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TOM LIVINGSTONE

Alaska: Fun or Fear?

These images of the Slovak Direct (5.9, X, M6, WI6+, 2700m) that accompany 
the first part of Tom Livingstone’s article feature the ninth ascent of this  

landmark Alaskan route, completed in 2018 in four days by Anne Gilbert Chase, 
who appears in all of them, and Chantel Astorga, who took the photographs.  

This was the first all-female ascent and the second female ascent of  
an Alaskan route of this standard. (Chantel Astorga)

In the spring of  2017, Tom Livingstone and Uisdean Hawthorn left for an  
extended visit to Alaska with their goal the Father and Sons Wall of  Denali. 
Plagued with bad weather, they made an optimistic attempt on the Slovak Direct 
instead which was shut down by worsening conditions. This spring they returned  
to make a successful ascent of  a new route, Fun or Fear?, on the east face of  Jezebel 
in the Revelation Mountains.

Wednesday 3 May 2017. I lay in my tent, waiting. What was I wait-
ing for? I didn’t know. Expedition life seemed to have condensed 

into eating, waiting or climbing. I couldn’t tell if  my sunburn was hospital- 
grade, or whether it was just the funky light from the red fabric of  the tent. 
This was a borrowed Crux model, and it really stank in there. Sorry Crux. 
Everything seemed off-colour; it was like the world’s contrast had been 
altered. Uisdean Hawthorn and I were resting, waiting for an opportunity 
to climb Mt Hunter. The 1,400m north buttress tempted us from base camp, 
so tantalisingly close. It stood proudly over the glacier, but when we hung 



T h e  A l p i n e  J o u r n A l  2 0 1 864

out with Colin Haley to ‘chat shit’, we realised climbing the north buttress  
is only two-thirds of  the way to the summit. And reaching the summit,  
as we all know, is all that matters: everything else is just an attempt. Our 
egos insisted we’d never reach the cornice bivouac, the spot where you 
emerge from the buttress, and call it good. But I’m sure everyone says that 
until they get there.

By evening, the stove was roaring in the kitchen, more of  a teepee tarp 
in reality. We’d pitched it wonky so it collapses often and then we bodge it 
again. We lost our washing-up liquid – it slowly melted into the snow on 
a warm day – so Uisdean has cleaned our pots and pans with hand soap. 
‘Soap is soap, right?’ It did explain the odd coconut and jasmine aftertaste.

Monday 7 May. Yesterday morning we stumbled back onto the glacier 
after attempting the Moonflower route on Mt Hunter. We reached the final 
rock band after 17 hours of  climbing, moving well and enjoying the contin-
uously high quality. Our pace slowed as the evening shadows grew, but we 
still felt strong as we melted water.

I’d watched dark lenticular clouds cap Foraker and Denali during the 
afternoon, and wondered if  the bad weather forecast for two days’ time was 
arriving early. It wasn’t a great surprise when the radio crackled at 8pm and 
Lisa, the Kahiltna base camp manager said, ‘bad weather is due to arrive 
much earlier than expected.’ Our hopes of  climbing to the summit of  Hunter  
suddenly stalled, and we talked of  options. Of  course, we could always 

Right: Both women are former Denali 
guides. Astorga had previously 
reached the summit nine times and in 
2010 skied from the summit down the 
west ridge. Chase had summited four 
times. Though they met on the peak 
eight years ago, their ascent of the 
Slovak Direct was only the third time 
they’d climbed together. The first time  
was their attempt in 2017, which 
Livingstone references in his article. 
The second time was the first ascent 
of Obscured Perception (VI, WI5, M6, 
A0, 70°, 1400m) on Nilkanth (6596m) 
in the Garhwal, featured in Area Notes. 
(Chantel Astorga)

Far right: Anne Gilbert Chase enjoying 
some easier ground on the Slovak 
Direct. Now a registered nurse, she 
lives in Bozeman, Montana with her 
husband Jason Thompson, who was 
the third member of their team on 
Nilkanth. Astorga is now an avalanche 
forecaster based in Idaho. (Chantel 
Astorga)
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climb to the cornice bivy, but to what purpose? It seemed pointless to climb 
to an arbitrary point in the face of  incoming bad weather; it would only 
protract our descent.

