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WAS not sorry that the weather on June 23 "'Tas too bad for even Don 
Sheldon to fly us in, so I \vas able to catch up on some sleep in Don' s 
hangar, which serves as a kind of climbers' club hut. The delay meant 

that it took me all of two days to travel from London to the high glacier 
combe in the western part of the Alaska Range. Adams Carter had invited 
me to join the expedition he had planned for the summer vacation of 
1966, and to cover my expenses Bob Bates had arranged for me to give 
a fe\v lectures in the Eastern States on my way home from Patagonia in 
the spring. So I left Copenhagen at 5 p.m. on June 22 and arrived at 
Anchorage at 2.30 the same afternoon, after an eight-hour flight over the 
Arctic, which provided some splendid views of the north coast of Green
land and the pack-ice, and of Mount McKinley and its major satellites 
standing above a cloud-sea. In Anchorage I was met by Ad, Bob and 
other members of the party and, after a delightful dinner given for us by 
the Mountaineering Club of Alaska, we set out on the Ioo-mile drive to 
Talkeetna which vve reached early the following morning. 

Talkeetna, with its single wide, muddy (or dusty) street flanked by 
wooden houses, saloons and liquor stores, is a replica of the standard 
Western film set. Here, fifty miles from the southern foot of Mount 
McKinley, that almost legendary character, Don Sheldon, operates an 
Air Service which will take you anywhere within range of his small planes; 
while his wife, herself the daughter of another famous bush-pilot of a 
former decade, maintains radio communication with her husband and 
his far-flung clientele, \Vhile nursing the baby and performing her other 
household duties. Don's business is mainly with miners working remote 
claims in the tundra along the foothills of the range, or sportsmen fishing 
for salmon in reaches difficult of access except by air; but he has an 
increasing number of clients among mountaineers unable or unwilling 
to undertake the many weeks of back-packing otherwise necessary to 
reach their chosen peaks. For a pilot without his consummate skill and 
remarkable local knowledge it would be a hazardous occupation. 

The 24th was fine. Before taking us in, Don Sheldon had first to 
transport one or two parties of fishermen, and then fetch a pair of climb
ers, both named Don Anderson, from the foot of Mount Hunter, which 
they had just climbed by an exceedingly ha:r:d new route; one of them was 
to join us. We were a party of seven; the other three \Vere Harry 
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McDade, a doctor from New Hampshire, Ad's son Larry, whose wide
ranging mountaineering experience in North and South America 
must be well-nigh unique for a lad of seventeen, and Russ MacAusland, 
a fellow student of Larry. With our equipment and ample supplies for 
one month, four trips were needed to transport us to our base. It was an 
impressive flight, first over the tundra with the vast bulk of McKinley 
clear before us, then a giddy zig-zag through glacier gorges and the final 
lift to a smooth landing in the white combe and silence. 

The setting of our base was superb, and for the next few days, while 
we carried loads up steep ice-slopes to a col at the foot of the East ridge 
of Mount Russell, we had plenty of time to enjoy it. The combe was 
surrounded on three sides by gentle snow peaks standing two thousand 
feet above its floor (8,ooo ft. ), with the upper pyramid of Mount Russell 
showing beyond a low saddle to the south-west. To the east, half a mile 
from our camp, the floor ended abruptly above an ice-fall which plunged 
several thousand feet to theY entna glacier. Beyond the unseen depths of 
this gorge was a mighty vista over range upon range of minor peaks to 
Mount Foraker and Mount Hunter, constantly changing in colour and 
texture throughout the twenty-four hours of daylight. 

