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Postscript: A little over a year 
after our return from Antarctica 
‘Stanley’ was killed proximity 
flying his wing-suit on a BASE 
jump in Zion, Utah.

The unsung hero of modern 
Yosemite climbing, Sean Leary 
was a true big wall master, 
highly skilled in hard aid, high 
speed and long free climbs. 
With his broad smile and laid-
back demeanour he was the 
finest and fittest partner you 
could hope for and one of my 
best friends. Leo Houlding

Sean ‘Stanley’ Leary 1975 - 2014.

the cloud and bath of golden light. Dave could actually see us with the 
600mm lens from ABC a mile below. Howling to the moon like the Fenris 
wolf itself, Al fought desperately frozen fingers to capture that ephemeral 
moment, before we began the massive descent. 

At Snow Petrel Pillar we paused to consider the state of play. Stanley 
and I were equipped with wing-suits and BASE rigs, ready to fly the entire 
line of the ridge back to ABC. It would be impossible in the current storm, 
but we had the option of leaving lines fixed and praying for better weather 
the next day. Conversely, should the weather deteriorate further we would 
still have to jumar some 600m up to the exit point to clean the ropes before 
we could even begin a more conventional and now greatly extended 
descent. This prospect, combined with the serious complications involved 
in descending the Dinosaur’s spine with our masses of kit, taxing even in 
fine conditions, close to critical in the current blizzard, convinced us that 
we could not leave our friends in such a predicament and that our climactic 
flight would have to wait for another day.

Five days later we all stumbled back into base camp exhausted but safe. 
We had achieved our three objectives and all trace of our presence in that 
pristine wilderness would be erased.

Summary: Personal accounts of climbing and filming the first ascent of 
the north-east ridge of Ulvetanna, (E6 6b, 5.12a, A2, 33 pitches, 1750m), 
Queen Maud Land, Antarctica, January 2013. Leo Houlding, Sean 
‘Stanley’ Leary, Jason Pickles, Chris Rabone and Alastair Lee (David 
Reeves ground support). Lee’s film, The Last Great Climb won the Best 
Climbing Film category at Banff Mountain Festival and the Judges’ Special 
Prize at the Kendal Mountain Festival.

CALUM MUSKETT

Wall of Paine
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Like many Welsh students, I first learnt about Patagonia at secondary 
school. The history of the Welsh migration to the area was interesting 

but it wasn’t until I read Paul Pritchard’s seminal first autobiography Deep 
Play, with its photos of hulking granite monoliths and tales of epic ascents 
and ferocious storms, that the area really caught my interest. Patagonia 
sounded truly wild and of all its mountains the ominously named Towers 
of Paine seemed to me some of the most aesthetically pleasing and inspiring 
summits I had ever seen.

In late spring 2013 I received an email from Jerry Gore inquiring as 
to whether I’d be interested in joining him on an expedition to climb the 
south face of the South Tower of Paine – the biggest unclimbed wall in 
Patagonia. Given Jerry’s enthusiastic sales pitch on top of my own desire 
to visit the area I readily committed to the expedition without pausing to 
check my diary: it’s not every day you get the opportunity to visit one of 

In Patagonia. Twid Turner battles the elements on the approach to advance 
base camp in the Bader Valley. (All photos: Calum Muskett)
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the world’s foremost mountaineering destinations with a team intent on 
such an awe-inspiring objective. Flights were booked the following day 
and many evenings were spent ruminating over the forthcoming trip whilst 
gazing at pictures of the unclimbed face.

On a midsummer day out in the Alps I was enthusing about our perfect, 
sunny, south facing wall on Paine to British climbing star Hazel Findlay, 
when she pointed out that Patagonia was in the southern hemisphere. My 
response was something like, ‘Yeah obviously’ but then she further pointed 
out that a south face in the southern hemisphere would be akin to a north 
face in the Alps. Thoughts of sun cream and shorts were suddenly replaced 
with down jackets and goggles; we’d be in Patagonia during its early spring 
– a time of year not renowned for warm weather. . .

Following this extraordinary revelation I travelled to Grindelwald and 
spent a week on the north face of the Eiger experiencing cold bivvies and 

Sunrise on the Cuernos del Paine, the west wall of the Bader Valley.

Bader Valley peaks: 1. Cuernos Oest, 
2. Cuernos Norte, 3. Mascara, 4. Thumb, 
5. Blade, 6. Sword, 7. Paine Grande.

