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139. The view from the mast: Spirit of Sydney enters the majestic Lemaire 
Channel on the AC expedition to Antarctica. (Phil Wickens)
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Many people imagine Antarctica as a frozen land where none but the 
most hardy of animals can survive. In winter this belief is undoubt-

edly true, but summer brings remarkable changes. Fracturing sea ice 
permits access by boat and daytime temperatures can be almost balmy. For 
all but the most enterprising, this then is the time for exploratory mountain-
eering. Even so, visiting Antarctica by anything other than a plane or cruise 
ship rarely crosses the mind of the average tourist, let alone climber. Our 
plan on the other hand, hatched by Phil Wickens during one of his regular 
lecture tours to the continent, involved sailing from the tip of Argentina to 
the Antarctic Peninsula in a 60ft yacht by way of the Drake Passage; prob-
ably the roughest and least forgiving stretch of water on the planet. 

Everyone thought that we were insane, and to some extent this view 
was understandable, but the potential rewards were great. Few explorers, 
let alone mountaineers, had delved deeply into the heart of the Antarctic 
Peninsula, where numerous unclimbed peaks remain. 

Although the Antarctic Peninsula was first sighted by sealers in 1820, 
further exploration did not occur until 1898 when the Belgian explorer 
Adrien de Gerlache charted many of its coves and bays aboard his ship 

140. Starting the ascent of the Hotine glacier after leaving the yacht at 
Deloncle Bay. (Mike Fletcher)
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the Belgica. 
This expedition, whose members included Roald Amundsen and Fred-

erick Cook, made many landings along the Antarctic Peninsula, as well as 
the first ski and sled journeys away from the coast, and became the first to 
spend a winter trapped in the Antarctic ice. The names of many features 
along the Peninsula were given by members of this expedition.

Five years later the French explorer Jean-Baptiste Charcot further 
explored the west coast of the Peninsula. The expedition wintered on Booth 
Island and, on 28 November 1903, Charcot and four others climbed Cape 
Tuxen (884m), which marked the first ascent of a significant Antarctic 
mountain. During the winter and following spring Charcot’s team charted 
the surrounding coastline and calculated the heights of the major summits. 
One of these, which they measured to be 1360m high, they named Mt 
Matin after the newspaper Le Matin which contributed generously to the 
cost of their expedition.

Many areas of the Antarctic Peninsula were subsequently explored 
by the Falkland Island Dependencies Survey (now the British Antarctic 
Survey) teams, who also summited a number of peaks both during the 
course of their work and as recreation close to the bases. 

In 1984-5 the British Joint Services Expedition climbed the major 
summits on Brabant Island, and in recent years an increasing number 
of private yachts have brought climbing teams to these areas. However, 
although a few of these have climbed some major peaks and committing 
lines, most engage in one-day ascents of smaller peaks from boat-based 
camps. As a result, many of the higher, more committing mountains 
remain unclimbed. 

Climbing in the Antarctic has several unique characteristics; access and 
extremes of weather being just two. Safely manoeuvring a yacht through 
seas heavy with sea ice and bergs – especially the more insidious growlers 
– is one obvious hazard; locating suitable landing sites free of unstable 
ice-cliffs and calving glaciers is another major challenge. Clear weather, 
essential for safe route finding on highly crevassed glaciers and mountains, 
is rarely continuous and is often accompanied by cold winds and signifi-
cant drops in temperature.

Ushuaia to the Antarctic Peninsula
After assembling in Ushuaia in the south of Argentina, the party joined 

Cath Hew and Darryl Day on the yacht Spirit of Sydney for the voyage 
to Antarctica. With food and other provisions already stowed aboard all 
that we needed was clearance from the harbour prefecture before sailing. 
Failure to follow strict procedure in Argentina could be inconvenient, and 
very costly, so we followed the rules to the letter. It was therefore not until 
4am on 25 November that we were eventually cleared to sail down the 
Beagle Channel to the Chilean frontier town of Puerto Williams; the most 
southerly permanent habitation in South America. Later that afternoon we 
received clearance to continue along the Beagle Channel towards the Drake 

Passage and Antarctica. In the calm waters of the Channel we had regular 
visits from penguins, cormorants, petrels, albatrosses, seals and dolphins, 
but we would lose all bar the petrels and albatrosses as we entered the 
rougher seas of the Drake. Unfortunately, for some of us that was not all 
that we would lose. 