Soft, perfect snow crystals began to float through the air, landing on our 
jackets. ‘I guess that settles it.’ We began to rappel through the Alaskan 
night, back down the route, finally crossing back over the bergschrund  
11 hours later on Sunday morning, exhausted. Apart from a few hours of  
dozing on Friday night, we’d been awake since Friday morning.

Sunday 14 May. Three weeks of  our trip gone, one month left. I felt  
confident about that amount of  time. It gave us a few weeks to acclimatise 
and a few weeks to wait for a weather window. All we really needed were 
four days of  stable weather. How hard could that be? After our Moonflower 
attempt, we decided to focus on our main objective, Denali, and moved 
higher up the mountain. But we were now stuck at 11,000ft camp and it 
had been snowing hard since last night. The tent quickly became buried, 
and gusts of  wind blew snow through the ventilation holes. Thin puffs of  
snow would funnel into our sleeping area, always finding a way in despite 
our best efforts.

We were grateful for the rest day, having hauled our enormous sleds  
the day before. We woke after 14 hours’ sleep, ate porridge in our sleeping 
bags and then warmed the tent with the stove. The ceiling started to rain 
condensation and our sleeping bags became very damp. It was like being 
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in the tropical house at the zoo: 100% humidity and a light rain falling. I’m 
glad Uisdean had brought a hard drive filled with movies. We started Band 
of  Brothers, still lying in our sleeping bags, waiting for evening. Then we 
could go to sleep for another 14 hours.

The Slovak Direct is noted for its length: 2.7km of sustained climbed. Chase 
told Climbing magazine: ‘it’s extremely steep with a lot of mixed climbing and  
a bit of everything. There is a lot of water ice up to WI6 and difficult rock.’  
The pair spent three nights on the route, including one on a sloping ledge  
in bad weather wrapped in their tent. (Chantel Astorga)
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Later I pressed my head against the wet fabric of  the tent, just to feel some-
thing. I’d been lying, trapped in this cocoon, for weeks. At least, that’s what 
it felt like. The icy temperature seeped into my forehead. ‘Ah yes,’ I thought, 
recalling where I was: still in a tent, lying down. The wind eased outside 
and I wondered if  the storm was passing. Then another gust slammed into 
the fabric and the tent rocked. Stale smells hovered around me. Dried sweat 
from t-shirts, worn for 14 days straight. Damp down, repeatedly soaked by 
condensation. Disgusting socks, worn continuously on multiday routes.

‘Are our senses sharpened, or dulled?’ I wondered. The contrast of  pale 
snow against a deep blue sky seemed ethereal, hyper-bright. The white 
sunlight seemed almost to strobe. But in our storm-bound days, we felt the  
absence of  temperature, fresh air and real colours.

Wednesday 17 May. 14,000ft camp. Breathe. Pause. Sit up. Pause. 
Breathe. Pause. Unzip sleeping bag. Breathe … The air felt thin, as though 
the oxygen had been wrung out of  it. Lying in our red cocoons, breathing  
heavily, we waited until sun hit the tent. ‘It’ll be here any minute now,’  
I think, willing the warmth. I could see half  the camp already lit up. A few 
people were standing outside their tents in enormous jackets, like penguins 
on the ice. They were either in the cold shade or suddenly basking in the 
morning light, flapping their arms.

My sleeping bag had a white layer of  frost and ice where the conden-
sation had frozen so I kept my head totally still, trying to avoid the shock 
of  ice on skin. The temperature had dropped and the forecasts said -40°C. 
We would continue with our acclimatisation for the next few days. At least 
it was fresh.