Right: Advance base camp.
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difficult rock climbing; surely perfect preparation for a Patagonian south 
face? On my return home from the Alps I maintained my fitness for the 
forthcoming trip by spending evenings at the climbing wall and going for 
night time runs. Despite a busy work schedule I was feeling fit and couldn’t 
wait for the opportunity to be climbing on the pristine granite walls of 
Patagonia.

Above: the 900m south face of the South Tower of Paine, and right: showing 
the route. The central and left hand sections are yet to be attempted. By mid-September our team was 

finally sorted. I would be heading out 
with Mike ‘Twid’ Turner, a mountain 
guide with perhaps the greatest track 
record of first ascents of big walls of 
any climber in Britain, Jerry Gore, an 
ever enthusiastic ex-Marine, climber 
and Type One diabetic, and Raphael 
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Twid Turner on the apron slabs. 
(Calum Muskett)

Jochaud, a lively and witty 
French cameraman who would 
be filming the expedition.

The wall we had our sights 
set on had been attempted 
once before by Twid and Stu 
McAleese in 2006. After many 
days on the wall, inching their 
way up through the complex 
and dangerous loose rock of the 
central section, they began to 
think that they’d broken through 
the most difficult ground when 
they were hit by a savage storm. 
On the descent, the updraft was 
so strong on the steepest part of 
the wall, they had to pull them-
selves down the fixed lines! The 
ropes ran out at the ridge leaving 
them stranded 250m above the 
glacier. After enduring several 
days of storm the pair were 
nearly hypothermic and starving 
when the weather abated just 
enough to allow them to recover 
a rope and complete the descent. 
For Twid, this wall was clearly 
unfinished business, but this time 
he was better prepared and ready 
to face the Patagonian weather 
once more.

After several flights we arrived at the small Chilean airport of Punta 
Arenas – but we were one Frenchman short. Having received a message 
from Raphael that he would be a couple of days late we decided to make 
our way to Torres del Paine and wait for him at base camp. In Puerto 
Natales, three hours’ drive from Paine, we did a huge food shop to cater for 
the three and a half weeks’ camping in the remote Bader Valley. Unfortu-
nately the supermarket offered only meagre supplies so for breakfast we’d 
be eating porridge and all evening meals would consist of either noodles or 
Smash. To supplement this varied diet we had cereal bars to feed a small 
army and enough chocolates to stop Jerry going hypo for a whole year!

The bus journey into the park crosses plains and lowland hills on a dirt 

track until you finally round a hillside and the majestic Paine massif swings 
into view: granite spires and snowy summits above large lakes. Guanacos 
graze the side of the road, condors glide overhead and the lakes support a 
colony of flamingos. Despite ever increasing visitor numbers, the park has 
maintained its wilderness feel, due to careful management by the national 
park service that limits development of the area rather than pushing a 
clearly profitable tourist trade.

From the roadhead we faced a pleasant trek into the Bader Valley along 
the spectacular ‘W’ trail, which attracts thousands of trekkers every year. It 
was nightfall and the ground was covered with a thin layer of freshly fallen 
snow when we finally reached our base camp in a small wood beside a 
river. The infamous Patagonian wind had already picked up and we hastily 
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settled down to a cold and noisy night in the tents.
Next morning I was confronted by a valley like nothing I had ever seen. 

Granite towers and rock walls lined the left side whilst on the right were a 
series of huge moraine slopes capped by a massive red-tinged wall. At the 
head of the valley, gradually coming into sight as we stumbled upwards 
under the weight of our heavy sacks, was the biggest wall of them all – the 
south face of the South Tower of Paine.

We set up camp just an hour’s walk from the base of the cliff and got 
to work preparing the area. This proved more problematical than we had 
anticipated due to a fierce wind that left us cowering behind boulders 
during the stronger gusts. After banking up walls of snow against an over-
hung boulder we thought we’d created a fairly sheltered spot to pitch a tent. 
I started erecting the tent from the inside but before Twid and Jerry could 
tie it down, an almighty gust lifted the tent with me inside, blowing it over 
into the boulder field. Bruised and disorientated I hung on for dear life – to 
the tent with one hand and a boulder with the other, until the wind abated 
enough for us to flip the tent back into its alcove with me still inside! We 
hastily weighed the tent down with bags of rocks and were soon inside the 
meek and now highly ventilated fabric shelter trying to light the stove.

