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it. After one or two attempts, I would be exhausted. It would be ideal to climb 
it straightaway. From the one finger layaway I jumped right and grabbed a 
small horn of rock, yelling with relief. From the two tiny pockets I had to 
wait for Al to move out of the way and then slapped the ramp. I rested and 
then attacked the next section, even managing to find an unplanned rest. 
With each move the thought of falling became more unpalatable. Then I 

started to traverse back 
right past the old bolts, 
feet pasted on smears, 
hands straining on 
faint undercuts, heart 
beating wildly.

‘Come on Andy!’ 
willed Twid.

Trying to control 
movement when you 
are at your limit is 
not easy, but without 
control all is lost. 
Twice I started to fall 
but pulled back in. 
The sweat ran across 
my cheeks as I chalked 
fingers.

‘Keep going!’ urged 
Al, as the lens flew from his camera, narrowly missing my head. As if I 
didn’t have enough to deal with for goodness sake. I clawed and fought, 
blowing until I reached the belay. Sheer elation.

Twid took a while to climb the next pitch and was frustrated at having 
to make a very difficult move above old rotten bolts, only being able to clip 
the new one afterwards. But his tenacity was impressive. I congratulated 
him at the belay. Our finger tips were sore and numb from pulling on so 
many small sharp holds, but there was no way of stopping us now.

‘We’ve done it!’ I shouted down the wall.
An airy arête and ridge led to the summit where we scrawled our names 

in the book and then paused to admire the magnificent views; Meiringen 
behind us, the giant Kingspitze north face straight ahead. Finally, the 
‘Swiss Thing’ had come alive.

Summary:  Ecstasy (F7c+, 250m) , first free ascent 
of the Keusen Route on the south-west face of the 
Simelistock (2482m), Engelhörner, Bernese Ober-
land, 13 September 2011 by Andy Cave and Mike 
‘Twid’ Turner.

128. 1972-style ironmongery. (Andy Cave)

129. Andy Cave at the crux on the first ascent of Ecstasy 
(F7c+, 250m) on 13 September 2011. (Alistair Lee)
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Fjord Fandango
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North 

Waking in the dawn light at quarter to five, last night’s traffic silenced 
and gone, I smell the midsummer air coming off the streets and 

the harbour and the dirty wild flowers that grow along the edges of the 
tramlines. I open my eyes and birdsong drifts through the open window of 
our tiny flat in downtown Gothenburg. In a swish of bright red hair she’s 
already up and the smell of fresh coffee fills the room as the day breaks 
outside. Here, I wake to a different life.

The solstice just past, we’re drawn north towards Norway’s magic 
islands and the land of the midnight sun. Our road north is long. Bags are 
quickly checked and packed again with last minute thoughts – an extra 
chalkbag, an extra set of cams, another roll of tape – and in a flurry we’re 
out the door and jumping in the van, hands full of kit and coffee and maps.

Uddevalla. Trollhättan. Fredrickstad. Oslo. The names on the sign-
boards make bold signals as we pass beneath them, music loud, all sense 
of being at home already gone. Running north from Sweden’s south-west 
coast for almost a thousand miles, the E45 is one of Europe’s longest roads, 
connecting Scandinavia’s fertile south with the barren tundra of Arctic 
Norway. We reach Östersund at noon and by evening we’re leaving the 
shuttered windows of Storuman hunkering down behind us, as if the town 
itself were already preparing for the long isolated months of winter. Shut-
ting out the forest’s gloom, those bolted windows also protect the towns-
folk from its vicious mosquitoes, the rank smell of endless bogs and an 
impossible vastness. 

Midnight. The sun’s rolling along the horizon by the time we reach the 
unmistakable marker of the southern edge of northern Scandinavia, and 
the point at which forest dramatically gives way to tundra. Huddles of rein-
deer have long replaced passing cars as our travelling companions; small 
groups break as we pass, the animals trying to shake off mosquitoes with 
our slipstream. 