During my 2012 trip to Denali with Tom Ripley, I’d learnt a lot about 
acclimatisation. We spent only two days above 14,000ft camp. There was a 
day trip to 17,000ft camp and then an attempt at the summit. I found it very 
hard to acclimatise, and didn’t manage to walk to the summit via the West 
Buttress, unlike Ripley. On this trip with Uisdean, we spent much more 
time acclimatising, and I consequently felt much better at high altitude.  
On separate days, we go to 16,500ft, sleep at 17,000ft camp, go to 18,000ft, 
and then reach the summit. We also spend about a month at 14,000ft camp, 
which certainly helped.

Monday 5 June. After acclimatising, Uisdean and I had about three 
weeks. We felt fairly confident good weather would materialise. According 
to lore, there is often high pressure at the end of  May or start of  June, but 
it’s important to note the weather in Alaska is notoriously unpredictable, 
unstable and poor. Forecasts are also often wrong. With only 15 days left 
before our flight, we still couldn’t see any good weather on the horizon. The 
weather continued to be unsettled. Sunshine and snow mixed in an after-
noon. We had snow at 14,000ft camp but it was calm at 17,000ft camp. High 
winds blasted the summit but it was eerily calm at 14,000ft.

We were lucky to be able to speak to Dougie, Rob’s friend, who sent us 
detailed analyses of  the forecasts. His accurate and thorough interpretations 
had been useful so far, but his predictions for Monday to Friday weren’t 
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looking stellar. The best we could see was: ‘Tuesday and Wednesday will be 
less windy, less cloudy, and unlikely to precipitate.’

Our original objective had been the Father and Sons Wall but it was  
almost devoid of  ice. The long period of  good weather during March and 
April had probably melted a lot. This must have something to do with the 
relatively low altitude of  the wall and its southern aspect. It had been a low 
snow and ice year in the mountains, and the Father and Sons Wall had 
suffered heavily. So we decided to launch for the Slovak Direct, on the south 
face of  Denali. We planned for a day to approach and then hopefully three 
days on the route.

Neither of  us felt much confidence in the weather. It wasn’t forecast to be 
four days of  high pressure, which is what you’d like for getting on one of  the 
biggest alpine routes in North America. Our gut instincts were a mess, and  
I don’t think either of  us felt fully confident. We agreed that if  we didn’t 
have end-of-trip pressure, we wouldn’t have launched with this forecast. 
Then again, if  you don’t try, you’ll never know. Rob and Dougie both said:  
‘I wouldn’t launch on this forecast.’ So we tried to be like George Lowe,  
separating our ambitions from our situation in the mountains. But that 
didn’t work and we went anyway.

The Wickwire ramp was a direct, fast and relatively safe way to approach 
the Cassin Ridge, taking only four hours. The climb up to the ridge and then 
the half  dozen or so rappels and some down climbing were also relatively 
fine, depositing us near the base of  the Slovak, in the East Fork of  the Kahilt-
na. Total approach time was eight hours. In future, I’d consider approaching 
the Slovak on skis via the East Fork because you can leave all your food and 
kit at base camp and then acclimatise on the west buttress with the mini-
mum necessary. This saves heavy sled hauling up to 14,000ft, which sucks. 
The East Fork is also a relatively relaxed approach when frozen, and takes 
around seven hours from 7,800ft camp.

Tuesday 6 June. Localised cloud had caused light snow to fall throughout 
the night. Although we could see patches of  blue sky above, the dark clouds 
and sound of  snow falling on the tent weren’t encouraging. Lying on my mat, 
thinking of  what lay above, we knew we were in for an adventure. We had 
seen the tracks from the women’s team (Anne Gilbert Chase and Chantel 
Astorga on their 2017 attempt) approaching the route, which was a novelty: 
two teams on a route, which normally sees one ascent every five years.

