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A FIRST .ASCENT ON MOUNT COOK 

BY 1--IAMISH MACINNES 

AAST HuT perched on its eyrie-like ledge was left behind us 
(Peter Robinson and Richard Irvin, both of the American 

. Alpine Club, and myself) on the morning of the second of 
February. A large bright waning moon soared in the cloudless sky and 
the valleys were filled with cotton-wool cloud. The snow leading to 
the great plateau of Cook \vas crisp and receptive to our crampons, and 
the faintest of breezes caressed our faces. 

·When we attained the lip of the plateau which is actually the shoulder 
of a small peak called Glacier Dome we had the first view that day ,of 
our proposed climb ; an inviting rock ridge serrated at the top. Cook 
reared above it in a graceful mass of rock and snow. 

Our ridge lay to the left of the Linda glacier up reasonably angled 
rock to a prodigious buttress. 1 On top of this were the gendarmes, ugly 
fangs of rock which we suspected would provide fun and games later in 
the day. From these gendarmes we knew that the ordinary route on 
the mountain could be attained easily.. ' 

The tranquillity of the great basin of neve was shattered by songs 
(mostly Irish) and the crunching of crampons. We descended from 
the shoulder of Glacier Dome and wound our way through the cracks 
(we had not bothered to rope up), then ascended part of the Linda 
glacier descending from the bowels of the mountain. The eastern sky 
became alive in a l{odachrome red. 

The normal route ended for us a short way up the Linda and we 
paused to take stock of our proposed climb. Steep ice was the first 
obstacle. to the left of the virgin rock. We started up this to where a ' 
large schrund blocked our way. By this time the sun had peeped over 
the horizon, its light balancing the lonely moon. There seemed only 
one way up the top lip of the schrund, a bulging ice wall about 15 ft. 
high. However, with the aid of my ice-hammer this interesting 
obstacle was surmounted with the rninimum of step cutting. On top, 
still unroped, \Ve found ourselves confronted with a large crack, some 
20 ft. wide and horribly deep, running across the face. We felt dis
couraged, but moved left where it seemed more inviting. On its left 
flank it narrowed and a point about 1 o ft. wide offered the best pos
sibility. We had to put the rope on then. A pinnacle of ice protruded 
from the centre of the crevasse which at this point was partly filled. 

1 ~he route, except for the point of departure from the Linda g1acier, can be 
"\Veil seen in the photo. A.J. 41. 314 . 
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Jumping on to this pinnacle from our edge I managed to climb the small 
wall on the opposite side, finding the twelve-point crampons an ad
vantage. Peter and Dick followed. 

From a short snow-slope rock lay above us, then more rock. We 
puffed our way up the snow and took our crampons off when we came 
to the moat which isolated the snow from the rock. 

With my crampons tucked away where they could do the least 
damage, I started up the first section of the rock ; it was rotten and 
steep, an all too familiar characteristic of New Zealand, and had to be 
treated ,;vith respect. I found a good belay after I 20 ft. and within 
thirty-five minutes of my starting all were safely lodged on the easier
angled rock where I was standing. Above us the slope was kinder and 
we decided to travel unroped. · 

Enjoyable route finding and occasional falling stones made the ascent 
interesting and, taking devious routes, we arrived at the main ridge at 
eight o'clock. The morning couldn't have been better. Tasman and 
the Silberhorn rose behind us like great sentinels and looking from our 
apex we could discern the normal route up the upper I..,inda with the 
footprints of previous parties stereotyped in the snow. On the far side 
rested the debris of many avalanches. Above us towered the great 
buttress, a mass o~ reddish greywacke ; it was formidable, but the rock 
looked excellent. 

A few sweets, a laze in the sun and we were ready to go again. Easy 
steep climbing which enabled us to dispense with the rope, was the order 
of the day. Route-finding abilities were put to the test and the· sheer 
enjoyment of good rock and space below our heels was most gratifying. 

