
JOHN SHIPTON

Mount Burney: a centenary visit

I n March-April 2007 Jim Wickwire led an expedition with Japanese
climbers Otani Eiho and Yamanushi Fumihiko and myself to make an

attempt on Mount Burney in southern Chile. In his article on the first ascent
of this mountain in 1973 (AJl974, pp 1-4) my father, Eric Shipton, started
with an apology that he should be mentioning the ascent of a paltry 5000ft
peak. However, anyone who has travelled in the Chilean Magellanes knows
this to be preposterous modesty. The weather is the worst in the world and
the country requires special stamina.

Mount Burney is the southernmost volcano on the South American
continent, the most southerly, therefore, of the great chain of Andean
volcanoes, though very much detached from the others. Although it is an
ice-capped massif with glaciers and icefalls on all sides, it provides no great
technical challenges. The key to the mountain is the weather. Perched on
the end of the uninhabited Munoz Gamero peninsula, a country of bog,
lakes and dense primeval temperate rain forest, the mountain is almost
always shrouded in cloud and seldom seen by the occasional boats
navigating the complex channels and fjords of southern Chile. Even its
true altitude, variously given as around l500m and l700m, is uncertain.
Persistent cloud cover has meant that it remains a blank spot on Chilean
surveys. But very occasionally a patch of settled weather allows Burney's
ice spires to appear as they did for Robert Cunningham when he was
surveying the area in the l800s, and then miraculously for Eric in 1973.

Probably even greater apologies are due for mentioning a trip to the same
mountain, of a mere 5000ft, and not managing to make the ascent. However,
2007 was my father's centenary year and Mount Burney was his last great
climb. The mysterious mountain held a special fascination for him. He
made two audacious journeys in 1961 and 1962 using a single inflatable on
the then totally unexplored fjords and lakes of Munoz Gamero peninsula,
one trip brilliantly recorded on ftlm by John Earle.

The 1973 ascent with Perry and Radcliffe was Eric's last great climb and
one of his finest adventures. As Radcliffe says, the climb was made more
by luck than good judgement. However, Eric's calm confidence in the face
of enormous challenges was the hallmark of his greatness as an explorer
and, I think, created the luck. Some years ago the mountain began to
fascinate me too. In 2001 I travelled to Burney with Paddy Freaney, Rochelle
Rafferty, Brede Arkless and others, repeating some of Eric's earlier
approaches with inflatable dinghies. It was a terrific journey through
stunningly beautiful, untouched country, but the mountain remained as
stubbornly shrouded as on Eric's first two journeys.
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77. View east from the slopes of Burney. (John Shipton)

It wasn't my intention to go back to the rain and bogs of Munoz Gamero
too quickly but Jim Wickwire, having picked up the piece I had written on
that Burney trip, asked me to accompany him and Japanese climber Otani
Eiho. I could hardly refuse an invitation from such an accomplished veteran
to make a more direct effort to climb Burney, especially as I could meet
Otani who had led the 1989 ascent of Monte Shipton/Darwin, in Tierra
del Fuego. Jim and Otani were both deeply inspired by Eric and were keen
to have a look at his last climb. Later, Otani recruited his fellow Japanese
mountaineer and film-maker Yamanushi Fumihiko.

Unfortunately, from our point of view, a second ascent of Burney had
been made in 2003. After a prolonged siege, an American NOLS (National
Outdoor Leadership School) team based in Puerto Natales was gifted that
magic lull in the weather and followed Eric's 1973 route from the west. Jirn
was not put off by this, but felt there were further climbing aspects to the
mountain, a new route up the north-east glacier, for example, and the higher
of the two summit pinnacles. He opted to approach from the north, landing
at Ancon sin Salida. This would bring us closer to possible new routes and
a far cheaper boat ride than all the way round to the west of the mountain.

76: Left: Map of Burney reproduced by courtesy of John Earle.
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History suggested April might offer a better than average chance of one
of those magic settled spells, so on 22 March we found ourselves standing
in drenching rain on the beach of Ancon sin Salida. Captain Conrado and
his 40ft motor-sailer Foam had conveyed us on an eight-day voyage from
Puerto Natales through the spectacular inland seas and channels. A problem
with the bay is that it faces north-west, from where the prevailing winds
hurtle onshore. Fortunately two tiny, forested islands protect the beach
where we landed and, astonishingly in this deserted place, a little fishing
boat was anchored in their lee. Bundling everything into the nearest trees
we established a shore camp and immediately started our battle with the wet.

