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THE CENTRAL TOWER OF PAINE1 

BY C. J. S. BONINGTON 

(S ix illustrations: nos. I-6) 

UR anoraks billowed out on our backs, the rope between us 
described a taut bow; the wind beat and tore at our bodies, trying 
to pluck us from our holds and dash us down the steep rock gully 

below. It had all the irresistible power of a tide-rip racing through a 
narrow rock cleft and our own strength pitted against it seemed puny 
and insignificant. 

I an Clough and I were crouched in the Notch, the gap between the 
North and Central Towers of Paine of South Patagonia. Close on 
either side reared steep granite walls disappearing into an inverted 
torrent of rushing cloud. Behind us, in the direction we had just come 
from, was a snow gully, its last hundred feet steepening into broken rock. 
On the other side a steep runnel plunged out of sight down to the glacier 
2,ooo ft. below, the walls on either side of it completely smooth and sheer 
without any kind of break. Across the glacier was the Paine Chico, a 
shapeless mound of rock and snow, but beyond it and to the left 
stretched the Pampas, flat and featureless, almost unreal like an aerial 
photograph. 

Ian and I looked up at the face of the Central Tower. A clean-cut 
crack ran up from the top of a short step just above the Notch. In 
spite of the wind we hoped to climb it, but as we draped ourselves with 
our pitons and etriers, the chill of the wind enveloped us, sapping our 
determination and numbing our minds. Even so, I started climbing 
up the step leading to the foot of the crack. My hands quickly lost all 
feeling and my determination evaporated. I looked down at Ian, 
huddled into a niche in the full blast of the wind he was even more 
frozen than I. Without more ado we fled, returning to our tent on the 
slopes leading to the Notch a thousand feet below. 

The tent offered only temporary relief, for the wind rose during the 
night, coming in great gusts. At first it was still, then the distant roar 
of the wind tearing through the Notch swelled in strength as a great gust 
hit the Towers and rebounded down the slope towards us. It was like 
lying in the path of a~ avalan~he, waiting for it to engulf us. The 
buffeting of the wind had an almost solid quality about it as it hammered 
and beat the tent. It seemed impossible that the canvas could with
stand such treatment and then, just as we had given up hope and were 

1 A sketch map of the Cordillera del Paine appears in A.]. 67. I 5 I. 
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stuffing our sleeping bags into rucksacks, it passed on and everything 
was still and silent once more until the next gust. We did not get much 
sleep that night. 

The next day we returned to the glacier 3,ooo ft. below, where the 
other members of the party were waiting. Our first assault on the 
Central Tower had been repulsed. Not only had we failed to do any 
climbing, we had been forced out of our top camp, for no tent could 
stand up to such wind. 

That night we crowded into our largest tent, ate our meal and dis
cussed what we should do. There was something very comforting 
about the tent, filled with the sprawled arms and legs of the six climbers, 
woven amongst tins of food, dirty canteens and the primus, the air 
heavy with smoke from cigarettes. Barry Page, Vie Bray and Derek 
Walker had been in the area before. Don Whillans had been in the 
FitzRoy region a few hundred miles to the north, the previous year, 
while I an Clough and I were newcomers to South America. We all 
agreed, however, that the wind was the most savage we had encountered 
anywhere and that while it blew there was no hope of climbing on the 
Tower itself, but we did want to remain poised in easy reach of the 
Notch so that we could take full advantage of the first good spell and not 
waste it walking up from Base Camp. 

For some days we continued our struggle with the weather. Clough 
and I had another spell in the top camp and then Don Whillans and 
Barry Page actually had their tent blown down on them. Even on the 
glacier the tents were being steadily torn to bits and in desperation we 
started to burrow a cave under a boulder. 

At this stage we were offered some distraction. John Streetly was 
due to join us at the beginning of December, flying out from his home in 
Trinidad. We had left a description of the route up to the Glacier 
Camp in Base Camp to help him find the way. One day Ian and I 
returned to Base for some stores, to find that John had set out on the 
previous day for our camp. We were not unduly worried at having 
missed him on the way down since there was no path and in the thick 

• 

forest that covered most of the route we could easily have passed him. 
The next day, however, when we got back to the others, there was no 
sign of Streetly. He had been out for two nights and we all imagined 
him lying injured under a fallen tree or toppled boulder somewhere in 
this maze of wooded valleys and dying glaciers. 