It was reputedly calm when we entered the Drake Passage proper on the 
26 November, but this information seems not to have been relayed to the 
stomachs of the less hardy seafarers on board. Gradually the team began to 
suffer, for some the nausea persisting for several days. Operating watches 
of three hours on and six off broke the discomfort somewhat, but two of us 
at least – the Chuck-up team – were less than effective deckhands. Relief 
came to all a little after crossing the Antarctic Convergence, where the cold 
waters of the Southern Ocean subduct under the relatively warmer waters 
of those to the north.

On 29 November, after sailing some 620 nautical miles, we spotted the 
first land since leaving South America as Wiencke Island and the Fief 
mountain range came into view. The first growlers and icebergs were 
also encountered as we neared land. Navigating through the Neumayer 
Channel we passed to the south of Anvers Island before mooring, around 
11am, near the historical British wartime base of Port Lockroy on Goudier 
Island. Forgetting all formalities, gear was rapidly assembled in order to 
make an ascent of the prominent nearby peak. Due to easy access Jabet 
Peak (552m) receives numerous ascents each year, but for us it served 
both to exercise weary legs after four days at sea and as an introduction 

141. Phil Wickens (top), Richmond MacIntyre and Mike Fletcher descending 
the north face of Mount Faraday. (Derek Buckle)
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to Antarctic mountaineering on skis. This ‘baptism of fire’ also served to 
convince Richmond that life would be easier for him on snowshoes. 

An incoming storm the following day provided an opportunity to visit 
the staff and museum at Port Lockroy and to see its resident population 
of gentoo penguins; possibly one of the most abundant species of penguin 
worldwide. At the time, Goudier Island was also home to a lone elephant 
seal, various gulls and the odd chinstrap penguin.

With the storm behind us we left Port Lockroy on 1 December to 
motor south through 
the majestic Lemaire 
Channel. Fortunately, 
the timely emergence 
of the Polar Explorer, 
one of many Antarctic 
cruise ships, had forged 
a path through the 
thick ice blocking the 
northern entrance to 
the Channel, allowing 
our more fragile vessel 
to progress to the rela-
tively ice-free waters 
beyond. Entering the 
sheltered Deloncle 

Bay a little later we were 
dropped by Zodiac onto a rocky outcrop from which we could start a nine-
day exploration of the Hotine glacier and its surrounds.

Exploration of the Hotine glacier
The area to the south was explored during two sorties by members of 

Charcot’s second expedition in September 1909, who travelled 16 miles 
from their the ship to a spectacular place they named the ‘Cul de Sac des 
Avalanches’, which lies below the north-west side of what is now known 
as Mt Peary. The area to the north, whose glaciers flow into Deloncle and 
Girard bays, had never been visited, and would potentially give access to 
Charcot’s Mt Matin and several other notable peaks.

From the drop-off, a steep rising traverse round the base of Mt Cloos 
led to relatively level ground on the Hotine glacier proper; severely testing 
our embryonic haul-bag dragging skills from the outset. Surprisingly, these 
strong, cylindrical plastic bags behaved remarkably well; largely due to the 
incorporation of a rotor designed to prevent the haul line tying itself in 
knots as the bags somersaulted on the slopes. Keeping well clear of major 
crevasse zones – clearly visible on satellite images – we passed to the north 
of Mt Nygren before establishing an interim camp on the glacier at 550m. 
Having taken five hours to reach this camp it was late by the time that we 
were settled, but in the perpetual daylight of the Antarctic summer it was 

142. On the summit of Mt Matin (2400m). Left to right: 
Derek Buckle, Richmond MacIntyre, Mike Fletcher 
and Dave Wynne-Jones. (Phil Wickens)

only the drop in temperature that enforced a sense of urgency to climb into 
our sleeping bags.

Skinning for 2hrs 30mins next day led to a base camp at 850m, within 
striking distance of our main objective, the imposing and unclimbed Mt 
Matin. This camp was also well-positioned for attempts on Mt Nygren, 
which was also unclimbed, and what we called False Mt Shackleton (since 
it is incorrectly marked as Mt Shackleton on the 1:250,000 British Antarctic 
Survey map; the true peak of this name actually lies immediately to the 
south-west), which we later found had been climbed from the south side on 
22 January 2010 by Ludovic Challeat. All of these mountains looked like 
attractive propositions. Later in the day an attempt on Mt Matin was made 
via its broad south-west ridge but this was eventually defeated by increas-
ingly poor visibility. Intriguingly we turned around at over 1400m, higher 
than the designated height of the mountain (1360m), yet it was clear that 
we were still a long way from the summit, both in height and in distance. 