Our first objective was the East ridge of Mount Russell (the peak had 
been climbed before from the west). Mter that we were to be picked up 
by Don Sheldon, with whom we were in radio contact, and transported to 
another glacier shelf below an unnamed peak near the western buttress of 
Mount Foraker. By June 27 we had established a high camp on the col 
(1o,ooo ft.), with one large dome-shaped tent, two very small mountain 
tents and some five days' provisions. The route from the lower camp 
had been marked with willow wands. The large tent housed Ad, Don 
(Anderson) and Larry and all the commissariat; Bob and I occupied one 
of the small tents, Harry and Russ the other. The weather was fine and 
soon after midnight preparations were begun for an attempt on the ridge. 
Ad, Don and Larry breakfasted first and started at 2 a.m. (28th) ; the 
rest of us followed at 3.30. The first part of the ridge (which was all ice 
and snow) was so broken that it had been decided to turn it on the northern 
side. First we descended a steep slope of hard ice, down which Don had 
cut steps and fixed a rope the previous evening while the camp was being 
pitched. This was followed by a long downward traverse over hard snow 
to the foot of an ice-bulge, 250 ft. high and extremely steep. When the 
second party arrived there Don had nearly completed a very fine lead up 
the bulge, ably seconded by Larry. The shape of the bulge was such that 
when anyone had climbed above a small overhang, about 100 ft. up, he 
could no longer make himself heard by those below; nor could those at 
the bottom of the cliff hear or be heard by those at the top. Later we 
found that communications could be established by posting a man on the 
slopes far out to the left of the bulge. But in the meantime Ad, the third 
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man, became involved in a nasty little drama. A short way above the 
overhang, the wall was split by a horizontal crevasse, bridged with sno\v. 
Ad, considerably heavier than either of his predecessors, broke through 
the bridge and dropped into the crevasse \vhere for some time he re
mained suspended. It \Vas a lonely situation, for of course no one else 
could be made aware of his plight. His first efforts to chimney his way 
out were futile and he \vas rapidly becoming exhausted. However, 
eventually he succeeded with the last of his strength. He remained 
somewhat shaken for the rest of the day. 

It was eleven o'clock before we all assembled at the top of the bulge 
and we were still far below the camp we had left that morning. We 
discovered later that we could have avoided the bulge quite easily by 
gaining the crest of the ridge further back, thus saving most of the 
seven hours we had spent climbing it. Don, who because of his recent 
exploits on Mount Hunter, was far fitter than the rest of us, continued in 
the lead. But our progress was slow for the slopes were steep and 
exposed and it was necessary to cut steps through a heavy layer of sno\v 
into the hard ice beneath. At two o'clock we were still at least fifteen 
hundred feet from the top, and the going ahead looked distinctly un
promising. When, about this time, someone suggested that we might 
retreat and return to the attack at a later date everyone agreed except 
Larry, who \Vas clearly opposed to the plan, and perhaps Don, who 
seemed good for another twenty-four hours' cutting. Three hundred 
feet of fixed rope were left; we avoided the bulge on the \vay do\vn and 
reached camp before seven o'clock. 

Mist and light snow on the morning of the zgth provided a pleasant 
excuse for an off day, and on the 3oth we fetched more supplies from the 
lower camp. Hitherto the weather had on the whole been good; but lately 
there had been ominous signs, such as a greenish light on the distant 
mountains, that it was not going to last. The evening of the 3oth was 
calm and very clear; Foraker looked uncommonly close and huge; 
Russell was capped by a magnificent lenticular cloud. At ten o'clock, 
suddenly and violently, the storm broke. In the early hours of the 
following morning, crawling out to fix an errant guy, I noticed a small 
rent in the overstrained canvas near the base of the big tent. For the next 
fe\v hours those inside fought a losing battle \Vith the gradual disinte
gration of their home. The messages which reached us from time to time 
during lulls in the wind \Vere like signals from a sinking ship, culminating 
about eleven o'clock in the plaintive cry, 'she's going'. 

