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CROSSING THE PATAGONIAN ICE-CAP 

By H. W. TILMAN 

OTH mountaineering and yachting are highly organised, with 
their clubs proliferating like mites in cheese. But these clubs 
are not trade unions; there is no rule forbidding the wielder of 

an ice-axe to pick up a marline spike; and, indeed, the lesser fry of the 
Alpine Club, such as myself, are encouraged to do so by knovving that 
they err in the company of an ex-President and a couple of Vice
Presidents. But a liking for both arts puts a strain on a man's loyalties, 
since it is as difficult to combine them as it is to blow and swallow at 
the same time. In the Lofoten Islands, I have heard, a man can step 
from a boat on to his chosen rock face; and it occurred to me that on 
the southernmost parts of the west coast of Chile one could equally well 
step from a boat on to a glacier. Such was the germ of a plan which 
led me to attempt a double crossing of the Patagonian ice-cap. The 
plan was, a little unbalanced, and possibly it was this aspect \¥hich saved 
many of our members from being crushed in the rush to join. It 
meant sailing some 8,ooo miles (2o,ooo miles there and back) in order 
to traverse some so miles of glacier. An intolerable deal of sea, so to 
speak, to one half-penny~rorth of mountain. 

The Patagonian ice-cap ('Hielo Continental' as it is known) covers 
some 400 miles from Southern Latitude 44° to 51°, varying in vvidth 
from 20 to so miles and in height from 6,ooo to 1o,ooo ft. The highest 
mountain standing on it is San Valentin (13,314 ft.), climbed, for the 
first time in 1952. The boundary bet\;veen Chile and Argentine follo\¥S 
roughly the vvatershed. On the Argentine side, where the climate is 
less violent, there are estancias almost ~rithin sight of glaciers vvhich 
descend into the great lakes of Buenos Aires, Viedma, and Argentina. 
On the Chilean or Pacific side, where the glaciers reach the waters of 
deep, narro\¥ fjords, there is nothing but ice, rock, and tangled forest. 
For nearly a thousand miles the coast and the islands are uninhabited. 
The Admiralty Pilot describes it as 'about as inhospitable a land as is to 
be found in the globe. The land is mountainous, presenting an alter
nation of matted forest, bare rock, and deep bogs, and is intersected by 
many deep channels into peninsulas and islands as yet very imperfectly 
known. The scenery is magnificently stern; clo~d and mist usually 
screen the higher peaks and snow fields.' 

Very early in 1954 I acquired a boat suitable for this venture, an 
ex-Bristol C~hannel pilot cutter called 1\llischief built in rgo6. She 
measured 45 ft. overall, I 3 ft. bean1, and dre\v 7 ft. 6 in. aft, \Nith a 
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displacement of about so tons. Of the attempt made that year the less 
said the better. The shore party ' vas to consist of David Drummond, 
of the Outward Bound School, Eskdale, ' :vho was to join at Gibraltar; 
and Michael I-Iolland, an Oxtord geologist \Vho vvas to join at Punta 
Arenas. At Gibraltar the cre'v melted a'va y, leaving me to consider 
ho\;v to get the boat home and to ponder the truth of the Chinese sage's 
remark that 'discord is not sent down from Heaven; it is brought about 
by women.' 

In 1955 I had the greatest difficulty in getting together a party. 
Finally it consisted of W. A. Procter, a retired civil servant; M. R. 
Grove, a young Gunner officer; J. Van Tromp, a farmer who sold his 
farm in order to go to sea; and E. H. Marriott, of the Club, the only 
climber to volunteer. Michael Holland was still game, but just before 
we sailed he 'vas offered and accepted a Fellowship. Geologists, those 
at least who like to ply their hammers in the far, secret places of the 
earth, are not common, and glaciologists are even rarer birds. So 
through no fault of the leader a man who in his time has suffered in 
the cause of science the party left with no very lofty aim. 

Sailing on July 6, 1955, from Falmouth for the Canaries, and 
favoured by the wind, we made Las Palmas in sixteen days. ~ Near the 
islands the Trades blew so strong and the vveather was so thick that 've 
overshot our mark and spent a night and a day beating back to recover 
the ground lost in a couple of hours. From Las Palmas 've sailed direct 
to Montevideo (4,6oo miles) in sixty-three days, seeing no land after 
the Cape V erde Islands until we made our landfall off the River Plate. 
For this long haul we carried 200 gallons of water which allowed a 
half-gallon a man a day for all purposes. No one felt any inconvenience 
·and in the Doldrums copious rain allo,;ved us to refill some of the tanks. 
Entering the River Plate we were greeted with a Sudestado wind, 
rain, and thick weather. Luckily, in spite of the rough sea and low 
visibility, Marriott, vvho is blessed with very keen eyesight, spotted a 
diminutive buoy marking the English Bank (the light vessel had been 
removed) \IVhich enabled us to lay the course for Montevideo harbour. 
We entered it at midnight on September 30. 