Waking at 3am we reset the alarm until the snow and clouds cleared, 
which they did at 4.30am. We were quick to get ready, but spent the next 
hour debating whether to try. So much felt wrong: the poor forecast, the 
localised bad weather, the spindrift pouring down the route and the winds 
whipping at the ridge above. What if  we got caught in a storm, high on the 
route? What if  this wasn’t a good weather window? What if  we climbed 
too slowly because of  the weather? We longed for a good forecast, but this 
window of  ‘less-shit’ weather was all we had and time was running out. 
Despite our instincts, we decided to climb. We had to try; we’d come all 
this way.
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After soloing the initial 350m, we put the rope on and I led the first 
M5 pitch. As I belayed Uisdean, Chantel appeared through the swirling  
spindrift along the ridge. It was pretty surreal to see these two. They were 
bailing, having climbed to 14,500ft, near the base of  long ice corner pitches, 
before being forced to retreat due to spindrift and bad weather. They spent 
a day getting weather updates at the hanging glacier bivy. All forecasts had 
changed since we’d got ours two days before. The new prediction was for 

The north face of Jezebel (2941m) in 
the Revelation Mountains, seen from 
the aircraft that flew Livingstone and 
Hawthorn in. The route follows the 
steep, narrow couloir. (Tom Livingstone)

The approach to the route’s crux, a 
narrow, steep chimney, was sparsely 
protected névé (Tom Livingstone)

The chimney itself blocked further progress: serious and poorly protected.  
(Tom Livingstone)
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stronger winds and worse weather. Uisdean and I were psyched, but we have 
our limits. How badly did we want it? Not enough to climb into a storm, 
with the only way off  being over the top of  the highest mountain in North 
America. We know when to push it, but this route felt like we were trying to 
force it. When an experienced team with an updated weather forecast bails 
and you already feel like you’re pushing, you have to accept reality. I began 
to re-lead the M5 traverse, this time back towards the ground.

Once back on the glacier of  the East Fork with Gilbert and Chantel,  
the scant reward for seven weeks’ effort was tough to bear. But that’s the 
mountains. Sometimes we win, sometimes we lose, but it’s always an adven-
ture. Getting slammed by bad weather is better than falling off  anyway.  
I hate bailing, but this was the right reason. The walk down from the East 
Fork was tiresome. It felt safer as a party of  four, but the hot afternoon 
baked the snow and I broke trail for hours. I lost count of  the number of  
times I fell into crevasses, sunk up to my chest or else swam through treacle 
snow. It felt like it went forever, but eventually we reached 7,800ft camp. 
Next day’s walk to 14,000ft to collect our gear was equally long. It was a 
bitter end to our hopes for the Slovak, but at least we weren’t fighting for 
our lives in a storm. Denali continued to be smashed by the weather. The 
following day we flew out of  the mountains.

*

‘Well.’
‘Well!’ Uisdean replied.
I’m sure the more climbing trips we go on, the less we need to say to 

each other. Our 2018 trip, to the Revelation Mountains in Alaska, seemed 
to feature very few words, most of  them in the smattering of  Spanish we’d 
learnt in Patagonia.

We sat beneath the steep and unclimbed north face of  Mt Jezebel 
(2880m), gazing up at the possibilities. From a distance, the broad wall held 
many lines, but on closer inspection there was only one viable route. Giant 
seracs threatened everything except the ‘chimney line’. The air was calm  
on the glacier, but we knew strong winds blasted the skyline ridge above. 
Large plumes of  snow blew like streamers from the crest. Perpetually  
hanging in space, they were white smudges against a blue sky. The smudg-
es eventually thinned, then vanished, blown far out from the mountain.  
Sparkling snow drifted slowly back to earth.

‘Hmm. Mucho viento!’ I said to Uisdean.
Our line was agreed. We thought the route might have three distinct 

sections. The first looked like steep snow; the middle was an enormous 
chimney, which swallowed everything falling from above. The final section 
looked like climbable black ice, but was perhaps threatened by moderate- 
sized cornices. There were so many unknowns with this potential route. 
We knew two teams had attempted a line to the right last year, although 
it looked pretty kamikaze. One party climbed a pitch then retreated due to 
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unprotectable vertical sugar snow. The other party bailed when the leader 
fell off  and broke his leg. He was rescued a day later.