3am. Malin’s driving the graveyard shift as we climb the slow hill before 
Kiruna. I open my eyes just as we crest the bluff and the sun hits the central 
extraction tower of the world’s largest iron mine, which looms over the 
town like a monstrous UFO, the Arctic summer light sparking off the 
quartz shards that litter its humped slagheaps. As we turn across the sun, 
the reflected light from the mirror of mine debris covering the mountain 
fills the windscreen, blinding us for a moment, then melting across the 
dashboard into pools of quicksilver and burnt gold. It is a moment of such 
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l o F o T e n 165130. Malin Holmberg 
leading Memory Crack (9- / 
E7 6c). This fierce Robert 
Caspersen single pitch 
crack climb was used as a 
warm up by Holmberg and 
Pickford before their new 
routing campaign on Djupf-
jord Wall in July 2011.  
(David Pickford)

extreme, sudden beauty 
we both remain very 
quiet as we turn again 
and descend towards the 
town, passing sidings of 
rusting ore trucks and 
the snowmobile salvage 
yard locked in the bright, 
sleepless silence of the 
morning. Winter grips 
Kiruna for most of the 
year and summer is a 
stranger, a traveller from 
the south country, like 
me. But Malin grew up 
here: her Dad worked in 
the mine for 40 years, and 
as we turn into the drive 
of her family home, she 
says with a smile, ‘I know 
this place.’

Only a native can know 
the true nature of Kiru-

na’s isolation at the very top of the European continent, of what it’s like to 
spend a winter holed up in one of its insulated, narrow-windowed Soviet-
style apartment blocks, or to comprehend the reticent, hardworking folk 
whose will is famously as strong as the iron they hack from the guts of the 
mountains. Scandinavians have a word for those who live in these Arctic 
regions: Nordlenska. 

After a few hours’ sleep, we leave Kiruna. Driving west out of town 
beside the railway that freights out thousands of tonnes of iron ore every 
week, the tundra shines in the morning sun. We hug the southern shore of 
the lake of Tometrask, passing deserted ski lifts, and cross the Norwegian 
border at the pass of Riksgransen. 

Among The Islands 
Stendhal wrote that beauty is the promise of happiness. If this is true, 

the first glimpse of Norway’s north-west coast after the long drive north 
through the endless forests of Sweden might be its physical expression. 

To the west, south, and north, a concatenation of mountains and islands 
stretches into the far distance, sharp outlines that cut the sky and sketch 
patterns in the blue ocean. We find a stopping place late in the evening by 
the shore beyond Eggum. Wild grass blows in the wind beyond the dunes 
and the sound of the sea picks up between the gusts. Gulls dart and turn 
overhead, filling the air with wheeling cries. Tonight, for the first time in a 
long time, we two are free. 

For the first few days we climb a bunch of Lofoten classics from mild to 
wild. On the final pitches of Presten’s elegant, thousand-foot line Heaven 
Can Wait, a white-tailed eagle soars behind us on the final pitches, leading 
us to the sunlit summit. On the shady dihedral of Odin’s Bow, the sun 
swings around the corner of the wall as we prepare to descend, washing 
the introductory slabs with golden light 200 metres below. Then, intent 
on sterner stuff, we tape up for the unrelentingly steep single pitch of the 
Robert Caspersen testpiece Memory Crack, Lofoten’s hardest trad route at 
the time. Late in the evening we emerge with bloodied hands, flushed with 
success after consecutive leads. 

Djupfjord Days 
Driving around the coast road to Henningsvaer, I spy the elegant north-

facing wall that looms steeply up from the calm waters of Djupfjord, 
noticing what appears to be a thin crack splitting the centre of its upper 
headwall.

‘Look at that!’ I exclaim to Malin as I pull over. ‘Just imagine if we could 
climb it directly, finishing up there.’

