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The South-West Ridge of
Huascaran Sur
Mike Harber

When a proposed South Wales expedition to Nepal fell through, due
largely to bureaucratic difficulties, we turned our sights westward
instead and made plans to visit South America. Organising a climbing
trip to the Peruvian Andes turned out to be refreshingly straightforward,
and two days after leaving Britain we were happily ensconced in a
friendly guest-house in the colourful town of Huaraz, admiring the
surrounding peaks of the Cordillera Blanca.

The first of our 2 planned excursions into the mountains took us up
the Quebrada Honda, one of the longer and more remote tributary
valleys of the Rio Santa. After some exploratory work in the glacial
basins at the head of the valley, we climbed a steep glacier on the N side
to reach the Qopap plateau where we were to bivouac for 3 nights. From
this base various members of the expedition ascended Nevados
Qopap IV, Qopap I and Perlilla, Tim Oliver and myself climbing the W
face of the latter which, as far as we know, was a first ascent. The crux of
this climb was a 60m 70° ice pitch through a serac barrier to reach a
crevassed snow shelf, from where we weaved our way through another
ice cliff to gain the summit snow slopes. Apart from anything else this
preliminary foray to circa 5500m was invaluable for developing
acclimatization and fitness, and for familiarising ourselves with
prevailing snow and ice conditions. The weather broke temporarily the
day we descended from the plateau, and then after a quick stomp up
Nevado Chaco, a splendid viewpoint, we returned to Huaraz for a few
days' respite.

All members of the expedition were keen to climb Nevado
Huascaran, which at 6768m is the highest mountain in Peru, and I was
particularly interested in making an attempt on the SW ridge. This fine
ridge rises to a subsidiary summit lying to the SE of the main summit of
Huascaran Sur, and although it is a conspicuous feature of the mountain
there was no record of any ascent in the 'guidebook' to the region,
Yuraq Janka. However, more thorough research on our return to
Britain revealed that the ridge had been climbed in 1973 by an Austrian
and an American team who combined resources to establish fixed ropes
and camps on the route (Ai 19, 174-5, 1974), although neither party had
continued beyond the subsidiary summit where the ridge meets the SE
ridge route. Being blissfully ignorant of this siege ascent a plan evolved
in my mind to attempt an alpine-style ascent of the ridge, and then to
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traverse the mountain to descend the normal route via the Garganta ice
fall.

Of the 2 possible approaches to the foot of the SW ridge we elected to
follow the Quebrada Qeshururi from the village of Tumpa. This turned
out to be a good choice, although it did not appear to be so at first when
the aTTiero (muleteer) we had hired to transport our food and equipment
became hopelessly lost and refused to continue. He obviously didn't
know his way around this unfrequented side of the mountain, but
fortunately Don Hillman was sufficiently keen to undertake a solo
reconnaissance in a rainstorm when he discovered a track leading up the
steep hillside directly towards the foot of the ridge. Perhaps the gringos
were not so stupid, after all. After an overnight camp, when I spent a
miserable night with the dreaded Montezuma's Revenge, the arriero led
his train of 6 mules, 4 children and 2 dogs up the track until it petered
out. I followed at a snail's pace, and even suffered the ignominy of
someone else having to carry my rucksac. The aTTiero then left us to our
own devices, and we spent the next day' humping loads to gain another
300m in height before establishing a base camp at about 4816m, just
below the glacier to the immediate west of the foot of the ridge.

At close quarters we could see that the lower part of the ridge rose in 4
steps which increased successively in both height and angle. A
reconnaissance undertaken with Dave and Helen Parsons revealed that
the lower section could be climbed easily on the eastern side, although a
large ice-boss on the 4th step looked menacing. I felt fully fit again and was
sulliciently encouraged to plan an immediate assault with Tim Oliver,
while the other members of the expedition, Dave, Helen, Don and Mike
Danford, decided to head north towards the Garganta route. In the
event they took a diagonal line across steep slopes to join the normal
route at the top of the Garganta ice-fall, from where they climbed easily
to the summit. This was a major achievement for Dave, in particular,
since he always suffers severe respiratory problems at high altitude and
he spent a very uncomfortable night during a bivouac on descent.

