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Although I understood very little of the Spanish spoken during my meeting
with the Police Chief of Cajatambo, his wild gesticulations and graphic imita
tions of rapid machine-gun fire crossed any language barrier and left nothing to
the imagination. It was evident that our original plan, to approach a Base Camp
at Laguna Jurau in the southern Cordillera Huayhuash of Peru, would be
susceptible to ambush by the Maoist guerrillas (the 'Sendero Luminoso', or
'Shining Path'). The Embassy in Lima had also warned us that there had been
violent terrorist activity in our proposed climbing area in recent months. After
failing to convince us not to go to the Huayhuash, their advice 'Keep your
heads down, lads!' now seemed to have a certain credibility.

The small town of Cajatambo, a few kilometres south of the Cordillera
Huayhuash, was preparing for a fiesta. There was much excitement as stalls
were erected in and around the main square. The women paraded in their gaily
coloured costumes and the men marched up and down the narrow, dusty streets
in their best suits. All night there was the sound of the band, occasionally
punctuated by the sharp crack of gun-fire. Our five-day delay here was not
unpleasant. Quite the contrary: we played football with the police, were guests
of honour at a feast in the town square, taught the local children how to do a
'sand dance', and were in turn instructed in the art of Peruvian dancing, to the
tunes of the Huayllapa Brass Band. After this absorbing interlude we were keen
to be on our way to the mountains. Our presence in Cajatambo was well known
and much interest had been displayed in the 'Ingleses'. We maintained a story
that we were going to our original base at Jurau, but, between ourselves, the
Chief of Police, the hotelier and our muleteer, we formulated a different plan.
Accordingly, we set off on 27 July with eight burros carrying our gear. After
climbing to a col above the town, we secretly went eastwards to an alternative
Base Camp, on the opposite side of the mountains to our original intended base.

The five-man team arrived at Base Camp on 28 July, after two relatively easy
days' walk. The site was carefully chosen to be hidden as much as possible from
view, because a main trail, circuiting the Huayhuash, passed nearby. Our base,
a few kilometres north of Laguna Viconga, was to allow us to attempt peaks in
the Puscanturpa group from the east. The highest mountain of this group is the
pyramidal Puscanturpa Norte (5652m). However, the !TI0st spectacular peak is
the rock-spire of Puscanturpa Este (541Om), the E face of which dominated the
view from our camp. Few ascents, if any, had been made from the eastern side
of this group, so we were hoping to make a number of new routes. The height
of base was about 4500m and the site was just above a small lake on a desolate,
windswept stretch of puna grassland. All peaks in the Puscanturpa group were
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readily accessible and we intended to climb in alpine style, with one or two
bivouacs during each climb. We based our plans and observations on sketch
maps from previous expeditions and the Schneider map of 1936, which showed
more extensive glaciation of the area than is apparent today.

Jeff was having trouble acclimatizing. After suffering a very bad night, he
decided to descend to Cajatambo, with Bob, who was affected to a lesser
degree. We did, however, wonder if the lure of the fiesta and the local 'chicas'
had influenced their decision to descend all the way to the town. It was on their
return, a few days later, that they had a narrow escape from four bandits who
had followed them along the trail. Jeff and Bob made some elaborate evasive
manoeuvres, at dusk, in a large boulder field and hid on higher ground across
the valley. The four bandits searched for most of the night, before giving up
their quest in the cold early hours of the next morning.

Meanwhile, lan, Tim and myself had climbed our first peak, Puscanturpa
Central (5442m). We had set off very early on 30 July and climbed a glacier,
followed by the fairly straightforward E face, to gain the S ridge just short of the
top. The summit itself was a delicate, tottering snow mushroom, to be reached
by a very exposed and exciting traverse. As"this was lan's first expedition, Tim
and I reasoned that he should have the honour of attempting the summit. For
some reason known only to himself, lan gratefully accepted the opportunity to
try the dangerous last rope-length, much to the relief ofTim and myself It was
then that we realized with some consternation that lan was heavier than either
of us. If he were to fall from the rotten snow, we would be unlikely to stop his,
and subsequently our own, rapid plummet some thousands of feet down the
mountainside. With this knowledge we felt very vulnerable sitting astride the
narrow snow-ridge without a belay. We watched the proceedings anxiously,
shouted advice, and held our breath as lan, not noted for his delicacy, heaved
himself on to the top of the sagging, and apparently hollow, snow mushroom
which comprised the summit. He raised his axes in jubilation and the moment
was duly recorded by our cameras. lan quickly retraced his steps to our position
on the ridge, after which Tim and I took it in turns to climb the fine, but
nightmarish, summit. We had made the third ascent of the mountain by a new
route, and managed the long descent to base in the same day.