On the morning of 3 December the weather seemed good enough for 
most of the team to make an attempt on Mt Nygren. Only Olly decided not 
to join us as we skinned/snow-shoed up the broad east ridge until it notice-
ably narrowed and steepened at about 1000m. From here we followed a 
fine corniced ridge that snaked upwards into the mist, allowing us to make 
the first ascent of the 1454m summit a little under three hours after leaving 
camp. We graded the route Alpine PD+. Heavy cloud denied what should 
have been a superb summit view, but we were able to make radio contact 
with Spirit of Sydney before returning the same way; arriving back at camp 
just as it began to snow. 

High cloud still surrounded us the following day but on the promise of 
a good weather forecast we decided to attempt False Mt Shackleton. After 
crossing the Leay glacier, Dave, Olly and Stu decided to return, leaving just 

143. AC team high on heavily corniced Mt Cloos. (Phil Wickens)
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four of us to deposit skis at the foot of the north face before continuing on 
foot. Post-holing up the 50-degree slope led first to two wide bergschrunds, 
which were eventually taken direct, before we weaved upwards through a 
maze of séracs and crevasses. Towards the top the face steepened sharply 
to 60 degrees before joining the west ridge. Turning right we followed the 
corniced ridge past a false top before becoming the second party to reach 
the main summit, and the first by the north face, at 1475m, a little under six 
hours after leaving camp. We graded this route Alpine AD. Our proposed 
name of Mt Faraday, to commemorate the former British Base of the same 
name that lies immediately to the west and from where the ozone hole was 
discovered, has been officially accepted for this mountain. In contrast to 
the ascent of Mt Nygren, we were now bathed in brilliant sunshine and had 
stupendous views in all directions. The south faces of Nygren and Cloos 
dominated the view north and Mt Matin rose to lofty heights towards the 
east. From this viewpoint it was obvious that Mt Matin was substantially 
higher than its recorded elevation and that the true summit lay at some 
considerable distance east of the south-west ridge. Towards the south lay 
the true Mt Shackleton and the broad massif of Mount Peary, both of 
which had been climbed previously. Mount Scott, another peak that has 
received several ascents, rose on the coast to the west. Descending to our 
skis we arrived back at camp almost 12 hours after leaving.

144. Derek Buckle and Phil Wickens on the east face of Cloos. (Oliver Metherell) 145. Derek and Phil on the east face of Mount Cloos. (Oliver Metherell)

Early in the morning of 5 December it was perfectly clear, but a moderate 
southerly wind reduced temperatures to well below freezing. Fortunately the 
3m-deep ice lapa (from the South African open air enclosures surrounded by 
mud walls that are used as meeting places) that Richmond had constructed 
during a period of restlessness afforded respite so that we could gear up in 
relative comfort. With Olly still feeling uncomfortable with the conditions, 
and Stu suffering from painful sciatica, it was a reduced party of five that 
left at 7am to re-attempt Mt Matin. Skiing back up the south-west ridge we 
essentially followed our earlier tracks to reach a broad shoulder which led 
over several kilometres to the broad summit plateau. Only a short section, 
which with hindsight could have been climbed on skis, was tackled on foot. 
Facing a strong, cold wind we traversed the icy dome until at 1.30pm we 
successfully made the first ascent of the 2415m summit. While the views 
were extensive, the cold was not conducive to a long stay and only Phil 
enthusiastically continued his photo record of our surroundings. At over 
2400m – more than 1000m above its recorded height – Mt Matin was the 
highest remaining unclimbed peak on the Antarctic Peninsula north of the 
Antarctic Circle and despite its relatively easy grading (Alpine PD) it was 
undoubtedly a worthy prize. Certainly the effort involved made it feel like 
a major achievement, and skiing back on spring-like névé was a delightful 
reward. We eventually returned to camp 9hrs 30mins after setting off; well 



T h e  A l p i n e  J o u r n A l  2 0 1 2186 A c  e x p e d i T i o n  T o  A n T A r c T i c A 187

before increasing wind, precipitation and snowdrifts started to create mild 
chaos during the late evening and night. 

