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PAVLE KOZJEK

Lightweight in the Andes

(Plates 48-50)

Years ago, when I first heard about the mountains of South America, I
didn't imagine that I would end up·spending months and months there,

climbing and travelling around. But when I arrived for my first visit in 1990
to the Cordillera Blanca, I knew it would not be my last.

My fust target was the famous Chacraraju. It was less than a year since
climbing a new alpine-style route with Andrej Stremfelj on the S Face of
Shisha Pangma had left me with serious frostbite. One of my fingers was
still very bad and for a long time I couldn't stand the cold. However, the
mountains of the Cordillera Blanca sounded really enticing: I was expecting
huge Himalayan dimensions and terrible cold nights in high-altitude
bivouacs. But the Andes, although not small, seemed more friendly and
accessible than that. So, for my fust solo climb, the Richey-Brewer Route on
the South Face of Chacraraju, I decided to climb without a heavy pack.
Already, during the descent after this nice but quite dangerous climb, I was
looking around for new challenges.

The next one was not too far away - on the opposite side of the valley:
the N Face of Huascaran Sur, Peru's highest mountain and the highest
peak in the Cordillera Blanca. The obvious line up the middle of the face
was, surprisingly, still unclimbed. Later, during my ascent, it was easy to
see why: huge blocks of rock, together with pieces of ice, would come rolling
down the icefields as soon as the sun reached the face - a warning for
climbers to find a safe place in good time. This was not easy, bearing in
mind the mountain's Himalayan dimensions. I finished the climb by joining
the French Route, which follows the gully on the right, and I was lucky
enough to be able to descend the same day, thanks to cold and cloudy
weather.

Two visits were enough for me to develop a style which seemed to be
successful and, what is more important, to be safer on certain types of
mixed walls than conventional climbing in a roped party. The Cordillera
Blanca has been visited and climbed more than any other parts of the Andes
and it was not always easy to fmd out what had already been climbed and
what had not. But some big walls - particularly north faces - were still
unclimbed or had been climbed by just a single route. It was not hard to see
the reason: they are simply too dangerous, since the hot surmy weather
releases frozen rock and ice quite early in the day. If you are fast enough
you can avoid most of these objective dangers. And if you want to be really
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fast, you need to be well trained, you need to climb alone and you should
not carry a sack weighing a third of your weight or more. All my solo
ascents in the Andes were made without a sack. Everything really necessary
could be fitted into the big pockets of my jacket or attached to my climbing
harness. Usually this was not very much: a 40-metre 7mm rope, some
pitons, a plastic water-bottle, a spare pair of gloves and some energy bars.
To climb in such a way, you should start in the night and be prepared to
descend by the same route if necessary.

For the descents, my experience from the Slovenian mountains was really
useful. I grew up and climbed with a generation that had no fear of
attempting the impossible: Knez, Jeglic, Karo, Podgornik, Sveticic ... And
the climbing techniques we applied in Patagonia, the Himalaya and other
places had been learned on our 'home' mountains in the Eastern Alps. We
climbed them up and down, sometimes descending very hard routes, and
there were seasons when we achieved more than 150 Alpine ascents. This I
was very good training for the greater challenges outside Europe.

Despite looking at the Andes in a new light and having many 'crazy'
plans, my next climb was made in traditional style. With Grega Kresal, a
friend from my climbing club at home, I made a new route on the E Face of
Chacraraju, joining up with the original Terray Route on the E Ridge some
200 metres below the top. This was a hard and dangerous climb. We failed
to make it to the top: deep ice gullies led us to the ridge on the right and we
had insufficient energy and equipment to enable us to force our way back
leftwards, towards the steep granite headwall. We were glad to be able to
retreat safely and a week later we repeated the Japanese Route on the S Face
of Chacraraju.

In 1995 I returned to South America alone. The N Face of Huandoy Sur
was an ideal target, with good conditions and only one route, on the left
hand side, already climbed. An overhanging rock band cut the face
diagonally from left to right, but I hoped to fmd a weak point and to make
an ideal direttissima. I chose the first good crack and after some pitches of
rock I was on the ice again. Following a steep gully up the last 100 metres
I came directly to the summit with the satisfying feeling that I had done a
really fine job. Climbing down the Astier Route was even faster and eight
hours after the beginning I could relax on the moraine of Huandoy Glacier.

Then in 1997 came a Himalayan intermezzo: the Everest North-East
Ridge without oxygen. It was hard, but not my hardest expedition and it
was also a kind of confirmation that my method of training was good: a
mix of athletics, long-distance running, and climbing when possible.

The next year I returned to the Cordillera Blanca. I had already admired
the N Face of Chopicalqui while climbing my first route on Chacraraju. In
1990 it looked like a small Eiger, with icefields and sections of very steep
rock. So I was surprised, on my return, to find a rock face there. My first
attempt failed: I was too tired after picking out a safe route across the gla
cier. If you climb alone, crossing the broken ice below the face is often
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more dangerous than the climbing itself. My second attempt went much
better. I discovered that the N Face of Chopicalqui looked rocky only from
a distance, and that more than half the route involved ice climbing. Follow
ing the logical line on the right side of the face, the route ended on the N
summit. Although not very friendly, descent by the same route was the best
option. Cloudy weather allowed me to descend a little more slowly and to
take more photos than usual: if you climb alone your photos may not be
technically perfect, but can be very useful later as evidence of your climb.

Over the years, climbing in the Andes became for me the usual way I
chose to spend my holidays. Of course rock and ice are not the only reasons
to visit the Andean countries. There are things we can learn from the people
living there, like enjoying life as it is ... but mountains remain the main
challenge. This year I have been to the Cordillera Huayhuash and you can
imagine that now I have many new reasons to come back.



47. 'Doc' Graham, lift, with his elder son Michael and grandchildren, during a hospital visit in 1975.
(Frank Card collection) (p200)

48. The N Face of Huascaran (6768m) with Pavle Kozjek's line marked in a continuous line
and the existing French route indicated by the broken line. (Pavle Kozjek) (p85)



49. The N Face of Chopicalqui (6345m), in the Cordillera Blanca, which Kozjek described
as like a mini-Eigerwand. He descended his line of ascent. (Pavle Kozjek) (p85)

50. The N Face of Huandoy Sur (6133n). Kozjek's route is marked with a continuous line,
while the line of his descent, the Astier route, is marked by the broken line.
The round trip was completed in only eight hours. (Pavle Kozjek) (p85)
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