It was wonderful to see again all the plants that I had become familiar
with on previous trips. The evergreen Nothofagus betuloides dominates, an
indication, if any further were needed, of the soaking conditions. Also at
our woodland camp were Drimys winteri and Calafate Berberis ilicifolia whose
prickly leaves are relieved by the juicy berries so well known in Patagonia,
and on the floor a carpet of Gunnera magellanica, another Patagonian
speciality.

To the south the lower slopes of Burney were occasionally visible and
when the cloud lifted above its customary 800m level we could see a part of
the great north-east glacier which gleamed ice blue even without sunshine.
Between the beach and the bottom of the mountain lay miles of pampas
bog. Our immediate concern, as is usual when landing anywhere in the
Magallanes, was to fmd a way through the dense coastal forest to open
pampas bog beyond. Captain Conrado had left us with an old inflatable to
negotiate the glacier river next to our camp. On the first day we crossed the
river and walked along the beach of Ancon sin Salida; a Spanish explorer's
'Bay with no Exit', so named on his fruitless mission to find a new route
across to the Atlantic.

The beach is of rounded pebbles of Burney volcanic rock, the many
coloured porphyritic andesite which makes up the ramparts of the caldera.
We soon came to a river and in an attempt to find a good crossing found
ourselves struggling through extremely dense bush. A second river
confronted us and with rain pelting down we decided to postpone the
necessary disrobing for a crossing. Next day, having waded up to our waists
to cross the first river, we found the second too swift and deep. We decided
to somehow bring the inflatable down the beach and use a tiny inflatable I
had brought to do the ferrying on the glacier river. In prospect lay several
days work just to get off the beach.

On the way back, as we considered the logistics with inflatables, we came
across fishermen collecting firewood. It was an extraordinary piece of good
fortune. One of them, Arnoldo, said we didn't need to cross the rivers to
get to the pampas. I couldn't see how this was possible as the coast appeared
to be completely guarded by dense bush. However, he insisted and eventually
decided to show us the way. Without Arnoldo there is no chance we would
have found the little track that cut its way through bog and bush for a
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78. Primeval Nothofagus betuloides. (John Shipton)

kilometre to the open bog beyond. Arnoldo said he used it to go fishing
fresh water fish and hunting. Later, by way of acknowledgment of our debt
to Arnoldo, we rowed across to the island where the fishermen were
anchored. The island, called Islota Caro, was covered in Desjontainia spinosa,
in flower with its scarlet and yellow blooms being fed upon by humming
birds, as was the great pink bell-flowered scrambler Philesia magellanica.
Arnoldo was out with his rowing boat bringing in nets but later he brought
four huge fish. Next day Arnoldo and his boat were gone.

In the morning we started the business of carrying two loads towards the
mountain to establish a base camp. Once through our marked trail through
the coastal forest, we were on the pampas heading due south. With visibility
fluctuating, a compass was needed much of the time. Yama's GPS was a
useful backup for finding our return route, but we soon got used to navigating
on the trackless bog. Carrying 30kg loads across the turba of Patagonia is
something of an art form, the trick being to get into a rhythm despite the
varying terrain. This ranges from swampy grassland reaching our waists,
to a spongy bog often dominated by Astelia pumila with stretches of
impossible Nothofagus copse. On four occasions our way was blocked by
canyons full of thick luxurious forest dominated by Nbetuloides which,
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Otani agreed, look somehow very Japanese with their layered branches,
along with more Desfontana spinosa and Berberis ilicifolia and great clumps
of the fern Blechnum magellanicum. We struggled through, and on 26 March
were established at our base camp in a sheltered spot, the mountain above
us blanked out by cloud. Rain came in vigorous pulses and always seemed
to be heavier as we took down or put up tents. InterestirIgly, Otani and
Yama had forgotten their flysheet, a slight oversight in the wettest place on
the planet, but they rigged a canopy and made their tent so comfortable
that it became our gathering place for meals.