There seem to have been several factors \vhich induced our luckless 
companions to remain under the shredded canvas of their collapsed tent, 
which rapidly became buried in drift, rather than seek shelter with us. 
One was certainly the difficulty of getting. out into the storm; another 
may have been the improbability of finding room in our tiny abodes. 
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\Vhatever they \Vere, the decision \vas applauded by the rest of us \Vith 
some relief. So there they remained for the next thirty hours. They were 
warm enough, if wet, and their main concern was to avoid being suffo
cated. Bob and I had our minor worries: one was that the zip entrance 
of our tent would not close completely so that a continuous fountain of 
drift poured through the resulting aperture and melted beneath us into 
pools of water. The whole situation was reminiscent of my first, over
lightly equipped expeditions in Patagonia. But on the whole the two 
small tents vvithstood their ordeal splendidly. An inconvenience shared 
by all \vas the complete absence of food and drink, since the stoves and 
all supplies \Vere somewhere under the debris of the big tent. 

On the afternoon of July 2 a lull in the storm enabled some of us to get 
out, dig away the drift covering the wrecked tent and procure a stove and 
some cans of food \vith vvhich \Ve cooked a much needed meal. In doing 
so, ho\\"ever, \Ve unv.rittingly removed some essential part of the covering 
protecting our friends, and \vhen, shortly aftenvards, the storm regained 
its former violence they found their situation no longer tenable. Their 
decision to abandon it was implemented with such despatch that before 
Bob and I knew vvhat was happening, Ad was struggling through the 
entrance of our tent. He brought \Vith him his sleeping bag and a great 
deal of sno\v, but only one boot; the other he had been unable to find. 
Ad was a po\verfully built man, but I had not realised until then just how 
large he was; indeed I remained acutely aware of his bulk for the next two 
days. Don and Larry \Vent in \Vith Harry and Russ, and although both 
\Vere much smaller than Ad, the situation of the four of them \vas a 
great deal \vorse than ours. Harry, \vho had had 'flu at the beginning of 
the trip, now had a fairly high fever. Typically, he made light of it and 
remained as cheerful and active as any of us. 

Early on July 4 an improvement in the weather encouraged us to 
attempt to reach the lower camp. Bob, Russ and I set off to find and re
mark the upper part of the route. There was little visibility and most of 
the wands had been buried or blown away, but we managed, with some 
difficulty, to locate the top of the steep ice-pitches which formed the 
lo\ver half of the route. As \Ve were returning the storm started up again 
and \\'hen \Ve reached the camp it \Vas blovving hard and very cold. By 
then the others had managed to excavate all the essential items of equip
ment, as well as Ad's missing boot, and had nearly finished packing them 
and the two remaining tents. The descent took a very long time, partly 
because of the wind and partly because of the difficulty of finding the 
\¥ay. Luckily, the steep ice-slopes were protected from the full force 
of the gale, for I doubt if otherwise we would have been able to negotiate 
them that day. Also the slopes had been swept clear of fresh snow by the 
\vind and there "''"as little risk of avalanche. When \Ve reached the lower 
camp \Ve found it almost completely buried, though the site \vas marked 
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by the tips of skis and two aerial poles. We had left two tents standing, 
one dome-shaped like the tent we had lost at the upper camp, the other 
a kind of small Logan. When at length we had dug them out we found 
that the former had been smashed beyond repair but that the latter, 
though damaged, was still useable. 

The bad weather continued for another nine days, which gave us 
plenty of time to reflect upon our situation. Certainly the use of the small 
Logan relieved the congestion we had suffered at the upper camp, but 
the loss of our two main tents and the battered state of the remaining 
three put us in a weak position to resist another storm. It was resolved, 
therefore, to abandon the expedition, and although Larry fought a stout 
rearguard action against this craven decision, his case became increasingly 
forlorn as time went on. On the 7th, a lull enabled the radio experts to 
re-establish contact with Talkeetna, and Don Sheldon was asked to come 
and pluck us out as soon as the weather was clear. The wind was consider
ably less violent than it had been, but the snow-fall a good deal heavier; 
on the r r th and rzth we in the small tents had to dig ourselves out every 
three hours or so. In all, \Ve reckoned that the sno-vv-fall amounted to 
upwards of ten feet. Harry's illness still gave us cause for concern. Snow 
was still falling on the morning of the 13th, but there were some definite 
signs of a clearing, so we turned out to stamp a runway with snow-shoes. 
By ten o'clock the sky was completely clear, though a cloud-sea lapped 
over the lower edge of the combe. Some five hours later two planes 
arrived, one piloted by Don Sheldon, the other by Howell Thomas Jr., 
and late that evening we were all back at Talkeetna. 

