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FURTHER TRAVELS IN PATAGONIA AND 
TIERRA DEL FUEGO 

BY ERIC SHIPTON 

(Three illustrations: nos. 28-30) 

I. MouNT BuRNEY 

OUNT BuRNEY has often been referred to in scientific journals as 
the most southerly active volcano in South America. This 
belief was based on a somewhat vague report that in 1910 it 

was seen erupting. Some specimens of andecite lava had been collected 
from its western foot, near the shores of Mayne Channel; but apart 
from this little was known about the mountain, though it is often seen 
from ships passing through the channels. 

In March, I962, Marangunic and I attempted to reach it from the 
south-west (A.J. 67. 267). Lack of time and the difficulty of the 
terrain prevented our doing so; but the country we passed through was 
so attractive and our one glimpse of the mountain from ten miles away 
so intriguing, that I decided to devote the first part of my expedition · 
this year to a further investigation of the area. This time John Earle 
came with me from England, and we were joined by Jack Ewer in 
Punta Arenas, where we arrived on January 5· 

The easiest approaches to Mount Burney would be from the shores of 
Mayne Channel or Union Sound which bound the Munos Gamero 
Peninsula on the north-west and north respectively. But either of 
these would require sea transport, and although the Chilean Navy would 
have been willing to take us there as well as to the Beagle Channel later, 
there was no ship immediately available, and in any case I did not want 
to make too many demands on their hospitality. Besides this, I was 
anxious to explore the lakes we had discovered the previous year. So 
we decided again to approach the mountain from the south-west 
through the heart of the Munos Gamero peninsula. Once again I had 
brought a Zodiac inflatable craft and a I o h. p. Evinrude outboard motor. 

We set out from Estancia Skyring on January 9, the Zodiac laden 
with a month's provisions and forty gallons of petrol, and sailed along 
the coast to the neck of a mountainous peninsula which stretches twelve 
miles out into Skyring Sound. At this point we were met by a peon, 
whom Mr. Friedli had very kindly sent from the estancia with four 
pack-horses; with the help of these we carried the boat and our baggage 
across the isthmus the following day in two relays. By this manoeuvre 
we avoided making the westward passage of Punta Laura at the end of 
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the peninsula which, in a small boat in rough weather, is a difficult and 
somewhat hazardous operation. 

Late in the evening of the I Ith, after a stormy voyage, we reached the 
Passo del Indio, a narrow isthmus separating the north-western corner 
of Skyring Sound from the system of freshwater lakes occupying a large 
part of the Mufios Gamero peninsula. It used to be crossed by the 
Alacaluf Indians to get their boats from Obstruction Sound to the 
southern channels. So far as I know, no one but the Alacaluf had 
crossed the isthmus until we did so last year. Indeed I am far from 
sure that we found the real 'Passo'; for the terrain is exceedingly com
plicated, and although it has been plotted from aerial pictures, the map 
is inaccurate. The following morning it took us six hours to carry our 
baggage across the isthmus. The boat, of course, gave us the most 
trouble; for, even with the wooden floor boards removed, it weighed 
nearly ISO lb., and was so bulky that it made an awkward load on a 
pack-frame. 

In the afternoon when the voyage was resumed, the weather was calm, 
and we enjoyed a delightful cruise through the network of channels 
forming the eastern part of the lake system; past innumerable islets, 
like green, floating pin-cushions, and along forested shores, backed by 
sweeping mountain landscapes. From the water, the country looked 
gentle and friendly; but, then as before, it gave me a strange sense of 
loneliness, due no doubt to the knowledge that it was completely devoid 
of human habitation, and that for all its beauty, it was in fact far from 
kind. It would be horribly difficult to travel there without a boat. 