She contemplates the wall as I run along the shore of the fjord with 

131. Malin Holmberg seconding the flying ramp on pitch 3 of The Lady Of The Lake during 
the first ascent. (David Pickford)
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binoculars to try and get the 
best view. Tracing the line 
of weakness from the base, 
I link features through the 
strange perspective of 300% 
magnification: a deep 
chimney leads to a bottom-
less flake, a flying ramp, 
a steep wall seamed with 
incipient cracks, then a 
devious traverse across the 
slab capping the headwall 
before the base of that one-
in-a-million seam. Even 
through the binoculars, it 
was impossible to tell how 
thin or deep it was. It could 
be a straightforward locker 
finger-crack, an impos-
sibly blind and gearless 
seam, or a just-climbable, 
just-protectable jewel. I 
secretly hoped it was either 
the former or the latter, 
because either way it would 
make a stunning finale to 
one of the best unclimbed 

granite lines I had ever seen. 
After a rest day, we set off for Djupfjord Wall with a light rack and 

hopeful hearts. We picked a route through the boulders along the shore, 
up around a rocky bluff, through dewy moss and cloudberries, to find the 
fixed rope that leads down the other side. Suddenly cut off by the bluff’s 
natural impasse, making an easy retreat impossible, Djupfjord Wall rises 
above us in all its shady glory, countless mysteries beckoning from the 
gigantic jigsaw of its architecture. 

I set off up the huge water-worn chimney that bisects the lower cliff, 
providing a natural drainage line for the entire central section of the wall. I 
bridge and contort up the dripping, slime-filled slot with a mixture of trepi-
dation and excitement. ‘Wow! We’re actually here’, I think as I reach the 
belay and see the flying ramp rising into the heart of the wall up to my left.

Malin’s quickly at the belay and soon setting off up the wild suspended 

132. Malin Holmberg leading 
the technical, thin crack on 
Pitch 4 of The Lady of The 
Lake. (David Pickford) 

flake that forms the second pitch. As she pauses to wonder whether to 
layback or offwidth the jutting tooth, the sun hits the water of the fjord 
below and light fills the cool air. She belays at the base of the ramp and I 
follow the booming flake, reaching her with damp, numb feet from the wet 
chimney. I take off my shoes and try to work some blood back into my toes 
as Malin swaps over the rack, both of us peering up at the ramp.

It’s one of the most beautiful and unusual features I’ve ever seen on a big 
wall, this perfect gangway of smooth granite leading up into the sky. With 
my feet still numb and the fresh, thick lichen skidding under them, I set off 
and fiddle micro-wires and the smallest TC3s into the corner-seam. None 
are good, but there are plenty of placements, and after I’ve stuffed the seam 
with gear I try to forget my frozen feet and pull into the thin layback. Shuf-
fling my fingertips up the seam, 
my feet follow on the ramp below, 
edging up on slippery, lichenous 
smears.

Seven metres out from my 
cluster of tiny placements, and just 
at the point where I don’t want 
to run it out any further, I spy a 
widening in the seam and a better 
cam placement three metres above. 
Forgetting about the run-out for a 
moment, I sprint for it, and breathe 
deeply as I reach my hoped-for 
goal and my fingers sink into 
the first perfect jam on the entire 
pitch. Here, the ramp narrows to 
the left and vanishes into an ocean 
of blankness. My only hope is the 
ledge five metres above. But how 
to reach it? Searching for clues, I 
glimpse a shallow depression up to the right, and span out from undercuts 
at the top of the ramp to reach another perfect finger-jam. I can hardly 
believe this gift of nature as I cross through, step up, and rock over on to 
the made-to-measure belay ledge, just wide enough for two people to stand 
comfortably side-by-side. Without that one-off finger-lock in the middle of 
nowhere, there is no way the ledge could be reached without an aid move. 
Things like that in climbing often make me wonder if there’s a creative 
force in the universe far beyond our human capacity to understand. 

At the ledge, we rehydrate and try to warm our feet. After a while, 
Malin’s re-racked and ready to set off up the imposing wall above. Steep 
and seamed with tiny cracks, it leads up into an atrium where the angle of 
the wall eases, and I know that final seam in the headwall will be in sight. 
She has to fight the bouldery moves that lead into the main crack system, 
her fingers slipping in precarious fingertip jams and her feet skittering on 

133. Girl from the North Country:  
Malin Holmberg, Scandinavia’s best woman 
rock climber. (David Pickford)
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tiny crystal footholds, but soon she’s established and moving up towards 
the golden light that’s now flooding across the upper section of the wall. I 
check the time: it’s 5pm. The wall will now be in the sun until just before 
midnight, when the sun dips for just two hours below the ridge to the north 
of the fjord before rising again. 