Having now climbed all of the peaks readily accessible from this base 
camp we decided to move closer to the coast. Initially we had considered 
the possibility of crossing the Leay glacier and returning to the yacht via 
the Wiggins glacier, however since this involved bag hauling over the steep 
ridge of Mt Faraday we now realised that this was not a viable option. The 
next day we therefore relocated lower down the Hotine glacier to camp 
at 307m, beneath the south-east face of Mt Cloos. This attractive moun-
tain forms the dramatic and steep east side of the Lemaire Channel. It 
was discovered in 1898 by the Belgian Antarctic Expedition and named 10 

146. Oliver Metherell beneath the séracs on the east face of Mt Cloos.  
(Phil Wickens)

years later by Charcot’s expedition. Although many people pass right below 
it as they cruise through the Lemaire Channel, the mountain remained 
unclimbed, and so it became the focus of our next ascent.

After a day camp-bound due to heavy cloud the whole party was keen to 
attempt Mt Cloos on 8 December. Thus, following a cold, clear and windy 
night, five of us left early with Dave and Stu deciding to follow later. Skin-
ning beneath the south face we reached the foot of the small, but promi-
nent, South Peak, the last few metres of which were climbed on foot to the 
airy summit at 935m. A traverse along the corniced ridge between the low 
and high summits then led past a high point at 940m that culminated in a 
massive projecting cornice overlooking the Lemaire Channel and Deloncle 
Bay. It was an impressive photogenic place to be, but we did not linger 
as we still had thoughts on the main summit, providing we could find an 
objectively safe route to it. Following in our tracks, Dave and Stu also 
climbed the south summit before traversing the ridge, but chose to return 
rather than attempt the higher north summit. We, in the meantime, crossed 
under the impending east face to climb below a series of large, but seem-
ingly stable, séracs to the left of an obvious rock face. Ascending steep, icy 
slopes we skirted around the lower large overhanging ice cliffs until a drafty 
wind scoop and awkward ice chimney led through to the upper slopes. 
From here it was a relative walk to the 1200m summit and its superla-
tive 360-degree views. It had taken us 7hrs 30mins to reach this previously 
virgin summit by a route that we graded Alpine D+. It was now 5.30pm. 
Moreover, it had been extremely cold all day and was now getting appre-
ciably colder; we needed to get down. Reversing the route was the only 
option, although we knew that this would not be quick and the chimney 
would provide a major challenge. Bomber ice-screws protected the descent 
from below, but there was no easy way to protect the last man from above. 
It all took time but eventually, after a single long abseil, we were on rela-
tively easy ground and looking forward to a late supper. A concerned radio 
call from Stu at around 8.30pm made us realise how late it was, but by then 
the major difficulties were behind us and we could make reassuring noises 
that all was OK. Two hours later we were back at camp after one of the 
most memorable days that any of us had experienced in the mountains.

Exploration of Paradise Harbour and Andvord Bay
With the completion of all that we could reasonably do on the Hotine 

glacier, and having arranged for a midday rendezvous with the Spirit 
of Sydney, we decamped and descended to the drop-off point the next 
morning. Fortunately, the state of the sea ice was sympathetic to our plan 
and we were duly collected on schedule to be sumptuously dined by Cath 
before sailing south to anchor at Pleneau Bay. The Bay provided an ideal 
opportunity to relax after the previous days’ exertions and we could at 
last take advantage of the kayaks we had on board. For most of us it was 
a novel experience just to be paddling among icebergs and sea ice, but to 
watch penguins surfing and darting underwater in their natural environ-
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ment was truly magical. Later that day a southerly wind pushed extensive 
pack ice into the bay and enshrouded the mountains in mist. We had been 
lucky during our climbs but would not be moving anywhere until condi-
tions improved.

Sun returned on 11 December but we were still enclosed in extensive 
10/10 (virtually continuous) ice. In such conditions we would normally 
stay put, but with a storm forecast for tomorrow we needed to find a secure 
harbour. Having posted Mike high in the mast as a lookout, and with 
everyone else scanning the water for the more major hazards, we edged 
slowly past the entrance to Deloncle Bay (which was now completely 
impassable) and into the clearer waters of the Lemaire Channel. It was a 
harrowing time for Cath and Darrel as they had never motored under such 
extreme conditions, but to the more naïve amongst us it was an exciting 

few hours amid spectacular 
and majestic scenery simply 
watching the pack ice drift 
slowly by. Continuing past 
the Seven Sisters of the 
Fief Range, the gargan-
tuan bulk of Mt Matin, 
and other by now char-
acteristic landmarks, we 
encountered minke whales, 
seals and penguins as we 
motored towards the safety 
of the aptly named Para-
dise Harbour to ride out the 
approaching storm.

