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(Two first ascents on Mount Assiniboine and Mount Edith Cavell, 
Canadian Rockies1) 

BY CHRIS }ONES 

OMEHOW I couldn't get excited about the Tetons. They looked tame 
after the Alps, and most of the classic lines had already been done. 
But the Rockies were something else . . . Last summer during a 

hot, sultry day in Yosemite, Yvon Chouinard produced some pictures of 
them that really gripped me. 

'It's hardly been touched; only a few faces have ever been climbed.' 
I was all for leaving immediately, or at least tomorrow. I'd come six 
thousand miles to find some new ground, as I felt that the best lines in 
the Alps ·were becoming worked out. But here, in an area I had pictured 
as predominantly dull peaks of poor rock, permanently covered by cloud, 
was a climber's paradise; huge unclimbed faces, vast panoramas, and the 
space and beauty of a wilderness. 

Chouinard was waiting for money and friends to arrive, but once the 
money came he was easily persuaded that now was the time the friends 
might never appear. He, Joe Faint and I piled into our ancient car and 
lurched off towards the north. Canadian towns are alarmingly similar 
to American ones, but in cafes the British touch prevails: french fries 
are called chips and served greasy, eggs swim in fat, and 'HP' sauce 
covers all. It was all so like a transport cafe in those well-remembered 
trips to Wales: an uncanny re-living of the past, even the Coke was warm. 

We discovered some girls in the club house of the Alpine Club of 
Canada, and were rather delayed in our research into Assiniboine. We 
thought the North face was untouched, and spent a puzzling morning 
looking up references. To our dismay we found that Longstaff had 
climbed the North-west face in I 9 I o. 2 So much for our N ordwand! 
It seemed an amazing route for the time. However, after re-reading 
Longstaff' s account, and peering at various pictures, we realised that he 
had crossed a crvcial col and gone to another face our route was intact. 
Happy as children with a new toy we rushed off to the mountain. 

1 Technical data is on pp. 91- 2. 
2 A.J. 25. 364. 
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'1-Iey, through the trees, that's it.' 
'Oh, no, it's huge.' 

6s 

'l'he East face was terrifying. We struggled on, a target for mosquitoes 
and all the other small, spiteful creatures. Through binoculars we could 
see our route; it was plastered with snow and ice, and seemed to be 
quietly observing us. 

'Perfect,' said Yvon. 
J oe and I said nothing. 
To have the upper ice in good condition we \vould have to climb about 

a third of the face the next day, and from our bivouac start at first light 
hoping to be off the v.rall before the afternoon sun released iced-up rock. 
There is a good deal to be said for tackling a climb of one or two days in 
this way, since you can reach your bivouac from a leisure1y start, and are 
then well placed to press on if the weather looks good next day, or retreat 
if it is breaking. The weather often changes in the late afternoon or at 
night, and if you go all out on the first day you may be caught high on the 
face, at a bad bivouac, and faced \vith a desperate retreat or fight for the 

• sumtntt. 
The face has a well-defined shoulder on the left side, with a snow 

couloir leading to it from the right. We climbed this couloir, which gave 
a very pleasant introduction, and arrived on the shoulder by mid
afternoon. It was blowing like hell, so we quickly built a stone wall and 
disappeared into our bivouac sacks. Occasionally we peered out at the 
worsening weather ' Bet you a beer we get soaked' and made brews 
of tea. At last we slept, and next morning awoke to a glorious dawn, with 
clouds hugging the valleys and super blue above. 

, In great spirits and with traditional drama 'Messieurs, en route'-
'A la victoire' we left our bivouac, and discovered perfect crampon 
snow. Soon this turned to ice and, not so light-hearted no\v, we began 
front pointing, using ice daggers and short ice-axes. We moved together, 
for speed meant safety, better ice, and less chance of rock-fall. A couloir 
led up through a prominent band of red rock, and just belov.r this we 
began belaying, usually finding a rock outcrop in the ice. Often the rock 
would be shattered, offering a fair belay with a jammed nut, whereas a 
piton would have split the rock and been useless. 

The climbing was stimulating, and going through the couloir I bridged 
up between the rock wall and ice in classic 'course tnixte' style, whereas 
Chouinard, avid to use his ne\v crampons, came up the centre, bubbling 
with enthusiasm. Jab dagger, move axe, kick-kick, kick-kick. The view 
all round was great, and on stances we shared this and general climbing 
chat 'Looks just like the North face of the Mat.'; had lunch 'I've 
eaten too much salami in my life'; and took photos 'I hope you're still 
belaying me'. 