Clint Helander, local Alaskan and veteran of  the ‘Revs’, had been in to 
attempt the north face three times but hadn’t climbed a pitch. He was ex-
tremely helpful with providing info and I remembered his words: ‘when it’s 
safe, it’s not really in condition. When it’s in condition, it’s not really safe.’ 
Clint doesn’t intend to return. ‘I finally felt okay about letting it go.’ But here 
we were, Uisdean and I. Like the guns we saw in the supermarket, our sights 
were set on the summit, ambitions aimed high. We were locked, loaded and 
ready to fire this route. The weather forecast was acceptable, although winds 
still blew on the ridge, a distant roar to remind us of  its presence.

‘Hmm. Bueno?’
‘Si.’
We set our alarms for 4am. Then, having missed both of  them, Uisdean 

and I started up the north face too late. ‘Chopper Squadron’ has a repu tation 
to live up to, after all.

We started with hundreds of  metres of  steep névé and with each pitch the 
route became more interesting. Névé is that intoxicating mix of  relatively 
easy climbing but often with no gear. It’s all fun until you look down and 
realise you’re 40 metres out, with no pro, and it’s suddenly turned into steep 
snow. The second pitch had no gear in 60m. The third pitch was 75m, until I 
found a poor belay. The fourth was even longer. At least we were pleased not 

Having been shut down on the north face, Livingstone and Hawthorn switched 
to the east face, previously climbed by Pete Graham and Ben Silvestre via 
Hoar of Babylon. Livingstone and Hawthorn took the obvious ice goulotte to the 
right of the picture. (Tom Livingstone)
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to be on vertical sugar. In mid afternoon, we arrived at the biggest unknown 
factor of  the route: the huge slot, which gave the route its name, was like 
a giant elevator shaft or chimney stack. It rose straight up for about 75m. 
We hadn’t been able to see inside, wondering what lurked within until now.

The winds on the ridge above had obviously decided we were having too 
much fun, so unleashed hell. Between dark waves of  spindrift washing down 
the cliff, we snatched upward glances. The chimney contained two overhang-
ing mixed pitches of  compact-looking black diorite, then a long overhanging 
pitch of  snow, all capped with an enormous snow mushroom. The spindrift 
flew into space when it poured over the lip of  the overhanging snow, and 
there were no cracks on the side walls we could use to aid around it.

‘Huh.’ I said.
‘Huh.’ Uisdean replied.
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We’ve done enough to know when a pitch looks easy, hard, or really 
hard. And this chimney looked to be at least one level above really hard. 
We couldn’t see a way: how do you climb overhanging sugar snow? This 
wasn’t Cerro Torre, either. The two shorter pitches of  overhanging diorite 
also didn’t look good. I didn’t want to say it, but in its current condition I 
wasn’t sure if  it was climbable. Perhaps one of  my biggest weaknesses is I’m 
always psyched. If  there’s a chance, another option, one more try, I’ll take 
it. But stood beneath this chimney as it unloaded heavy waves of  spindrift, 
I couldn’t see how we’d get up it and nor could Uisdean. Despite giving the 
route a good effort, we’d been totally shut down.

We began rappelling, one of  my least favourite activities in the moun-
tains. We lost a lot of  wires but that’s better than losing your head. A few 
years ago, the prospect of  burning through racks worth of  gear and many 

Left: Uisdean Hawthorn on pitch  
two of Fun or Fear? (AI6 R, M6+,  
90°, 1200m), east face of Jezebel. 
(Tom Livingstone)

Above: The 10th pitch, known as  
‘The Gift’. Expecting hard mixed 
climbing, the ice continued as ‘a long 
slither’ that Hawthorn was able to 
climb quickly. (Tom Livingstone)
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metres of  tat would’ve made me wince. Now I just accept it’s part of  the 
deal with alpine climbing. I hacked at the nevé for ages to find anchors, and 
by the time I found something, I didn’t care that I’d only just got a new set 
of  wires. Easy come, easy go.