From our base we explored a route around to the base of the north-east
glacier. This irIvolved a plunge through dense forest domirIated by ancient,
moss-covered Nothofagus pumilio. We emerged into a large open valley
beneath the great mass of blue ice we had seen from the shore. An easy
route looked possible to get onto the ice above a large icefall, and beyond a
ramp which seemed to lead up into the cloud towards the invisible top half
of the mountain. Jim had initially envisaged doing a circumnavigation at
the same time in the manner of Eric's 1962 epic journey. However, travel
in this region is an arduous affair. Endless rain means that moving camp
leads to getting almost everything soaked. Double loads need to be carried
from place to place for much of the time. It was an exercise to which I was
not averse, but it soon became apparent that it would preclude the objective
of climbing the mountain. By 29 March we had established our 'glacier
camp' and decided to await the weather.

It was a glorious place to be and, as irI 2001, I felt sure that we were the
first people to be on this spot since Eric passed by, probably several metres
above us on ice that has since disappeared. An easy stroll around the valley
brought us onto the glacier from where we walked up a ridge to the base of
the ramp, overlooking a vista of wild country. Ancon sin Salida and Seno
Union lay to the north and the uninhabited lands of Munoz Gamero to the
east with its myriad rivers, lakes and mountains. To the south was the spur
off Burney that Eric and John Earle had called Tryfan as it shares the craggy
appearance of the Snowdonian favourite. Between Tryfan and Burney itself
was the ridge that Brede Arkless and I had peered over irI 2001 on a trip up
from our camp on the south side of the mountain. Above us were great
walls of volcanic conglomerate made up of welded blocks of the same
several-coloured andesite we had found on the beach.

As in 2001 the cloud base hardly ever lifted above 800m, just the point
where our ramp tantalizingly turned a corner irIto the caldera of the volcano,
and this time it was often much lower as sheets of driving rain swept around
the mountairI. Over the next few days we caught just the occasional glimpse
of the pinnacles on top of the mountairI. When the weather was a little less
wet we made exploratory forays, but for much of the time we were forced
to shelter and wile away the time amusing ourselves with tales of America,
Wales and Japan and games of cribbage that I introduced to the assembled
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company. On 4 April, Yama and I walked along the ridge above the glacier
and climbed what I called Mt Yamanushi, which I now think: must be what
Eric and John called Tryfan II. From here, in a tempestuous wind, we
could see a little more of the crevasse conditions on our ramp. That evening
the wind eased and the sky started to clear. We saw the Southern Cross,
and indeed stars, for the first time, and felt that the moment had arrived.

Preparing for the climb and a pre-dawn start we were full of anticipation.
Conditions looked good until 2am but soon afterwards the cloud rolled
back along with rain heavier than ever before. Enough was enough. The
weather was not going to give us a break. Using Jim's satellite phone we
called Puerto Natales to get Captain Conrado to pick us up from Ancon
sin Salida on 11 April rather than the 15th.

If we had any concerns that cutting our attempt short would lose us the
chance of climbing Mount Burney we need not have worried. If anything
the weather worsened with temperatures starting to fall, signalling the
approach of the southern winter. The rain that accompanied our journeys
back to the shore turned to snow on quite low ground. Back at the shore
camp the day before our pick-up there was a strange calm and a whole
assortment of birds, along with porpoises and sea lions, gathered round the
little islands, but the cloud never left the mountain. The wind soon picked
up the next day and was bitterly cold, forcing us into the shelter of the trees
as we waited for the welcome appearance of Foam.

Although we signally failed to make our ascent of Mount Burney, we all
felt it was worth the effort. Travelling in this wild and extremely beautiful
part of the world, still unexplored in parts, is always fascinating. For me it
was a privilege to walk with Jim Wickwire and two great Japanese climbers
who were tremendous company in harsh conditions. It was in any case
justifiable as a small tribute to my father in his centenary year. Mount Burney
now may well see few other climbers in years to come, holding its secrets
secure behind a shroud of mist and snow.

Summary: An attempt to climb Mount Burney, the southernmost volcano
on the South American continent, by Jim Wickwire, Otani Eiho, Yamanushi
Furnihiko and John Shipton, March-April 2007.
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