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SUKKERTOPPEN WEDDING CAKE: THE ARMY 
MOUNTAINEERING EXPEDITION, 1967 

BY JOHN PEACOCK 

ACK in 1966, we had two glorious hours on the top of Mount 
Atter, just lying in the sun, knowing the descent would be getting 
softer every minute but unable to tear ourselves away .1 Behind 

us lay the ice-cap, while in front, to the west and south, stretched peak 
after peak in impressive disarray. 'Gribbon country', I thought, 
wondering which of these peaks his St. Andrews party had climbed 
the previous year; one day I would like to visit it ... one day. 

Meanwhile I had other plans and by the time I returned to England 
after a spell abroad, a plot to visit the East Coast of Greenland in 1968 
was progressing nicely. Difficulties of getting away soon supervened 
however and, frustrated, I retired to brood, sharpen my ice-axe and 
suck my teeth. And then I remembered that view from Mount Atter. 
'Gribbon Land', I thought, 'Why not?' I knew the approaches and the 
main problems, I had made all the necessary contacts already and I 
had even seen the ground. In fact most of the usual imponderables in 
expedition planning had ceased to exist, so there seemed no reason why 
we should not go back to Sukkertoppen in 1967 instead of to the East 
Coast in '68. 

By July we had somehow sorted ourselves out and, as in the previous 
year, we made our way by air to the big base at S0ndrestr0mfjord, 
where we waited for the steamer to Sukkertoppen. 

A few days later, we landed at the head of Ikamiut fjord to find a 
turquoise Tasersuaq lake offering a route through to our proposed 
Base Camp site. Regrettably this was where Gavyn J enks left us to 

• 

return to the U.K. As A.M.A. secretary, he had worked long hours to 
get the expedition off the ground, but now, exhibiting all the painful 
signs of a stomach ulcer, it seemed wisest for him to return home. And 
this left seven, an awkward number. 

Our canoes proved invaluable during the next two days when we 
moved everything up to the head of the lake. From there we were 
ideally placed to reconnoitre the system of valleys and glaciers radiating 
in all directions; and it was then that we began to appreciate one small 
problem, the problem of distance. Gribbon and his canny Celts had 
picked all the succulent plums near at hand leaving only those most 

1 A.J. 72. 54· 
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inaccessible and scattered furthest away. Among these, though, were 
some well worth having so we quickly fell into a routine of long march 
and bivouac followed by a climb and sometimes another bivouac before 
the trudge back to camp. In this way, three peaks were quickly ours, 
Peak 1720 m. out to the north, the North Dragon's Tooth c. 1500 m., 
almost opposite and, nearer at hand, a sort of corner peak, just above 
the lake. Of these the first and the last offered enjoyable climbing of no 
great difficulty but the second had the rock experts talking about it for 
days afterwards: 1 soo ft. of diedre capped by a cottage-sized chockstone, 
enormous boiler plates of slab and pitches of V nearly all the way to 
the final summit ridge. But it was the long abseils that really had them 
chortling, and it made the other two climbs tame by compatison. 
Nevertheless it was 'three down' in a week or so and we could look at 
another problem. 

As the Scots had discovered, the only way onto the ice-cap was via 
a steep and snowy col. Col St. Andre, they had called it, with a character
istic inventiveness that left our prosaic 'Peak I 720 m.' and the like very 
much in the shade. Like them, we planned to include a certain amount 
of scientific work which would involve putting a party on the ice-cap 
for a period, there to dig pits in the snow and at the same time to climb 
a number of other peaks further afield. But a small party on the ice-cap 
for several days would require stores and equipment more than they 
could carry up themselves, so now we all used the continuing fine 
weather to advantage to backpack supplies up the steep snow-face to 
a dump at the top. A month later, after delays and two weeks of appalling 
weather, the ice-cap party found this same dump completely buried 
under new snow, the jerrican of kerosene gone for ever. A rapid trip 
down to base soon rectified that -and they used the remaining days of a 
brief fine spell to good effect, pushing several miles out onto the ice 
before setting up their scientific camp. 

Bouts of science alternating with climbing followed, although the 
scientific work nearly came to an abrupt and untimely end when, digging 
away 10 ft. down in his pit, the leader suddenly broke through into a 
crevasse, thus extending his working surface more than a little and giving 
him cause to leave the pit rapidly. The climbing went well, with long, 
fast, dawn ski runs over crisp snow leading to five peaks. One of these, 
climbed some years before from the opposite side by a party based at 
Evighedsfjord, proved, at 2o6o m., the highest for the expedition. 
But all this was much later, and our chief thoughts as we struggled with 
our loads up and down the col were of our planned attempt on the 
'Wedding Cake', just across the way. 

Immediately south of Tasersuaq reared the bulk of the Three Castles, 2 

2 Shown on right-hand skyline of lower photograph facing p. 144 in Mischief i~ 
- Greenland. · · · 
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a peak aptly named by our predecessors, no doubt inspired as much by 
their brand of cigarettes as by its pronounced triple summit. Two small 
glaciers plunged steeply into the lake from its northern flanks which 
themselves formed the end of a chain of peaks, some of the biggest and 
most beautiful in the area. The peak at the far end we called French 
Peak and between this and Three Ca~tles, overtopping them both, was 
the Wedding Cake, a great triangular blade of rock, draped with glaciers 
overhanging the fjord and connected to its neighbours by slender 
ridges. It was our main objective and in the preceding reconnaissances 
we had prowled all round the north side looking in vain for a route. 

