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One week after leaving Heathrow airport on 19July, we were settling into a small
hut, next to an even smaller church situated at the top ofthe 4l60m Abra Malaga
Pass, in the Cordillera Urubamba region of Peru. High winds, dense cloud and
IOcm ofsnow kept us in this cold bleak hut for the next two days. The only other
building on the pass was a small stonewalled thatched 'Restaurant', about 50m
away on the opposite side of the road. It was run by an Indian family of three
adults and five children. They seemed to make a fair living supplementing their
llama, alpaca and sheep farming by selling meals to the drivers of the large lorries
which trundled over the pass to and from the towns ofCuzco and Quillabamba.

The weather cleared on 28July. Stu Thompson and Mark Lewis hitched a lift
on a lorry full of sheep and goats back to Cuzco to meet Roger Gott and John
Burrows, who had travelled out one week later than the rest of us. John James
and I (Mike Rosser) set about finding a site for our base camp.

Our objective was the twice attempted, but as yet unclimbed, NE Buttress of
the 5750m evado Veronica. The mountain itselfhas had five recorded ascents.
The first via its N Ridge was by Lionel Terray in 1956 (I). The last, in 1977, was
the S Ridge by Lancastrian Richard Toon and Tom Hendrickson, an American
who is a co-partner in a Cuzco based trekking agency (2). A Polish party climbed
the Face in 1974. The first attempt on the NE Buttress had been in 1966 by an
expedition led by Malcolm Slesser (3), who approached from the southern side of
the mountain. More recently Tom Hendrickson, whom we met in Cuzco, seemed
to think that it was attempted by a New Zealand party, but we can find no written
evidence of this.

John and I found a site for base camp at the head of the valley which ran
eastwards from between the NE and NNE Buttresses of the mountain. The site
was a large flat patch of prickly green grass next to a large boulder. Fresh water
was obtained from a spring which rose at the base ofa small cliffbehind the site. A
small wooded area allowed an open fire. Taking one small tent and some food
over on the 28th, the next day we set out to investigate the NE Buttress. We
climbed a steep, loose gully splitting the 1st and 2nd towers of the ridge to a col at
4700m. This col was reached by Slesser's party from its southern side (4). A
possible route seemed to follow a line ofchimneys and slabs from the col.

Returning to base camp and then to the pass, we met the others on I August
and set about establishing base camp, each of us making four trips from the pass
to the valley, the journey taking about 21f2 to 3 hours. We spent a few days for
Roger and John to acclimatise, since they had come straight through from Lima
via Cuzco, without a stop. John especially found the altitude hard going.

'vVe set out on our first attempt on 4 August, leavingJohn Burrows, the trekker
of the party, at base camp. By 11.30am all five of us were at the top of the col, the
high point ofJohn mand myself. We had enough food for five days. We were
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expecting slow going, it having taken Slesser two days from the col to reach 1"_
high point on the third tower of the ridge at about 5000m where the summit
snowfields begin.

The rock in the gully had been loose but technically easy. But on the tower it
became even looser and technically much harder, one ofthe eight pitches climbed
being grade V and comprising loosely plated slabs. John led the final pitch into a
chimney at 4850m whereupon after he had dislodged two 'mini' sized boulders
we decided that there must be a less dangerous way up the peak and began to
descend. Our abseil descent to the col passed uneventfully until the last rope
length. As Roger was pulling the ropes through they dislodged a few boulders
which came rattling down the gully. Two hit Stu, one on the left knee and another
on his right hand, as he tried to fend off the blocks. His injuries, although not
serious, resulted in a badly swollen knee and two broken bones in his hand. He
was able to descend slowly with the help of the rest of us, some pain-killers and an
ice stake, to base camp. We arrived in the gloom ofearly evening, appearing from
behind the boulder to frighten the living daylights out ofJohn Burrows who was
not expecting us back so soon. Stu's injuries were sufficient to mean no more
climbing this trip, his knee especially caused problems for two weeks before the
swelling noticeably began to subside.

After a day's rest Roger and 1investigated a line ofsteep glacier-worn slabs and
chimneys which traversed diagonally left to right across the 2nd rock tower to the
icefield splitting it from the 3rd tower. We reached the edge of the icefield at a
height of4850m. A line seemed possible from the far side of the icefield, running
leftwards along the crest of the 3rd tower. We also spotted and marked a bivvy
ledge about lOOm below the snout of the icefield protected from stone-fall by an
overhanging wall. By about 4.30pm the next day, 6 August, Roger, John 0),
Mark and I, were settling in on the ledge for the night. A late start had meant that
most of the route had been climbed shrouded in the afternoon cloud which began
to build up daily just after midday. A pattern of weather had emerged, which
remained unchanged during the whole of our stay at base camp. This was for
clear bright mornings, cloud building from the NW from midday, which would
entirely cover the mountain above 4200m by mid-afternoon and remain until the
early hours of the morning.