'It goes from here, about three more pitches.' Not only that, but we 
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caught the sun. A few stones were rattling down the face as we emerged 
onto the summit ridge, and gazed in amazement at the East face. This 
terrifying face made our route look like a walk. The East ridge also looked 
exciting. 

After some profitable fishing, using both ethical and illegal techniques, 
we struggled with our packs for the fifteen long miles to the road. The 
car too was hopelessly overloaded, and the rear axle collapsed as we 
arrived back in Banff. 

'So much for Assiniboine, what's next?' said Joe jokingly. 
The weather remained perfect; it only rained two days in a month. 

All sorts of possibilities were considered, but the idea of backpacking 
appalled us. 'I've done too much backpacking in my life.' (You're 
getting old, Yvon). Remembering that Mt. Edith Cavell rises directly 
above a tea house made further discussion superfluous. Chouinard had 
made the first ascent of the North face in 1961, but a new line up an 
indistinct buttress on the North face, leading to the East summit, looked 
just as interesting. This had been attempted by McCarthy, Hudson and 
Tejada-Flores in 1966, but they unfortunately had had bad weather. At 
the coffee shop, as the tea house is now named (such is progress), we 
repacked our sacks. This constant packing and shuffling of gear often 
provides time for reconsideration. Here, at this haven of respectability 
and good sense we had one of those moments of doubt. Why were we 
doing it ? Why were we deliberately crossing the line between comfort 
and discomfort, between ease and hardship ? 

We walked reluctantly to the base of the wall. Roping up some three 
hundred feet above the snow, we climbed a succession of cracks and 
chimneys, giving steep sustained climbing. The rock on Edith Cavell was 
generally good, and we hardly had any rock-fall. We reached the ledge 
system as the sun was disappearing, and prepared another excellent 
bivouac. Yvon reckoned it was his seventy-fourth bivouac, while I made 
my twenty-fifth. Thinking about them, I sensed once more why I was 
here, and what it meant. As Rebuffat said, 'In this modern age, very 
little remains that is real. Night has been banished, so have the cold, the 
wind, and the stars. They have all been neutralised. Where is the rhythm 
of life?' 

'You British have an obsession for brews,' Yvon had said, when he 
had eliminated the stove from our bivouac gear, and now here I was, 
bitter and brewless. I only hope he was suffering too. 

The next morning brought a golden dawn, and as I fumbled with my 
gear I realised again why we were here; the involvement is total. We 
climbed easier-angled rock and snow, before roping at the foot of the 
buttress which leads to the summit. The climbing was fantastic, never 
desperate, always interesting: it was similar to the Walker in character. 
At about the two-thirds mark, the character began to change. Ice and 
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snow covered all the ledges and \Ve put on crampons. The route vvas 
continually demanding, alternating between a snow an~te, iced-up rock, 
and pure ice. It \vas an immense face, and frequently confused our 
judgements of scale. Time seemed to melt away. This was some of the 
best climbing I had ever done. Our doubts of yesterday wouldn't even 
bear repeating. This was Jiving, pure joy and delight, effort and mystery. 

Chouinard finished a lead and yelled down 'Four-fifty feet to go'. 
rfhree pitches later vve still seemed to be just as far away. Yvon muttered 
something about the difficulty of judging scale as he exchanged leads 
and tackled an ice gully. J oe and I looked across the face, and agreed 
we \vere better off where we were than on the vast expanse of ice to 
either side. But peering down our route we wondered how we got up at 
all. ot only scale, but orientation was distorted. We were adrift in a 
lifeless world of rock and ice. 

'Belay off, the final tower is just ahead.' We climbed as quickly as 
possible, the setting sun racing us up the face. 

'How's he doing ? ' 
'On the ramp, thirty feet to go.' 
A pause, a shout, and it was done. Joe and Yvon grinned at me as I 

floundered through the cornice. 
'Good, dad, good.' 
'Bloody good,' I replied, and it had been. 
'Hey, it's 9· r 5 let's get the hell out of here!' 
I coiled the rope and absorbed the staggering view: Robson, the 

Ramparts, Clemenceau, it seemed:endless. We bivouacked again on the 
descent, and Yvon remarked that the trouble \Vith reaching a summit 
was all the unclimbed routes you could see. Tired, cold, and uncomfort
able, feet in my bivouac sack, I slept occasionally. I sometimes wonder 
about this climbing. It's a damned odd way to pass the time. 
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