By this point Raphael had made it into camp and after another day of 
ferrying gear in exceptionally strong winds we decided to walk up to the 
base of the wall for a closer inspection. From a distance the cliff looks 
featureless, unusually blank for something this size – it’s only when you 
get up close you begin to notice small corner lines and cracks weaving their 
way upwards. As we gazed up at the wall Raphael asked: ‘Where do the 

Raphael Jochaud jumaring; the apron slabs below and right.

other routes go?’ He hadn’t quite grasped that there could be an unclimbed 
wall as big as this left in Patagonia. 

After weighing up the alternatives we decided to attempt a line up the 
right-hand side of the face and Twid and I returned the following day to 
begin the route.

The apron of slabs at the foot of the wall are surprisingly tricky given 
their amenable angle. There are few cracks or features of any kind to take 
protection and snow collects on any ledges, be they fingertip edges or wide 
enough to sit down on and the granite is bald enough to require tight fitting 
rock shoes. Given the sub-zero temperatures this was pretty inconvenient, 
if not uncomfortable, to say the least. So I pulled on my cold rock shoes 
and headed upwards, brushing snow off little ledges as I went. Although 
the climbing was relatively easy, care had to be taken placing your feet to 
avoid verglas and cold fingers felt unreliable on the smaller edges. I reached 
the first belay just as the sun briefly hit the crag and I was able to enjoy a 
little bit of warmth as I removed my tight rock shoes – shooting pains of 
pins and needles a brief torture as the blood rushed back to my toes. Twid 
jumared up behind me and we were soon making good progress up to the 
ridge.

Reaching the ridge opened up an impressive new vista for us over to 
the Central Tower of Paine and the large glacier and lake beneath it. The 
ridgeline was, however, very exposed to the wind and after another couple 
of pitches we retreated to ABC to ravenously consume a packet of noodles 
and a tortilla. . .

Over the following few days, bad weather kept us stuck in our tent. My 
holiday read was Moby Dick and it seemed somewhat ironic to be reading 
about ships being caught in huge storms off the coast of Patagonia. The 
wind was relentless and the noise of flapping fabric so loud you could 
barely sleep. In fact the wind beat on the tent so hard we thought it was in 
danger of being ripped apart. Toilet breaks were quite problematic. I recall 
leaving the tent bleary-eyed one morning and being hit by such a strong 
gust of wind whilst taking 
a leak that I was pinned 
against a boulder for 
twenty seconds. . . messy!

The problem with 
the wind is that when 
it finally does die down 
and you’re left with some 
semblance of peace and 
tranquillity, all you feel 
like doing is sleeping and 

The weather closes in – 
again.
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recovering. In Patagonia, though, any bit of good weather needs to be 
quickly seized upon as time spent relaxing is time wasted. Conditions were 
significantly colder when we headed back up, a southerly wind whipping 
the wall. Whoever was belaying would soon be freezing cold despite layers 
of down and synthetic jackets. After some moderately difficult pitches we 
reached a narrow groove line, steep and loose. Twid went for the lead, aid 
climbing on insecure short pegs in expanding flakes. After a nerve racking 
five hours and a short fall Twid was much of the way up the pitch but short 

Twid Turner aid climbing a loose A3+ pitch low down on the face. This pitch 
would later go free, with a couple of rests due to numb hands, at F7b+.

of gear and freezing cold he decided to return to the belay and leave the 
pitch for the next day.

We were keen to free climb as much of the route as possible although 
given the dreadful, cold weather this was often impossible, but I did manage 
to free climb to Twid’s high point, albeit with a couple of rests due to cold, 
unfeeling hands. From there I could see that another ten metres would 
put me on easier ground, but with poor gear and clearly difficult climbing, 
I was trepidatious about setting off. I warmed my fingertips, went for it 
and, moving as quickly as possible between the small edges, reached bigger 
holds just as my fingers were uncurling from the cold. At the top of the 
pitch I suffered a severe bout of hot-aches but was content with the effort 
I’d put in; free climbing this 
trip might be impossible at 
times but I felt we couldn’t 
have tried much harder 
given the conditions.

Progress over the 
following week was slow. 
Jerry, Raphael, Twid and 
I all put in plenty of effort 
but the weather limited the 
amount of time we were able 
to stay on the wall. On one 
particularly miserable day 
we were caught in a blizzard 
which briefly lifted the air 
temperature above freezing, 
melting the snow all over 
the face before it re-froze, 
covering the rock in a treacherous layer of verglas.

After days of bad weather Raphael and I were finally treated to blue 
skies and almost no wind for the first time of the trip. A tiring 500m jumar 
gained our high point but once there we got straight to work. The quality of 
the rock had finally improved and the climbing was really enjoyable. I free 
climbed as much as possible, pulling on gear occasionally when my fingers 
became too cold or the climbing looked particularly difficult. After several 
more pitches we had overcome a black band of rock high up on the face 
and for the first time felt that success was near, with perhaps three more 
pitches before we could scramble to the summit.