Meanwhile Tim and I set off fully laden for the SW ridge, joining it at
the gap between the first 2 steps. There were no difficulties in the lower
section, but just below the ice-boss on the fourth step we were surprised
to find the remains of hawser-laid fixed ropes, the history of which we
were to learn later. The ice-boss was slightly overhanging on the ridge
itself, but had easier angled slopes on its left flank. We traversed
leftwards beneath the boss across a 60° slope of perfect ice, and were able
to find a route through a breach in the left flank with less difficulty than
expected. We reached the top of the step with an hour to spare before
dark, and set about establishing our first bivouac on the route at nearly
5490m. Tim brewed up and cooked our freeze-dried rations while I dug
out a scoop for the bivi, a pattern we were to maintain. Our gore-tex
bivi-bags provided superb protection from the elements, and although I
found it necessary to keep my inner boots on inside my sleeping bag, we
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were comparatively comfortable despite a heavy freeze. We had a smug
feeling that we had completed the crux of the route, but the following
day we were in for a nasty shock.

In the morning we traversed around some large cornices to reach the
middle section of the ridge which we found to consist of a knife-edged
crest of soft snow lying on top of unstable rocks. Although the angle of
the crest was not particularly steep we were forced to climb on the flanks,
initially via steep ice on the left, then subsequently across soft snow on
the right. Every so often more traces of fixed rope peeped out of the ice.
The going became extremely slow since at one point we had to try 3
alternative routes before making any progress in the rotten snow. The
only belays were occasional rocks jutting out of the snow, but we had the
uneasy feeling that these might provide an involuntary toboggan ride
down the mountain if they were put to the test. We were still several
hundred metres below the next levelling in the ridge wren darkness fell.
Tim climbed clumsily up to my high point moaning that he couldn't see
a thing, but when I pointed out that he was still wearing his snow goggles
we were at least able to enjoy the joke. Head torches improved visibility,
and the increasing cold brought the compensation of increased stability
to the snow so that we were now able to progress gi.ngerly up the narrow
snow crest. When the crest broadened out and flattened at about 5790m
we dug out a bivi site and collapsed.

We now felt committed to finishing the route and traversing the
mountain since it would have been difficult and dangerous to descend
the snow crest, and so we kept our fingers crossed that the good weather
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would hold. Fortunately the upper section of the ridge was
straightforward and by mid-afternoon on the third day we had reached
the top of the ridge proper, level with the col which defines the
subsidiary summit. A leftward traverse, with a tricky bergschrund
crossing, brought us to the col at 6248m, where we were treated to a fine
sunset as we settled down for our highest bivouac.

Next day we rose an hour earlier than usual to climb the remaining
lOOm or so up the subsidiary summit and so enjoy the superb views in
the early morning stillness. It was a real pleasure to be able to look down
the entire length of the SW ridge from this spectacular perch. We then
retraced our steps to the bivi site, donned heavy rucksacs again, and set
out along the SE ridge towards the main summit. This turned out to be a
considerable distance and not without interest. Halfway along we
crossed a wide bergschrund by the only available snow bridge, and
having climbed a steep slope to regain the ridge we were promptly
enveloped in dense cloud. Being caught in a white-out on the 'wrong'
side of the summit was a trifle disconcerting, but as evening approached
the cloud dropped beneath us and the sun shone from a clear blue sky.
We crunched our way over a false summit, and then the N peak came
slowly into view as the snow-slopes flattened into the summit plateau.
Since there was less than an hour's daylight left we spent only 10
minutes on top, which seemed absurd after taking 4 days to climb the
mountain from base camp, but we were anxious to get as low as possible.
After taking a few photographs of distant peaks peeping above the sea of
silver cloud, we raced off down the cramponned motorway of the normal
route until a combination of darkness and an enormous crevasse dictated
another overnight stop.

Our last dregs of paraffin provided sufficient heat to produce a brew of
tea for breakfast, albeit that one teabag had to be used twice, and with
food and fuel supplies exhausted we then descended the impressive
Garganta ice-fall. We met climbers of all nationalities on their way up,
and two young Swiss lads kindly supplied a mug of steaming soup. From
the foot of the ice-fall we branched off the Via Normale again to follow
tracks made the previous day by Mike and Don leading southwards
towards our base camp_ We toiled across the glacier all afternoon,
thankful for the tracks, but when we finally arrived back at the camp site
just before dark we were dismayed to find the place deserted. In fact,
base camp no longer existed apart from one tent, a stove and a scrap of
food, since our now over-enthusiastic arriero had apparently turned up a
day early to carry out the bulk of our equipment. We were thus left with
a gruelling walk-out with extra-heavy loads the next day to reach the
main road at Mancos.

Back in the world of colour and people we relaxed in the gloom of the
local bus on the journey back to Huaraz as the rain began to patter on
the roof, and a storm gathered force on Huascaran. The gods had smiled
on us.
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