As I follow Malin’s lead, warmer now at last, clouds blow in and blot out 
the sun; by the time I reach her belayed in a tiny niche she’s shivering with 
cold. I give her my balaclava and windproof before leading straight through 
into pitch five, a beautiful leftward-trending crack system that allows access 
to the seam in the headwall. We can see it now, 70 metres above us, and it 
looks more perfect now than ever. The cracks are sometimes running with 
drainage water from the summit slopes and they lead me up a twisting path 

towards the head-
wall as the mist 
thickens below us.

After a while, I 
pause to take my 
bearings and see 
that the only way 
to gain the ledge 
below the seam is a 
wild traverse across 
the very apex of 
the capping slab. 
Again I search for 
clues and again 

the wall gives just 
enough – a tiny smear for the right foot, a crimp, a layaway, another, better 
crimp – and suddenly I’m there, landing on the sloping ledge below the 
incredible seam.

The cloud has come down around us and the wind picked up to a near-
gale. With chattering teeth Malin sets boldly off up the seam. Reaching the 
first moves and placing a micro-cam as the first drops of rain come down, 
I suggest we take the easier finish up the wide crack to the right, and return 
for the final pitch the next day. She flashes a smile between her shivers and 
readily agrees, scampering up the straightforward dihedral to the summit 
as the storm picks up. We top out and descend the steep gully to the left of 
the wall knowing we have opened of the finest lines either of us has ever 
climbed.

By the time we’ve reached the base of the wall, the weather’s cleared and 
the wind-rippled fjord has settled to translucent calm, reflecting the serrated 
shadow of Budalstinden high to the east. We pack our gear and pick a 
way through the jumble of huge boulders to the beach. I check my watch: 
1.30am. I show Malin the time and her green eyes blur with tiredness. 
Then we look back up to Djupfjord Wall, at the line we’ve just climbed, 
and smile. We don’t need to say anything, because it’s all there in front of 

134. A small boat heads out late in the evening from Kalle for 
some midsummer night-fishing. (David Pickford)

us: 220 metres of the best 
granite climbing imagi-
nable. We turn the point 
of Djupfjord Buttress as 
it dips into the water, and 
I see that the midnight 
sun’s hidden below the 
bulk of Vestvagoya that 
blocks the horizon to the 
north. Silence fills the 
fjord in the brief Arctic 
summer twilight, only 
broken by the occasional 
crunch of small stones 
under our feet and the call 
of a lone night bird that 
echoes among the rocks 
and is carried over the 
surface of the water. 

The next day we rest, 
swim in the crystal sea, 
and read in the afternoon 
sun on the huge flat boulders under Presten, repairing our tired bodies and 
preparing our minds for the challenge ahead. Late that night, dark clouds 
blow in over the sea and rain hammers the roof of the van, increasing in 
intensity until we can’t hear anything else. The short but ferocious storm 
blows out by midnight, leaving bright lines of surface runoff cascading 
from the highest slabs. 

We wake to another perfect Lofoten morning, the air so clear that simply 
drawing breath feels like gulping an overdose of magic. The sun’s already 
drying off the upper section of Djupfjord Wall as we organise gear and 
prepare for that final, beautiful, desperately difficult pitch. An hour and a 
half after leaving the van, we’re at the top of the wall again and uncoiling 
ropes on the cosy square-cut ledge that sits at the top of the route and neatly 
under the huge boilerplate slabs that cap the upper right-hand section of 
the wall. Malin goes down first. I lower her slowly, strapped securely to 
bomber natural anchors on the ledge. ‘Ok, ok, ok... STOP!’ She climbs a 
few moves, then lowers down, then climbs again – a pattern repeated for 

135. Looking down the 
last, crux pitch of The Lady 
of The Lake in the late 
evening, with Holmberg in 
the shadows below working 
the final pitch prior to her 
successful ascent. 
(David Pickford)
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almost an hour. ‘Ok, ok, all the way this time!’ she shouts up. I lower her 
almost to the end of our 60m static line, which just reaches the last belay 
on the sloping ledge under the headwall seam, and feel the rope slacken as 
she sets off. She climbs quickly on top rope, and I feel she’s almost through 
the hard climbing when my optimism is curtailed with a frustrated ‘NE!’ 
carried on the wind and I feel her weight drop on the rope. After a while, 
she climbs on and eventually appears, bounding up the summit slabs in a 
whirl of excitement.

