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(Four illustrations: nos. 6/J-7 r) 

HE story of Yerupaja begins in the 193o's with Hans Kinzl, who 
was the first to explore and map the northern ranges of Peru
the Cordilleras Blanca and Huayhuash. He and his party ·made 

several first ascents, but all attempts on the highest peak in the Huay
huash Y erupaja were repulsed because of its steepness and difficulty 
of approach. The base of the mountain is guarded by swiftly flowing, 
chaotic glaciers, which allow .access at only very few points. The first 

• 

successful attempt came in 1950,1 when two students from Harvard 
University ascended the huge South-west ridge in very bad conditions. 
After experiencing appalling difficulties, they escaped with their lives, 
but at the cost of losing several fingers and toes. All subsequent attempts 
on that route by various strong parties failed, until 1966 when a com
bined Canadian and Argentinian expedition finally succeeded. At the 
same time, two other members of that expedition made a direct ascent 
of the 5 ,ooo ft. West face, entailing thirteen bivouacs; again they 
narrowly escaped with their lives. 

The eastern side of the range is relatively inaccessible, since the 
approach from Chiquian involves crossing the watershed, and the 
ridges and faces are even more unfriendly. Consequently, few expedi
tions have ventured there, and all had written off this side of Y erupaja 
as impossible, until I 964, when the Scottish Andean Expedition 
investigated the lower part of the eastern flank.2 For three weeks, in 
poor weather, they explored various possibilities, and decided that 
there existed a feasible route to the summit's eastern ridge; ~hereupon 
two of the members, Malcolm Slesser and Robin Brooks, determined 
to return at some later date. 

An expedition, with Malcolm as leader, was formed for 1966 and, 
after much chopping and changing, a party of five was gathered, con
sisting of the above two, Dez Hadlum, Ian Howell and myself. After 
the usual last minute delays and alarums, sufficient money and equipment 
was obtained, and- all systems were 'go', when disaster struck in the 

1 In A.J. 70. 245 the date of the first ascent of Yerupaja was incorrectly given 
as 1951, instead of 1950. 
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shape of the seamen's strike. At this tnoment, Ian Howell showed 
his true talents as an organiser by making a few telephone calls, flying 
the gear to Amsterdam and having it put on a Dutch boat bound for Lima, 
all within four days. Meanwhile the rest of us found our way to Lima 
by various means and at various times, with the exception of Rob who 
had been working there for the past fe\v months. After the usual multi
day epic with the Peruvian customs, the vvhole expedition at last found 
itself within striking distance of the mountain and, losing no time, we 
set off on the first stage of our journey by bus to Chiquian. 

A three-day walk through some very impressive countryside saw us, 
on July 1, at the site of the 1964 Base Camp, at an altitude of 13,500 ft. 
This was at the head of a beautiful valley \Vith a narrow, deep blue lake 
nestling under the huge East face of Y erupaja, whose summit was over 
8,ooo ft. above. From there we could see the huge cornices and seracs 
guarding the ridges and the J,ooo ft. wall of vertical grey limestone 
which would have to be negotiated in order to gain the fierce upper 
summit ridge. Even the glaciers looked impossible, with their vast, 
unstable seracs collapsing in a continual muted roar. 

Closing our minds to the apparent impossibilities of the face, \Ve set 
off in blazing sunshine for Camp I, which was placed on a 16,ooo ft. 
col at the foot of the glacier. While Malcolm, I an, our muleteer hidalgo 
and I hauled food and equipment from Base to I, Rob and Dez were 
given the task of confirming the 1964 route, which lay up the ridge 
bounding the wall on the left. A few days later, they established a 
camp on a steep section of ice, below a rock ridge. On gaining the 
crest of the ridge, they found to their dismay that the intended route 
lay along a knife-edge of rotten rock with enormous, unstable double 
cornices which looked as if they would break at the slightest provocation. 
As the 'rock experts', I an and I were waiting in Camp I to take over 
the lead on the next section when Rob radioed that the ridge was impass
able. On hearing the news, we decided to explore the approaches to the 
right-hand ridge, which had been impracticable in 1964 because of a 
huge ice-cliff barring access . 
. This time we were lucky, and the route through the ice-fall, although 