The failure of the expedition to achieve even its first objective was 
disappointing, particularly for Ad who had organised it with great care 
and efficiency. For my part I thoroughly enjoyed it despite the rough 
handling we received from the weather: the Alaska Range more than 
satisfied my high expectations, and I am very grateful to have made its 
acquaintance in such delightful and stimulating company. It was my 
first experience of airborne operations on a mountain. As a method of 
approach it leaves much to be desired for those more interested in 
mountain travel than in climbing peaks; but it should be remembered that 
most of this great range is otherwise inaccessible to anyone whose time 
is limited to normal holidays, and it \Vould be a pity to deny such a vast 
field of mountaineering to such a large majority of climbers. Secondly, 
the scope for these airborne landings is strictly limited; they are forbid
den \vithin the bounds of the McKinley National Park, \vhich includes 
by far the main part (though by no means the whole) of the Range, 
while even outside the confines of the Park comparatively few of the 
peaks can have summer ski landing grounds close enough to be of much 
use. The use of helicopters, of course, would change matters in this 
respect, but I understand that the cost of running these machines is 
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prohibitive. So in regard to the Alaska Range at least, the purist need not 
be too concerned on this score, nor grudge the inhabitants of Anchorage 
(or London) the opportunity of making a first ascent there over the 
week-end. 

From Talkeetna I \Vent \Vith Bob, his wife Gail and Harry McDade to 
Camp Denali a few miles from the end of the Muldrow glacier, where we 
spent a delightful week wandering about the foothills, watching moose, 
caribou and Dall sheep and enjoying magnificent vievvs of the great peaks. 
Then I returned to the south hoping to meet Cedomir Marangunic, vvho 
had been with me on several trips in Patagonia. Now, for the second 
summer, he was in charge of a small scientific party from the Institute of 
Polar Studies of Ohio University, investigating the effects on the ice 
movement of an enormous landslide \vhich had fallen upon the Sherman 
glacier, near Cordova, during the 1964 earthquake. Having heard that 
I " 'as coming to Alaska he had sent me a pressing invitation to visit his 
camp \Vhere, in mid-July, his party was dropped by helicopter with 
provisions for their three months' stay. 

In Anchorage, which I reached late in the evening of July 24, I was 
met by a number of members of the Mountaineering Club, including 
Gary Hansen, a young English architect \vho came to Anchorage four 
years ago and works there as a private consultant. He very kindly put 
me up in his comfortable one-roomed fiat. The next morning, Monday, 
he took me to buy a ticket on the noon flight to Cordova and then to the 
Survey offices to get some maps of the locality. Neither of us kne\v how 
to reach the Sherman glacier, and as from a study of the maps it seemed 
that it was not a very straightforward operation, Gary at once offered to 
come with me. On the way back to the airline office to get him a ticket we 
met another member of the Club, Frank Nosek, a lawyer practising in 
Anchorage, and at that moment dressed as such. Gary briefly explained 
our plans. It was then eleven o'clock. We had time, without undue 
haste, to collect our gear and catch the plane; but Frank only just managed 
to scramble aboard as they were shutting the door. He \vas in his climbing 
kit and had brought his ice-axe, crampons and sleeping-bag, but had left 
his ticket at his office and had had to buy another at the airport. As his 
wife had been out (buying his lunch, perhaps) when he went home to 
change, he had left it to his secretary to inform her of his departure. I 
was deeply impressed by the apparent elasticity of city life in Alaska. 

