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Greenland

Annapurna, Camp One, North Side Looking toward Nilgiri.
Rob Fairley, 1992. (Ink wash drawing. 23cm x 32cm.)
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REV BOB SHEPTON

Tilman Must Never Die
Climbs in West Greenland

There were two main aims for this ‘Tilman 2015: Sail and Climb’ expe-
dition. One was to climb new routes from my 10m, or 33ft, Westerly 

33 Discus sloop Dodo’s Delight in various locations as we wended our way 
south down the west coast of  Greenland from Sisimiut where I had left the 
boat for the winter. The other was to sail the boat back across the Atlantic 
home to Scotland after three years in the Arctic.

The team this year were not the ‘Wild Bunch’, those talented professional 
climbers, including Nico and Oli Favresse, who came in 2010 and 2014 and 
made those superb climbs in Greenland and Baffin, but the ‘Mild Bunch’ 
– that is to say ordinary non-professional climbers doing more ordinary 
routes. Our team comprised Rob Beddow, Patrick Deacon, Mark McKellar 
and Trystan Lowe. Rob left us in Nuuk where Martin Doble joined as mate.

I was quite happy that they were going to climb at a lesser standard, but I 
have to confess to becoming a little disappointed on occasion that they were 
not more ambitious and did not push themselves harder, tending to stick 
to shorter routes within their comfort zone. But at least this did show that 
there is scope for first ascents in Greenland to be made by ‘holiday’ climbers 
doing ordinary routes.

Climbing on the Starter Walls, Hamborgerland. (Rob Beddow)
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A glorious exception to this were two fine routes on the dramatic Shark’s 
Fin as I dubbed it, alias Kin of  Sal, a sudden and strangely British name on 
the Danish maps and charts (we were unable to discover why), where the 
team really worked themselves to climb well above their standard on steep, 
sometimes loose, rock at E4 6a (280m). I had hoped this was a prelude to 
them continuing to stretch themselves for the sake of  making new routes, 
but then I have always been fanatical when it comes to the chance of  
making first ascents, and maybe I had been spoilt by sailing and climbing – 
and rapping on subsequent lecture tours, oh dear! – with the Wild Bunch.

And the team did make a number of  first ascents on the west coast of  
Greenland. We went down the long Evighedsfjord, an old stamping ground 
of  Tilman’s and where Denise Evans had climbed Mt Attar, the second 
highest summit in Greenland, some years ago. At the far end, from the 
offshoot fjord of  Sangmissoq, Patrick and Trystan walked 3km up the edge 
of  the glacier to the south-east to a rock buttress at the far end and climbed  
a route on the right hand side: The Rocky Road to New York, just E1 because 
of  the last pitch, 5a, 100m. There was plenty more potential here but a lot 
of  the rock was wet for reasons that will be explained in a moment.

Already in this fjord we had been brought up against another difficulty 
which became even more apparent when we moved south to the Hamborger-
land/Maniitsoq area with its tremendous potential for climbing new routes: 
the mountains were still in winter mode with snow right down to sea level. 
As the manager of  the Maniitsoq hotel put it: ‘this year in Greenland winter 
has lasted longer than in the previous 47 years.’ We had only brought rock 
climbing gear expecting it to be summer.

Routes on Afternoon Sun Wall, Starter Walls, Hamborgerland. Six routes were 
done here, ranging from 25m to 155m and from VS to E3. (Bob Shepton)

The east face of Shark’s Fin, Maniitsoq, where the team climbed the expedition’s 
most substantial lines. (Bob Shepton)
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One of  the results of  the late winter was that snow beginning to thaw at 
the top of  rock walls made some potential routes wet. All the same the lads 
found a wall, which we named ‘Starter Wall’, quite close to the convenient 
anchorage of  Agpamiut off  Hamborgerland Sund, some of  which was dry. 
Here they put up six new routes from E1 to E3, 25m to 120m, a good intro-
duction to rock climbing in the area, on two different walls of  the crag.  
In this category they had also slipped in two shorter routes high up on the 
back of  the second summit of  that Kin of  Sal after their glorious sally on 
the main wall, The Invisible Werewolf (E3 6a, 100m) and Rotten Rabbit (E1 5a, 
100m), on ‘the best rock so far’.