The weather had other plans. Four days of ferocious storms dumped 
snow on the wall and the wind was stronger than ever. After an enforced 
rest Twid and I were chomping at the bit and we headed out the moment 
the wind dropped. I was first up the ropes but after 500m realised I’d made 
a mistake several days before. I’d failed to tighten the fixed lines on my 
descent and the wind had whipped one horizontally from the belay over 
a flake and now it hung straight down to the belay I was on. After ten 

Twid Turner in typical Patagonian conditions, 
high on the route.
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minutes of flicking and pulling I realised the rope wasn’t going to budge. 
All our gear was at the top of these ropes so after shock testing it I decided 
to jumar the stuck line and attempt to release it whilst Twid belayed me 
with another rope. Nerve racking fails to describe the few minutes I spent 
jumaring this rope but eventually it was freed and I vowed never to make 
such a blunder again.

I led on from the top of the fixed ropes into the teeth of a blizzard. Snow 
streamed down the rock, filling my eyes and the neck of my jacket but 
having started the pitch I felt compelled to finish it and gain at least some 
height after all the effort to get to our high point. I was rewarded with the 
first good ledge for 500m and at last a view of the top of the wall. A swift 
retreat followed as the weather rapidly worsened but we felt optimistic 
about our chances of success with the summit so close.

With three days remaining before our flights home we were rapidly 
running out of time. Storms were still preventing us from getting on the 
face but on our final day we headed up despite the weather. At the top 
of the ropes Twid took over the lead and reached a wide and easy-angled 
corner; the final pitch of the wall before a scramble to the summit. But now 
the winds had picked up again, blowing spindrift across the face and by the 
time I had joined Twid the only sensible decision was to descend – if the 
wind grew stronger it would become nearly impossible to abseil. It was a 
good call – the wind increased the further we descended and as we neared 
the ridge we were being blown sideways. The final abseil to the glacier was 
in a complete white-out and descending to ABC was both hard work and 
demoralising after putting in so much effort over the previous month.

We were close but we hadn’t reached the summit of the South Tower 
of Paine. Months of preparation and effort were poured into the fulfilment 
of this dream and defeat, so near the summit, was a bitter pill to swallow. 
At the same time, the decision to descend was an easy one: no summit is 
worth risking your life for and the objective dangers were totally out of our 
hands. Climbing isn’t just about making it to the summit but more about 
the experiences you have whilst trying to get there and returning safely is 
an imperative of a successful expedition.

Overall we’d spent eighteen days at ABC with only two days of good 
weather. Temperatures were consistently sub-zero and our diet of smash 
and noodles left us constantly hungry throughout the expedition. Despite 
these drawbacks we’d climbed 900 metres up one of the biggest unclimbed 
walls in South America. The climbing was amongst the best of its kind in 
the world, the area truly stunning and I won’t hesitate to return to Torres 
del Paine if the opportunity presents itself again.

Summary: Wall of Paine (A3+ & F7b+, 900m to high point – estimated 
to go free at approx F7c+ or E7 in suitable conditions), south-east face 
of the South Tower of Paine, Torres del Paine National Park, Patagonia. 
First ascent to end of hard climbing: Jerry Gore, Raphael Jochaud, Calum 
Muskett and Mike ‘Twid’ Turner. October/November 2013.

DICK TURNBULL

Ice Cold in Canada
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The onset of age and the increasing desire to avoid pain, struggle, major 
discomfort and unknown unknowns had prompted my abandonment 

of ‘proper’ winter climbing – alpine grande courses etc, etc – for more 
modest ‘ice cragging,’ the winter equivalent of giving up trad (proper?) rock 
climbing for the more hedonistic but enjoyable and safer antics on bolt 
encrusted crags! Where to this winter? Canada, home of modern icefall 
climbing and long hoped for destination, won the day.

We – a breakaway team of AC worthies jumping ship from the annual 
AC Ice Meet included Pete Holden, Bill Church,‘young’ Nick Donahue 
and myself flew in to Calgary in late January (apparently this is known as 
the ‘dark’ season!) to hear that the weather had been unseasonally mild for 
the last two weeks. Luckily the forecast was for colder but dryer and more 
settled weather.

Fabulous, ‘big league’ ice-lines on Mount Howse, seen from the Parkway.