The other two peaks both threw broad aretes down to the fjord, offering 
lines which Rene Dittert and his French-Swiss party had successfully 
used in 1958, but the Wedding Cake itself offered no such highway 
and as yet was untouched. From every angle we could see the reason 
why, and the facet facing us as we stood on the col looked as inhospitable 
as any. A short, steep and impossibly pinnacled ridge plunged down onto 
steep ice to the left, the mass of Three Castles lay to the right and between 
the two rose a vertical and apparently rotten wall of 3000 ft., approached 
by a route menaced by occasional avalanches from a hanging glacier 
above. With the last of the loads left at the col the only answer seemed 
to be to go and have a look at the mountain's southern approaches, 
round the back so to speak. 

A day's delay with bad weather and then we moved off. Peter Nissen, 
our Danish Liaison Officer, had joined us for two weeks leave, and was 
now, with three of us, to go west across the fjord to Naqerdloq and try 
a few peaks there. The other four were to canoe eight miles south to 
Puiartoq. There they would climb three peaks and see if Wedding 
Cake had in fact a back door that could be opened. 

During the next week and in very variable weather we climbed five 
new mountains from our camp in Naqerdloq. None of them offered 
difficulties but they provided a variety of routes, some on snow but 
mostly on the typical gneiss of the area. It was a gentle week, perhaps 
a little disappointing, and as we moved back to the fjord we were anxious 
to hear what the others had done, and above all, to learn if there was a 
southern access to Wedding Cake. 

Across the fjord its great face glowed yellow in the evening sun as, 
perched on a boulder, we gazed at it, pulled out the little radio and called 
the Puiartoq party. At that range there was some doubt as to whether 
we could get through but, to our delight, Brian Martindale's voice came 
over, very tired and quickly turning our delight to dismay. Briefly, he 
told us that, the day before, while leading the reconnaissance of the 
southern approach, Terry Thompson had fallen and broken a leg. 

Eight days earlier, with the N aqerdloq party safely across the fjord, 
the southern party had set off to Puiartoq against a strong head-wind. 
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Watched through binoculars, their canoes seemed impossibly loaded, 
enveloped in flying spray as they carved through the waves. It was a 
long hard paddle and they were forced to go much further south before 
they could safely turn east in the lee of the shore to paddle into Puiartoq 
Bay. Two new summits fell to them in the next two days and then another 
overlooking a shrinking glacier which, starting from the ice-cap, curved 
down and round under the west flank of Wedding Cake. From this 
third summit they could make out a possible line of attack: a long snow
filled gulley leading to a subsidiary ridge. They determined to have a 
closer look. 

Delayed by the same weather which we were experiencing further 
north, they eventually got away over the moraine to the tongue of a 
dry glacier and thence to the foot of the gulley. They bivouacked on 
a pedestal some 300ft. from the bottom. Next day, the gulley proved, 
though laborious, at least straightforward until it gave out in a system 
of little walls trending up and rightwards. It was somewhere in this 
system of walls and gullies that a hold gave way to pitch Terry awkwardly 
into a boulder-filled gulley, and the damage was done. 

Back in England, bizarre reports had it that 'soldiers lower injured 
comrade five thousand feet down Arctic mountain face in knap-sac '. 
This was hardly a true picture, but at least the versatile Tiso Super 
Sac found another use and gave Terry a comparatively easy descent 
down the snow gulley. The carry over the mountains back to Puiartoq 
must have been a different matter, for the long Greenland twilight had 
given out well before they reached camp, there to rest for the next day 
before the pre-arranged radio call from N aqerdloq. 

By good fortune, at this moment we were waiting for the diminutive 
speedboat which was due to collect Peter Nissen. A rocket flare and a 
smoke canister soon attracted the pilot's attention to the Puiartoq party 
and in a very short while we were all together again at the head of the 
fjord, Terry nursing a foot the size of an elephant's. 

With the weather continuing fair, albeit showing real signs of breaking 
up again and with the camp still down at Puiartoq, the next stage seemed 
obvious. Terry would go straight to hospital in Sukkertoppen in the 
speedboat under the care of Peter Nissen, and on the way they could 
drop the Puiartoq party off to complete their reconnaissance, we hoped 
before the weather broke. Tony Scarisbrick, the strongest rockman from 
the Naqerdloq group, just squeezed into the boat and, thus strength
ened, they roared away, leaving two to sit by the lake and wait. 

