illustrates that b etween ' free ' climbing and ' laden ' climbing, 
or back-packing. In actual fact, and although we had saved 
perhaps three days by the horse-pack to Camp 1, each of us 
had spent at least 40} hours on the work (excluding even the 
smallest halts) . Of that time, 28 hours had been spent in 
carrying loads upwards, and 12} hours had been spent in 
descents during the relays. In addition thereto, another 
12 hours of packing (7 hours of ascents were necessary at 
Camp 3 before all the load was raised) to near the foot of the 
actual climb. 

These eight days had given us very hard work, nor could we 
relax at Camp 3. But it would have been delightful to be 
lazy there, with great yiews of the N. face of Mount Foraker 
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and of Mount McKinley peeping over the ridge of the nearest 
Bridesmaid. We were on a gravel shelf amid moraine ridges, 
and there was a beautiful blue lake at our door, but it froze 
over again later on, having burst and partially drained before 
that. We had read much about Fury Gap in the newspapers, 
and it seemed to us that the zephyrs were being unfairly 
neglected. So we invented the name ' Tranquillity Pass ' on 
our original exploration. It is probably as windswept a pass 
as may be found, while the name is illogical; but this camp, 
at the foot of its small glacier, was well sheltered, and we slid 
into the habit of calling it ' Tranquillity Camp.' There was
running water nearby in the daytime, the last water which we 
were to obtain "\vithout havjng to melt snovv or ice for over three 
weeks. Tranquillity Lake also offered us bitter bathes, and we 
there had our last luxury of a wash until. "\Ve were extravagant 
with the fuel and actually had basins full of hot water after our 
descent from the climb. On the evening of July 21 we were 
ready to start out for the mountain itself ready, that is, save 
for the route to be taken on to the N.W. ridge. 

7. Reconnaissances of the N.W. Ridge. 

As general opinion favoured the left (N.) branch arete as t4 .. e 
access to the N.W. ridge, the climbing party set out, on 
July 22, to try it. Mist and a little snow delayed us at 
Tranquillity Pass, but that blew over and we went on. An 
interesting and steep climb, with one or two difficult passages, 
landed us upon a rock shelf a little below the summit of the 
small peak which I have described as terminating the ridge, or 
rather, this branch of it. Bad weather then threatened, and we 
were forced to retire, but not before we had been able to decide 
against the route unless it were the only possible one. It was 
stiff enough for an unladen party, and its steep slopes and 
rocks would make for far too slow progress if loads had to be 
carried. 

Lying that ·night in my sleeping bag, I wondered if the way 
would go at all for a laden party ; and then, perhaps a little 
shaken by the general preference for this route against the 
other branch arete, whether that itself would go. We were to 
try it next day, but the way was certainly doubtful. Much 
disappointed by the results of the present day's work, it came 
on me now that there might be no way up for a properly 
furnished party,. and anxiety caught me, for the only time on 
the expedition, save during the two blizzards. We have most 



40 Mount Foraker, Alaska. 

of us failed to reach the top of a mountain in our time but to 
fail to reach the foot ! Then I pondered on my memory of the 
view from Scree Peak, and at last it seemed that the other 
branch arete would not be so bad after all. 

On the following day, July 23, we again set out to explore 
the other route of access. It was possible to make an early 
start at these low elevations, and we were well on the way 
before 02.00. The sunrise was glorious, the N.E. sky, at first 
salmon and green in colour, then a brilliant gold. On the far 
side of Tranquillity Pass, a much crevassed tributary glacier 
of the Herron basin was traversed to the foot of the flank of 
the right (W.) branch arete. The side of the upper part of the 
arete was a wall of magnificent ice cliffs, but to the right of 
that was a steep and complicated system of crevasses, slopes 
and ice walls, up which it was possible to detect a route, free, 
moreover, from the danger of falling ice. The crux lay in the 
possibility of turning the end of a long crevasse. This split the 
slope horizontally and its right end, gradually narrowing, then 
turned at right-angles down an ever steepening slope until it 
very nearly broke through into the face of a lower horizontal 
ice cliff which was very high. Of a little more than 70 ft. in 
width, the crevasse was guarded by a vertical, and in places 
overhanging, inner wall 50 ft. high and overtopping the outer 
wall by 15 ft. The outer wall could have been descended 
but the inner wall could not have been ascended ; it merged to 
the left in great and not too stable ice cliffs. 