Desperately worried, we all hurried back down the valley to start a 
thorough search and just before dark we reached a food dump we had 
left on the way up. Don, who was in front, gave a shout. The tar
paulin covering the food, had been made into a shelter and as we ap
proached it, a tanned, gnome-like face, grinning broadly, peered from 
under it and remarked: 'Where the hell have you beggars been? I've 
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been looking for you for the past three days and was beginning to think 
you had all been swept away by an avalanche.' 

He had gone up the wrong glacier, a mistake easy to make, with only 
a written description, in completely new country. He had searched 
every inch of the glacier before coming back down. We had a quick 
council of war and decided that John and I should go back to the Glacier 
Camp, where we could build the cave shelter and wait for an im
provement in the weather until we were relieved by another pair. There 
was no point in the entire party sitting idle, eating up the rations we had 
so laboriously carried up. 

John and I spent the next day building a wall to the cave. It was 
satisfying work, trundling big boulders and feeling that we were achieving 
something, but by the end of the day our enthusiasm began to wane. 
It was impossible to block all the chinks and every gust of wind blew in 
clouds of glacier dust that settled over everything, penetrating our 
sleeping bags and mingling with our food. But at least we were dry 
and there was no danger of the shelter blowing down. 

I woke up in the middle of the night, to hear the sound of running 
water. My sleeping bag was sodden but I could not find a torch and, 
bemused with sleep, could not understand what was happening. At 
last John found the torch. A river was running down the roof of the 
cave, falling in a cataract over my sleeping bag. We could only laugh. 
John is the kind of person with whom one can never really get 
depressed. I staggered up and shifted my bed space out of the line 
of the water. We spent the next day building a shelter roof with 
a tarpaulin. We could not prevent the roof sagging, however, and 
our home soon became a swimming pool as it filled with water and 
melting snow. 

The weather now relented slightly, and John and I were tempted up 
the hill. It was as cold and windy on the Notch as ever, but we decided 
to try to climb a pitch or two. Looking over the Pampas to the east we 
could see the hills, rounded and soft, lightly covered in cloud; it must 
have been warm down there, but on the Notch it was bitterly cold. It 
called on all our self-discipline and determination to sort out the gear 
but, once I started to climb, I forgot the cold. My entire concentration 
was held by the rock in front of me. It took an hour and a half to climb 
eighty feet; I hardly noticed the time but for John, waiting motionless 
below, it dragged interminably. It was now too late to climb any 
further, so I hauled up a wire ladder which we left in position and we 
returned to camp. The weather had remained master and the following 
day we went back to Base Camp. After five weeks of continuous struggle 
we had made practically no impression on the Tower and had even 
failed to find a way of living on the mountain. 

It was now nearly Christmas time so we settled down in Base to enjoy 
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ourselves, eating whole roast sheep and drinking gallons of Chilean wine 
and beer. 

After Christmas an Italian expedition arrived. Their objective was 
the same as ours the Central Tower of Paine. It was unfortunate 
that the Chilean government had allowed such a situation to occur, but 
it was now up to us to find some kind of understanding. We invited 
the Italians over for a meal. Communication was the chief problem. 
Neither understood the other's language and the only common ground 
was a smattering of broken Spanish and French. They were all older 
than us and obviously first-class mountaineers. They had been selected 
by their section of the Italian Alpine Club. Armando Asti, who had 
done many of the hardest routes in the Dolomites, was their star per
former, and felt obliged to go for the Central Tower, since this was the 
objective they had been given. We were worried by their decision 
since we could see only one route up the Tower and could foresee all 
kinds of complications as two different expeditions clambered over each 
other to reach the top. Also, inev~tably an element of competition 
weuld creep in. Having come many thousands of miles to find virgin 
peaks, and having already spent many frustrating days struggling 
against the weather, we wanted the satisfaction of standing on an untrod 
summit. No doubt the Italian party felt the same. 

