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PACHINKO ON DENALI
kATsuTAkA yokoyAmA

‘Giri-Giri’ is not a word of great 
meaning. It is only a parody of 
sexy Japanese girls on a TV 
show. Generally speaking, 
Giri-Giri means ‘at the very 
limit of something’ in Japanese. 
We have no money, little ex-
perience and are immature in 
our climbing technique. But we 
always are seeking to be ‘on the 
edge’ in the mountains. Why 
do we like Alaska? The reason 
is simple. It has many attractive 
faces and offers low budget ex-
peditions from Japan.

For us Giri-Giri Boys, April 
2008 was our fourth con-
secutive season in Alaska. 
There were five of us: Tatsuro 
Yamada, Yuto Inoue, Fumi-
taka ‘Itchy’ Ichimura, Yusuke 
Sato. Although sometimes in 
different combinations, we had 
climbed together in Alaska, 
Andes and Himalaya.

Our ascents in Alaska over the previous years were as follows:
2005: First ascent of Shi-Shi (Alaska grade 4) on the west face of Mt 

Huntington and the third ascent of the Denali Diamond (AK6) by Ichimu-
ra and Yokoyama.

2006: First ascent of Before The Dawn (AK5) on the north face of Broken 
Tooth and the third ascent of Deprivation (AK6) on the north buttress of Mt 
Hunter by Ichimura-Yokoyama.

2007: First ascents of Season of The Sun (AK5) on the south-east face of 
Mt. Bradley, Memorial Gate (AK5) on the north face of Mt Church, and 
The Ladder Tube (AK5) on the north face of Mt Johnson, all by Yamada, 
Ichimura and Sato.

Five firsts and two early repeats of Alaska grade 6 routes in only three 
years seemed to be good going given our limited experience. So what next? 
Our goal for 2008 was easy to imagine. We would try an enchaînement of 
great routes in a single alpine-style push in the same manner as our usual 
winter climbing in Japan.

The idea dawned on Mt Huntington in 2005 when we climbed a new 
line on the west face. Although not so difficult, it was important for us 

71.  Bear Tooth, Buckskin glacier, Alaska, 
showing the line of the Japanese 
route, Climbing is Believing (AK 
6, 5.10a M7R A1+, 1250m) on the 
north-east face.
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that we found the line by ourselves, 
not out of the guidebook. It was the 
same on the Denali Diamond. We 
followed the line of dièdres and ice 
runnels and only learnt the name of 
the route when we returned to Tal-
keetna. We climbed Broken Tooth 
in 2006 and three routes in the Ruth 
glacier in 2007 in the same way.

Climbers should find and climb 
their lines freely following their in-
tuitions. It’s easy to say but some-
times difficult to put the principle 
into practice. In 2006, no ascents 
had been made that season on 
Hunter’s north buttress before our 
arrival. Local climbers kept saying 
‘conditions are bad this year’. 
However it didn’t seem so bad as 
we climbed Deprivation.

It was only our second season in 
Alaska, so we didn’t know how the 
regular conditions on the buttress 
should be.

After summiting Mt Hunter, we 
descended the west ridge. At the 
landing point, a climber asked us 
why we had descended that way. 
Most climbers seem to think it 
better to rappel the route from the 
top of the buttress. However for us 
it was natural to continue to the 
summit and to descend the ridge. 
The most impressive part of our ex-

The line of the eight-day enchaînement on Denali by 
Fumitaka Ichimura, Yusuke Sato and Katsutaka  
Yokoyama. Dates are shown month/day. 
Top to bottom:  
72. The Isis Face; 73. Ramp Route and Slovak Direct; 
74. Ramp Route, descended; 75. Slovak Direct. 
(These and previous page courtesy of  
Tamotsu Nakamura, Japanese Alpine News)
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perience on Mt Hunter was the difficult down-climb of the ridge, not the 
ascent of the buttress or the summit itself.