It looked at the time almost as if the narrow and very 
steeply sloping bridge between the right tip of the crevasse 
and the ice wall below it provided the only possible way of 
access to the main ridge of our proposed ascent and that, if it 
were found to be impracticable, our ridge was inaccessible ; 
but there was possibly another route round on the other side 
of the branch arete. An ascent of about 600 ft. up a snow 
slope, as steep as the upper slopes on the old Brenva route, 
landed us on the lower lip of the crevasse. Then we went 
along it to the right a narrow horizontal edge, then bending 
downwards until it merged in a snow slope similar in angle to 
that which we had come up. This steepened downwards and 
then stretched to the right across the end of the crevasse in a 
rather too flimsy snow-bridge, its surface set at an angle of at 
least 50°. On the other side, the ascent of the slope was at 
an ever-decreasing angle until a safe stance was reached. The 
passage of this obstacle was a ticklish business and always 
remained so. The bridge was only about 7 or 8 ft. in breadth, 
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but thin enough to allow the shaft of the axe to go completely 
through it. The steep tilt of the bridge here made for safety, 
because there was a much greater thickness of snow in the 
vertical line below the feet than in that perpendicular to the 
surface. Hand-holds and foot-holds had to be made, but the 
passage gave little difficulty when the snow was hard, although 
we always took careful precautions. On three separate days 
the bridge was in too dangerous a condition to be attempted, 
but it stood up for the duration of the climb. It could not have 
been crossed by laden men, and we had to ferry the loads with 
ropes across the horizontal part of the crevasse. 

A little higher up we reached the actual crest above another 
crevasse, finding that it was merely the twig of a branch arete
a curious rib of ice crest ed by a short vertical wall on our side 
with a steep slope on the other. The arete was rather steep 
and narrow with a small crevasse across it in one place where 
we made our first acquaintance with that very common phe
nomenon. The passage of this arete was always interesting, 
even when a good track had been made. Just before it ended, 
the angle rose, and then we came suddenly to a little snow plat
form above which was an easier snow arete. Then crevassed 
snow slopes led up, because we were now upon the flank of the 
branch arete itself. As·cending this, we came at last towards 
its narrow crest, which we won up a short steepening of the 
slope. 

It will be impossible ever to forget the sight which we saw 
when we topped the steep crest and looked down for the first 
time into the enormous Herron basin a wonderland of pre
cipitous flanks with greatly riven hanging glaciers. The skyline 
across the basin was the S.W. ridge of Mount Foraker, adorned 
with its Fin, which rose in a fine rock face from masses of 
broken ice. The Fin was perhaps 5000 ft., or even 6000 ft., 
above our level, the slopes below it must have descended to at 
least 3000 ft. beneath us, while the walls of this great cirque 
fell most steeply through their many thousand feet to the 
tremendously crevassed floor of the basin. The precipice down 
which we looked, without seeing its base, was continued along 
to the left as the flank of the main arete, and it Y'as even steeper 
than that other slope which we had seen from the Foraker 
Glacier. 