But many of  the potential walls were up glaciers and with limited alpine 
gear they felt reluctant to thread their way up the snow-covered glaciers, 
with possibly concealed crevasses, to potential climbs. We did go off  30 
miles south to another potential crag as it appeared on the rather inadequate 
(for climbing) Saga map, which turned out to be a dramatic looking ridge. 
They set off  from the boat to attempt it with enthusiasm but again it turned 
out to be guarded by a huge snowfield and they aborted. I was initially 
disappointed, but when I saw the pictures later I saw their point! So the 
alpine-type ridge of  Finnefjeld remains inviolate as far as I know.

On the way south to Nuuk there was some tricky pilotage through islands 
and rocks in the by now dusky night to examine yet another fjord which 
might yield some climbs. It didn’t but on the way out we discovered a fine 
anchorage in sand, unusual in rocky Greenland, which we duly wrote up 
for the Arctic and Northern Waters pilot book. Discovering and making a note  
of  suitable anchorages along this huge coastline where there is still so much 
to be explored could almost be added as a third aim of  the expedition.

Arriving at Nuuk we investigated the network of  fjords to the north and 
east for climbing but again the team were put off  by the fact most walls were 
long, big and sheer for at least some of  their length. To abort halfway would 
have been complicated. But Rob and Patrick did tackle the long ridge that 
included Nakaigajutoq (1180m), requiring five pitches of  roped climbing  
to get up its narrow, if  not quite knife-edge start. Boat to boat it took them 
25 hours. We thought this might have been a first ascent but they had 
found some tat and it turns out some Norwegians had completed the ridge  
previously. It was probably the first British ascent then, and at around TD.

It was ironic that when we searched the fjord immediately east of  Paamiut 
and they found a crag a little inland from a subsidiary fjord which they liked, 
the mist stayed obstinately over the area even though it was clear elsewhere. 
It obscured the climbs and after waiting two or three days and re-visiting 
Paamiut because we were short of  loo rolls, we finally gave up and motored 
south in mist and no wind a hundred miles to the Kap Desolation area  
(Nunarssuit). Here we made an intriguing anchorage in the channel between 
Kap Thorsvalden and the line of  islands at its foot, which had the advantage 
that the numerous icebergs in the area had not found their way in, except  
for one which was fortunately stretched too deep under water to reach us. 
The lads also found a rock slab/wall round the back of  the big headland 

Above: Trystan Lowe on the first ascent of Midnight Sun (E4), east face of 
Shark’s Fin, Maniitsoq. (Mark McKellar)
Below: Lowe nearing the top of Midnight Sun. Dodo’s Delight can be seen below. 
(Rob Beddow)
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and put up two routes, The Lost World (E1 5b, 170m) and McKellar’s Pilates 
Masterclass (HVS/E1 5a, 100m). An attempt on The Thumb, a prominent 
spire we had sighted across the other side of  the fjord to the west was aborted 
owing to loose rock and them ‘freezing’, climbing in cold mist all day!

The Atlantic crossing back to Scotland was also successfully accom-
plished, but not without its usual stormy adventures. A depression just 

south of  Iceland threw a spider’s web 
of  isobars right across the Atlantic 
from Greenland to Scotland and  
beyond. We went south to get round 
and hopefully to pick up some west 
winds to the south. We hove-to for 
26 hours at one occasion because 
of  stormy conditions, on another a 
huge wave hit the side of  the boat 
and burst open a repair I had previ-
ously effected, shooting water into 
the cabin. The wind instrument gave 
up the ghost and the crew had to sail 
by the feel of  the wind. Two of  them 
had not sailed before; if  I was slightly  
disappointed in some of  the climbing,  
I was impressed with their endur-
ance, good humour and sailing.

Routes Summary
Though winter conditions lasted longer this year than in the ‘previous  
47 years’ on the west coast of  Greenland, a team on Bob Shepton’s yacht 
Dodo’s Delight made first ascents of  rock climbs in various areas on the west 
and south coast of  Greenland.

Evighedsfjord
Or ‘Eternity Fjord’, an old stamping ground of  Tilman’s. Denise Evans 
climbed Mt Attar (2190m) here a while back. There are some rock walls with 
glacier approaches off  this long fjord. Many ‘alpine’ peaks still require first 
ascents, though it is difficult to discover what has and has not been done.

