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Nevertheless, despite poor visibility and heavy overnight snowfall an 
attempt was made to descend the next day as we anticipated that the low 
pressure area developing over the region would be short-lived. However 
it soon became evident that without a clear view a safe descent of the 
complex ridge was impossible. Somewhat resignedly we struggled back to 
a snowy dome some 80 feet away from the site of our earlier high camp and 
re-erected the tent. The next three days gave consistently high gusty winds, 
near zero visibility and precipitated some 13 feet of new snow. As the 
tent had to be dug out several times to prevent its collapse we eventually 
decided to relocate to a snow hole. Unfortunately no sooner had we trans-
ferred all the gear into the snow hole than we realised we were becoming 
buried alive. It was with some effort that we again re-assembled the tent 
and moved all the gear back in. With the situation looking increasingly 
desperate we made one further attempt to descend in the continuing poor 
visibility on 15 May but the slopes were in a dangerous condition and we 
abandoned the attempt. In our weakened state we were lucky to manage 
the 150 feet climb back to the snow dome that we had so recently vacated. 
At this point rescue was the only option if we were to survive. 

Becoming increasingly dehy-
drated, with little food and 
with me on the verge of hypo-
thermia, we called the Kluane 
National Park. Their response 
was magnificent, but they could 
do nothing under the prevailing 
conditions as they too required 
clear weather. Although in 
regular contact, it was to be 
five days and the deposition of 
another 10 feet of snow before 
they could launch a rescue. At 
5am on Sunday 19 May, after a 

particularly windy and cold night (down to minus 12 degrees C), we saw 
clear skies for the first time in eight days. A possible rescue was on! 

A little after 6.30 we could clearly hear the sound of a helicopter and 
around 6.45 Dion Parker and Scott Stewart teetered on the 10 feet square 
that constituted the only available landing space. Although only 50 feet 
from the tent I struggled to make the distance to the landing area and could 
only drag my ’sack through the thigh-deep snow. The relief was indescrib-
able, but we still had to get back to Kluane. With heavy cloud encircling Mt 
Vancouver it required skilful navigation to return and we did so with only 
30 minutes of fuel remaining after the 2.5-hour return trip. 

Back in civilisation Paul was treated for serious dehydration and I was 
nursing frostbitten hands and feet. Fortunately neither of us appeared to 
have suffered permanent damage, but without the Kluane rescue effort it 
would have been a very different story.

Paul Knott stamps out a helicopter landing 
pad. (Derek Buckle) 
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Three hundred days of storm and the other 65 not pleasant.  
– Alberto de Agostini, describing the Cordillera Darwin after his 1913 

attempt on Monte Sarmiento.

Stories told by the rare few who have ventured into the Cordillera 
Darwin have the flavour of Homeric tales. As we tried to unveil the 

mystery that surrounds this mountain range we learnt of impenetrable fog, 
wind gusting at more than 200 km/h that can raise you from earth like 
an invisible hand, summits still unchallenged, massive glaciers suspended 
over sheer drops or plunging into the sea, persistent rain, wildly differing 
maps and the lingering spirit of the Alacaluf Indians. It was as if our team 
from the Groupe Militaire de Haute Montagne (GMHM) would be entering a 

On the Shipton-Darwin ridge, descending to camp 24. Peaks in the background 
are Mt Jimmy Button (left) and York Minster. (GMHM Collection)
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Truly the ‘land of tempest’. (GMHM Collection)

perfect Minos labyrinth.
Rising above the Beagle Channel only a few miles north of Cape Horn, 

the Cordillera Darwin extends for some 130km east-west, dominating the 
western (Chilean) part of Tierra del Fuego. Access is difficult; it is first 
necessary to cross by boat the Strait of Magellan and then find a path 
through primary dense forest and swamps. The only possible escape from 
the mountains is by boat, air rescue being nearly impossible. You are on 
your own!

The highest peak in the range was first climbed by Eric Shipton and three 
Chileans in 1962 and is now called Monte Shipton (c2600m)1. Shipton also 
made the first north-south crossing of the cordillera, but so far nobody had 
come close to completing a lengthwise traverse. In 2008 three Canadians 
(Keri Medig, Steve Ogle and Dean Wagner) abandoned the most impres-
sive attempt so far after covering 68km in 35 storm-battered days. The 
Canadians were our main source of information and we owe them many 
thanks. However Steve Ogle’s first reaction to our plan was not encour-
1. Shipton J, Monte Shipton or Monte Darwin? AJ109, 132-142 (2004) 

aging: ‘You must be raving mad to consider crossing the cordillera in its 
entirety.’