We looked about and found a nearby place, a few feet below 
the crest, into which a camp platform might be dug. Then we 
looked carefully at the farther parts of our proposed route. As 
far as the nearer end of the horizontal portion of the main ridge 
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there seemed to be no impracticable difficulty, although the 
arete was complicated by transverse crevasses. The horizontal 
section itself, and the steep ridges and face above it, would 
obviously require further exploration. One curious thing we 
noticed. At our own level, and for a little above that of . the 
horizontal arete, the snow looked yellow and 'Alpine.' The 
snow on the upper parts of the face, iced in places and, for the 
rest, wind-compacted no doubt, looked more blue. Our own 
elevation was only about 8650 ft., but the climb had brought 
another dislocation of experience. The work during the whole 
ascent this day had been of authentic ' Alpine ' character, in 
regard to the condition of the snow, at any rate. Despite this, 
there was an intangible difference. That was certainly not due 
to the different scenery the huge cliffs and square blocks of 
neve, and so forth. It was more a feeling and I could not 
quite place it. Then the explanation came. The circumstances 
of the climb were those vvhich we meet above 12,000 ft. in tl1e 
Alps ; the altitude effect was absent. We do not consciously 
notice that at such elevations in the Alps, but it must be 
present so that its absence was now noticeable, like the 
stopping of a clock. 

Well satisfied with the results of our exploration, we turned 
in our tracks. One of the chief problems of the route had been 
solved, and that perhaps the most doubtful the access to the 
foot of the N.W. ridge. Our ascent had occupied us for a little 
more than 6 hours ; not quite 4! hours of descent landed us 
back in Camp 3. 

8. Ascent of the Branch Arete. 
As snow was again falling next morning we were glad enough 

to make a rest day of it and to prepare for the establishment 
of Camp 4 at the place which we had reached. With this 
intention, we started out again on July 25 and carried loads 
up to the lower lip of the crevasse, but the snow-bridge itself 
was found to be dangerous. We returned accordingly to 
Camp 3 to spend the remainder of the day in rest before setting 
out again late that evening with our final loads, in the hope 
that a cold nigpt would bring the snow-bridge into proper 
order. 

That same evening we evacuated Camp 3 and by an early 
hour next morning had brought all our loads to the foot of 
the slope. Everything was then raised to a cache on the lower 
lip of the crevasse, and then, half of the party of six having 
crossed the snow-bridge, all the packs were transported across 

• 
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the crevasse by means of ropes. Another cache having been 
made there, the remainder of the party crossed the bridge, and 
then heavy loads, just sufficient for one camp, were carried up 
the ridge a gruelling piece of work. A shelf was dug into the 
side of the ridge near its crest, and Camp 4 was established, 
with one Logan and the bivouac t ent, at an elevation of 
8650 ft. The following day, July 27, was spent in consoli
dating the camp by bringing up the remaining loads from the 
cache above the crevasse. 

• 

9. Exploration of the UppeT Ridge. 

On July 28 the climbing party made an exploration upwards. 
Good, and in places difficult going, up steep slopes and twisting 
ridges led to Junction Point (9000 ft.) at the place of meeting 
of the N. and W. branch aretes. The chief interest thus far 
lay in the curious manner in which snow-covered crevasses 
sometimes ran across the ridge at right angles. The milky 
blueness of the depths of these crevasses was a constant delight. 
The same colour may be seen in the Alps in misty weather
for instance, in holes in new snow as was first noticed by 
J. D. Forbes. But here, perhaps because of the less brilliant 
light given by the lower sun, the phenomenon was much more 
common. 

