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A s usual, the vast majority of mountaineers visiting Antarctica went to
the Vinson Massif (now commonly referred to as Mount Vinson)

and despite very mixed weather, a total of 157 climbed the mountain during
the 2007-08 season. This year, Antarctic Logistics & Expeditions (ALE),
the logistics operator who run the flights in and out of Vinson Base Camp
and provide support on the mountain, developed a different route which
climbs the shoulder immediately to the south of the old route which climbed
the 'headwall' to the Goodge Col between Vinson and Mount Shinn. The
headwall itself had become increas1ngly more serac-ridden and subject to
avalanche over the last few years and many people were becoming concerned
at the increased risk. Roger Mear, Dave Hahn and others had suggested
this route in the 1990s as a quick and safe way of accessing the high plateau
but the route saw only infrequent ascents. ALE fixed 1200m of rope up the
shoulder in November, and by December 2007 it had become the standard
route for the majority of parties. In addition, several rescue caches and a
radio repeater were also placed on the mountain by ALE for the benefit of
all. These provided crucial support to those climbers caught in vicious
storms this season.

Notable ascents of the season include Norwegians Ine-Lill Gabrielsen
and Rita Glenne who climbed Vinson and then skied to the South Pole
from Vinson Base Camp, unsupported, via a new route. Two groups - a
Norwegian/Danish female team led by Randi Skaug and an elite Italian
military Alpini team led by Ettore Taufer - skied the 200km from the ALE
Patriot Hills camp in the Southern Ellsworths to Vinson before making
successful ascents. Christian Stangl made a solo ascent of the mountain in
December 2007, ascending and descending the new shoulder route.
Contrary to popular reporting in the media, Stangl's time was slower and
his route shorter than the previous solo ascents by Conrad Anker and Dave
Hahn who both made very rapid round trips of the old headwall route
(several other prominent guides may also have made fast times that went
unrecorded). Mount Shinn, which lies immediately to the north of Vinson,
receives a minute fraction of the attention given to its loftier neighbour and
in the 2007-08 only two teams managed to climb Shinn during the entire
season.

The arch-chronicler of Antarctic mountaineering, Damien Gildea, had
another very successful season in the Ellsworths. Over the last seven years,
Gildea, under the auspices of the Omega Foundation, has mounted annual
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187. Andy Tyson (USA) at the top of the new fixed ropes on Mt Vinson.
Knutzen Peak behind. (A Tyson collection)

expeditions to measure the exact heights of the Ellsworth Mountains using
GPS; in the process he has made a determined series of ascents and new
routes. For this season's foray, Gildea was joined by Antarctic veterans
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Camillo Rada and Maria Paz 'Pachi' Tharra of Chile and the talented
SlovakianlAustralian Jarmila Tyrril on her first visit to the continent.
Kicking things off, Tharra and Tyrril made a new 1200m route at the
northern end of Vinson's west face on 20 December 2007. They continued
to the summit with Rada (who had come up the normal route), reaching it
on the 21 st. The Chilena-Slovak route is the first new route climbed on Vinson
by an all-female team. Following on from this, the two teams made the
impressive third ascent of Mount Epperly from 27-29 December 2007 via a
new route on the south face. Epperly is noteworthy for receiving both its
first and second ascent by Erhard Loretan. Conrad Anker and Jim Donini
then attempted the west ridge in 1997, and in 2005 Nick Lewis and Tom
Nonis tried a line further to the right of the eventual Omega route before
bad weather forced an eventful retreat (Lewis broke his leg and shoulder
on the way down). The Omega teams encountered fresh snow on the route
and this was particularly deep in the couloir which splits the upper part of
the south ridge. The final three-metre-high summit pinnacle proved an
insurmountable obstacle but at thell- highest point they were able to place
the GPS, which Tharra and Tyrril retrieved during their ascent 24 hours
later. This yielded a new height of 4508m for Epperly, which is significantly
higher than the old height of 4359m. This makes it the sixth highest
mountain on the continent.