Before sailing from there on October r 5 we sent down our topmast 
in the expectation of South Atlantic 'veather. We did meet several 
gales, but Misch£ef is a fine sea boat and never gave us cause for anxiety. 
With a westerly gale blowing we sighted the Cape Virgin's light at the 
entrance to the Straits of Magellan at 2 A.M. on November 5, and were 
obliged to stand off and on for two days until the wind moderated 
sufficiently to allo\v us to make headway in the Straits. The tides run 
very strong at this end and once inside the Straits a small boat must 
anchor ' :vhen the tide is foul. This historic waterway, aglow with 
romantic names like Port Famine, Pelican Passage, Royal Road, 
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·Elizabeth Island, stirs the imagination, but the pleasing illusion that 
the low, featureless shores are still wild and strange, trodden only by 
hostile natives, is dispelled on the one hand by the tall chimney of a 
frigorifico and_ on the other by the great flames of natural gas from the 
oil wells on Tierra del Fuego. 

Halfway through the Straits lies Punta Arenas, remarkable for having 
the southernmost golf course in the world and a very strong climate. 
In summer, when we were there, it blows hard every day and sometimes 
harder. The rapidly dwindling British colony (once a power in the 
land) '¥ere very kind to us, and the Chilean Navy went out of their way 
to help. Before sailing for Peel Inlet, the chosen fjord some 300 miles 
north where we hoped to effect a landing, I obtained the most necessary 

· third member for the shore party. Through the Embassy at Monte
video, vvho passed it on to Santiago, I managed to make my wants 
known in Chilean climbing circles. After an exchange of telegrams, 
Jorge Quinteros, a young Chilean climber recommended by the 
Federacion de Andinismo de Chile flevv down to Punta Arenas to join 
us. He was a student of ballet dancing (he had perfect balance) and a 
beekeeper (like Sir Edmund Hillary); he knew no English and I less 
Spanish, but he proved to be a very capable climber, a good companion, 
and we got on well. By the time we landed him at Valparaiso he was 
in a fair way to being a sailor as well. 

Marriott having rejoined ·he had left us at Montevideo to become a 
tourist, a failing of his we sailed and soon rounded Cape Fro,v-ard, the 
most southerly point of the American continent. From there on, the 
coast is iron-bound, high, and steep-to, and snow-covered mountains 
loom on either hand. More striking is the worsening weather as one 
goes west. Rain, bitter squalls of hail and snow, strong winds funnel
ling their way down the channels from dead ahead, were our daily 
portion. Perhaps we deserved it, for it resembled the Punishment of 
Gluttons in the Inferno: 

Ceaseless, accursed, heavy and cold, unchanged 
For ever both in kind and in degree: 
Large hail, discoloured water, sleety flaw, 
Through the dim midnight air streamed down amain. 

We carried 8o gallons of petrol on deck in addition to full tanks of 70 
gallons, our intention being to rely mainly upon the engine to navigate 
these narrow waterways. This gave us a range of 6oo miles, just enough 
to get to Peel and back to Punta Arenas, so I arranged with the Chilean 
navy to have another 4o-gallon drum dumped for us at Puerto Bueno, 
an anchorage in the main steamer channel close to the entrance to 
Peel Inlet. After all these elaborate arrangements we did not gethluch 
use out of the engine and later threw petrol drums overboard. 
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Soon after rounding Cape Froward a valve spring broke. Under sail, 
tacking every half-hour or so, we made good at best 20 miles a day, 
sometimes only I o miles. In these narrow waters the prudent mariner 
does not sail at night; he must find an anchorage, which in itself is a 
major difficulty. Peel Inlet seemed a long way off. A week later, 
when anchored for the night in Columbine Cove, our luck turned. The 
Maipo, a Chilean naval store-ship which was passing by, saw us, steamed 
in and anchored to learn if we wanted anything. From his stores her 
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chief engineer dug out a spring that fitted and the captain loaded our 
dinghy with bread and fresh food. 