We prepared according to three guiding principles: Go lightweight, 
as weight is time; gather as much knowledge as possible because the 
‘unknowns’ would still be huge 
– to this end we made a 45km 
training journey in Norway in 
similar wet and windy condi-
tions; and finally, be able to 
move in bad weather. This 
last is the key to success. We 
needed to be able to orien-
tate ourselves in bad weather 
despite the crevasses, séracs and 
avalanches, and to recover from 
each soaking, freezing day and 
break camp next morning.

Winter seemed to offer the 
prospect of fewer storms and 
there would be better snow cover for filling crevasses and pulling the sleds. 
However in deepest winter there are not enough hours of daylight. We 
therefore decided to start at the end of the austral winter in early September 

A new discipline – sled alpinism. (GMHM Collection)

Punishment Day. A snow-cave shelter from the 
whiteout. (GMHM Collection)
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when there would be eight hours of daylight, though the avalanche danger 
would be higher. The maximum someone would be able to carry on the flat 
was 75kg. A 1.1kg bag of food per man per day would provide 3500Kcal. 
In total, along with our three tents and other equipment, we would be able 
to carry food and fuel for 35 days, or a maximum of 40 days with rationing.

A drop test into a crevasse with the sledges showed us it was necessary 
to have at least three on a rope to be able to stop the fall. There would be 
six of us, an ideal number, allowing two parties of three, taking turns to 

recce the route. Our strategy 
was to move forward with 
the sledges only when sure 
of the route, as we could 
move five times as fast 
without a sledge. (Though 
the climbing was not as tech-
nical as on other GMHM 
expeditions, hauling the 
sledges through difficult 
terrain proved awkward, 
and at times dangerous.)

For navigation, after 
reviewing all existing maps, 
it appeared that Google Map 
Relief was the most accurate 
in this area, although poorly 

Camp 23 with the ridge barrier beyond. (GMHM Collection)

In the heart of Cordillera Darwin – 20kg on the 
back and 40kg on the sled, with fresh snow 
and strong headwinds. (GMHM Collection)

defined. The only substantial paper map dates from 1954 and is at a scale of 
1:250,000, hardly good enough for navigation. We opted for the use of our 
two smartphones as a GPS and downloaded the maps in advance (there 
is no GSM signal on the Darwin range of course). Each rope would carry 
a GPS smartphone and to recharge them we took 12volt batteries – solar 
panels are hardly suitable for Darwin!

***
After a year of preparation we leave Punta Arenas in an old fishing boat. 

Everyone has his 35 made-up food bags. Everyone has a 75kg load – 50kg 
for the sled, 25kg for the backpack. Already the wind manifests itself and 
delays by a day our crossing of the Straits of Magellan. The sea is raging.

On 6 September we make the crossing and are dropped off at the west 
end of the Cordillera Darwin, facing Mount Sarmiento on the far side of 
fjord. When I think back to this day, I remember the strange feeling of 
being about to enter into a country without other humans. The boat leaves 
immediately to shelter on the far side of the fjord. The sailors can barely 
comprehend our intention and are disturbed to leave us here. Everyone, 
climbers and sailors alike, has a tear in his eye. We camp at an altitude of 
700m, beside our first glacier. It is snowing.

The second day is beautiful. Might Darwin’s reputation prove a little 
exaggerated? We discover the cordillera around us is amazing. Mt 
Sarmiento hovers above the sea. Everywhere massive glaciers descend to 

Monte Beyond The Far (2026m) on the Shipton-Darwin ridge. ‘Never have I been so 
far from everything.’ – Didier Jourdain. (GMHM Collection)
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melt in the sea. Everywhere there are cascades of séracs; a succession of 
peaks, beautiful and unknown, stretches to the horizon. It is like one Mont 
Blanc range after another.

Our strategy is for one team of three to go ahead and find the route while 
the other brings more equipment and installs the camp. Beyond the first 
pass is a succession of séracs. We continue roped up and with helmets on 
for the next 26 days. At least we have picked the right season for snow and 
are on skis from the first day at only 200m above the sea. But on the third 
day we learn that Darwin’s reputation for bad weather is not a myth. To 
make matters worse one of our two satellite phones no longer works. From 
now on we shall have no connection between the teams during the day.

Conditions are a little better next day and at nightfall an unexpected 
ramp is discovered in a wall that borders the last sérac barrier before the 
next glacier. Without the ramp we could see no other way of overcoming 
this obstacle. So far we have been moving very slowly as the crow flies; we 
are covering distance but rarely in the right direction. 