By seven o'clock we had entered a narrow passage leading into the 
main lake. We had just selected a cove in which to spend the night, 
when the motor stopped and refused to start again; so we had to row 
ashore. This was the only time we experienced trouble with the motor, 
and it could not have happened at a more fortunate moment; on a calm 
evening, close to a good landing place. Had it occurred in the normal 
rough weather we might have found ourselves in an awkward situation. . 
The next morning a strong southerly wind was blowing straight into our 
cove. We made repeated efforts to launch the Zodiac, but each time it 
was beaten back to the shore and swamped. So we spent the day in 
idleness, cursing our foolish choice of a camp site. However, at 8 p.m., 
while we were eating our supper, the wind dropped slightly; so we 
hurriedly packed up, and this time we succeeded in getting the boat 
through the breakers and the motor started. It was dark when, after 
another rough passage, we reached the western side of the main lake. 
The next morning we had an easy run along the lee shore to its northern 

• extremity. 
Our next task was to carry the boat and our gear to the new lakes 

we had found last year. I knew that the distance to the nearest point 
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was not great, but I had no idea what the going would be like. If it 
had been dense forest all the way, it would have been a very long and 
laborious job. But we were delighted to find a long rocky spur, with 
open ground along its crest, which offered such easy going that in a day 
and a half we had completed the carry. On the next bit of the voyage 
we were forced to go so far westward that, with the mountains closing 
in on either side, I began to fear that I had been mistaken in thinking 
that the new lakes were interconnected, and that yet another and far 
more difficult portage would be necessary. However, at the last 
moment, a channel opened to starboard and we sailed through to the 
biggest of the lakes. The northern shore of this marked the end of our 
voyage; there we made our base in surroundings which, apart from the 
glaciers, might well have been in the Scottish Highlands. 

On the I 6th we set out across a great plain which we had seen last 
year stretching northward to the coast. It was largely devoid of 
forest and, as we had rightly inferred from this, it was very swampy. 
Marangunic had thought that it might have been formed by huge 
deposits of volcanic ash filling a wide channel which had once connected 
the lakes with the sea; but the swamp and the deep beds of peat made it 
difficult to obtain much evidence to support this theory. 

We started with eighteen days' food, and our normal equipment was 
augmented by two cine cameras and some 3 ,ooo ft. of film, as part of 
John's object in joining the expedition was to make a film record of it. 
Thus we had too much to carry at once and we had to relay. Because 
of the swampy nature of the ground, the going on the plain was laborious 
and unpleasant; but on the second day we reached the south-easterly 
spurs of Mount Burney which were heavily forested. That evening we 
camped amid the most glorious surroundings, in a wide basin formed 
by the East face of the mountain and a range of wooded foothills, and 
filled with a lovely mixture of glacier, forest, lakes and meadows, some 
of which were richly strewn with wild flowers. 

We were now faced with the problem familiar to most of us in a bad 
Alpine season; whether to wait for a chance to climb our pe.ak, or to 
keep moving and to risk missing such a chance. The upper part of 
Mount Burney was hidden in cloud; but there seemed to be a way of 
reaching it up the South-east ridge. If our sole object had been to 
climb the mountain, we would no doubt have taken a camp up this 
ridge and waited for a clearing. Our main purpose, however, was to 
explore as much of the mountain and surrounding country as possible; 
so we decided to concentrate on making a journey right round the 
mountain, hoping that any spell of fine weather that might occur would 
find us in a position to make the ascent. As it turned out, this was the 
right decision, for not once during the sixteen days that it took us to 
make the tour did the weather clear. · 
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At first the way led us over a wide ice-sheet, and thereafter across a 
long series of ridges and combes, many of which contained glaciers. The 
cloud ceiling usually remained around 2,500 or 3,ooo ft. and, as for the 
most part we were travelling slightly below this level, we had a series of 
fine views over the channels flanking the peninsula on the north and 
north-west. Our camps were usually pleasantly sited near the upper 
edge of the forest. The weather was generally what one might expect 
in a bad summer in the Lake District, though colder, and occasionally 
we experienced severe gales. 

We kept close under the faces of the mountain; those not covered 
with ice seemed to be composed entirely of tuff; some of them were most 
spectacular. We found very few outcrops of andecite lava, though the 
moraines were largely composed of this material. So far as we could 
judge, the area covered by the volcano and its subsidiary cones, is about 
twenty-four miles in circumference. We found no evidence of recent 

• • act1v1ty. 
Eventually we reached the south-eastern combe of the mountain. 

This was the side of Burney that I had seen last year and, although this 
time we could not see the peaks of the summit ridge, I was no less 
impressed by the splendid ice-face, which seemed to belong to a 
mountain of quite a different order of magnitude. The valley below 
was very beautiful; it vvas drained by a wide river which we followed 
through the forest to the plain, whence we reached the place where we 
had left the boat. We were then blessed by a spell of milder weather, 
and the voyage back through the lakes to Skyring was wholly delightful. 

