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In April-May 2014, Kieran Parsons and I were fortunate to make the first 
ascents of three summits between Mt Abbe and Mt Bertha in south-east 

Alaska’s Fairweather range. The most exciting of these was Peak 8290ft 
(2527m), whose top sports a tantalising pyramid of clean granite. Peak 
8290, like many summits in this area, is unnamed other than its spot height 
on USGS maps. The quality of the granite we climbed augurs well for the 
potential of steeper pillars on this and adjoining summits.

As is often the case with fickle coastal climbing, Peak 8290 was not our 
original plan. Base camp was 20km away by the east ridge of Mt Crillon 
(3879m) – a longstanding challenge Bradford Washburn first put forward 
back in 1941. Mt Crillon dominates Glacier Bay’s West Arm peninsula, 
and its east ridge presents a very exposed 10km-long route. Route of this 

South side of Pk 8290ft from the high bowl overlooking the Johns Hopkins 
glacier. We reached the summit pyramid via the extended south-east ridge on 
the right skyline, and on the granite top climbed the arête dividing light and 
shade. (Paul Knott)

walk through the mist and rhododendron brought us and porters to the 
Forest Department’s12 hut at Tolung (Temrong). 

Summary
An account of exploration of the Zumthul Phuk glacier in October-

November 2014, with first ascents of the col between the Passauram and 
Zumthul Phuk glaciers, and of One Hand Peak (5100m) overlooking 
unknown glaciers and endless unclimbed peaks. Team members were Jack 
Bergin, Martin Boner, Kevin Higgins, Ursula McPherson, Keith Mona-
ghan, Anindya Mukherjee, Thendup Sherpa, Alan Tees (Leader) and 
Jimmy Tees.

Notes
1. Kishong La is also known as Yumtso La.
2. Ringi Chu.
3. Sikhim and Bhutan: Twenty One Years on the North-East Frontier 1887-1908, J Claude White p67. 
4. Under the leadership of Paul Bauer.
5. Along with three Sherpa companions.
6. The Passauram and Talung Valleys, Sikkim, Dr. Eugen Allwein, Himalayan Journal Vol.5, p-58-64).
7. Zumthul Phuk Valley, spelled differently as Zamtu or Zumtu by different authors. 
8. The 1937 German party were the first to see and photograph these unnamed glaciers as they were looking for a 
passage on the watershed of Zumthul Phuk and Passauram glaciers. They found their passage (Kukur La), but could 
not complete the journey, and retraced their steps back to Zemu glacier. Source: Himalayan Journal Vols 5, 7.
9. The Rock Needles or Siniolchu Needles are also marked as Singyel Lhu, 5712m in some maps.
10. Known as Temrong nowadays.
11. Interestingly, the German party that had entered Zumthul glacier from north in 1937 and ascended Kukur La did 
not mention a lake. Perhaps a sign of global warming speeding up in the last decades? It is difficult to pinpoint the 
exact timeframe in which this lake was created. 
12. Kangchenjunga National Park.

Martin Bonar on One Hand Peak, with Peak 6020m and an unnamed glacier in 
the background.
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type  are not for everyone, as they involve many days’ climbing with loaded 
packs in uncertain and unforgiving weather. Luckily, Kieran was fresh 
from an active period in New Zealand’s Southern Alps, whose rigours 
breed the necessary fitness and stamina as well as judgment and humility. 
Thus, I had the reassurance I needed to return to the Alaskan coast after an 
unfortunate epic the year before (Alpine Journal 2013).

We reached base camp the same day we arrived in Haines, 21 April, 
thanks to the skilful judgement of our ski plane pilot, Paul Swanstrom. But 
when we tried to approach Mt Crillon, poor visibility hampered our efforts. 

Part of the corniced ridge beyond Pt 6706ft. The ridge contains numerous 
hidden steps. (Paul Knott)

Two views of the west side of Peak 8290ft, April 2011: above from near the summit of Pk 
c7400ft. (Paul Knott)
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The forecast was for continued unreliable weather, and we concluded this 
was not conducive to such a long and serious route. Instead, we made a 
20km traverse on the Brady Icefield to the area north of Mt Bertha, with 
the idea to explore unclimbed peaks in the Mt Abbe group. Although 

The top granite pyramid of Pk 8290ft. We climbed close to the arête throughout. 
(Paul Knott)

low in altitude, the Abbe peaks 
are still large by many standards 
and present a vertiginous profile 
as they consist largely of granite 
(unlike much else in south-east 
Alaska).

After eight hours of snow-
shoeing and pulling sleds, we 
made a camp at 1230m on the 
glacier north-east of Mt Bertha. 
Unfortunately, this was our high 
point on this attempt. Over the 
next four days, poor weather 
confined us to the tent and put 
down 150cm of snow. In the 
midst of the storm, we had to dig 
out the buried tent and drag it 
to the new surface. For a while, 
we found ourselves scrunched 
uncomfortably on a stepped floor. 
Luckily, that evening the weather 
cleared enough for us to make a 
firmer platform and regain some 
dignity. In the main, the storm 
was not much hardship: we had 
food, good books, and the right 
equipment including a strong 
single-skin tent and up-to-date 
sleeping bags with proofed outers. 
In lulls, the powerful XGK stove 
quickly topped up our water.