It was upvvards in the labyrinth of cracks and walls till we felt that the 
climb was going to fall into the category of ' Very Difficult ' for the 
H ochtourist. But our hopeful minds were soon put at rest. The 
climbing had been getting steeper and the exposure more noticeable till 
';ye found ourselves at a point where the rocks reached up to the top 
section of the ridge with only two visible possibilities. On the left, 
from an exposed inclined corridor a series of steps climbed to steep 
rocks which could not be inspected. On the other hand, a crack rose 
from where we stood to the upper flank of rocks which lay back at a 
more amiable angle. We decided on this. Peter gave me a belay from 
high on the inclined shelf and .I jettisoned crampons and ice-axe for the 
tussle ahead. Alas, it -vvas easier than expected and offered feeble 
resistance ; a ' mild severe ' pitch of some I 5 ft. and, at the top, a belay 
stance which boasted a wonderful view of the surrounding peaks. 

From the crack the climbing was steep but of moderate difficulty . 
• 

Flaky rock over an awesome drop cautioned one to travel safely as . 
once again we discarded the rope for the time factor. The top of the 
buttress was reached at I0.20 A.M. and in front of us were the gendarmes . 
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Five of them in all, large and sinister, but of relatively sound rock. We 
descended to the first down a narrow ridge. 

The left flanks of the first and second offered little trouble and we 
quickly circumvented them. However, on three and four, different 
tactics were called for and we discovered that they had to be negotiated 
on the right. 

The rope should certainly have been used on these pitches as they 
were very exposed and boasted a certain amount of technical difficulty. 
However we were reluctant to waste time (or perhaps too lazy to worry) 
and continued unroped. 2 The last gendarme was bypassed by climb
ing round its exposed left wall, and we gained the rock ridge again 
which led up easily to the normal route on the mountain. The time was 
now 12.45 P.M. · Our climb was finished and all that remained was an 
easy scramble up to the surp.mit. 

Much time was wasted wandering to the top and the summit was not 
reached till after three o'clock. We lay back on the snow admiring the 
view, the Pacific on our right and the Tasman on the left. To the north 
the horizon was crowded by a multitude of peaks and the occasional 
blowfly made an appearance. Presently we heard a shout from the 
other side of the mountain. Two guides and a client were finishing 
Earle's route from the west side. For the first time in the history of the 
mountain two parties met on top and after we had made the customary 
handshakes and ate some of their food we set off on our respective 
routes of descent. The guided party were going to Haast via the Linda 
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and we descending the way they had come up. 
Earle's route is not to be recommended as an easy way down. in icy 

conditions and our progress was pitifully slow. The rope was essential 
and the green ice refused to admit the normal ice-axe, though my ice
hammer did make an impression. 

I 

The sun had disappeared over the Tasman by the time we had 
descended 900 ft. and darkness was beginning to creep up. I was 
cramponing down dangerous snow-covered ice, taking the shortest 
distance between protruding islands of rock, when Peter who was 
above me slipped. Again we were unroped. He shot past me, his ice-axe 
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vainly scraping the ice below the treacherous wet covering. Below him 
was a steep gully which plunged away in a snow-shoot to a glacier far 
below. He was travelling about twenty miles per hour and on several 
occasions almost stopped but always accelerated again. When it 
seemed that disaster was inevitable, he providentially stopped on some 
rocks at the bottom of the slope after his 300-ft. slide. Dick and I 

2 Experienced climbers have every right to climb as they choose·, but we hope 
that admiration for Mr. Maclnnes' enterprise and exploits will not lead others to 
discard the rope in places where it is proper to retain it. Expert rope technique 
should enable a party to proceed without delay, roped. Editor. 
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breathed a sigh of relief. We joined him several minutes later and 
discovered that apart from a few bruises he was unhurt. We continued 
down. 

Within another I ,ooo ft. the light failed and we realised that even 
with our headlamps there was nothing for it but to bivouac, the route 
was too complicated. We had little food and were feeling the dehydra- . 
tion of climbing without a water bottle. A stony ledge under an over
hanging wall provided as hospitable a bed as was available and a tired 
drip gave limited water. It was a wonderful night and even though we 
had no spare clothing we slept sporadically. We were at approximately 
10,000 ft. 

Next day dawn helped us with our route-finding problems and we 
descended to the Empress hut at the 8,ooo-ft. level. It was an interest
ing trip and I am sure memorable to Peter. 

We decided to call the 3,ooo-ft. ridge ' Bowie' ridge after the chief 
guide at the Hermitage whose many mountain trips in the Central Alps 
deserve tribute. The Alpine rating of the climb was 4· 
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