Beyond Junction Point came a more absorbing section
a long, very narrow and exposed snow arete leading to the 
outer end of the horizontal ridge. Where this part of the ridge 
was uncorniched, the situation was sensational in the extreme, 
but without presenting great t echnical difficulty. The very 
abrupt slopes on both sides steepened still more a little below 
the crest, so that on either hand one appeared to look down 
directly on to the surfaces of the Foraker and H erron basins 
more than 4000 ft. below and with no intermediate object to 
arrest the attention. In one place, great corniches on the left 
presented a difficult problem how far up the slope it was safe 
to travel because of the corniche, and how far down the 
steepening slope one could go with safety for that condition of 
the snow. It is of course a common enough problem, but 
here we had the unknown factor of the Alaskan snow. It 
behaved quite properly and so this part of the ridge led us for 
about 1300 ft. or more (775 steps) of sharp undulations, and 
finally by a series of sinuous curves and a last steep and narrow 
arete with a vertical flank to the left, to Outer End Point 
(9400 ft.). 
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Here a surprise awaited us. Inwards from this point the 
ridge ran horizontally for more than 1800 ft. (1100 steps) above 
flanks steeper than those of the Brenva ice arete, and consider
ably higher than the whole Brenva route from Col Moore to the 
Col de la Brenva. A perfectly straight and level snow arete 
of this length and situation would have been something worth 
seeing (or traversing a cheval?), but that was not to be. The 
crest twisted and turned, and was crevassed, sometimes in 

-
its length and sometimes sideways as if shaken by a natural 
convulsion, which indeed may have been the case The rock 
basis of the snow-ridge must have been broader here than it 
had been in the previous section, because there was in places 
a curious crevassed shelf below the crest on the left (N.). This 
we used in part on later occasions, but now followed the crest 
itself without much difficulty. It inclined, as it were, to the 
right, on which side there was fine exposure, but we had really 
left the double exposure of a Brenva-like ridge behind when 
we passed Outer End Point. For amazing ice scenery, however, 
it would be difficult to match this horizontal arete. . 

From the inner end of this edge, two series of narrow snow 
aretes ascended, one above the other ; the first, corniched to 
the left, the second without overhangs. These were steep and 
steps had to be cut, hard ice occurring in places on this occasion. 
An ascent of 650 ft. overcame the first series at a small hori
zontal platform ; and a further ascent, again of 650 ft., led to 
another platform above the second series. These two series of 
snow aretes were more sensational and steeper than the upper 
snow aretes on ' Route Major ' of the Brenva face of Mont 
Blanc. On the occasion of this, our first ascent, the ice or 
hard snow (in different places) gave some trouble. But after 
subsequent heavy falls of snow and when a track had been 
made, there was less technical difficulty. This section, however, 
had always to be treated with great respect. 

On the second platform we found ourselves at the upper 
slopes with our ridge beneath us. A steepish flank (about 
35°) rose up to an ease-ment at which there were rocks (the 
'First Hump,' 11,320 ft.) the first yet met upon the actual 
climb. Then another steep slope led up to an actual level 
(the' Second Hump,' 11,900 ft.), crowned with scattered rocks. 
Above that there was n(i further real easement on the face, 
which terminated in a steepening wall of rock (the' Cock'scomb,' 
14,000 ft. in the line of our ascent, but higher to the left or N.) 
2100 ft. above the 'Second Hump.' 

The wind had risen, clouds blew upon us in waves whilst we 
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paused on the second platform. Brief gusts of hail occurred 
as we ascended the slope towards the First Hump. There 
were curious crevasses in the slope, and steps had to be cut in 
places. We reached the level of the lowermost rocks a little 
below the First Hump, and there decided to turn back because 
of the wind, which made step-cutting difficult, and the cold. 
Our exploration had gained its object. A doubtful part of the 
route bad been traversed ; the upper part was practicable as 
far as it could be seen and it would be possible to make a camp 
site at the easement below which we had stopped. So we 
returned in a happy frame of mind to Camp 4, descending, as 
it were, from Polar regions to the Alps because we got down 
out of the hail and could bask awhile in the sun on the shelf 
of the horizontal arete where we found shelter from the wind. 