2. MouNT Bov:E 

From the summits of the peaks we climbed in the Darwin Range of 
Tierra del Fuego last year, we saw the mountains lying at the eastern 
end of the peninsula. They looked very fine, and we thought that 
two of them, Bove and Roncagli, might be as high as Mount Darwin 
itself, if not higher. Like the central part of the range, this group was 
largely unexplored, and I had decided to spend the second half of my 
expedition this year in the region, approaching it from the Beagle 
Channel. 

When we returned to Punta Arenas from Mount Burney, John and 
I were joined by Peter Bruchhausen, who had been with me in Patagonia 
three years before, and Claudio Cortez, a medical student from Santiago. 
Once again the Chilean Navy had generously agreed to transport us to 
our chosen base, and on February 12 the four of us embarked on their 
ship Cabrales. 

The voyage took us through a _labyrinth of channels characteristic of 
the whole coastline of southern Chile. The following morning we 
passed close to Mount Sarmiento, a land-mark well known to the early 
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navigators of the Magellan Straits, and we saw its lovely ice-spire piercing 
the banks of cloud which hung low over the coast. For much of the 
day the scenery resembled the Western Isles of Scotland as, in the 
eastern part of the archipelago, the forest is sparse and confined to a 
few sheltered valleys. Early in the morning of the 14th, we were put 
ashore with a month's provisions in a little bay known as Olla. 

Since dawn it had been raining heavily; the precipices flanking the 
Beagle Channel and the massive glaciers cascading down to the water's 
edge had presented a sombre spectacle. As soon as we landed, how
ever, the weather cleared and the scene was transformed. Under a 
warm sun and a cloudless sky, Olla Bay was idyllic. A wide, sandy 
beach, backed by forest, stretched in a half-mile crescent around the 
turquoise water of the lagoon. The peace was only disturbed by the 
boisterous behaviour of a party of sea-lions further along the shore. 
The tide was low and we collected large quantities of mussels which we 
ate for breakfast. Then, resisting the temptation to linger in this lovely 
place, we started inland, carrying s~pplies for seven days. 

Our chief objective was to climb Bove which, seen both from Mount 
Darwin and from the eastern end of the Beagle Channel, appeared to be 
the highest peak of the group. A few years ago an attempt had been 
made to reach it from the east by a party of Argentine mountaineers; 
they had failed largely because of the weather. De Agostini's party 
had landed at Olla Bay when they climbed Pico Italia.1 A map of the 
area reproduced in his book, Sfingi di Ghiaccio, had led us to suppose 
that we could reach the western face of Bove from the head of the 
Italia glacier, and so, lacking any other information about the mountain, 
we decided to approach it from that direction. 

Our way through the forest was made easy by well-worn guanaco 
tracks (later, on several occasions we encountered herds of these 
creatures on the high glacier moraines; they are, I believe, distant 
relatives of the camel); and at 7.30 that evening we camped on a ridge 
far above the tree-line. Meanwhile, Peter, who had been lagging 
behind, and whom I had last seen only a couple of hundred feet below 
the camp, had disappeared. Getting no reply from our shouts, and 
thinking that he must have by-passed the camp, John and I set off up 
the ridge. It was almost dark and raining gently when we returned 
after a fruitless search. But a little later, shortly before 10.30, Claudio 
found Peter lying on a ledge quite close to the camp, recovering from a 
long attack of vomiting, during which he must have lost consciousness. 
Evidently he was allergic to mussels. 

Two days later we reached the head of the I tali a glacier. The 
weather was bad, but we saw enough to realise that there was no way of 

1 In A. J. 67. 259, I stated that this party had climbed Pi co Frances as well 
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as Pico Italia; this, however, is not the case. 
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reaching Bove from that direction; so we returned to Olla Bay, loaded 
the Zodiac with our baggage, and moved our base eastward along the 
coast. We had been fortunate only to waste four days in this abortive 
reconnaissance; for in the mountains of Tierra del Fuego, where for 
weeks on end the surrounding country may be shrouded in mist, or 
movement prevented by gales, route-finding is apt to be a long and 
frustrating business. 