tortuous and sensational, to our surprise proved safe and easy. Although 
we were unable to reach the bottom of the ridge, an apparently straight
forward chimney led directly up the 8ooft. of wall above to an obvious 
notch on the lower part of the ridge. rfhe next day, loaded with fixed 
rope and ironmongery, we reconnoitred the wall. The chimney proved 
unsatisfactory, so we kept trending to the right, hoping to reach 
the ridge at some point below the notch. The climbing was never 
technically difficult, but the route-finding presented a great problem, 
as there was no definite line to follow. We simply climbed up as far as 
possible until further progress became too difficult, when \Ve \Vould 
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traverse right round the next rib. After several hundred feet of this, we 
seemed to have reached an impasse in a deep chimney when, in desper
ation, I tensioned out to the right along some steep, icy slabs. To my 
relief and surprise, I found that the way to the ridge lay open up an 
easy ramp, guarded by a holdless overhanging groove. It was now late 
in the afternoon, so we descended, on the way preparing the route with 
fixed ropes. 

The following morning, armed with a few expansion bolts for the entry 
to the ramp, we soon reached the crest, to be greeted by a breath-taking 
sight. The ridge above seemed to stretch upwards into the dim distance 
in a never-ending sweep of grey and yellow slab. However, we still had 
to find somewhere for a tent, so we set off unroped up the ridge. At last, 
a rather unsatisfactory ledge was found, and after some excavation and 
delicate masonry work a tent was persuaded to remain in place. Camp 11 
was never popular, as the platform gradually subsided and sharp spikes 
came through the groundsheet to stick into one's back. If one was on 
the outside, the only comfortable position was to have one's backside in 
the middle of the tent while the feet and head hung over the edge of the 
ledge. Later on, it became so bad that we had to sling ropes round the 
tent to prevent it and its occupants making an involuntary nocturnal 
descent if the platform should finally collapse. 

At this point, the weather deteriorated, forcing us to abandon the 
camp to the snow and the wind. Four days later, Rob and Dez were 
back, with the job of forcing a route up the slabs to the start of the ice, and 
to establish Camp Ill near a pinnacle of rock which we dubbed 'The 
Pulpit'. The rest of us had the wearisome task of dragging load after 
load across the glacier and ice-fall and up the interminable fixed ropes 
on the lower wall. From Camp I we could see the other two, creeping 
slowly up the ridge on the edge of the 2,ooo ft. vertical drop to the 
glacier. Again, when the camp was established, we were all forced back 
to Base by bad weather, which this time lasted for over a week. 

On July 19 Malcolm, who was under contract to the University of 
Rio, was forced to leave the party. This was most unfortunate, as he 
was the most experienced of us on ice, and the serious ice-climbing was 
just about to start. Moreover, up to this point, he had generously left 
the leading to the other members, thus missing all the fascination of 
forcing a route up an unknown ridge. Shortly after he left, the weather 
improved again, and Ian and I went back into the lead to try and find a 
way through the intricate system of ice-roofs barring the passage to the 
summit ridge. On the way to Camp Ill, we were most impressed by 
the quality of the climbing, which was up magnificent rough slabs of 
perfect limestone. As on the lower wall, there was little technical 
difficulty, but the route-finding was again fairly complex. The camp 
itself was in a sensational position, perched on a ledge 4ft. wide on the 
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edge of the vertical east wall. Disposing of garbage presented no prob
lem, as one simply put one's hand out of the door, flicked the offending 
object a couple of feet to the right, upon which it vanished into a crevasse 
over 2,ooo ft. below. The views were superb; looking east, one could 
see for hundreds of miles into the Amazon basin. All the lower camps 
were visible, and Base, over s,ooo ft. below, was a tiny white pinprick in 
the green of the valley. 