Gildea, Tharra and Rada then attempted Mount Tyree in very lightweight
style on 6 January (time constraints forced Tyrril to depart in early January).
They reached a high camp on Mount Gardner's normal route (which they
had climbed in 2005) but bad weather forced a retreat. On their descent,
they managed to make the first ascent, of the recently-designated Mount
Ryan, a minor peak on the northern side of Gardner's summit plateau.
Another attempt a few days later ended similarly; however, they were able
to make another first ascent of a rocky peak to the west of Mount Ryan.
Gildea and the Omega Foundation deserve special mention for this series
of expeditions and routes. In an era when too many Antarctic expeditions
make false claims about scientific aims in order to obtain funding, the
Omega Foundation's climbers have not only made an extraordinary number
of first ascents but have also, from their GPS work, generated an excellent
map of the Vinson region which will be of benefit to climbers for many
years to come.

Elsewhere, Peter Clutterbuck and Simon Garrod made a very rare visit
to the Mount Sporli area of the Southern Heritage Range of the Ellsworths
in November and December 2007. Travelling almost 100km in two weeks,
they crossed a series of cols to link the Rennell, Driscoll, Schneider, Schanz
and Splettstoesser glaciers, making what are thought to be first ascents of
three unnamed peaks along the way and being rebuffed by Sporli due to
bad conditions. Despite its relative proximity to Patriot Hills, this was a
useful exploratory trip which indicated the potential that the Southern
Ellsworths hold for ski-mountaineering expeditions.
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The conditions in the Ellsworths this season were varied. After a great
start in November with warmer than usual temperatures and calm weather,
a series of storms appeared in early December and persisted until the close
of the season in late January. December produced some rather fine
snowstorms, and up to 70cm of fresh powder was measured in parts of the
Ellsworths in the first half of the month - remarkable given the fact that
Antarctica is technically a desert. Parties on Vinson and elsewhere reported
fine skiing during this period. Possibly as a result, an increased number of
snow and ice avalanches were witnessed this season. Anecdotally this has
been attributed to higher snowfalls and also possibly because many of the
slopes in the region are thought to be getting steeper in profile owing to
glacial recession. Warmer mean temperatures were recorded at both Vinson
base camp and Patriot Hills this season and many continue to ask whether
all these signs are just an erratic blip or further evidence of climate change.

Further north on the Antarctic Peninsula, the Basque team of Eneko
and Iker Pou made the first ascent of Azken Paradisua on the highest of the
three summits of the False Cape Renard Towers or The Three Pigs, a climb
which marked the end of the brothers' Seven Walls - Seven Continents
quest. They named the unclimbed summit Zerua Peak. The expedition
sailed down the Peninsula on the yacht Northanger before launching their
first attempt on 21 December; however, bad weather forced a retreat. A
second attempt on Christmas Eve saw them climb easier ice up to a rock
wall which yielded ten pitches up to E4 6b. They climbed the route in a
continuous push, returning to their base camp 24 hours later. The notion
of such hard free climbing in these conditions does make one shudder.

Finally to the sub-Antarctic. In October 2007, the French group of
Philippe Batoux, Manu Cauchy and Lionel Daudet arrived on the island
of South Georgia having sailed on the Ada 2 from Ushuaia in Argentina.
Their aim was to traverse the island making ascents en route. The expedition
warmed up by making the sixth ascent of the island's highest peak, Mount
Paget (2934m), via a direct variant on the 1995 route on the north-east
face, before moving on to make the first ascent of Sheridan Peak (c 900m),
a minor outlying peak. Next, the team made a quick third ascent of Surprise
Peak (c 955m) by a new mixed route which was described as 'sustained'. In
early December, the trio made the first ascent of Mount Worsley, but bad
weather prevented subsequent ascents of Trident and Sugartop. Their 200km
traverse of the island, only the third from north-west to south.east, took
only three weeks from 26 November to 15 December. The expedition
returned to Ushuaia on Ada 2 in mid-January after a two-week sail home.

In an era when satellite phones and charter aircraft make rescue a
possibility from even the most distant parts of Antarctica or the Himalaya,
mountaineering on South Georgia - which is only accessible from the ocean
- still requires the commitment it did a hundred years ago. It is reassuring
to. know that one of the great prizes still remains to be won on this
extraordinary island.
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