In the 400 miles of intricate channels, sheltered from the mighty swell 
of the Pacific and used by most vessels plying between the Argentine 
and Chile, the scenery is usually described as grand but gloomy, being 
seen for the most part uncle~ a canopy of driving cloud. In the fjords 
that run inland from the main channel, which are used by no-one except 
rare Canoe Indians and hunters of sea-otter, and are uncharted, the 
gloom is often brightened by magnificent streams of ice, their gleaming 
whiteness shot with lovely shades of blue where they break and curl 
steeply to the dark water of the fjord. These glaciers discharge a sur
prising quantity of ice. Having spent a night at Puerto Bueno vve, next 
morning, quitted the main channel for Peel Inlet, and in doing so 
remarked a solitary ice floe. Thirty miles on, in the south -east branch 
of Peel, the floes were so thick that we could not get 'vi thin 2 miles of the 
glacier upon 'vhich I had set my hopes. In Peel Inlet there are ten 
glaciers which reach the water, and having cruised up to Calvo fjord, 
an easterly branch of Peel, vve found one which looked approachable. 
Going dead slow ¥/e forced poor Mischief through a mile of thick ice 
floes to anchor within so yards of the glacier snout. From this, masses 
of ice fell frequently wit~ a horrible roar and, as our cable rattled out, 
steamer ducks scuttled away in fright, a penguin bobbed up, and from 
a nearby cave a sea-lion bellowed in astonishment. Mischief had to lie 
in this choice anchorage for two days while a reconnaissance was made 
and stores landed, during which time she was constantly menaced by 
drifting floes, some of them as big as a cottage with its garden thrown in. 

Since on that side no exploration has been done, only two of the 
many glaciers on the Pacific side of the ice-cap have names, the San 
Rafael and the San Quentin in the extreme north. On the Argentine 
side most of the glaciers are named because all the attempts to cross the 
ice-cap have been from thence and several geological and glaciological 
parties have been at work there. Since 1914, when Reichert first tried, 
there have been many attempts to cross by Reichert several times, by 
Agostini, Gianolini and Mercer, Arnold Heim, Hess, and no doubt 
others. I have no details of it, but believe that the first successful 
crossing was in 1954 by a large party led by Major Huerta, an Argentine 
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army officer, who crossed from Lake Argentina and presumably returned 
the same way. 

Our glacier, which we named Calvo, presented a formidable-looking 
ice-fall. Our reconnaissance had extended for a bare mile inland along 
a tiny, broken moraine until our hopes in that direction were abruptly 
ended by the ice impinging against a rock wall. To outflank the broken 
part of the glacier by climbing up the hillside below this rock wall we 
judged (rightly, I thinl~) to be impossible with loads, for there were 
nearly 2,ooo ft. of forest-clad slopes so tangled and matted that it must 
be experienced to be believed. There was nothing for it but to worry 
our way through the ice. At the end of the third day I began to think 
we might have to give the Calvo best and seek an easier glacier. We 
had landed on December 18 with two months' food, and the ship, after 
returning to Puerto Bueno for petrol, had orders to cruise off the glacier 

• 

on January 1 ?nd on successive Sundays thereafter until we were either 
picked up or given up. However, in the course .of the next ten days 
we had assured ourselves that a route could be made and at the end of 
a fortnight we had established a camp with 400 lb. of stores at a height 
of 2,400 ft., clear of seracs and other abominations and within reach of 
the nev~. It was an intricate route involving the entire crossing and 
recrossing of the glacier, which was here about a mile wide. Needless 
to add there was a lot of load carrying, too three relays between each 
of the Io,ver camps. 