In the morning, it is difficult to go out of the tent. It is another day of 
furious wind as we force a trail in deep snow. However little by little we 
are gaining a rhythm. Evening routines begin to repeat themselves: stamp 
down a place to camp, build a wall of snow, put up the tent, prepare the 
food bag, take off shoes, remove snow from the tent and ice from clothes 
and harness, melt and heat the water, discard the bag, mop up with clothes, 
dry clothes on yourself, drink, eat, prepare the sleeping bag, arrange clothes 
and sacks to protect the sleeping bag, plan the next day’s track, load the 
GPS, mop up any moisture, sleep.

Each morning the rituals resume: remove hoar-frost, melt snow, stow 
the bag, shoes, the tent… The repetition has a sound purpose. It is neces-

Map: The Darwin Traverse. (GMHM Collection)

sary to be efficient and to forget nothing. We are finally well prepared. 
Every morning, despite the storm and falling snow, we always get out of 
the tent. 

By the sixth day we have made only 10km in a direct line along our 125km 
route. On the seventh day we move forward a little more but new difficul-
ties arise. As the snow accumulates, so the avalanche danger increases. For 
the leading skier it is really stressful as he seeks a way through the crevasse 
zones and negotiates snow slopes, séracs and cliffs, often in bad weather. 

‘Green Valley’ is reached in the pouring rain on our ninth day. It is the 
only place during the whole traverse that is not on a glacier. After 20km as 
the crow flies, it is also our first pre-identified objective. Reaching it gives a 
brief boost to our morale, but we’re really late. During the following days, 
the wind and snow means that the slopes we cross are increasingly loaded, 
though fortunately the snow seems more stable than at home. Neverthe-
less, our slow progress once again starts to sap morale. There are too many 
difficulties, forcing us to make extra reconnaissance forays and diversions. 

The 12th day is almost our last. A storm takes us by surprise just after 
leaving the bivvi. We try to push on despite the very harsh conditions but 
are forced to go back, hoping to find our campsite. The sheer strength of 
the wind and complete lack of visibility strand us completely. We are just 
200m away from the campsite and we can’t find it. To survive, we have to 
dig a cave. It takes two hours for the six of us to dig a hole in which we can 
barely crouch, but the snow still creeps in and we are soaked. What to do? 
For how long a time will we have to stay here? We cannot spend the night 

Descending the spur towards the Darwin glacier after crossing the Shipton-
Darwin ridge The photo encapsulates Cordillera Darwin’s blend of mountains, 
glacier and sea. (GMHM Collection)
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in these conditions. The situation is becoming critical.
Eventually the wind eases and we manage to walk 50 metres to where 

we find a flat enough area. It takes all six of us to put up each tent. But will 
the tents be strong enough? Never in my life have I known so much wind 
against a tent as blows in the night, maybe more than 150km per hour. We 
are all praying. We spend the following day in the tents trying to dry our 
equipment and ourselves. The wind is still blowing violently; resuming our 
traverse would be insane. 

Today is the only one that we spend stranded in the tents. Yet time is 
precious: we have been walking for 14 days, with 35 days of supplies; we 
have consumed roughly one third of our food, but we have only done one 
fifth of the crossing. At this rate we cannot complete the crossing; we are 
not ready to give up but it is hard to believe in our chances. 

 The following days are slightly better, though still scary as you can see 
séracs above your head and crevasses under your skis. Finally, after around 
two metres of fresh snow, the 17th day is beautiful. In one day we cover 
12km as a crow flies with 1200m of skiing up. That’s more than we did in 
the whole first six days! We have consumed half of our food and fuel, but 
achieved only one third of the distance. However we are now in the central 
cordillera where the glaciers are bigger and therefore easier to follow. We 
knew we would go slowly in the early days because of the terrain and the 
weight of our loads, and so it has been. We have started to conserve our 
food supplies to last for up to 40 days.

No way down here! Looking into Fjord Parry from the ridge between Monte 
Gines and Monte Beyond The Far. (GMHM Collection)

For the first time on the journey we are able to stand together in the 
evening before retiring to our tents. While we are all together in our quest, 
we are seldom all together physically: two per tent and three per rope, 
always 20 metres apart. Despite blue sky, the next day is another hard one. 
The wind rages and good visibility never lasts long. The harsh weather of 
these latitudes always prevails. Gusts of wind throw us to the ground with 
monotonous regularity.