Cordova airport is some t\velve miles along the Copper River 
Highway, east of Cordova, in the general direction of the Sherman 
glacier. When we arrived there, we debated vvhether to start walking 
to\vards the glacier or whether to take the airport bus back to the town in 
the hope of getting some information about the best route. As we had 
agreed to spend no more than four days on the whole operation, time was 
a matter of some importance. Ho\vever, the fact that it vvas raining and 
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the desirability of supplementing the somewhat scanty provisions we had 
grabbed from Gary's flat induced us to adopt the latter course. The 
driver of the airport bus took a keen interest in our plans and offered 
to bring us back along the Highway that evening. Cordova, whose main 
industry is fishing, reminded me very much of one of the small towns of 
Northern Patagonia on the Pacific coast; indeed the whole region, with 
its steep, forested mountains, its rain and its network of fjords and 
lakes, bears a striking resemblance. After an excellent lunch of salmon, 
we made contact with Tom Parker, a local bush-pilot who had been 
engaged to drop mail to Cedomir's party from time to time. He did not 
know where their camp was situated but offered, for $40, to take us in a 
float plane to a small lake near the snout of the Sherman glacier as soon as 
the cloud ceiling rose to five hundred feet. As this phenomenon seemed 
unlikely to occur for several days \Ve decided to approach the glacier on 
foot. From the map, the best way seemed to be to make for the Sheridan 
glacier, which lay only about five miles north-east of the airport, and 
cross its lo\ver reaches to the flats below the Sherman. Parker, however, 
told us that this route would be extremely difficult owing to the broken 
nature of the ice which he had seen from the air. The alternative was to 
go ten miles further east to a valley known as Salmon Creek running 
northward to a lo\v col, and thence do\vn another river running north
west to the flats. Beyond the fact that the country was forested, which we 
could see from the map, and that there was a path running three miles up 
Salmon Creek from the road to a foresters' cabin, we could get no further 
information about either valley. The bus driver had undertaken to go 
that evening to salvage a vehicle stuck in the mud, most conveniently for 
us, twelve miles beyond the airport on the Copper River Highway; so at 
6.30 p.m . he dropped us at the path leading into Salmon Creek. 

The rain had stopped and we had a pleasant walk of an hour and a half 
through the forest to the cabin, delightfully sited on the shore of a small 
lake. We dumped our loads and went on to reconnoitre. Almost im
mediately the patch petered out in dense undergrowth. Clambering over 
the debris of a big snow avalanche we found, somewhat to my dismay, 
that the forest beyond was apparently trackless. It was too late, however, 
to change our plan and we decided at least to spend the next day attempt
ing to reach the head of Salmon Creek, though I must confess that I had 
little hope of reaching our objective. It was so warm and comfortable in 
the cabin that we overslept and it was eight o'clock before we started the 
next morning. It was raining again and the undergrowth was so wet that 
in less than half an hour our clothes were soaked through. Not far be
yond the avalanche we discovered an old trail which must have been 
frequented by miners several decades ago. Though completely over
grown, it was blazed by axe marks on tree trunks and the side streams 
were spanned by stout log bridges. It led us far up towards the head of 
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the valley before it disappeared; even so our progress was slow and 
laborious, and it was one o'clock before we found ourselves in an open 
glade at the top of the col where, cold and very wet, we ate some lunch. 
We had come barely three miles from the cabin. 