Our first problem was to find a way of living within striking distance 
of the Tower during the bad weather, so that we could immediately take 
advantage of an improvement. Don Whillans and Vie Bray, both of 
whom have superbly practical minds, struck on the idea of making a · 
prefabricated hut at Base with a heavy wood frame and tarpaulin walls, 
and then taking it to pieces and carrying it up to the site of our top camp, 
to be re-erected. 

We carried the hut up on New Year's Day, 1963, struggling through 
the forest, our awkward loads catching in the branches of every tree. 
We built it in a blizzard and then retreated to the woods, where we made 
another camp, sheltered by the trees, about an hour's walk below our old 
Glacier Camp. The following day Barry Page and I went up to the 
hut, to do the first spell of outpost duty; we now planned to keep a pair 
in the hut at all times, ready to seize the first opportunity to J?ake some 
progress on the Tower. Meanwhile the Italians were feeling their way 
up the valley and ferrying loads. When occasionally we saw them, 
they always had the same remark, 'Mucho vento '. We heartily agreed 
with them. I think that they had been surprised when they first arrived 
by how little progress we had made, and by our light-hearted attitude to 
life and mountaineering, but now they were beginning to learn something 
of the conditions that we had struggled with for the past five weeks. 

The hut was like a small windowless box, seven feet square and five 
feet high, with a door in one wall, on which we had inscribed the name 
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'Hotel Britannico '. Although the weather was as bad as ever, we were 
full of optimism. We had solved the main problem of living high the 
hut stood as solid as an alpine refuge in winds that no tent could have 
survived, though it was rather like living in an oil drum, with the wind, 
like a thousand navvies, hammering on the sides. After three days' 
duty, Whillans and Clough came up to relieve us. On their second 
morning the weather improved it was a perfect day, but it nearly took 
them by surprise, for they were so conditioned to bad weather that they 
did not bother to look out of the hut door until late in the morning. 

As soon as they realised that the weather had at last changed, they 
started out for the Notch. They did not intend to make a bid for the 
summit, but wanted to climb as high up the Tower as possible and then 
descend leaving fixed ropes in position, so that we could then make our 
summit bid in the next fine spell. The route seemed fairly clear, first up 
a 400ft. high pedestal of rock resting against the Tower and then up a 
series of grooves to the Shoulder, but in between the top of the Pedestal 
and the start of the grooves was a band of slabs which from below seemed 
completely smooth and without cracks. 

It was eleven o'clock when they started on the face, climbing the ladder 
that John Streetly and I had left before Christmas. Above it the climb
ing was easier than they had anticipated, and they quickly reached the 
top of the Pedestal. In complete contrast to the previous weeks, there 
was no wind and it was warm enough to climb in shirt sleeves. They 
were now at the foot of the slabs. A tension traverse led to a crack, but 
after eighty feet the crack faded out. This is the kind of climbing at 
which Don excels. A cigarette jutting aggressively from his mouth, he 
balanced up the slab. There were only tiny rugosities, no positive holds, 
but slowly, confidently, he worked his way up the rock, trending to right 
or left, seeking out the only possible line. There were no cracks for 
pitons and retreat would have been impossible. A hundred-foot run-out 
led him to the foot of the Grey Diedre, the first of the grooves we had 
seen from below. It was now getting late, and an ominous mass of cloud 
was piling up on the Patagonian ice-cap to the west, a sure sign that the 
weather was breaking up. They therefore started back, fixing ropes in 
position as they went. We had at last made a real impression on the 
defences of the Central Tower. 

That night the weather returned to normal. John Streetly and I went 
up onto the Tower in poor conditions a couple of days later, but could 
get no higher than the others had. We then resigned ourselves to 
waiting for another windless spell before making a summit bid. Mean
while the Italian party had established a tent some way above our hut, 
but it was quickly blown down. 

A few days later the weather showed signs of improvement. Four of 
us went up to the hut on the evening of January 15. It was a perfect 
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night. To the north and west stretched the ice-cap, normally enveloped 
by a skin of cloud, but now completely clear, revealing rounded, unnamed 
snow peaks in an antarctic landscape. On the other side of the valley, 
in contrast to the voluptuous curves of the ice-cap was the angular rock 
mass of the Fortress, its great East wall, 4,ooo ft. of smooth vertical 
granite, silhouetted against the sky. 

