
GRAEME SCHOFIELD

No Place for the Chicken..hearted

I had been warned not to underestimate my feathered foe. 'It has spurs on
its heels,' Carl had exclaimed. Armed with a walking pole, I circled it,

confident I'd show the damn cockerel why we humans were at the top of
the evolutionary pile. Up it jumped as I fended it off with the pole. The bird
looked angry and willing to duel to the death. I, on the other hand, was
not, and made a dash for the sanctuary of our tarpaulin shelter.

We had arrived the previous day, after a two-day trek, at Huayhuash
village, a small settlement in the heart of the Cordillera Huayhuash in the
Peruvian Andes. The killer chickel1 belonged to one of the villagers and,
allied with some particularly unfriendly dogs, it was becoming a bit of a
handful.

Tomorrow was to be our first day of climbing; we had spotted a long,
dramatic line up the unclimbed east ridge of Quesillo (5600m). The idea
was to set off at around 2am, summit at midday and be back at the camp in
the evening. The alarms sounded implausibly early. I tried my best to appear
moderately psyched as I chomped down entirely unappetising cornflakes
and powdered milk. Two hours of contouring around scree slopes and
laborious plodding up scrub hillsides led us to the beginning of the rock
ridge. It started relatively easily and we scrambled along unroped as the
sun began to transform the landscape.

We moved fairly quickly to the first gendarme where a short but steep
jamming crack threatened to halt progress. Earlier, we had decided that
one of us should bring rock boots in case the climbing was difficult and I,
in a flash of genius, had volunteered. This meant I got to lead the pitch in
rock boots, opting to haul my rucksack up afterwards, whilst everyone else
had the desperate job of sketching up the pitch with mountaineering boots
and a full pack. I sympathised of course.

From this point the climbing was excellent, albeit a little trickier than we
imagined. An abseil down the first gendarme was followed by a rising
traverse back to the crest of the ridge, an excellent series of quality rock
pitches, and then mixed climbing. It was midday before we were at the foot
of the snow section, two hours later than we would have liked. However,
as the weather looked good and there was no particularly easy way down
we decided to push on for the top.

The snow ridge was initially fairly stable and despite our exaggerated
gasping due to lack of oxygen we made reasonable progress. The climbing
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47. Tom Bide (foreground), Martin Lane and Graeme Schofield climbing unroped
near the beginning of the east ridge of Quesillo. (Carl Rei/ly)

was relatively straightforward except for the odd steeper mixed and ice
section, but it was deceptively long and we were becoming aware of ominous
dark clouds moving towards us, rapidly engulfing Carnicero and Jurau to
our north-east. More worrying were the flashes of lightning and rolls of
thunder. We were still some way from the summit when it began snowing
and things started to get exciting.

Carl was out in front, with about 30m between us, when he turned and
shouted.

'Can you stick me on a belay?'
'What!' I screamed back, disbelieving what I had heard.
'The snow is getting sketchy. I can't get it to take my weight.'
We were at SSOOm in a snowstorm, with no gear between us, a 600m

drop to certain death if either of us slipped, and now Carl was telling me
the snow didn't hold his weight! I pushed in a couple of token snow stakes
and created a not very reassuring ice-axe belay. Carl stomped and thrashed
up for another ISm before I had to follow. I turned around to Tom as I was
about to climb,

'How's it going?' I enquired, trying to appear casual.
~A bit scared really,' Tom replied, without irony or trace of panic.



48. The east ridge of Quesillo (S600m) - the objective. (Tom Bide)



49. Graeme Schofield leading the crux jamming pitch on the east ridge of
Quesillo. (Tom Bide)
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With no protection to place we climbed on tenterhooks. Finally, after an
hour of thinking we were pretty much at the top, I saw that Carl had found
somewhere to sit and was giving me a body belay. I climbed up to his
position. Carl was sat straddling the ridge, legs worryingly close together,
providing no belay to speak of. He gestured to the top about 50 metres
above us: 'The top looks pretty nasty.'

'Yeah, I think there is an ice cave just down to our right. I think we can
probably get down the north face,' I replied, thoughts of going over the top
and down the west ridge now fading into the distance. 'Give me a belay, I'll
climb down into the ice cave and stick an ice screw in, we can re-group
from there.'

Tom and Martin soon joined us as lightning flashed over Huaraca, only
a mile away.