What was to test our mettle 
somewhat, though, was the 20km 
return to base camp. We broke 
through half-formed crust so 
badly that after the first two and 
a half hours we had moved only 
614m. We stopped early that day 
in the hope of improving condi-
tions, but felt under pressure 
given that we had only two more 
days’ supplies. Fortunately, the 
snow was firmer the following 
day as I had hoped, and by late 
afternoon we were within reach 
of base camp. We camped close 

Above and below: Kieran Parsons starting 
pitch 2 on the summit pyramid of Pk 8290ft. 
(Paul Knott)
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to a curious patch of snow that must have been the roost for a migrating 
flock of geese. That night, high wind buffeted the tent. We had done our 
best to build snow walls, but they melted to nothing. High up, huge plumes 
of snow blew from the plateau below Mt Crillon. After four hours of plod-
ding, we arrived at base camp to find the tent almost completely buried in 
dense, wind-blown snow. 

The weather update told us nearby Yakutat had recorded a record warm 
temperature for the date. The good news was that the strong winds were 
from building high pressure. We were keen to make the most of this, but 
concerned about conditions for Mt Crillon. Our route involved a poten-
tially threatened south-facing slope followed by similarly exposed east-
facing slopes below the upper ridge. Given the recent heavy snow and high 
winds, and no sign of a reliable freeze, one or both of these seemed prohibi-
tively risky.

Hence, after just one full day’s rest, we set off with renewed determina-
tion for the Abbe peaks. We set off at 3am under clear skies, and with the 
surface transformed, in six hours we were already above our previous high 
camp. Early next morning, we stashed our snowshoes and poles as best 
we could before climbing the obviously avalanche-prone slope to a col at 
1887m. This col was the key to a high bowl overlooking the Johns Hopkins 
glacier. We could see everything from Mt Bertha and the north ridge of 
Mt Crillon, right up to the Mt Fairweather massif at the opposite end of 
the range. In front of us was the south face of Peak 8290ft with its tanta-
lising granite top. Beneath our feet, the sun glinted off the snow. The crust 
supported our weight intermittently and there was no substance under-
neath. This energy-sapping combination tried our patience as we crossed 
to the south side of the bowl for our first objectives.

Early on 6 May, we set off up the snowy northern arête of Peak 7507ft 
(2288m). We made fast progress on this, and hence after descending from 
the summit we moved directly to the adjacent Peak 7274ft (2217m) via its 
north-west spur and west ridge. The view from these peaks convinced us 
that the most direct approach to the granite top of Peak 8290ft, the snowy 
south-east face, was not viable because an ice cliff across its middle was 
too threatening and the face ran with wet slides each afternoon. Instead, 
early on 7 May we set off on the 2km-long south-east ridge from a camp 
by the 1887m col. We had noted the potential for time-consuming difficul-
ties along this ridge, and beyond the small foresummit 6706ft (2044m) we 
found ourselves tackling a series of knife-edge corniced mushrooms and 
towers. As expected, the rock here was sedimentary and loose. It took us 
nearly three hours to negotiate a few hundred metres of ridge. Above, an 
easier snow arête took us to the base of the granite pyramid. The only way 
up this was on steep rock, but the granite was superb, providing secure 
climbing with juggy holds and plentiful protection. We climbed close to 
the crest, in three pitches of about Hard Severe – which made for pleasant 
climbing with our single half-rope, rigid boots and light rack.

From the summit, we could see how much untapped potential exists 

Kieran Parsons on our return along the corniced ridge to Pt 6706ft. The ridge 
contains numerous hidden steps. (Paul Knott)

for harder and more sustained granite climbing. I had noticed some of this 
rock on previous visits in 2009 and 2011, but the quality of what we had 
just climbed highlighted just how exciting the possibilities could be. Only 
two teams have climbed in the Abbe group. In 1977, the team of Alan 
Givler, Dusan Jagersky, Steve Marts and James Wickwire (who, like us, 
originally set out to approach Mt Crillon) most notably climbed a steep 
mixed route on the south-west face of Peak 8440ft (2573m). In 1991, a 
determined Walter Gove and Bill Pilling climbed Mt Abbe from the north-
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east side, directly from the sea. These ascents leave the main granite pillars 
untouched. The western side of Peak 8290ft sports a continuous 450m 
pillar. But the most striking rock lies nearer Mt Abbe. Peak 8410ft (2563m) 
immediately to its south has monolithic pillars up to 750m in height on its 
western and southern sides. Mt Abbe itself presents several clean granite 
walls overlooking the Clark glacier and on its western outlier Peak 7260ft 
(2213m). Peak 8440ft looks more mixed and alpine, but still looks to have 
the same rock as we had just climbed.