10. The Retreat of the Base Party. 

The bad we~ther however gradually followed us down and 
we had to spend next day in camp because of the falling snow. 
Carl Pearson had made an ice cave in the ridge whilst we were 
out on the reconnaissance ; this he then enlarged to hold three 
people, and it proved to be most useful later on. Our plans 
were now settled. The whole party would carry loads up to 
the First Hump, where the climbers would establish a camp 
whilst the others descended past Camp 4 to reach Camp 3, 
there to make exploratory expeditions until our return. Snow 
was falling lightly on July 30 when we set off to carry out this 
plan, and it had so increased by the time we reached the inner 
end of the horizontal arete that it would be a question whether 
the base party could cross the snow-bridge in safety if it went 
on much farther_. We decided to alter our plans and to make 
our next camp near the inner end of the horizontal arete. 

It was with a sense of loneliness and regret that we saw our 
friends disappearing into the snow and mist. Their share of the 
work had made the climb possible by greatly increasing the 
amount of fuel and food which we could use and therefore by 
extending the time which the smaller party could spend safely 
on the mountain. It was not possible for an unsupported 
party to carry sufficient load for its safety in the limits of time, 
and it was therefore impossible for all to reach the top. Our 
friends were, however, as essential to the climb as were the 
more fortunate members of the party and the responsibility of 
seeing that their generous work was not to be wasted was a 
heavy one. The climb belongs to all. The base party reached 

• 



46 Mount Foraker, Alaska. 

the crevasse, but the new snow made the descent to the snow
bridge too dangerous after all ; the party had to ascend again 
to Camp 4, where it slept in the ice cave, effecting a safe 
descent next morning. 

We ourselves set to work to make a camp. A short slope 
led up to a crevasse at the base of an ice wall which nearly 
traversed the ridge, about 200 ft. above the horizontal arete. 
The lee of t his wall made .a good site for a camp and we dug a 
great hole in which a bivouac tent might be pitched, excavating 
a shelf for the Logan t ent, which we protected also by a snow 
wall. The site of this camp, at which we were to sleep for four 
nights, was an impressive one. In front, the slope ran down 
to a small platform, beyond which, after a drop, was the hori
zontal arete. Within a f~w feet on the left was the edge of 
the very steep slope down to the Herron basin. On the right, 
the slope fell more steeply than in front, until it ended at the 
top of ice cliffs a little way below. Past the crest of these we 
looked directly on to the surface of the Foraker Glacier, about 
4500 ft. beneath. Across it, and in full view, was the snout of 
Tranquillity Glacier and Camp 3. 

At the level of this present camp about 9700 ft. we were 
just at the upper limit of what may be called the 'normal ' 
cloud line. We often looked across a sea of clouds, from ~rhich 
the tops of Climbers' Peak and a fine summit on the left (N.) 
side of the upper Peters Glacier just emerged as islands. Over 
on the left -vvas the great ' Fin ' on Mount Foraker's S.W. arete 
while a distant summit, which looked like the Matterhorn seen 
from Mont Durand, may have been Mount Russell (about 
11,350 ft.). On our right, Mount McKinley showed the 
enormous pink cliffs of its S.W. and S. faces above the nearer 
summits of the Bridesmaids. Quite near to us was a parallel 
ridge really a rib of the N. face of Mount Foraker. This 
ran down very steeply to the glacier from well above our level
its side a wall of granite, its crest a thin edge of snow. The 
visible part of this continuous knife-edge of snow, hardly 
curving and never broken, swept down through at least 5000 ft. 
of elevation, and at an average angle of more than 35°.25 

Charlie Houston and I had wondered whether we might not 

25 A very conservative estimate. The angle varied but little and looked 
more like 45°. A photograph (taken at right angles to the rib, but with the 
horizon slightly tilted so as to diminish its apparent angle) gives 35° for the part 
of the rib level with Camp 5, that part being slightly less steep than those 
below, and the true angle there probably being more than 35° and less than 
40°. 
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try to ' rush ' this wonderful ridge after Mount Foraker had 
been won (if that were to be). We called it the ' Sporting 
Ridge ' ; it was now an amazing sight. 

I nterc~urrent Critique. 