Of course it was not new, but our approach to the climb had made it fully 
satisfying. I think the true value of climbing doesn’t exist in technical diffi-
culties and grades but in commitment to the mountains. We modern climb-
ers have highly developed gear, good technique and detailed information. 
But I ask myself, ‘Are we facing the mountain with the same enthusiasm 
as great pioneers?’

Bear Tooth
On 7 April 2008, Sato, Ichimura and I flew in to the Buckskin glacier. Our 
goal was the east face of Bear Tooth on which we had been driven back 
in 2006. It appeared much drier than previously and instead we decided 
to try an obvious dièdre in the centre of the north-east face. Despite some 
climbers having paid attention to the line, we knew it was still unclimbed.

On 13 April we climbed the east gully and two more pitches on the 
north-east face before being halted by snowfall. It continued for three days. 
We resumed climbing five days later. The first pitch was on delicate thin 
ice/snow in a steep dièdre with the crux for the lower section coming on 
the third pitch; partially overhanging, it required some aid climbing. We 
made a comfortable bivouac on the snowfield, clearly seen from the glacier.

Next day, the upper portion of the face was still steep, however solid 
rock and stable ice allowed us good progress. The crux here was pitch 10, 
tackled with delicate hookings and run-outs. Above that came entertaining 
climbing on verglas, corners and icicles. It was never boring!

A big cornice barred the way on the final section. We out-flanked this on 
the left (pitch 16) from where a right slanting crack (5.10a) emerged onto 
snow slopes leading to the summit. We bivouacked after reaching the top 
and next day descended to the col between Moose’s Tooth, then down the 
east gully. We named the route Climbing is Believing. However the adven-
ture there is unfinished and we will try again for the east face of Bear Tooth 
very soon.

Denali
Pachinko is our name for the game of climbing more than one route in a 
single push. It began in the Japanese mountains in the 1960s as training for 
bigger walls, especially for the Alps. The idea was to climb up and down 
several routes continuously. But it was not mere training, you face much 
more of the mountain. We decided to play Pachinko in the big mountains 
of Alaska. Local climbers equally said this was crazy but to us their word 
‘crazy’ sounded like praise for our bold plan.

After Bear Tooth, we spent some lazy days at the landing point on the 
south-east fork of Kahiltna glacier and acclimatized on the west buttress 
of Denali. The weather was still unstable. We assumed 10 days for our 
enchaînement, starting with the Isis Face, descending the Ramp Route and 
finally climbing the Slovak Direct on the south face of Denali. We could 
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hardly expect 10 days of good weather in Alaska and so hesitated no longer.
On 11 May, we flew to the west fork of the Ruth glacier. The Isis Face 

appeared bigger than we imagined but did not look so difficult. We com-
pleted the route in three days of simul climbing, including sitting out snow-
fall for 24 hours in an ice cave. It is a beautiful line in a superb location. 
The only mishap was that I lost my sunglasses – a serious loss in the fierce 
Alaskan sunshine.

We followed the south buttress northwards and began to descend the 
Ramp Route. It was the most worrying part of our plan because of crevasses 
and avalanches. The route is rated Alaska Grade 3 and only 55 degrees but 
the seriousness exceeded that of other routes, especially when slowed by 
our heavy packs. We still had six days of food and fuel when we got to the 
bottom of the south face on the 14th. It seemed enough for our climb on 
the Slovak Direct. Although the route was technically difficult, we would 
climb it pitch by pitch. Our only anxieties were bad weather, objective 
danger and maybe our own carelessness.

The wall steepened as we climbed higher. Alternating the lead meant the 
leader enjoyed excellent climbing on stable ice while his followers laboured 
up, jumaring with heavy packs. We found a peg left by the first ascen-
sionists. Although they employed a heavy style with fixed-ropes, they had 

the satisfaction of touching unknown terrain. 
We had to console ourselves with climbing in 
better style.

My eyes were getting worse and on the 
second day I had to give up leading after two 
pitches and followed the rest of the way as 
third man. We were already at the crux of the 
route so far and retreat would be impossible 
if we pushed further. We discussed the situ-
ation and finally decided to continue climb-
ing. Itchy led a WI6 pitch with only two ice-

screws and Yusuke smoothly led a 5.9 X rock pitch. Their fine leading was 
decisive in our success and we slipped above the crux before sunset.