Encouraged by our early success, we quickly made plans for further ascents.
On 1 August lan, Tim and I climbed an easy peak (5088m) near base, in order
to view other potential routes. As Jeff and Bob arrived back at Base Camp, the
others and I set off on the long approach to Puscanturpa Norte. This approach
proved to be very tedious, as it took many hours to negotiate a large boulder
field and icy slopes. We bivouacked near the base of our mountain and, during
the short hours of evening light, decided to attempt the unclimbed couloir
which separates Puscanturpa Norte from its Speak (5550m), to reach a col from
where it would be possible to try the summit slopes of the main peak.

On leaving the bivouac, early on 4 August, it took some time to ascend a
wearisome moraine to the foot of the couloir. At this point lan decided not to
proceed, as he was suffering from nausea and stomach cramps. He returned to
base, alone, by a different, easier, albeit longer route. Tim and I carried on up
the gradually steepening couloir until we reached a short, near-vertical ice-pitch



28 Puscanturpa Group from the S. The prominent peak is Puscanturpa Este, Puscanrurpa Central is L, and Suiroraju is irlthe distance (R).
Photo: John Nlxon
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which barred the entry into an upper basin, near the col below the summit. In a
rather rash moment I offered to lead this nasty-looking pitch and started up the
ice, lellving Tim watching nervously, tied to a poor belay. Although steep, the
pitch was quickly overcome, mainly because of good modern ice-tools, some
precarious bridging movements, and a good deal of adrenalin. I climbed a
further 20 metres to a rock wall, hoping to find our first good belay. The rock
was loose and I finally had to rely on a doubtful peg, upon which most of my
attention was focused for the next hour or so.

Tim now joined me at the stance, and we surveyed the next part of the climb
which would lead to the col. The character of the climbing, however, had
changed and Tim spent a long time floundering up to his waist in deep, soft
snow, making very little progress. We were by now on the leeward side of the
summit cone of Puscanturpa Norte, and it was obvious that these atrocious
snow conditions would persist all the way to the top, some 500m above. It was
now late afternoon, so we decided to 'leave it for another day', and retire
gracefully. After some tense moments abseiling from the dubious peg, we
descended safely and managed to reach base the following day.

A little disappointed at our failure, we set off on 7 August in a determined
mood, with two mountains as our goals. Tim and Jeff were to attempt the
unclimbed E face of Suiroraju (5439m), and lan and myself would try the
nearby virgin peak, Point 5314m. Bob had injured his ankle, which was by now
badly swollen, and with regret he stayed behind to guard base-a task which
none of us envied. The four of us bivouacked by a small lake beneath the
eastern flanks of our mountains. Two magnificent soaring condors circled
above us for about half an hour, no doubt weighing up the possibility of dinner.
They left us as the sun set and we bedded down, in anticipation of an early
start. At 4am breakfast was prepared, but in the pre-dawn gloom we were
.disappointed to realize that a cold mist had closed in during the night and
visibility was very poor. We hoped that the mist had only settled over the lake
and we set off, stumbling blindly, with small circles of light in front of us from
our head-torches. We scrambled up to the crest of a large curving moraine.
This, we had noted the previous evening, would lead up to the foot of some
rock buttresses, which marked the beginning of the technical climbing. Higher
up, the mist was occasionally lifting, thereby giving tantalizing glimpses of the
jagged peaks surrounding us. As we split into two teams to attack our respective
climbs, there was no significant improvement in the weather.