At this arbitrary point the Editor has severed my paper, 
evidently with little appreciation of the dramatic possibilities 
of the three italicised words in brackets with which the first 
part must conclude. As I now read through the proofs, the 
humdrun1 narrative leaves me with a sense of disappointment 
that our adventures should have been so little in .keeping with 
the theme, and with a fear that worse is to follow. Opportunities 
for romantic presentation, dramatic incident, and mysterious 
occurrence (all so easily manufactured) have been neglected
and not only at that place in the paper mentioned above, where 
at least the omission is to be rectified shortly. My colours 
might have been so much more artistic ; my absence of incident 
is merely pitiful. Much might have been made of the grizzlies
better running, in fact. The wasted avalanche is a lapse for 
which I have no excuse to offer. Had my real object been to 
minister to the entertainment of the gullible but honest public 
(which it should have been), I would have told how the avalanche 
broke like thu11der directly above our heads and how, having 
run about hysterically for a while_, we found ourselves by a 
miracle flung panting on the snow at the very brink of a 
measureless crevasse, yet otherwise in safety. Despite our 
agitation (by this time communicated to the public), we should 
have been able to make a close estimate of the size of the great 
mass of fallen ice, and this omission I might have rectified here 
had not its volume been so great a number of cubic town halls 
that the Editor would delete the figures if I put them down. 

Such threadbare embellishments (and their variety is now 
great) are often to be traced in our literature to a true and 
classical original source, and I think that I may claim the 
gratitude of the public for having been the originator of a 
motif that of the mysterious extra Presence in a party which 
is likely to be repeated often in the future. In my own case the 
incident was a true one, and I regret for the sake of romance 
that there was nothing mysterious about it. My curious feeling 
of the presence of one too many in the party occurred during 
my ascent of the Route de la Sentinelle of Mont Blanc with 
Mr. Smythe in 1927, and I described it (giving the simple 
explanation) in a note which I appended to Mr. Smythe's 
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fascinating description of that climb 26 to which note I would 
direct the attention of those interested in Alpine curiosities. 
The equal absence of any element of mystery in the present 
paper strikes me now as one of its greatest shortcomings, and 
I would dearly like to have used my own motif again in an 
improved version before it has become too banal. It is true 
that for its most romantic setting I should have had to be 
completely alone, and that I should therefore have been com
pelled to eliminate two very good friends from the story. But 
looked at in a calm and academic manner, the elimination. 
might have had several very pleasing features. 

It would enable me later on to describe a fictitious but heroic 
solitary ascent to the sum~it with so neatly displayed a modesty 
that it would be remarked upon even by the public, the while 
it shuddered in its armchair. The elimination itself might have 
been given so dramatic a form that it would have satisfied the 
public appetite and completely atoned for my other short
comings. The incident (so constructed) might have been used 
·not only to provide a neat ending for the present part of the 
paper, but one which would have increased the sale's of the 
JouRNAL by keeping the public in a fever heat of expectation 
for the November number, in which also the spook motif would 
be introduced with some novel features of my own design. 

I think that (did not the Editor cut it out) I would have had 
my unfortunate companions shoot suddenly down the terrible 
slope into the dark void of the Foraker basin. As the general 
public gripped the arms of its chair, the rope between us would 
catch upon a knob of rock no bigger than the tip of a little 
finger. Notwithstanding the jerk, I would (of course) stand 
firm ; but I would be severely shaken by the facts that so 
improbable a miracle had interrupted my purpose, and that 
the rope had not broken between us as it ought to have done. 
My companions would dangle on the rope, spinning like tee
tatums, and cutting steps in the vertical wall of ice as they 
gyrated an unlikely feat, but one which has been claimed to 
have occurred in fact. With safety apparently in sight, the 
public hands would relax but only to tighten again as I drew 
my knife. Regardless of anything save romantic necessity, I 
WOUld raiSe it ; and then • • • I would write tb.e words:-

(To be continued.) 

26 Blackwood's Magazine, vol. 224, p. 21, July 1928. 
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