I did not sleep that night; I was too excited, but lay in my sleeping bag 
thinking endlessly of the climb we were about to do. We had struggled 
for so long on the flanks of the Central Tower, had been repulsed so many 
times, that the peak had become the focal point of all my ambition. 
Every function of my mind and body was devoted to this one aim to the 
exclusion of everything else. I think all the other members of the party 
were keyed up in much the same way; certainly, that night, John Streetly, 
lying in the tent beside me, seemed as restless as I. 

The alarm, long awaited, went at four o'clock. We had some coffee 
and set off for the Notch. Don and I went in front to make the route. 
Barry Page and John Streetly were to follow, carrying the bulk of the 
food and the bivouac equipment. We reached the Notch at six o'clock, 
and quickly climbed the ladders arid fixed ropes that had been left a few 
days before. On the slab, disaster nearly struck us. The rope running 
down it had been frayed by the constant force of the wind beating it 
against the rock. It was Don's turn to lead. He gave it a few tugs to 
test it, but it seemed safe and he started to climb the slab using it as a 
handrail, with a prusik loop round his wrist. Suddenly, when he was 
poised on a scrape on the surface of the slab, the rope parted above his 
hand. He was over sixty feet above me and only the steadiness of his 
nerve saved him. Somehow he managed to maintain his balance, keep 
hold of the end of the rope and retie it, all on a sixty degree slab. 

By eight o'clock we reached the foot of the big groove, and it was my 
turn to lead. The nature of the climbing now changed. The groove 
was steep and holdless, broken by roof overhangs, but there were cracks 
for our pegs. Laden with a jangling cluster of pitons, wooden wedges 
and karabiners I was soon completely immersed in the climb. It was 
deceptively easy for the first few feet to the first big roof, where I started 
using my etriers. I was able to swing out under the roof and tried to pull 
up over the overhang on a rounded corner to avoid putting in another 
peg. My leg, thrust out in the etrier at an angle to maintain my balance, 
slipped as I reached for the hold. Before I had time to think I was 
dangling in mid-air about ten feet below; my pitons had held my fall. 
Angry with myself for my carelessness, I quickly climbed back to the lip 
of the overhang, hammered in a piton and pulled up. The climbing 
was intensely enjoyable free moves interspersed with difficult artificial 
climbing. Sometimes the cracks were too narrow, at others too wide; 
after eighty feet there was still no sign of a ~tance and the rope was begin-

• 

• 



• 
• • 

Expedition. photo] 

• , w 
• 

• 

• • t • 

• • 

• 
• 

no I~OTON ON THE CENTRAL To~VEIL 

• 

(No. 4) 

• 

' t 

1-:xpetlition photo] 

AT THE FOOT OF THR RED 0Ji~DHR. v\'HILLAN (LEFT) ON THE 
\\'AY 00\V FrtOM TilE l\tMIT AND AZZIAZJ, 0 !E OF THE 

ITALIAN , ON THE \VAY UP . 

(No. 5) 



THE CENTRAL TOVVER OF PAINE 

ning to drag, so I brought Don to a position just below me, and carried 
on. I was beginning to tire and was suffering from hand cramps; my 
fingers curled round the handle of the peg hammer and I could only 
straighten them by using my teeth. We had had any amount of training 
for fell walking in the previous weeks, but none at all for high standard 
rock climbing. At last I reached a narrow ledge after running out all 
the rope. I had taken five hours to climb 2 so ft. It was very similar to 
Chamonix in character, and this long pitch was of the same standard as 
the East face of the Capucin or the South-west PiUar of the Drus before, 
of course, these routes had been pegged. 

Don followed up steadily, getting very little support from the rope. 
By the time he reached me he was cursing and panting. There is 
nothing more depressing than seconding long, artificial pitches after 
waiting for hours on restricted stances. He had been a wonderfully 
patient second, but I could sense his frustration and eagerness to get to 
the front. We were on a narrovv ledge below a square-cut corner of 
rich, reddish brown granite, which we had named the Red Diedre. 
Don raced up it, hammering in a piton, clipping on his etrier, climbing 
onto the top rung, perhaps doing a free move and then at full reach ham
mering in another peg. He amply made up for his lack of height with 
his supreme agility and the strength of his muscles. In a matter of 
minutes he was sixty feet above me, pulling up over a block overhang. 
A pause and then a shout the angle eased off; we should be able to make 
quick progress. 