As the last of the light began to fade at about 5.30pm 1 volunteered to drop
down the 50 feet to get water from a small meltwater stream. An easy angled stone
gully led to the stream, down which I tripped, falling heavily on to my left hand.
By next morning it was badly swollen and my hand was almost useless. After a
few metres climbing, it became obvious that even with pain-killers, further
upward progress for me was impossible. It was decided that 1 should either wait
for a few days for the others to return or try to descend lower myself.

John, Mark and Roger finally disappeared from view across the icefield and 1
set about 'baycasting' my arm. This form of strapping, which goes hard on air
and water contact, enabled me to make the wrist fairly mobile. At about 11.00am
1 commenced my descent to base camp. 1 took a light sack ofdown clothing, rope
and some tapes, leaving the rest ofmy gear for the others to collect. I was able to
scramble slowly and carefully down the first section ofgullies, to the steeper slabs.
Here I developed a system of throwing my rucksack down in front ofmp "nn thpn
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abseiling after it. This worked well until the final section, where I threw both rope
and rucksack down. Cursing loudly, I felt completely helpless looking at the rope
20 feet below me on the glacier moraine. I began to climb carefully down the
slabs, but the drowsiness I was beginning to feel from the pain-killers and my
general tiredness made me careless, and I fe1l4m down the moraine, landing on
my arm. Taking a few more pain-killers, I began to descend the 600 m ofscree and
moraine to base camp. The pain-killers were working (by now I had taken five
D.E 118). The pain had gone but I was as 'high as a kite'. I felt extremely weak
and kept falling over and dozing off. Eventually I abandoned my rucksack,
throwing it down the screes and watching its contents spill out. Stu and John (B)
back in base camp spotted me falling about, about 25m above them. John came
up to meet me. He led me slowly down the final part of the screes to the tents and
then returned to collect my gear.

Meanwhile Roger, Mark and John U), having crossed the icefield, climbed a
rightwards trending gully to reach the crest of the third tower. This they followed
leftwards, crossing under a band of steep ice cliffs which formed the edge of the
upper icefields, to reach the steep arete of the NE Buttress. The rock climbing had
been steep but technically quite easy. The quality of the rock was poor and great
care was needed. From the top of the buttress at about 5000m, they were able to
see the heavily glaciated and snow laden southern side of the mountain for the
first time. Also, for the first time, they could see the final snow dome ofVeronica.

Moving with care along the rubbly ridge they crossed over one gendarme and
to the right ofanother, to reach a fairly flat ledge just below the start of the upper
icefields. Even though it was only about 1.00pm they decided to bivvy there for
the night and try for the summit in one push the next day. Mark set about making
the ledge larger. This involved throwing as much rock as possible down the north
side of the mountain. Meanwhile,John and Roger climbed a further 400 m along
the ridge. I t was a complex structure ofice which was heavily crevassed, quite soft
and prone to groan, sending rock and ice shooting off down either side of the
ridge.

The following day they set offat 5.00amjust after first light. Initially they made
good progress to the high point ofJohn and Roger, slowed only by Mark losing a
crampon on a steep section of ice, and then entertained the others for twenty
minutes while he tried to put it back on. The ice was still poor, even after a cold
clear night. The ridge was exposed to the full effects of the sun as soon as it rose
and this soon had it creaking and groaning again. At one stageJohn was belaying
Mark from the south side of the ridge ~hile he climbed on the northern flank,
when the crevasse that ran along the crest of the ridge parted 15cm giving them
both a fright.

After about three hours' climbing they reached a col at 5300m below the ice
cliffs forming the final snow dome. A route seemed to lie through these seracs by
followil)g a steep snow slope under the right-hand section of ice cliffs and then
through a gap between them and a left-hand section. 50 mhigher a deafening roar
announced the collapse of part of the left-hand serac barrier which then
disappeared down the south face. This, together with the increasingly poor
quality of the ice led to the decision to retreat. This they did with no further
mishaps.
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The ridge itself, although remaining unclimbed, should 'go' to a party which
manages to catch the snow in good condition. We were on the mountain in
August; perhaps the winter months of May andJune would yield better results.

Riferences.
(I) Conquistadors of the Useless by Lionel Terray

Victor Gollancz Ltd. 1963.
(2) Report ofSt. Helens Mountaineering Club

Andes Expedition 1977.
(3) The Andes are Prickly by Malcolm Slesser

Victor Gollancz Ltd. 1966.
(4) Climber and Rambler October 1975

Veronica The Unfrequented Cordillera by D.]. Bennet.
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