According to the map the valley on the other side was nearly as long 
as Salmon Creek; there was no reason to suppose that the forest there was 
any less dense and we certainly could not expect to find another trail. 
Though we still had nine hours' daylight (we were a good deal further 
south than Mount Russell, and the evenings were already drawing in), it 
seemed very probable that it would take more than that to make our way 
down the valley, and we might well have to return by the same route. I 
was feeling a little guilty for having brought my companions on this 
fruitless bush-whacking expedition and I suggested that we should 
abandon it forthwith. However, they claimed to be enjoying themselves 
and voted to go on. Their staunchness was rewarded for, in fact, our 
troubles were nearly over. A steep descent through thick undergrowth 
took us to a glade in the floor of the valley. Here we came upon a bear's 
lair, so recently vacated that some droppings there were still warm; 
indeed the sound of our approach may well have disturbed the creature. 
The forest in this valley proved to be much more open and we were able 
to walk rapidly through a series of glades, for the most part following 
fresh bear tracks, probably made by the same animal. He may have been a 
grizzly, though it is more likely that he belonged to the less aggressive 
species of black bear. In any case we were not keen to meet him at close 
quarters. Gary began to chant, 'go away bear', which sounded rather 
ridiculous; but I realised that the creature was as likely to respond to 
this appeal as to any other, so I joined in the plaintive chorus which we 
maintained for the next couple of hours. 

The rain stopped, the clouds lifted from the valley and at last we 
could see and enjoy our lovely surroundings. From the lower end of the 
valley we came out onto flat ground covered with tangled scrub and 
intersected by a network of rivers. Luckily these were fairly shallow and 
we could wade along them to avoid further bush-whacking. At 5.30 p.m. · 
we reached the lake on the wide gravel flats below the Sherman glacier, 
where we built a large drift-wood fire, dried our sodden clothes, cooked 
supper and spent a pleasant evening watching the peaks emerge from the 
clouds. At 2.30 a.m. the next morning I brewed some tea and roused my 
companions, and we set off an hour later, leaving our camp standing. We 
anticipated breakfasting with Cedomir, and I was determined not to be 
late. 

The landslide, which had resulted from the collapse of a peak above 
one of the tributaries of the Sherman, had covered the glacier with rubble 
over an area of three square miles. It looked exactly like ordinary 
surface moraine, so evenly spread that I could hardly believe that it had 
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been deposited there in one mighty fall little more than two years before. 
By 7. 30, we stood whistling forlornly in the midst of this wilderness, three 
miles up the glacier, opposite the tributary from which the debris had 
issued. There was no sign of a camp and our hopes of breakfast had begun 
to fade. Eventually, however, we heard an answering whistle, and 
shortly afterwards we spotted a hut in the middle of the glacier and two 
figures approaching. One of them turned out to be Cedomir, who greeted 
me with a warm South American embrace. It transpired that they had 
heard our whistles some time previously, but had thought that they came 
from the third member of their party who had left early that morning to 
make observations from a neighbouring hill and who, they concluded, 
had met with an accident. He too had heard the whistles and, supposing 
them to have come from the hut, was somewhat puzzled. They had tried 
to sort the matter out on their 'walkie-talkies', but had failed to 
establish contact. 

The hut, which had been constructed in one day from timber they had 
brought with them by helicopter a week before, was well-stocked and 
comfortable, though it already showed signs of being tilted by the ice 
movement. The party's only worry was that their radio transmitter 
would not function because of a dud battery. We promised to arrange 
for another to be sent up. We spent a pleasant day eating and talking 
while it snowed gently outside. Cedomir was evidently delighted to have 
news from Chile, and we discussed plans for a winter expedition to 
Patagonia. He and his friends explained the nature of their work. 
Among other interesting discoveries, they had collected ample evidence 
to show that the landslide had travelled across the glacier on a pocket of 
air, trapped and compressed by the fall; it had hardly disturbed the 
winter snow beneath. This accounted for the remarkably even distribu
tion of the debris over the whole area. In the evening we returned to our 
camp, and the next day we made our way across the Sheridan glacier and 
so back to Cordova. It had been exciting to catch even a glimpse of a 
tiny corner of this wonderful coastal range, much, perhaps most, of 
which is still untrodden. 

I left Alaska on August I. The chief impressions gained by my visit 
were of a vast field of mountaineering potential, and of a dynamic group 
of young climbers revelling in their splendid heritage and eager to share 
it with a stranger. 
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