As bad weather was not 
expected until later on 12 December we chose to make a rapid ascent of one 
of the peaks bordering the Harbour. With so many options to choose from 
we eventually selected a mountain subsequently identified as Mt Banck. 
At the time we thought that this peak was unclimbed, but it later tran-
spired that three separate teams had summited previously; the first being an 
Antipodean team early in 2000. After being dropped off at Sturma Point all 
except Olly climbed the easy north face (Alpine PD) on skis or snow shoes 
until finishing on foot up a short, steep couloir which led directly to the 
710m summit. It took less than two hours to reach the top and it was even 
quicker descending with skis on near perfect snow. By now the weather 
was deteriorating rapidly so we took the opportunity to visit the Gabriel 
Gonzales Videla Chilean Base near which we had moored for the night.

This put us within easy reach of several more significant but unclimbed 
mountains. The largest of these is Mt Inverleith, marked at 2000m 
on the BAS maps. Named and charted by the Scottish geologist David 
Ferguson in 1913-14, this mountain dominates both Paradise Harbour 
and Andvord Bay. The Paradise Harbour side is guarded by chaotic sérac 

147. Derek Buckle kayaking amongst the icebergs 
of Paradise Cove. (Phil Wickens)

bands and unstable ice cliffs and so we motored north to Andvord Bay on 
13 December. A suitable landing site was found at Steinheil Point and, 
after being dropped off in very difficult conditions, we skied steeply up the 
icy Grubb glacier in the face of a strong, cold wind. A leftwards traverse 
through an impressive icefall led onto a further steep, icy slope before we 
eventually made camp below the impressive east face of Dallmeyer Peak in 
a large windy snow bowl at 600m. Unfortunately, due to persisting sciatica 
Stu did not join us and remained on the yacht with Olly. 

With the wind diminishing overnight we set off the next day to climb 
Mount Inverleith in glorious weather. Leaving the skis on the col between 
Mts Dallmeyer and Inverleith, we meandered up the steep, broken North 
Face (Alpine AD+) between seracs and open crevasses before emerging 
onto a broad snow shoulder at around 1700m. We then climbed more 
easily south-westwards up an unrelenting glacial slope to make the first 
ascent of the 2038m summit around 7 hours 30mins after leaving camp. 
Like that of Mt Matin, the summit plateau of Mt Inverleith was vast, broad 
and rounded, but it did afford extensive views over a range of unclimbed 
peaks. In developing mist we returned to camp some 11 hours after leaving.

With time now running out and a storm due later on the next day we 
hurriedly decamped on  15 December in order to be back on the yacht and 
in a safe berth before the bad weather arrived. Anchoring at Port Lockroy 
that afternoon essentially completed the mountaineering aspect of the 
expedition but we were due some unexpected excitement before landing 
in South America for the flights home. The Drake Passage was again rela-

148. Dave Wynne-Jones and Mike Fletcher ascending Mt Inverleith. (Phil Wickens)
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tively benign on the return crossing but a close encounter with two hump 
back whales, one passing uncomfortably close to one side of the yacht and 
the other diving just in time to clear the keel, was a stark reminder of the 
ever present dangers in these Antarctic waters.

Summary: During November to December 2010 seven Alpine Club 
members under the leadership of Phil Wickens sailed to the Antarctic 
Peninsula on the yacht Spirit of Sydney. From several inland camps 
various members of the team made first ascents of Mts Nygren (1454m), 
Matin (2415m), Cloos South (935m), Cloos Main (1200m), and Inver-
leith (2038m). Members of the party also made the second ascent of False 
Shackleton (aka Mt Faraday,1475m) by a new route from the north, and 
the fourth ascent of Mt Banck (710m). Team: Derek Buckle, Mike Fletcher, 
Stuart Gallagher, Richmond MacIntyre, Oliver Metherell, Phil Wickens 
and Dave Wynne-Jones.
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149. The Spirit of Sydney in ice at Deloncle Bay. (Phil Wickens)