Landing from the speedboat that evening the reconnaissance party 
stopped only for a meal before moving straight up to the old bivouac 
site. In the morning, the gully quickly brought them to the mauvais-pas, 
after which the walls led on to the subsidiary ridge. Following this they 
eventually came to two large snow-fields and from there they could see 

16 
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their way through to the top. With the weather holding still, the recon
naissance became a race for the summit. Traversing steeply across the 
snow-fields they came to the final, mixed ridge and then, some fourteen 
hours from the bivouac site, they stood at the foot of the summit tower. 
The 6o ft. monolith succumbed quickly and within minutes they were 
calling a very surprised and delighted rear party to say that their re con
naissance had been successful. Wedding Cake was climbed and much 
more easily than we could have hoped. 

And not before time. It was the last of the good weather and for the 
next two weeks, back in Base Camp, we alternately watched the snow
line creep lower, baled out flooded tents or occasionally crept out to 
wander disconsolately about the sodden tundra. In the brief dry spells 
we rigged ingenious but ineffective snares for the foxes which nightly 
raided the camp. The limit in ·diabolical inventions was devised by 
Tom, implacable hatred in his heart since the night he espied a fox 
1naking off with one of his enormous boots. It was a device fearsome 
to humans as well as foxes, using a rocket flare and a trip-mechanism 
baited with Bovril and biscuit. With this Tom hoped to elevate the 
culprit and achieve a first in quadruped para landings. It went off too, 
though perhaps not in quite the intended way; and somewhere no 
doubt is a slightly singed fox still laughing at the memory of seven bodies 
catapulting from their tents in the middle of a suddenly floodlit 
night. 

Gradually we saw our chances of more climbs slipping away. Day 
after day went by with clouds scudding low up the valley until it snowed 
and hailed right down at Base Camp. Even the ceremonial opening of 
Jon Fleming's second tin of golden syrup failed to cheer anyone but 
him. With our twelve peaks it looked as though we would have to be 
content, for it was obviously the end of the summer. And then came that 
blessed saving period of a few bright days, long enough to give three of 
us the chance for the quick dash for the ice-cap and a few more summits. 
Meanwhile the other three stayed below to snatch a little peak and them
selves be nearly snatched by an avalanche on a bigger one. Another epic 
as we retreated from the ice-cap in the middle of the renewed blizzard, 
lov;rering ski-sledges down from the col in steep, horrible, deep new snow 
and then it was virtually all over. A final feu-de-joie on the glacier with 
the remaining flares, canoe relays in the rain up and down the lake with 
what remained of our stores, and we were waiting by the fjord. Leaving 
a few plums for someone else we had to be satisfied with our harvest of 

• s1xteen. 
As the fishing boat chugged round the corner a familiar figure clumped 

across the deck in his plaster. It was good to see Terry again, this time 
with mail and, almost better still , goodies. In no time, loading completed, 
we were on our way back to the flesh-pots. And it was still raining. 

\ 
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Ikamiut Area, Sukkertoppen, West Greenland. 
A.M.A. Expedition, 1967. 

Camp. 

Other peaks. 

Peaks climbed by expedition. 

- --- Limit of pern1anent ice. 

SuMMARY· West Greenland, Sukkertoppen, Army Mountaineering 
Association Expedition, I 967. 

Party: J. W. A. Fleming (deputy leader); H. G. Jenks; T. J. Lynch; 
B. lYrartindale; J. D. C. Peacock (leader); A. A. Scarisbrick; T. D. 
Thompson; R. B. Weeks; P.A. Nissen (Danish liaison officer) . 

L£st of clz'mbs: 

Pt. I 720 m. 28 July 

Pt. c. I soo m. 30 , 
'N. Dragon's Tooth' 
Pt. c. I soo m. 30 , 

Fleming, Martindale, Scarisbrick, 
Thompson 

Lynch, Martindale, Scarisbrick, 
Thompson 

Fleming, Peacock, Weeks 
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List of climbs (cont.): 

Pt. 1o8o m. 'J oanne' 5 August Lynch, Martin dale, Thompson, 

Pt. I29o m. 

Pt. I I90 m.* 
Pt. Iooo m. 'Fang' 

6 

6 
6 

Pt. I 200 m. 'Wassann' 6 

Pt. c. Boo m. 8 
Pt. I2oo m. 9 
Pt. 870 m. Io 
Pt. I755 m. I I 

'Wedding Cake' 
Pt. I ooo m. 'Little F' 24 
Pt. I 540 m. 24 
Pt. I470 m. 24 
Pt. IJ Io m. 25 
Pt. 2o6o m.* 26 
Pt. c. I750 m. 26 

" 

" 
" 

" 
, 
, 
, 
, 

, 

" 
" 
" 
" , 

Weeks 
Fleming, Nissen, Peacock, 

Scarisbrick 
Fleming, Scarisbrick 
Lynch, Martindale, Thompson, 

Weeks 
Lynch, Martindale, Thompson, 

Weeks 
Fleming, Scarisbrick 
Peacock, Scarisbrick 
Fleming, Peacock, Scarisbrick 
Lynch, Martindale, Scarisbrick, 

Weeks 
Martin dale, Scarisbrick, Weeks 
Fleming, Lynch, Peacock 
Fleming, Lynch, Peacock 
Fleming, Lynch 
Fleming, Lynch, Peacock, 
Fleming, Lynch, Peacock 

All first ascents except the two peaks marked with asterisk . 
• 
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