Sangmissoq Buttress (N65° 48' W52° 14')
The Rocky Road to New York (E1 5a, 100m, Deacon, Lowe, 10 June). The 
buttress is visible 3km up the glacier to the SE of  the end of  Sangmissoq 
Fjord off  the main fjord. The start is on far right (east) side of  crag, a short 
scramble up loose grey rock leading to red rock.

Hamborgerland/Maniitsoq Area
To my knowledge no rock walls have been climbed here to date. All routes 
were pioneering adventures. There are a number of  rock walls to be climbed 
including north faces. Also much scope for alpine ascents of  prominent 
peaks, 1,000m to 2,000m from sea level, when equipped with suitable gear 
for glacier approaches. We only touched the edges of  the huge potential.

A shot of Hamborgerland, illustrating 
the climbing potential. (Mark McKellar)

Sailing in the beautiful Evighedsfjord, where both Tilman and Denise Evans 
visited and where plenty of climbing potential remains. (Bob Shepton)



T h e  A l p i n e  J o u r n A l  2 0 1 6108 T i l M A n  M u s T  n e v e r  D i e 109

Hamborgerland: Starter Walls (N65° 40' W53° 06')
Not far east of  Agpamiut anchorage, an obvious extensive but relatively low 
buttress (100m), with a smaller buttress to the right. Or from the first inlet 
east of  Agpamiut (N65° 39.6' W55° 09.7') go right – less distance to walk! 
Six new routes, VS to E3, 25m to 155m, give a good introduction to climb-
ing in this area. Further details are available on request. Climbing team of  
Beddow, Deacon, Lowe and McKellar.

Shower Head (E1 5a, 40m)
Welly Welly Flaky (VS 4c, 55m)
Saucy Badger (E3 5c, 40m)
Friday Night Fever (E2 6a, 25m)
Chimney Sweep (E2 5bc, 155m)
Hallelujah, It’s Raining Moss (E1 5b, 110m)

Maniitsoq: Shark’s Fin
Also known as Kin of  Sal, or ‘Big Heart’ in Greenlandic, an island off  the 
SW corner of  Maniitsoq Island.

East Face (N65° 26' W53° 04')
Two notable pioneering routes on left side (facing) of  this prominent steep 
wall. Technically challenging and some loose rock. Both teams climbed well 
above their usual standard to complete these bold climbs.

Midnight Sun (E4 6a, 280m, Beddow, Lowe, 28 June)
Dusk ’til Dawn (E4 6a, 280m, Deacon, McKellar, 28 June)

West Face
This cliff  was ‘round the back’ on the second summit of  Kin of  Sal. Two 
routes completed starting high up, above the obvious ramp or slab on the 
right (south-west) side of  the crag. Start just to the right of  the deep chimney 
(not climbed). ‘Best rock encountered so far.’

The Invisible Werewolf (E3 6a, 100m Beddow, Lowe 3 July). Takes the 
crack line immediately right of  the deep chimney. Technically exacting, var-
ied route.

Rotten Rabbit (E1 5a, 100m, Deacon, McKellar, 3 July). Takes the right 
side of  the large flake to the right of  previous route.

A French group based on S/Y Maewan reported climbing a route on the 
main west face, mossy and some loose rock. The team failed in an attempt 
to climb the prominent ridge of  Finnefjeld, 30 miles south of  Maniitsoq, as 
we had not brought alpine climbing gear expecting the usual summer rock 
climbing conditions at this time of  year.

Nuuk
The prominent ridge between Itossoq and Umanap Suvdlua fjords taking 
in Nakaigajutoq (1180m) (TD, Beddow, Deacon, 8 July). Second recorded 
ascent and first British ascent?

Nunarssuit/Kap Desolation area: Kap Thorvaldsen
A wall on the next summit to the north, on the east side gave two routes.

The Lost World (E1 5b, 170m Deacon, Lowe, McKellar 28 July)
McKellar’s Pilates Masterclass (HVS/E1 5a, 110m Lowe, McKellar 29 July)

Patrick Deacon climbing The Rocky Road to New York (E1) on Sangmissoq. 
(Trystan Lowe)