The first section above Camp Ill was simple enough, consisting of a 
narrow rib of rotten white limestone with two vertical towers. It was 
overcome without much trouble. Then came a hair-raising traverse 
beneath a large, apparently detached, cornice, on steep, crumbly snow 
to a commodious ledge below the first of the great ice-roofs, which 
was about twenty feet across. Unfortunately, it was my lead; so I 
began cutting my way up a steep, narrow rib of hard ice leading up 
to the left of the roof. Then came a sensational traverse to the right, 
six feet from the lip, and a short, vertical wall of ice, to gain the 
easier-angled ice-field above. Exhaustion had set in from two hours of 
continuous cutting in rock-hard ice at 19,500 ft., so we retreated to 
Camp Ill, sliding quickly down the fixed ropes. 

Next day we were back, wending our painfully slow way diagonally 
rightwards across the ice-field, getting entangled in coils of fixed rope; 
it seemed to be possessed of a will of its own. Gradually we gained 
height, until at last we arrived beneath the huge seracs encircling the 
face. To the left the seracs continued as a roof of ice on to the vertical 
east wall, so our only hope was to traverse right for several hundred feet 
in the hope that we could avoid it. Three days from starting this section, 
we found ourselves on a rotten rock rib leading round the seracs, but to 
our right lay an avalanche-chute down which came large boulders at 
regular intervals. After an abortive attempt to climb the serac wall to 
the left of the chute, we were forced to cross it. Taking advantage of 
the regularity of the stonefalls, we sprinted the seventy feet across the 
chute to the shelter of a rock wall on the other side no easy task at that 
altitude. Over the next two days, we gained another few hundred feet, 
but by this time we were so extended from Camp Ill that it took several 
hours to reach our previous highest point. To add to our problems, we 
had found no site, safe or otherwise, for a fourth camp, and were still 
several hundred feet short of the summit ridge when the weather broke 

• aga1n. 
Ian and I thereupon descended to Camp 11 to rejoin Rob and Dez, 

and decided that our only course of action was to descend to Base to 
await an improvement in the weather. The storm dragged on for a 
week, while we fretted impatiently in the valley. At last, the clouds 
parted, and we raced back to Camp I, having decided, as time and 
supplies were running short, to make a last attempt on the summit in 
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two ropes of two. Because of the anticipated bivouacs at 21 ,ooo ft. we felt 
that this would be better from the morale point of view. The following 
morning, the four of us left for Camp Ill, and,t after picking up 
some gear from 11 on the way, we spent a rather cramped night there. 
Next day, heavily laden with rope and bivouac gear, we began slowly 
staggering up the fixed ropes. At 5.30 p.m., with still a few hundred 
feet to go to the end of the ropes, and only an hour of daylight left, we 
bivouacked on two small ledges in the rock band below the great serac 
wall. 

The weather, unsettled since the last storm, remained clear overnight 
as we sat waiting for dawn. While the others slept, I \Vas rudely awakened 
by a small block of ice falling from above onto my foot. Fortunately, 
no damage was done except to my nerves and, despite having taken 
two sleeping pills, I remained wide awake for the rest of the night, 
huddled close to the protecting rock wall. Looking back, I am grateful 
to that bit of ice, as other\vise I \vould have missed the most magnificent 
sunrise I have ever seen. 

At about I r a. m., we reached the end of the fixed ropes, and climbed 
a steep, rapidly deteriorating snow-slope beneath a large serac. A short 
traverse across steep ice took us to a narrow snow-rib fading out into 
the final slope of green ice leading to the ridge. We all moved up to 
take a look. As we stood there gazing in amazement at the ridge sweeping 
up in a huge, jagged, half-mile arc, guarded by colossal cornices and 
ice-towers, it became apparent that we had reached the end of the line. 
We had calculated for three days to the top, and now we realised that it 
would be more like two weeks. The decision was obvious but painful
retreat. 

Depressed, we slowly descended the fixed ropes, sliding about on the 
slushy surface for over 2,ooo ft. and reaching Camp Ill as darkness fell. 
As the weather again deteriorated, we continued our slow descent of the 
mountain, loaded like mules and salvaging as much equipment as we 
could. Exhausted, we reached Base and, gazing at the summit gleaming 
aloofly in the sun, we vowed that some day we would return and climb 
the final ridge. 

I 
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