Our second sortie was more successful; we found an excellent route 
into the range, and on February 21 we established a camp near the 
head of the Frances glacier at the southern foot of Bove. As we 
approached it, moreover, the weather cleared and we saw that there was 
a way of reaching the summit from that direction. This was a great 
relief, for it meant that we would thus be saved many days of further 
reconnaissance and load-carrying. Later we discovered that any 
alternative approach would have been either impossible or a great deal 
more difficult. As it was, we had now only to sit tight and await a 
chance to climb the mountain, using any brief clearing of the weather to 
familiarise ourselves with the route so as to save time when such a 
chance occurred. 

we found that there was a remarkable absence of neve even in the 
highest glacier basins and that the surfaces were nearly all composed of 
hard ice. Though, as a rule, this made it a lot easier to move around 
locally, it presented us with a considerable problem in pitching the tent 
securely on open glacier; indeed it would have been impossible to do so 
in a high wind. This factor would have prevented us from travelling 
as freely as we did last year. I suspect that such conditions are quite 
exceptional even so late in the season. We experienced some severe 
storms, and our pyramid tent suffered a tremendous battering. I 
know of no other type of tent that could have withstood such weather, 
and there were times when I doubted even its ability to do so. 

At dawn on the 25th it was calm, but rain was falling heavily. How
ever, this stopped at 9 a.m. and we set out, not expecting to get far, as 
the mountain was still wrapped in cloud. The lower part of the route 
led up a wide gully, a thousand feet high. We had already reconnoitred 
this and found it to be full of the debris of avalanches falling from a line 
of hanging glaciers. However, by climbing very steep ice on the left 
flank of the gully, we were able to avoid the danger, and eventually 
reached the crest of the West ridge of the mountain. Though there 
was little visibility, it was still calm and we sensed an improvement in 
the weather; so we went on. 

The ridge was composed of a mounting series of huge ice bosses, like 
gigantic cauliflowers, poised on a narrow crest, overhanging on either 
side. One after another they loomed above us until, shortly before 
3 p.m., we reached the top of the highest. To make sure that this was 
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the summit of the peak, we continued along the ridge; but before we 
had gone far the curtain of mist in front of us parted, and we looked 
down a sheer drop of several thousand feet to a large glacier flowing 
eastward. A number of such clearings occurred while we were on the 
surrunit, which revealed the view in sections. The most exciting of 
these was to the north where we saw Roncagli standing above a group 
of fine granite spires. It seemed to be somewhat lower than Bove 
(whose height we estimated at 8,100 ft.), but from this direction it 
looked a difficult mountain to climb. 

We were fortunate to reach the summit when we did, for during the 
descent we were once again in thick cloud. Moreover, soon after we 
reached the camp the calm spell ended, and that night the roar of the 
wind and the racket of frozen drift lashing the walls of the tent 
emphasised our luck. But we were to have another break. On March I 
we climbed Pi co Frances ( 7 ,goo ft.) and, arriving at the summit at 
five o'clock on a perfect evening, we had a superb view of the whole 
range as far west as Mount Darwin, and eastward for seventy miles 
along the Beagle Channel. Though it was late and very cold, we stayed 
there for an hour and a half. Beyond the sparkling clusters of ice 
crystals, like veined leaves, characteristic of these summit ridges, we 
saw, far below, the coves of Devil's Island, green and blue in the warm 
sunlight. 

Our return to the coast was hampered by foul weather. On one 
occasion during a storm shortly before leaving the glaciers, I fell into a 
crevasse, where I remained for three-quarters of an hour until I and my 
load could be extricated. By then the wind was very violent and, 
blinded by drift and often knocked over by the more powerful gusts, 
we had a good deal of difficulty in moving on down. 

Reaching our base with several days to spare before our rendezvous 
with the Chilean Navy on March 15, we spent a pleasant time cruising 
about the channel visiting various sea-lion rookeries along the forested 
shores. One morning we met two ships of the Chilean Antarctic 
Flotilla. They stopped to investigate our strange craft, and Claudio, 
anxious to get home in time for his final examinations, took this un
expected opportunity of a lift back to Punta Arenas. The rest of us 
awaited the arrival of a small vessel, Beagle, which took us to Puerto 
Williams, a small naval base in the eastern part of the Beagle Channel. 
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