‘It’s amazing!’ she bursts out, a huge smile spreading across her face. 
‘Just amazing... one of the most beautiful pitches I’ve ever tried. But it’s 
super-hard. I don’t know if I can do it, I really don’t know.’

I go down next, and am astonished at what I see: the seam is nowhere 
more than two centimetres deep, and takes only the smallest offset wires 
and the two smallest sizes of TC3 cams. And there are absolutely no foot-
holds anywhere on the face, meaning the only way to climb it is by some of 
the most tenuous and complex laybacking I’ve ever tried anywhere. First 
I must face left, then make the desperate crux transition moves to face 
right, before sprinting up the seam towards a respite and better gear after 25 
metres. What a pitch! Yet I struggle with the crux, my fingers never able to 
quite fit the deeper, more solid jams in the back of the seam I know Malin 
managed to get with her tiny fingers. I’ve climbed long enough to know 
when something’s quickly achievable or not, and now I realise there’s only 
one solution to this extraordinary final pitch of our route – it’s her lead, 
not mine. 

We rest for half an hour on the summit, quietly taking in the panorama 
of mountains and islands that stretches north beyond the horizon’s limit. 
Then I back-coil our ropes into a lightweight pack to make belaying easier 
and disappear down the ab’ rope, setting up a sophisticated anchor on the 
sloping ledge that means I can give Malin the most dynamic belay possible 
should she fall on the marginal micro-gear that protects the pitch. She 
comes down quickly, ties on, cleans her boots, and looks up at the seam 
then across at me. We both take a deep breath, and clasp our hands into 
fists before touching them together, as has become our habit before a hard 
lead. 

‘Ok. Go for it.’ I say as she sets off. ‘Full attack!’
‘Yeah, I’m going.’ she replies as she steps quickly up into the first moves. 

With pro from a side runner in the wide dihedral crack to the right to safe-
guard her on the first moves, she steps up into the seam. Fighting from the 
very first move, she arranges the first gear and cranks out the initial hard 
layback sequence before placing the TC3 and micro offset that protect the 
crux. I see her hesitate for a moment before she pulls hard on her right 
jam and steps into the ferocious transitional layback that guards the upper 
part of the seam. Her left foot skids on some lichen and her right jam slips 
slightly, and for a moment I think she’s blown it. But with amazing tenacity 
she holds the slip and steps up strongly into the seam’s upper section.

Resting for a while at the first proper foothold since the belay, she places 
136. Malin Holmberg leading the amazing thin seam on the crux final pitch of The Lady of 

The Lake (9- / E8 6c). (David Pickford)
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the first gear for many 
metres with audible relief, 
and we both relax for the 
first time since yesterday. 
She powers strongly up 
the final difficult section, 
her feet dancing across 
the slab as she makes 
the long reaches between 
poor finger-locks, and 
eventually a scream of 
joy breaks the sound 
of the wind ruffling the 
hood of my smock: she’s 
made it. And what an 
incredible effort it was, I 
realised as I seconded the 
pitch to remove the gear. 
The climbing was prob-
ably at least French 8a in 
physical difficulty, and 
with long run-outs above 
marginal gear, this was 
truly a pitch for master technicians with nerves of steel. 

We celebrate our success with a can of candy-sweet Swedish cider at the 
top, then quickly coil our ropes and pack the gear as I’ve got another new 
line in mind down on the lower section of the wall close to the fjord. We 
half-scramble, half-run down the descent gully and half an hour later I’m 
setting off up a steep finger-crack in the very toe of Djupfjord Wall that 
leads into a wild face-climbing sequence on marginal holds. A pair of old 
bolts out right are clear evidence of an early aided ascent hereabouts, but 
my goal was to link the beautiful lower splitter into the upper wall via that 
improbable rising leftwards traverse across the smooth face. After cleaning 
the crack, I return to the ground to rest for a few minutes. As I set off, a 
sudden wind picks up off the fjord, displacing the humid, leafy air at the 
base of the cliff, and I know I’m in luck. The lower crack flows perfectly, 
and I reach the crux fresh and prepared. Grateful again for my tall frame, 
I make an immense span off an undercut to a tiny crimp, then crucifix out 
left and plug my left forefinger into a sharp mono at full stretch. Running 
my feet up, all my weight on the mono now, I make a wild crossover and 

