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Women Pioneers in the Andes
1903.. 1950

I nternational women's mountaineering has not been properly
acknowledged so far, largely, I believe, because its researchers have not

been sufficiently international or cosmopolitan in their views. In the few
works that have so far endeavoured to tell the story of women's contributions
to mountaineering, a marked preference has been given to female climbers
of Western Europe and to a few famous women travellers. The impressive
achievements of women in the Americas and the peripheral areas of Europe,
particularly in Russia and in Poland, have largely been ignored. One
exception to this neglect has been the work of the American writer Rachel
Da Silva. Her excellent publication, Leading Out (1992 and 1999), is the
one work to have drawn attention to the accomplishments of women
mountaineers everywhere, particularly those in the Americas. I All other
known works that have so far surveyed women's climbing, as far as the
Andes are concerned, begin and end with Annie Peck's 1906 expedition to
Huascaran Norte.

This article purports briefly to survey the earliest ascents by women in
high South America. However, although sportive mountaineering is the
theme, it has, perforce, to begin with an acknowledgement of the proven
female prehistoric ascents in the Andes. Those ascents, completely ignored
as they are today, must be the oldest in world history. They may have
occurred as early as 8000 years ago. Such accomplishments by the ancient
women certainly cannot be called sportive. But they were high mountain
ascents, nevertheless, to heights modern women climbers would not attain
until the mid 19th century.

From what we know, Andean high mountain ascents by prehistoric
women took place in two different epochs:

The first was in Neolithic times, some 3000 to 8000 years ago. The
Ecuadorian archaeologist Ernesto Salazar has proved that on several 4200m
high volcanic summits and summit ridges of north-central Ecuador, obsidian
and flint quarries were not only worked but also used as permanent shelters
by entire families. After having shaped such rock into weapons, the ancients
descended to the lower zones to hunt and gather. Keep in mind that glaciers
were in full control of the higher terrain of South America and that entire
families, not only the men, inhabited the summit quarries.2 This type of
primitive mountaineering was not exclusive to the Andes; ascents by hunters
and their families in the southern Rocky Mountains of North America
have also been verified. 3
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The second epoch, around Columbian times, perhaps between 1300 to
1500AD, was represented by just a handful of very high female ascents.
These should be credited to the victims who ascended, or were forced to
ascend or were bodily carried, to sacred summits on which they were to be
sacrificed to the mountain gods. The Incas were by far the leaders in this
kind of worship. It is known that young women were sacrificed on at least
four specific mountains: Ampato (6288m), Picchu Picchu (5634m), Chuscha
(5512m) and Sara Sara (5505m).4 Again, such ascents were not unique to
the Andes. Similar types of sacrifices were performed, for example, on the
high craters of south-east Asia and central America. Nor should it be
assumed that such sacrifices were wholly involuntary. Within the tenets of
several races, men and women, boys and girls, simply volunteered to die in
that fashion - which implies a voluntary ascent on the part of the victims.

Sportive mountaineering came to the Andes from Europe in our modern
times. The following survey of the earliest climbs by women is based on
my own contribution, published in 1988 in Antisuyu, 5 together with entries
based on more recent information.

Nadine von Meyendorff 1903
The first woman with a known name to have climbed in the Andes was the
Russian, Nadine Lugunin. She was married to Conrad von Meyendorff
and had settled in Switzerland. With her husband and two Alpine guides,
she travelled to the Aconcagua area in Argentina. There the group
accomplished the first ascents of Cerro Tolosa (5317m), Los Geme10s
(5241m), and an unnamed summit north of the latter, P 4987m.

