
Huascaran: the West arE~te, 1969
Paddy Sherman

This expedition was born when some of its members were in the Yukon,
taking part in exploratory climbs as part of the Alpine Club of Canada's
Centennial Expedition in 1967. Since most had climbed all over North
America, it was agreed that we should seek a peak higher than McKinley's
20,320 ft; one we could climb in a month with organising done, like Tilman's,
on the back of an envelope; and one where 'middle-aged' climbers could have
fun. Huascaran, 22,205 ft, highest in the Peruvian Andes, fitted nicely.

82 Huascaran, 22,205 ft, showing the route of ascent by the West arete The
summit is the bump on the extreme right ,and Garganta, the huge saddle
between the North and South Peaks, (from where the normal route goes more
or less up the skyline), is at the far left. This and next photo: Paddy Sherman
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Accordingly, seven of us flew from Vancouver, British Columbia, to Lima,
Peru, on I June 1969. On 3 June we travelled by small rented bus the 400 kIn
over the Conococha Pass (13,3°0 ft) into the Cordillera BIanca. The Monterrey
Hotel, a hot springs resort near the lovely town of Huaras, made an excellent
base, and on 5 June we drove via the village of Mancos to the hamlet of Musho,
10,000 ft up on the Santa valley side of Huascaran. Apart from myself, the party,
with ages ranging from thirty-five to forty-nine, consisted of Fips Broda,
Ralph Hutchinson, Scipio Meder, Robert Paul, Bernhart Segger and Dave
Wessell. All but Wessell, from Bozeman, Montana, are from the Vancouver
regIOn.

We left Musho in the tropical noon sun, carrying packs but with mules taking
our extra equipment. Base Camp was at 13,800 ft, and we reached it five very
dry hours later. Next day, moving through lupin trees and seeing calves
suckled at 14,800 ft against magnificent Huandoy, we found a camp site at
15,000 ft at the glacier foot. On 7 June we moved to it, and Broda and I estab
lished a route through broken ice to Camp Two at 16,250 ft.

As that camp was being established from 15,000 ft, despite the routine of
headaches and some nausea, Robert Paul's condition worsened, and he showed
signs of pulmonary oedema. I rushed him down to Base, but despite oxygen
he didn't improve, and I took him out for hospital treatment in Huaras on 10

June. When I returned to Base on 12 June, I met Hutchinson bringing down
Wessell, who fortunately was well enough to be left there with supplies.

Hutchinson and I then set out, hoping to catch the remaining three. We passed
Camp One and reached Two on 13 June. One McKinley tent was standing
there. The following day we reached Camp Three at 17,400 ft, and were
surprised to find the only other McKinley there, without poles. The site was
to the right (south) of the large ice-fall below Garganta, the huge saddle
between the North and South Peaks. The normal route goes to the right of the
ice-fall, up a steep chute, followed by a long, high traverse into Garganta and
then up the North ridge of the South Peak.

After a night just above o°F, we climbed up steep, firm snow where avalanches
had snapped the bamboo wands placed by the three above. Snow changed to
steep ice, then a large schrund with a small bridge, above which conditions
changed abruptly. The snow above 18,000 ft had not consolidated, and we
sank thigh-deep-exhausting with packs.

As we struggled on, we reached a crevasse at 18,600 ft and to our astonishment
saw a snow-hole covered by a f1ysheet. There was no sign that the others had



83 At I6,ooo it 011 Huascara11 below the ice-fall which descends from Garganta
(at right). The North Peak is in the background

been near that day, and their sleeping bags were still there. They had in fact
left the day before, on 14 June. They had despaired of reaching Garganta in
such snow conditions, and decided to try a direct route-up the unc1imbed
West arete that soared from the crevasse (Camp Four) almost to the summit.

The route started a little north of the arete among huge ice-blocks. They
reached the knife-edged arete at 19,400 ft and followed it, occasionally traver
sing right to the steep face on the south. Above 20,000 ft they traversed left,
using several screws in a 170 ft couloir before returning to the ridge and 45°
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ice. Broda had led from 6am to spm, when Merler took over. Darkness over
took them at 21,200 ft and they hacked out spots where two could sit in a
plastic bivouac tube, and the other in his down clothing. Temperature was
just below oaF, and a brisk breeze blew. They resumed at dawn (6am) on
IS June, and trudged through deep snow to the summit, reaching it at 9.3oam.

They judged the arete too steep to descend, and moved down to the north of
it, making several long rappels from ice-cliffs, using aluminium T-bar stakes.
At 2.4spm Hutchinson and I spotted them descending the ice-fall about 1000
ft above camp and were able to shout directions. The summit trio returned to
camp after spm, a few minutes before the equatorial sun switched off. In the
circumstances it was considered wise for all to descend, and the party was safely
back in the valley two days later.

Subsequent expeditions were less fortunate: one or more members of a Swiss
party had to be carried off with frost-bite, and an American, John Hudson,
was killed in a fall.

Several points are worth recording for potential visitors to the Peruvian Andes.
Don't send supplies by sea. Australian and French teams spent three weeks
getting theirs through customs. Travel light, with personal and climbing gear
accompanying you by air, paying the small amount for excess baggage. Buy
everything-except freeze-dried meat, and perhaps vegetables-in Lima,
or, better still, in Huaras. White gasoline, rope for fixed line and all necessary
food are available there. Be prepared for temperatures ranging from 100°F to
-10°F within twenty-four hours. And be prepared to become addicted to one
of the loveliest mountain ranges in the world. We did; back in 1971

SUMMARY Peru, Cordillera Blanca, Huascaran, 22,205 ft. First ascent of West
arete, IS June 1969. F. Broda, S. Merler, B. Segger.
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