lan and I climbed a steep couloir, with seemingly bottomless snow, to the
foot of some broken buttresses on Point 5314m. It was tiring work, but the
climbing became more interesting and absorbing as we encountered mixed
ground and moved together through several rope-lengths, fixing the occasional
running belay. At the top of the rock buttresses, we set off up the E face which
had curious runnels of ice, filled with soft snow. Although progress was once
again slow, eventually the eerie shape of a large cornice loomed through the
mist. We carefully picked our way along the ridge to a pleasing, pointed
summit. We waited for half an hour on the top and could hear Tim and Jeff,
their voices carrying uncannily in the now strengthening wind. After much
shouting, we learnt that they had reached the top of Suiroraju by relatively
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we would have to traverse across the vertical face for three or four rope-lengths
to reach another groove system. The line looked most improbable and would
inevitably result in a hanging bivouac. After much deliberation we regretfully
decided to abandon the route. Ian abseiled down to my belay and in the late
afternoon we descended the other side of the col down to the glacier.

Back at base we silently prepared a meal, both of us deep in our thoughts and
very disappointed at our failure. Every now and then one of us would glance
skywards to the majestic summit overlooking our camp. Just before nightfall I
spotted a tiny figure on the top of the mountain. It disappeared to be replaced
by another, and then by a third figure. The others had reached the top. Ian and
I were quite jubilant, and it was some consolation that the 'A Team' had
succeeded. They returned to base the next day with vivid stories of loose,
serious climbing on the ridge leading to the summit, and horrific swinging
abseils to regain a slender snow-bridge abutting the rock wall. Their efforts
were duly praised by Ian and myself, and it was good to know that they had
made the second ascent of the most attractive peak in the area.

Shortly after this, Jeff returned to Cajatambo alone, while the four of us
made a two-day trek down the eastern side of the range to have a look at
Yerupaja and Jirishanca, both very beautiful mountains. Back at base the food
had almost run out, so Bob and Ian descended to the town to send our muleteer
with four burros. He arrived two days later, and Tim and I thankfully cleared
our camp and set off, mouths watering in anticipation of the meal waiting for us
in Cajatambo. There was a reception for us in the town, and we all happily sat
down to a table of beers and a meal that had been specially prepared. Knowing
me to be a fastidious eater, the others were watching me intently as I ate.
'What's wrong?', I enquired. 'It's just that we didn't know you liked guinea
pig', they replied, with fits of laughter.
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straightforward climbing and were now descending. As Ian and I started to
climb down, we were suddenly greeted by a very dramatic, exposed view. As
the mist finally cleared, we could see the steeply fluted flanks of the mountains
in the central part of the range, culminating in the majestic Yerupaja (6634m),
the highest peak of the Huayhuash. With a clear view, however, the descending
traverse on the E face looked daunting. We therefore reversed our steps
carefully, trying to protect ourselves the best we could with the rope. We could
see Tim and Jeff reaching the bivouac of the night before. They sorted some
gear that we had left behind, before setting off back to base. Ian and I slowly
weaved our way down the scree slopes and moraine at the foot of our mountain,
picked up the remaining gear at the bivouac, and arrived back at camp just
before dark.

For the next two days we all rested at Base Camp. Although it was quite
sunny in the morning and early afternoon, the air temperature was cold, rising
little above zero. There were inevitable snow-storms later in the afternoon and
evening, often accompanied by the distant rumble of thunder and flashes of
lightning over the neighbouring range-the Cordillera Raura. Although we
were not experiencing storms of this magnitude, there was no doubt that the
weather was deteriorating throughout August. We were quite pleased with our
progress so far, having climbed four summits, but we were far from happy with
the food situation at base. All food items had been purchased, rather hurriedly,
in either Lima or Cajatambo and it was apparent not only that we were running
short, but also that there was a desperate lack of variety. The more palatable
items, and most of the confectionery, had either been eaten during the climbs
or had mysteriously disappeared over the past two weeks. Even the tonic and
half the gin had gone in the course of one evening, although the culprits did
own up rather shamefacedly, and with a decided hangover, the next morning.
Our diet was becoming very unappetizing and consisted largely of porridge,
tuna, potatoes and rice. As we took it in turns to cook, we were constantly
trying to outdo each other by making the meals more presentable with limited
resources. Even some disgusting tins of beans, floating in emulsified fat, were
finally consumed in an attempt to vary the diet. Conversation would invariably
revolve around what we would have to eat when we returned from the
mountains, resulting in much torment and sleepless nights.