Annie Peck 1903-1911
An American and champion of women's rights, Annie Peck led several
trips to the Andes: in 1903, an attempt on Illampu in Bolivia and an ascent
of Volcan El Misti (5822m). These were followed, in 1904, by attempts on
Illampu and on Huascaran in Peru. In 1906 she made the first ascent of an
unnamed peak ca. 4900m in the Cordillera Raura, well ahead of her two
male companions, and of Huascaran Norte (6654m) in Peru, the latter with
two Swiss guides. In 1911 she made the first ascent of two unnamed peaks,
6234m and 6305m, in the Coropuna massif in southern Peru, with six
Peruvians and one German. She was by then 61 years old. 6

Isabel de Robalino 1911
Thanks to the Ecuadorian researcher Marcos Serrano, we now know of
ascents by a young German woman named Elsbeth Bolle, who married the
Ecuadorian diplomat Luis Robalino and settled in Ecuador. In May 1911,
with her husband and five other companions, she made an ascent, probably
the fifth, of Tungurahua (5005m). On unknown dates she also climbed
Pasochoa (4199m) and Ruminahui (4722m), and perhaps other peaks of a
similar height 7
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100. Isabel de Robalino during the ascent of Tungurahua (5005m) in 1911.
(Campo Abierto, Quito)
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llse von Rentzell 1929 and 1932
A German-Argentinian, in 1929 (7) she ascended the icy Volcan Osorno in
southern Chile and in January 1932, with two companions, made the first
ascent of Cerro Gemelos del Turbio (2150m) in northernmost Patagonia,
near the Puelo lake.

Kuhn 1930
We do not have the first name of this woman of German descent, who
resided in Valparaiso, Chile, and was the first known Chilean woman
mountaineer. In January 1930 she climbed to the crater of Volcan
Tupungatito (5400m) and in March of the same year made the third ascent
of Tinguiririca (4280m) with several companions.

Maria Weber 1936
The German couple, Maria and E Weber, settled in Chile, and in the last
days of 1936 made the first ascentof Cerro Las Orejas (3450m), a rock
peak located at the southern end of the Central Andes, Chile.

Gertrudis Grandjott 1937
A botanist, also German-born, who settled in Chile. In the summer of
1937, she made the second ascent of Nevado de Chillan (3212m) in southern
Chile, with her husband and the glaciologist Humberto Barrera.

Adriana de Link 1940 and 1944
Frenchwoman Adriana Bance, with her husband Jorge Link and a large
Argentinian group, ascended Aconcagua (6960m) in March 1940. She
was thus the first woman to reach the highest summit in the American
continent. She returned to Aconcagua in February 1944 with another group.
After having repeated the ascent, she and her husband perished in a blizzard
during the descent.

Elizabeth Cowles and Elizabeth Knowlton 1941
In early March 1941, these American women, together with the guide Paul
Petzoldt and a Swiss climber Max Eberli, made the first ascent of Pico La
Reina (5535m) and Pico Ojeda (5490m) and probably the second (perhaps
the first) ascent of Pico El Guardian (5285m), all in the Sierra Nevada of
Santa Marta, Colombia.

Dorly Marmillod 1938-1954
Foremost woman mountaineer in the Andes, the Swiss Dorly Marmillod,
always climbed accompanying her husband, Frederic Marmillod.
Her Andean career was impressive:
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1938
1939

1942
1943

1943-44

1944

1948
Early 1950s

After 1953

1951-1956

1959

Nevada Juncal, east peak (5925m), second ascent.
Cerro Alto de los Leones (5380m) first ascent, with two
comparuons.
Pico Bolivar (5002m), highest mountain in Venezuela.
El Guardian (5285m), Ojeda (5490m), La Reina (5535m),
Bolivar (5775m), Colon (5773m) and a first ascent of Sintana
or Simmons (5660m), all in the Sierra Nevada de Santa
Marta, Colombia.
Castillo (5l23m), Cerros de la Plaza (4957m), Campanario
(4986m), all first ascents in the Cordillera Oriental of
Colombia; Tolima (5160m), Purace (4650m), and Sotara
(4440m), all in central Colombia.
First ascents of Rajuntay (5477m), central Peru, and
Milluacocha (5480m), Cordillera Blanca.
Aconcagua (6960m).
Second ascents of Sierra Bella (5230m) and Los Dedos
(4960m), also Mexico (5000m) and Aconcagua again, a first
ascent of the south-west ridge, with three companions. All
four peaks are in Argentina.
Cerro Lopez (2075m), Bariloche, Argentina, and Tronador
(3370m) and Puntiagudo (2390m), southern Chile.
Tupungato (6570m), Cerro Ameghino (5883m) and a first
ascent of Cerro Mirador, 5509m, all central Argentina.
Several peaks in Cerros Tres Picos, ca. 2000m, in
northernmost Patagonia, Argentina.