Next day (17th) the steepness of the wall relented and we continued to 
the juncture with the Cassin Ridge. Here we found new footprints on a 
snow patch, detouring around rock and continuing to the upper slopes. We 
thought the prints might be Tatsuro and Yuto’s. They might have complet-
ed the traverse of Kahiltna Peaks, reaching here by the Cassin Ridge and 
continuing towards the summit. Determined to follow them, we gasped 
our way toward the summit, reaching it on the 18th in a whiteout.

I think of climbing as painting our thought on a big canvas called ‘moun-
tain’. Our eight days on Denali had created a piece of work requiring all 
our strength. Tatsuro and Yuto never returned from the Cassin. Maybe 
they found a more attractive line on the ridge and almost succeeded on 
it before their disappearance. Five months later, I was walking down a 
glacier below Kangtega in Nepal, looking back at the north face I had 

76.  Denali trio (l to r) Sato, 
Ichimura and Yokoyama.
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just attempted. There were many reasons for defeat. But to tell the truth, 
I feared the wall. Tatsuro and Yuto had planned to be with me and their 
absence undoubtedly affected me. I felt uneasiness about my climbing on 
Kangtega and about Itchy and Yusuke on Kalanka’s north face. They had 
departed for India a month earlier.

Perhaps my feeling below Kangtega is a proof that I am maturing. I had 
climbed rather rashly in these years. As a climber, I cannot avoid thinking 
about the death of friends or myself. From the loss of Tatsuro and Yuto 
I had learnt not only fear but also the importance of inquiring into one’s 
philosophy and dreams on the mountain. I’m always happy when thinking 
‘what next?’ for my climbing but I nonetheless have complex issues to work 
through. It is surely the same for my friends of the Giri-Giri Boys.

Summary: An account of an eight-day enchaînement on Denali by 
Fumitaka Ichimura, Yusuke Sato and Katsutaka Yokoyama, 11-18 May 
2008; Isis Face (Alaska grade 6: M4 5.8 A1, 2200m) to the south buttress, 
descend by Ramp Route (AK 3: 2800m), re-ascent by the Slovak Direct (AK 
6: 5.9, 2700m). The trio also made a first ascent, Climbing is Believing (AK 6, 
5.10a M7R A1+, 1250m) on the north-east face of Bear Tooth.

‘Everyone has won and all must have prizes.’ So said the Dodo to 
Alice at the end of the Caucus Race. Something of this Wonderland spirit 
touches the reborn Piolets d’Or. When Doug Scott accepted the invitation to 
be president of the jury for the 17th edition of the French alpinism awards, 
his first instinct was that all six of the nominated teams should receive a 
golden ice-axe. In essence, the Scott view on competition is that while we 
compete to be first to climb particular routes, the idea of a competition for 
the title ‘best climber’, or even a ‘best climb’, is anathema. However, in the 
end representatives of only three teams stepped up to receive a shiny axe. 
Hard choices had been made.

The 2009 Piolets d’Or was undoubtedly a success in the sense of a festival 
of alpinism and a showcase for the town of Chamonix. Over four days in 
May (22-25) mountaineers young and not so young, from across the globe, 
debated, partied, gossiped endlessly, and even managed to fit in a bit of 
climbing – champions of the free-climbing ethic happily clipping bolts on 
the Chamonix and Aosta valley crags. ‘When in Rome... How could it fail 
with a line-up including Walter Bonatti, Peter Habeler, Scott, Jim Donini, 
Japan’s Giri-Giri Boys and Simon Anthamatten; reliving their adventures 
before audiences in the Salle Docteur Michel Payot in the Hotel Majes-
tic, and then reliving their youth boogying to a blues band at the Bistrot 
des Sports until 4am? The Strictly Come Dancing award would probably go 
to Donini for his table-top twist. For most of the time then, the so-called 

‘…AND ALL MUST HAVE PRIZES’
sTephen Goodwin