Access to these pillars need not be difficult. While the 1977 party made 
a circuitous approach from the Brady glacier, one could nowadays land 
by ski plane on the west shoulder of Mt Abbe. This was the key to my 
2009 and 2011 climbs elsewhere in the Johns Hopkins basin (which itself 
remains otherwise untouched by climbers). A landing higher up, directly 
below Peak 8440ft, might also be possible. Bergschrunds could be one 
remaining problem, as was my experience in the upper bowl in 2011, along 
with a striking frigidity in the shade of the steep walls.

By the time we had taken in the view from the summit and arranged 
four abseils back to the snow shoulder, it was already after midday. As 
we picked our way down in the afternoon warmth, we found the difficul-
ties on the approach ridge transformed from mostly snow to mostly rock. 
Collapsing cornices, sodden snow and disintegrating rock concentrated our 
minds and forced us to make two awkward diagonal abseils. At one point, 
a cornice 150cm wide and 8m long detached beside me and fell down 
the steep northern face. One of my ice tools dangled down the face by its 
umbilical. Equally, it was hard to ignore the ominous clouds gathering 

South face of peak 8410ft (right), April 2011. The pinnacle to the left is peak 
7260ft on the western side of Mt Abbe. (Paul Knott)

over the ocean south of us. 
We finally ploughed our way to the tent in mist and light snow at 

6:30pm. We were pleased with our climb, and relieved to reach rela-
tive safety where we could rest and rehydrate. But our position was still 
exposed. Any oncoming storm would load the avalanche-prone slopes 
we still had to descend. I was especially mindful of the epic I had experi-
enced on Mt Eaton the year before, and we were both ready to continue 
descending that evening despite the risk of wet slides. Importantly, we had 
the physical capacity to do so. After a phone conversation with pilot Paul, 
we nevertheless decided to wait overnight for a freeze, as high pressure was 
due to hold the storm offshore.

Early next morning, in intermittent visibility, we post-holed down from 
the col, finding our footprints obliterated by wet slides. Towards the bottom 
of the slope, we noticed a cone of ice blocks from a huge serac collapse 
extending out over the glacier, and realised that our stashed snowshoes 
lay just within the cone. This made the 20km walk back to base camp a 
distinctly unappealing prospect that could well have been a repeat of our 
post-storm trenching the week before. Luckily, by the afternoon the cloud 
had cleared and pilot Paul was able to pick us up directly. 

Fly-in, fly-out climbs involve dramatic transitions. After spending 
almost three weeks in a world of snow, we dismounted from the plane 
to powerful spring fragrance, green shoots, and birdsong. We spent a few 
days in Haines amongst this paradise, a fitting way to cool down after 
such a vivid high mountain experience. The whole adventure left me with 
a renewed sense of how majestic and elevating the climbing here can be – 
given, of course, a strong party and a bit of luck with the weather.

South-west face of peak 8440ft, April 2011. (Paul Knott)
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Summary
An account of the first ascent of three peaks south of Mt Abbe, over-

looking the Johns Hopkins glacier in south-east Alaska’s Fairweather 
range. The team of Paul Knott and Kieran Parsons climbed from 21 April 
to 8 May 2014 on what was Paul’s ninth trip to the area. A highlight was 
finding perfect mountain granite.
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Aerial views, April 2011 of above: twin summits of Mt Abbe from the west; the 
walls on the left overlook the Clark Glacier, the face at the far right is on Peak 
7260ft. and below: Peak 8410ft from the north-west. The wall on the far left is 
on Peak 7260ft. On the right are Peak 8440ft and Peak 8290ft. (Paul Knott)

Its former name was Cordillera Huallanca and thus it appeared in the 
reports of the first expeditions between 1969 and 1972. That name disap-

peared in 1974 when the Instituto Geográfico Militar of Peru launched 
its definitive Carta Nacional and the range began to display its original 
and true native name, Cordillera Chaupijanca; Chaupi in Quichua means 
‘middle’ and janca, ‘heights’. An accurate name, since the Chaupijanca is 
compressed between the two giant ranges of northern Peru, the Cordillera 
Blanca and the Cordillera Huayhuash. Indeed the Incas knew best how to 
name their mountains.

The Chaupijanca may well be the smallest of the 26 cordilleras known to 
exist in Peru, but what matters is what it has to offer visiting mountaineers. 
It runs north-north-west to south-south-east for some 35 to 40 kilometres. 
It averages some seven kilometres wide, except at the tract near the village 
of Aquia, where its width must be about 14 kilometres. This is due to the 
fact that its highest point, Nevado Pampash (5338m) sits somewhat apart 
and to the west. The entire range is bound in the north by the Pativilca river 

The Huaraz – Pachapaqui – Huallanca road, with the ridge of the Tancán peaks 
in the background. (All photos: Evelio Echevarría)