The Marmillods perished in a blizzard on the Dent d'Herens in 1978. Dorly
has every right to be considered one of the foremost women in international
mountaineering. 8

Margarita Hughes 1945
This Argentinian woman, with several companions, made perhaps the fifth
ascent of Cerro Rincon (5143m), central Argentina.

Rosa Schregle 1945, 1946 and 1948
A Chilean-German, Rosa, along with her husband, ascended in 1945 the
great Volcan San Jose (5856m) in the local Central Andes. In 1946, with
two companions, she made the first ascent of Cerro Grande del Cepo
(4120m) and in 1948, with her husband, the second ascent ofMono Blanco
(4826m). All three peaks are in central Chile.

Isabe1 Eastman 1945
With eight companions, this Santiago woman made an ascent of La Paloma
(4920m), an ice peak well visible from the streets of the Chilean capital.
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Blanca Carrillo 1946
The first Venezuelan woman climber was Blanca Carrillo. In February 1946,
she and her two brothers made an ascent of Pico Bolivar (5002m), the highest
peak in her home country.

Maria Canals 1946
A tragic expedition; the Argentinian Maria Canals, with her fiance and
another companion, reached the top of Aconcagua (6960m) but she died
during the descent, apparently of sheer exhaustion.

M. de Szepessy-Schaurek 1949 and 1951
In 1949, the Swiss M. (first name Marion?) Szepessy-Schaurek made the
first female ski ascent in the Andes. With Ali Szepessy-Schaurek she
ascended Nevado Vallunaraju or Jangiaraju (5686m) in the Cordillera
B1anca. In 1951, the couple made the first ascent of Cerro Carhuac Oeste
(5077m) in the same range.

Felipa Ruiz 1949
This woman climber from Valparaiso ascended Cerro de la Gloria (4479m),
central Chile, with several companions.

Nelly Chavez 1949
From Santiago, she would become one of the most active Chilean women
climbers. With several companions, she ascended Cerro Morado (4850m),
a fine ice peak in the Santiago hinterland. She later ascended Cerro de la
Leonera (4954m). In the 1950s, after settling in Venezuela, she made
numerous ascents in the Andes of that country.

Ju1ia Sturup 1949
A Venezuelan who climbed Pico Bolivar (5002m) with her husband and
several companions.

Talia Gutierrez 1950
A botanist who, with a companion, ascended the enormous Volcan San
Jose, 5856m, in the Santiago hinterland.

Raquel Herrera and Beatriz Levi 1950
Two young Santiago women, they began their climbing careers with the
first ascent of Cerro Punta Andina (4140m) in the hinterland of their home
town.

There may also be unrecorded climbs. A case in point is the ascent of a
5200m rock peak south of the Galeras pass, central Peru, by an Austrian
woman surnamed Schmidt, which this author learned of only by hearsay.
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Statistics may be of interest. For the years 1903 to 1950, we have records of
22 women mountaineers active in the Andes: 1 French, 1 Ecuadorian, 3
Americans, 2 Swiss, 2 Venezuelans, 4 Argentinians, and 9 Chileans. After
1950, female Andean ascents increased in quantity, but with fewer foreigners
and a greater number of South American women.

If the earlier female Andean ascents have so far been almost wholly
ignored, so have contemporary ones. As an example: in February 1984,
five Chilean women mounted the first all-female Antarctic expedition and
made first ascents of 10 ice peaks. 9 Yet occasionally, we continue to read
that other, non-Andean parties claim 'the first all-woman Antarctic
expedition'. Surely this cursory survey demonstrates the need for a more
detailed exposition of women mountaineers in the Andes.
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