On the second rest day we spotted a lone figure across the lake, apparently
making his way round to our camp. As he drew nearer, we noticed with some
panic that he was carrying a large single-barrelled shotgun. Thinking that he
might be with the terrorists or bandits, we quickly scanned the surrounding
hillsides to see if we had been encircled by any others. There didn't appear to be
any more. We rapidly formulated a plan whereby I would draw the stranger
into the camp whilst the others, posted at strategic positions, would overcome
him from behind, using ice-axes if necessary. There w~re tense moments as the
intruder drew close and our eye contact was reminiscent of two gunfighters of
the Wild West. A few steps more, and the stranger nervously tried to assure us
that he was an 'amigo'. Only when he put his gun down did we relax and begin
to laugh at the comical situation. The others dropped their ice-axes sheepishly
and, after much sign language and referral to a phrase book, we discovered that
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he was a friend of our muleteer and had been sent to see if we were all right!
We realized, with regret, that we had time and resources for, perhaps, only

one more climb. The dramatic shape of Puscanturpa Este (541Om) had haunted
us since arriving at base, so we decided that two teams should tackle different
routes on the mountain at the same time. The 'A Team' (so-called because Jeff
had a titanium pin in his leg, owing to a skiing accident earlier in the year, Bob
had an injured ankle, and Tim had prolapsed piles) were to climb a steep glacier
leading to the N ridge. We had seen this ridge earlier when we climbed
Puscanturpa Central and, although it consisted of loose rock, it looked like a
feasible route to the summit. We had heard that this route had been climbed
before by a German party, but, even if true, Puscanturpa Este had had only one
ascent. lan and I were to tackle the sheer rock-wall on the E face. We estimated
its height to be about IOOOm above the glacier, but could see a line whereby we
would follow a steep snow and ice-slope to a rocky col about half-way up the
face. From here the line would climb an impressive set of vertical grooves in the
columnar upper rock-wall.

Both parties set off on 11 August, the 'A Team' scrambling up to a bivouac
below the N ridge, whilst lan and I tackled the snow and ice-slopes to the col.
Our climb was steep and very tiring. The snow was deep and unconsolidated,
lying on a firmer base, which suggested possible avalanche conditions. Indeed,
in places we had to climb up and over crown walls where slab avalanches had
broken away previously. We were climbing in the shadow of the massive rock
wall above us, and were occasionally able to fix belays in the base of the rock.
After a few hours of strength-sapping effort, we finally emerged into the
sunlight at the col. We climbed on to the foot of the rock-wall itself by a couple
of quite hard, iced-up, rock-pitches on the shaded side. It was late afternoon, so
we levelled a small platform of rubble to enable us to stretch out and prepare
our bivouac gear. Our position was exposed, with sheer drops on either side,
and in the remaining hour of light we tried to pick out the best way to climb the
upper half of the face. From so close the wall was very impressive. It consisted
of huge columns of granitic rock, with some very loose sections. After much
discussion, we were still uncertain as to the best line to follow in the morning.

The weather next morning was bad. Mist had closed in during the night and
strong winds were bringing heavy snow-showers. The difficult technical clim
bing on the wall looked most uninviting, and we decided to delay setting off to

see if the weather would improve. In breaks in the mist we could see the others
making their way up the steep glacier which led to their ridge. We wished them
luck and sat for a couple more hours in the chilling wind. In the early afternoon
there was an improvement in conditions. The wind dropped a little and the sun
was starting to break through the heavy banks of cloud. We quickly geared up
and lan took the lead up a steep system of columns and grooves. He found the
climbing strenuous and, after much effort, left his rucksack tied to a runner.
Our rucksacks contained bivouac gear, and it was obvious that they were too
heavy for any technical climbing. lan suggested that we would have to haul
them up this vertical part of the route-a task that neither of us relished. lan

. climbed on for a further 30m, but his progress was slow on the loose rock. After
some time, he reported that upward climbing was no longer possible and that
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