At this time of year the crevasses in the neve were by no means open. 
We ~ad to exercise the utmost care, and with a party of only two the 
traverse 'vould not have been justifiable. At one time I thought the 
party would be reduced to two and the journey perforce abandoned, for 
Marriott was having trouble ·with his feet. He struggled on gamely, 
but had we realised then what was the matter we should have had to 
give up. On January 13, the third of a run of brilliant days, we stood 
at 7,500 ft. on what we called the Bismarck Saddle on the Chile
Argentine frontier and the P·acific-Atlantic watershed. Far below lay · 
the wrinkled Bismarck glacier pushing its distant snout into the water 
of Lake Argentina, behind us a wide glistening snow-field, and in all 
directions unnamed, unclimbed peaks. From a camp on the Saddle 
we descended steeply for 2,ooo ft. only to find that at that point the 
Bismarck glacier was more crevassed and broken than the Calvo. We 
went back, and by an easy pass which we called the Calvo Pass, traversed 
another arm of the Bismarck at a higher level, to camp finally on rock; 
thus reaching dry land, as it were, in the Argentine. There is no doubt 
that up to a height of 3 ,ooo ft.' the height where the neve begins in 
summer, the~e glaciers are very much more broken than any in the 
Bimalaya. Even when falling gradually they were extremely broken; 
when they fall abruptly as at the snout of the Calvo, mere chaos results. 
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From this camp on the rocks, Camp XI, we had a hard 6 miles on ice, 
moraine, and finally through forest before we emerged on the thickly 
wooded lake shore close to the great tongue of blue, pinnacled ice over 
1 oo ft. high, which projects into the lake for nearly a mile. From this, 
ice broke frequently with a thunderous roar, setting up small tidal waves 
in its fall, and many ice floes nestled against the wooded shore, the near 
presence of one of them obliging me to cut my ceremonial bathe to 
mere seconds. The proximity of ice and forest is very strange. One 
walks through open forest of Antarctic beech upon · a carpet of yellow 
violets, while through the trees only a few yards away looms this 
monstrous wall of ice. The glacier appears to be stationary or in yery 
slow retreat. Moraine is small and scanty and sometimes nothing but 
a line of fallen trunks marks the limit of the ice. 

J orge and I were benighted on the W!IY back, b~t this east side is dry 
and we lay happily under the trees on a carpet of dry leaves before a 
memorable blaze. Next day as we began the journey back the weather 
broke. For 36 hours we lay in a camp below the Calvo Pass while a 
blizzard raged. In the evening we moved up to camp on the ice-cap, 
where it was blowing hard and the air was thick with driving snow. 
Our immediate problem was to find the next dump ,;vhich contained · 
not only vital food but all my exposed film. On the way down, through 
physical weariness, I had very foolishly put this dump about soo yards 
frotn a prominent sort of cleft in the ice instead of right by it, and at 
our first attempt, although we spotted the cleft, we were hopelessly 
adrift. The loss of my film was _serious enough, but quite overshadowed 
by the loss of our food and the serious predicament its loss thr~atened. 
The suggestion was mooted of a retreat to the Argentine all the way 
back to the lake and so miles round it to the nearest estancia on a 2 lb. 
tin of biscuit by chance dumped at that camp. But if only for the sake 
of the three left on board, who would have had a hard time getting her 
bac~ to Punta Arenas by themselves, we must reach the ship. 

We moved on in sombre mood, fearing the next dump, too, would be 
drifted over. Before we had gone far, the sun struggling to pierce the 
flying scud and a slackening of the drift persuaded me to have a last 
search. Marriott and I separated, leaving J orge to watch the loads
for we did not want to get lost ourselves and presently Marriott spotted 
a tiny dark shape, the top of the 2-ft.-high dump. In fact, the next 
dump was drifted over and never found, but we had food in hand now 
and pressed happily on. After quitting the neye, where the difficulties 
began, we left the glacier for the rocks and followed the ridge until at a 
point some z,ooo ft. above our base camp. To descend through the 
matt~d tangle of bush and fallen trees proved possible though not pleasur
able. We fell part of the way and after a bitter struggle emerged on the 
moraine torn and bleeding, but only a few hundred yards from the sea . 
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Next day, January 29, we were picked up by the dinghy. It had to 
be shoved and pulled we developed an ice-axe technique for doing 
this through 4 miles of ice floes in order to rejoin Mischief, which in 
our absence had been put on the rocks. They had got her off with 
difficulty, but not before her propeller had been damaged by an ice 
floe. This incident marred an otherwise happy reunion. I did -not 
relish the journey back to Punta Arenas under sail alone, so decided to 
cut the nagivation of the channels as short as possible by going out into 
the Pacific and then north to Valparaiso for the necessary repairs. After 
I had come within yards of putting her ashore for good when she missed 
stays in a gale, we reached the Pacific in Southern Latitude 5 r 0 , \¥here 
we had a rough \Velcome. With strong head winds, a split mainsail, 
and three of the crew for various reasons hors de con'lbat, I pondered the 
doubtful step of running before the wind and rounding Cape Horn. 
However, we clawed our way northwards, the weather improving as we 
went, and on . February 24 reached Valparaiso. Thereafter, all was 
plain sailing. After calling at Callao, Cristobal, and Bermuda, we 
sailed up Channel past Falmouth a year and a day after leaving it. 
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