137. Holmberg leading the 
spectacularly positioned 
final pitch of Norwegian 
Wood (7-/E4 6a, 220m) 
on the first ascent in July 
2011. (David Pickford)

catch the first of a rail of slopers in the horizontal break that leads out left 
to the base of the wider upper crack. Feet skittering across the holdless wall 
below, I make a series of wild slaps until eventually throwing my left heel 
in the break. With more gear now, I can relax and enjoy the easier upper 
crack, although I must clean it as I go this time. My hands slipping from 
flared jams in the lichenous crack, and with soil and decomposing crud 
pouring down my T-shirt, I grope over the top and land on a flat terrace 
about a metre wide. As I take in the ropes and belay Malin as she follows 
my lead, I can hardly believe it: in one afternoon, we’ve made two first 
ascents of two of the best granite pitches I’ve ever seen anywhere in the 
world, and the former completing our first ascent of the hardest trad route 
in Lofoten. 

Long swatches of evening mist swirl over the fjord as Malin leads on 
up the slabby crack system that forms the second pitch. The sun’s just 
dipped below the ridge opposite and I feel a sadness washing over me as I 
realise that sunset will come earlier every day from now until the sun disap-
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pears completely from 
the north Norwegian 
sky sometime in late 
November. But we’ve 
had one of the best after-
noons I can remember 
in 20 years of messing 
about on rocks, so I should be grateful. Soon we’re at the top, and after a 
quick, warm, forgetful kiss we’re heading down through the near-vertical 
beech forest that fringes Djupfjord Buttress. I break trail; dead wood snaps 
around me, and fresh branches slap everywhere, as if the forest were closing 
up behind us as we move.

As we contour the steep slope near the toe of the wall back to our packs, 
Malin lets out a cry of joy and I run over to find her stooped on a ledge 
covered in bright orange cloudberries. Like a last gift from the fjord, we 
devour this welcome feast from nature, the sweet berries quelling our 
rapacious hunger. In the deepening twilight, we pick our way again along 
the beach and back to the road. A few men and women are fishing on 
the seaward side of the breakwater, casting with long rods in the hope of 
catching a giant cod or bass entering the fjord on the midnight tide. 

I strip off and dive into the cold sea, swimming out as far as I dare into 
the bay before my head burns and my limbs start to slow as the warm blood 
drains away into my core. Djupfjord Wall looms on the skyline to the east, 

138. The midsummer sky 
at 1am reflected in the 
fjord at Kalle. A derelict 
fishing wharf on the shore 
here provided Holmberg 
and Pickford with a 
base camp during their 
campaign on Djupfjord 
Wall. (David Pickford)

shrouded in darkness and mystery. As I swim, I stare back at the wall and 
think of the harder climbs it still holds, and of how lucky we have been to 
craft these creations on one of Norway’s most beautiful cliffs. And as I turn 
for the shore I am reminded, too, of that far greater gift than climbing – 
simply being here at all. 

Summary: An account of two first ascents on Djupfjord Wall, Lofoten 
Islands, Norway, made by Malin Holmberg and David Pickford in mid-
July 2011:

The Lady of The Lake (E8 6c / Norwegian 9-, 220m) and Trapezium Wall 
(E7 6c, 90m). No bolts or pegs were placed on either route, and all the 
pitches were climbed onsight except for the crux final pitch of The Lady 
of The Lake, which was headpointed by Holmberg. As of early summer 
2012, The Lady of The Lake awaits a continuous ascent. During the same 
trip, Holmberg and Pickford also made another first ascent on the central 
section of Djupfjord Wall, Norwegian Wood (E4 6a, 7-, 220m).

‘The evening is forever’
Lito Tejada-Flores, Crooked Road To The Far North