'F****** hell, let's go.' Panic seeped into my voice.
I climbed down quickly, desperate to get away from that ridge, and was

into the ice cave in no time. I shouted that I was safe and grabbed an ice
screw from my harness. I pushed the spikes against the ice and turned the
screw rapidly to make my belay, turning and turning until suddenly my
arm was jolted violently away from the screw. At the same time there were
shouts and screams from the ridge.

Tom: Theflash and electric shock was immediatelyfollowed by Martin collapsing,
thankfUlly into my arms. He was out cold for around 30 seconds, which in our
position on a knife-edge ridgefelt like an eternity. He woke up disorientated, confUsed
and in a state ofshock.

I knew we had been struck by lightning as soon as it had happened.
Thankfully, other than some slightly twitchy fingers, I felt fine; then I heard
a voice of desperation sound down from Tom above.

'Graeme, are you alright?'
'Yeah.'
'We've all been electrocuted,' Tom shouted.
'Join the club.'
'Martin is pretty bad,' yelled Tom.
What did 'bad' mean? Dead? Incapacitated? Moderately perturbed? I had

no idea. It was no small relief when I saw Martin climbing slowly down
towards the ice cave. I steered him in, trying to sound reassuring as in a
trembling voice he asked where he was and what had happened. Carl and
Tom soon followed, and after stripping all the metal off our harnesses we
were able to appreciate our surroundings. The cave was around 6m high
and stretched at least 30m across the north-east face. At the part of the
cave nearest the ridge there was a hole leading through to the south side of
the mountain.

Tom was taking care of Martin while Carl and I began to discuss what to
do next. Thunder rolled on over the mountain and the storm continued
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50. Trying to keep warm in the snow hole. (Carl Rei/ly)
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undiminished. We looked over at Martin who was still very much in the
land of the fairies. There was no real decision to make: with only a couple
of hours before nightfall we would have to dig in and stay where we were
for the night. There was no way we could have expected Martin to down
climb a serious face in the state he was in. A struggle began to create a
snow hole large enough for us all to sleep in. Unfortunately the snow had
no cohesive properties and as soon as a hole was enlarged sideways the
roof would collapse. Two hours of effort produced a rather pathetic snow
hole. At an incredible squeeze, it could fit us all, but only if we all lay in the
'spoons' position.

A very cold night ensued. At minus 1SC without sleeping bags or bivvi
bags, and only two basic layers of clothing under a down jacket, none of us
felt cosy. I would not say that any of us are particularly 'huggy' people, but
nobody was trying to be the alpha-male that night. For my own part, I have
never been so glad to be sandwiched between two strapping young men.
We had one stove and forced ourselves up a couple of times to have a hot
drink and make sure everyone was alright. At first I did everything in my
power to stop myself from sleeping, desperately aware of the possibility of
not waking up, but as the hours past I realised that, although cold, I wasn't
about to die of hypothermia and I allowed myself the odd little nap.
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After 12 hours of utter misery the sun began to creep over the horizon,
breathing life into the landscape and our limbs. Martin seemed the liveliest
of us all; clearly being struck by lightning had charged him up somewhat.
We made one, 60m abseil off an abalakov thread which took us from the
cave into the expanse of the heavily fluted north-east face. There were no
ice or rock belays to abseil from so there followed a series of precarious
down climbs passing over extraordinarily high, sugary flutings. Protection
was, quite frankly, pathetic and a slip wasn't really an option. It was a great
relief to reach a rock band from where we could make a couple of abseils to
reach the glacier. The descent of the glacier was not made any easier by
having to take my contact lenses out part way down, and finding that my
spares were just empty packaging.

We walked at our own pace once we reached the valley floor and I was
some distance behind everyone else. It should have been a great relief to be
off the mountain, but alas not. I could hear barking, snarling dogs and
spent the whole of the walk in a state of heightened anxiety. From a distance
I mistook two Peruvian children for dogs and picked up some stones to
throw at them. It was only the cry of 'caramelos' (sweets) as I cocked my
arm that made me realise my mistake.

Finally, I descended back into the Huayhuash bowl and towards our tents.
Across the river, past the houses avoiding the dogs, past the tents of trekkers
and into our camp. And there he stood, waiting for me. The cockerel was
primed for another round.

Summary: An account of the first ascent (almost) of the east ridge of
Quesillo (5600m), Eastern Huayhuash, Peru, 2-3 August 2007 by Tom Bide,
Martin Lane, Carl Reilly and Graeme Schofield.
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