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On 22 March 1985 the dawn broke a little before 7am and the cold light of an
Arctic sky grew in intensity from a steely blue through the range of red and
orange until the valley below was bathed in sunlight. That morning I had
woken up promptly at 6.30 and fumbled for my small torch in the pile of
clothes that made up my pillow. The successful search had ruffled the
slumberings of my two Norwegian companions, of whom the only visible sign
of life was a misty column of breath issuing from the tightly drawn entrance of
each of their sleeping bags. As I flicked the beam of light around, it revealed a
generous coating of hoar frost around that tiny breathing space. Confirmation
that it had been an extremely cold night was provided by a deluge of
centimetre-long ice crystals which fell from the roof of the tent as I wriggled
and struggled with the entrance zip. I silently cursed the manufacturers of our
small home and asked myself why they always seem to make zip fasteners so
small.

My efforts with the zip lasted what seemed to be an age and muffled curses in
Norwegian from beneath the two slugs of down beside me induced an urgency
into my numb fingers. It seemed to do the trick and the zip released with such
startling speed that the tent got a good shaking and another heap of ice crystals
came deluging down. Our cooker lay just outside the flap of the tent but before
I gripped it and the fuel bottle beside, I glanced at the thermometer hanging
from a loop in the fabric and it revealed what I thought. The mercury was
riding at -40°C and with this cheery news I announced to my chums that I
thought it was going to be another nice day. I don't think they heard me exactly
under all those feathers but the acknowledged grunts indicated that further
urgency was required to shut the door and get the stove alight.

An hour later, tea and breakfast had been consumed and the early light of the
morning had long since penetrated the green fabric that surrounded us. It was
Erik who was always first out of his feather slug. Tobben and I cherished that
extra few minutes' warmth that we had been given so unselfishly every morning
on this winter journey through the mountains of the Yukon.

The cloudless sky did indeed herald another good day, but the high pressure
that we were experiencing did not seem to be abating and it was only cold
comfort to know that we could expect a few more days of these depressing
temperatures. The cold, like pain, was quickly forgotten as we gathered up that
impetus, fired by at least 500 breakfast calories, that seemed to be a routine part
of the three of us and which was so necessary to complete the journey that we
had started ten days before.

As the sun rose, the shadow that was cast over the steep defile ahead of us by
the bulk of Mt Christie narrowed and the sun's warmth slowly drove the
mercury into the lower - 30sC. A welcome difference it was too. To the west
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rose the spectacular pyramid of Mt Wilson, 2276m, whose lOOOm E face was
now looking even more uncompromising under the revealing light. What a
plum for someone, I thought, and it would have been there for our picking if we
were only coming this far. My thoughts and dreams of first ascents were
quickly shattered by the reality of our situation and the need to get on. We were
two days and a good 60km from our first cache of food, and a steady ascent up
to Christie Pass was the main task of the morning.

That night we relished the memory of passing close to the W Hank of Mt
Christie, the dominant peak of the upper S Nahannie river basin. It was a really
startlingly beautiful place with peaks, faces and lots of small glaciers high up on
them: yet so remote and so cold.

Two days later, with no respite from the temperature, we reached our depot.
We were by calculation about 276km from the nearest human being and it was
about now that the daunting nature of our journey first had its impact on me. I
wondered secretly if my two Norwegian companions shared the same feeling
and if we were mad! But then, commitment is exciting and if others are in the
same boat the bonds of friendship and interdependence become those
immeasurable things that drive you on.

Earlier we had caught a brief glimpse of the summit of Keele Peak which, at
2975m, is the loftiest summit in the MacKenzie range and we eagerly looked
forward to passing around its E flank to enter the Selwyn valley. Ice-falls, blue
and forbidding, tumbled down from every aspect of the summit and the serious
nature of the peak was very evident. Alas, for us ·an ascent must remain for
another occasion. But for those dauntless few with the time and resources to
venture far into this unremitting wilderness, winter or summer, there will be
unparalleled rewards.

We were never to enter the Selwyn valley and the upper reaches of Bonnet
Plume nor pass close to the flanks of Keele Peak. Our disappointment was on
account of a critical, potentially dangerous break up of our ski boots, and the
nature of the problem was sufficiently alarming to convince us that further
progress would be foolhardy. Our escape to Ross River, 260km away, is
another tale, and although we may have missed the best part of our winter
journey, our spirits did not remain low for long. Within two weeks we had
found and bought some new boots, were back on course and were skiing
towards the Tombstone mountains, some 100km north of Dawson City in
Klondike country.
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