We advance more quickly and on getting to the Marinelli glacier thread 
a way through its dangerous labyrinth of crevasses and overhanging séracs. 
Before us is the most unknown and definitely most technical part of the 
expedition – the thin ridge linking mounts Shipton (c2600m) and Darwin 
(c2400m). We need a window of good weather to be able to cross. With 
the food saved we have supplies for 19 days and around 50km to go. But 
how long can we wait for a good opportunity to tackle the ridge? In fact the 
forecast predicts no big storm for the next few days. But what exactly does 
a forecast mean here? 

As the weather does not seem so bad, we start without waiting. If 
the forecast is wrong we will be in big, big trouble. From 700m on the 
Marinelli glacier we ascend through another maze towards the ridge by 
Mt Shipton. For three days, we play at tightrope walkers as we drag the 
sleds above the void. From the start we had made it a rule not to attempt 
summits. It is a hard one for a climber when passing sometimes just a few 
metres from virgin peaks, but in the Cordillera Darwin that is the nature of 
the game. Each moment of good 
weather must be made to count. 
In fact in the cloudy conditions 
we have to follow exactly the 
crest of the ridge and in doing 
so pass over the unclimbed peak 
of Monte Gines (2022m) and 
Monte Beyond the Far (2026m). 

From the very beginning of 
the expedition we had wondered 
if we would be able to cross the 
Shipton-Darwin ridge. When we 
do so it is a special moment, one 
of my best days in the moun-
tains. We descend by a spur on 
the north side of the ridge to the 
Darwin glacier; more glaciers 
follow, another day of white-out and even a pass to cross at 2000m. Then 
we reach the long Stoppani glacier and an endless moraine that leads us out 
of this wonderful hell.

Finally the grass! Birds! And pieces of grilled beef that Jose is preparing 
for us. We have arrived at Bahia Yendegaia. Jose Alvarao is the only inhab-
itant of the Cordillera Darwin, a gaucho who hunts the feral cows with a 

Jose the gaucho goes about his business. ‘This 
man from another time,’ as Jourdain describes 
him, Jose Alvarao is the only inhabitant of the 
cordillera. (GMHM Collection)
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lasso2. He is returning the old Yendegaia estancia to its former wild state, 
riding a horse for a few days in the mountains and bringing back animals 
alive to sell the fresh meat to fishermen. For three days as we wait for a 
boat we are lost between two worlds, so well received by this man from 
another time. We need this gradual return to civilization, time to reflect on 
the beauty of this long day of thirty days and those rare bright periods that 
revealed the spectacle of Darwin, as splendid as it is unknown.

Summary: An account of the first lengthwise traverse of the Cordillera 
Darwin in Tierra del Fuego (Chilean sector) on skis in September/
October 2011 by six members of the Chamonix-based Groupe Militaire de 
Haute Montagne (GMHM). The range is 130km long on its east-west axis, 
however the team covered some 250km during the 30-day traverse. Total 
ascent was 17,400km and the difficult terrain required them to travel roped 
up for 26 days.

Team: Captain Lionel Albrieux, Chief Warrant Officer Sébastien Bohin, 
Lieutenant Didier Jourdain, Dimitry Munoz, Corporal Sébastien Ratel, 
Staff Sergeant François Savary. (For note on the GMHM see page 71)

2. Jose Alvarao’s often solitary life at the Estancia Yendegaia is well described by Simon Yates in his book The Wild 
Within (Vertebrate, 2012).

The GMHM team after completing the traverse. From top left clockwise: Lionel 
Albrieux, Dimitry Munoz, Sébastien Ratel, Didier Jourdain,Sébastien Bohin, 
François Savary. (GMHM Collection)
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Few places in the world today are truly unexplored, yet there remain 
regions with whole ranges of unclimbed mountains, little in the way 

of bureaucracy, no acclimatisation requirement and an amazing collection 
of wildlife. The Antarctic Peninsula is one such region, although even this 
is gradually yielding to the attention of yacht-based mountaineers who 
regularly cross the Drake Passage from South America. Most of these, 
however, either repeat ascents of the more popular mountains or simply 
focus on coastal peaks that are suitable for single day forays. It is relatively 
unusual for expeditions to venture further inland to explore more distant 
unclimbed objectives, leaving these ripe for more enterprising souls. 

The 2010 Alpine Club Expedition1 and the 2011 Eagle Ski Club Expedi-
tion2 (both led by Phil Wickens) are two recent notable exceptions. Even 
so, these and nearly all other exploratory expeditions have concentrated on 

1. AJ116, 179-190 (2012)
2. ESC Yearbook 2012, 32-38

Antarctica team members on the Belgica glacier approaching the north side of 
Pk 1475. (Bjorn Riis-Johannesson)