Meanwhile, the Tower was beginning to resemble a popular, classic 
route at Chamonix rather than a virgin peak in the ' Uttermost Part of 
the Earth'. John Streetly and Barry Page were in the diedre below us. 
Below them were five of the Italian expedition who were following up 
our pegs. On the Notch the rest of our party were sun-bathing and en
joying the spectacle. Excited shouts from the Italians and the ironic 
cheers of our spectators intermingled. We were worried about John 
and Barry; they had barely enough karabiners and etriers to make the 
long run-out to the foot of the Red Diedre, and Don and I had nearly 
run out of pitons. To save time they very generously agreed to turn 
back. 

Don and I pressed on. Although we were both tired, it was exhil
arating now to climb quickly, uncluttered with a tangle of etriers, ham
mering in only the odd peg for protection. It was half past five when we 
reached the Shoulder. Our route now lay on the East face of the Tower 
across broken rock covered with snow and ice. At last we came in 
sight of the summit ridge and what we thought was the top, but it was a 
false one: beyond it was another gendarme that looked higher and, 
having reached the top of that, there was yet another, fortunately the 
last. It was 7.30 p.m. when we reached the top of the Central Tower of 
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Paine. We spent only a few minutes on the top: we were too anxious to 
get back down onto the Shoulder before it was completely dark. If the 
weather had broken while we were still on the upper part of the face, we 
should never have got back without fixed ropes in position, for a high 
wind would have blown abseil ropes out at an angle of 90° and made 
climbing completely impossible. We gave a shout, which was heard by 
the rest of the party, took the summit pictures and quickly started down 
in the growing dark. Inevitably the rope jammed in our first abseil. 
Don climbed back up twice before he managed to free it. We reached 
the Shoulder just as it got dark and thankfully settled down for the 
night. 

We were warm enough since we had pieds d' elephants as well as duvet 
jackets, but had only a couple of Mars bars to eat and, much more 
serious, nothing to drink. The others had been carrying all the food 
and the stove. In spite of a savage thirst we were well content, for the 
weather was settled and we were confident that we should be able to get 
down the next day. 

We started down at six o'clock the next morning, abseiling down the 
upper grooves. At the foot of the Red Diedre 've met the first of the 
Italians; they had spent an uncomfortable night perched on minute 
ledges in the groove itself. We muttered greetings but wasted no time; 
they were keen to get up, we to get down. 

We were within sight of safety with only twelve feet separating us from 
the rest of the party, who were waiting for us with food and drink on the 
Notch. Don was already down and I was sliding down the last rope 
when suddenly it snapped. I was falling headlong with no rope to save 
me. I hit a ledge but bounced off it and rolled, scrabbling at the rock, 
down a slab. Somehow I managed to stop at the brink of a soo ft. drop 
and lay shocked and panting on a narrow ledge. I had only sprained my 
ankle, but it had been a narrow escape. 

That same day Derek Walker and I an Clough climbed the North 
Tower1 and the Italians reached the top of the Central. In the following 
weeks, we made an attempt on another peak in the area, one of the 
Cuernos, but the rock near its top was both steep and friable, and the 
party turned back. The Italians attacked the South Tower by its North 
ridge (the one in the photograph) ; it was extremely difficult in its lower 
parts but eased off higher up and they succeeded in climbing it. Mean
while, Don Whillans, Ian Clough and Barry Page had gone to the back of 
the South tower to attempt the South ridge. This was much longer than 
they had anticipated, however, and the weather was threatening, so they 
were forced to turn back. 

1 The first ascent of the North Tower was made by an Italian party in 1958. 
Members of an Argentine expedition made the second ascent in 1960. 
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We had climbed the Central Tower twenty exhilarating hours on 
warm, firm rock, trying our bodies and muscles to the utmost, after weeks 
of frustration, lying in Base Camp and tramping up and down the 
approaches to the Central Tower. For z,ooo ft. climbed, we had walked 
many hundreds of miles, but that one day of fulfilment had made all the 
effort worth while . 
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