‘Don’t bounce on this one,’ was all I said to Uisdean. When we finally 
jumped over the berschrund, we looked back up at the chimney, and up at 
the ridge.

‘Mucho viento! Poco loco!’
Back at base camp, I thought over our experience. We didn’t actually 

climb any higher into the chimney proper to really see what the pitches 
were like. We stood about 20m beneath and they sure as hell didn’t look 
good. But could we be absolutely certain? Maybe you could tunnel deep 
into the sugar snow and find a crack in the back? Maybe it would form ice 
after getting the summer sun? But after further thought, I agreed with Clint’s 
comments. The snow mushroom was too dangerous and the overhanging 
sugar in the chimney wouldn’t be consolidating any time soon. You could 
drill your way up the sidewalls of  the chimney, or there might be a crack,  
but, for us, it wasn’t climbing by fair, safe or rational means.

There weren’t any other logical or safe lines on the rest of  the north 
face-proper, so we decided to focus our attention on the east face of  Jezebel.  
Fellow Brits Pete Graham and Ben Silvestre had first climbed this (See:  
B Silvestre, ‘The Trouble with Happiness’, AJ 2016, pp64-9) but there were 
plenty of  amazing lines left. We decided on one that looked impressive and 
with plenty of  adventure. The start seemed to be the meat of  the route, or so 
we hoped, followed by plenty of  climbing to the summit. The descent was 
unknown, but we knew the weather looked good for a few days.

And so we started, under the cold cloak of  night, our skis crunching  
towards the east face of  Jezebel. Uisdean fired the first pitch as night lifted 
and dawn spilled onto the glacier. Technical and thought provoking, our 
pitches often took time. Uisdean’s ‘pitch involved mixed climbing alongside 
a vertical step of  névé, then kicking onto it and quickly running for the sanc-
tuary of  easier ground above. Further pitches were steep, always long, and 
often run out. We’d explored our comfort zones climbing run-out and steep 
névé on our north face attempt, so this felt familiar.

After Uisdean’s block, I led several long pitches up the couloir, chasing 
the sunshine as it spread across the east face. In 10 minutes, Uisdean went 
from freezing cold to boiling hot, then cold again as the shade returned 
to his belay. A final crux pitch took me a long time when I discovered, to 
my horror, that the steep wall of  ice I aimed to climb was totally detached 
from the rock. The sheet of  ice hung five inches clear, like the skin of  an 
onion. I committed to it with a few high side-runners, then climbed higher 
and further away, heading for the re-attached ice about five metres above. 
I climbed carefully, meditatively, although I’m sure I was also making all 
sorts of  noises.

‘Watch me here. No bueno!’ I shouted down.
The onionskin of  ice was so brittle I broke a 12-inch square hole into it 
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and put my arm inside as a better hold than my ice tools. I almost laughed 
when I looked into the hole and saw my ice pick poking into the inside  
of  the onionskin, almost touching the rock underneath. Long stretches up 
a couloir took up most of  the afternoon linked by a wonderful pitch we  
nicknamed ‘The Gift’. Expecting more hard and involved climbing, we were 
delighted to find a long slither of  thick ice. Uisdean raced up it, plugging  
in solid ice screws and pulling over the lip. A lucky break, I thought.

We met the east ridge of  Jezebel towards the evening, thankfully moving 
together for most of  it until we found a bivy platform that was flat and, 
crucially, faced east so we could welcome the morning sun. Except for a 
brief  episode of  fiery cramp, the night passed smoothly and when the sun 
popped over the horizon, it was like life being drawn back into lungs. The 
remainder of  the route featured some ‘classic alpine bullshit’: traversing 
up and down, weaving left and right, avoiding towers and traversing snow 
slopes. We tried to judge when to pitch it and when to keep going. Finally, 
though, the northeast summit arrived at 12.30pm in clear, windless skies.  
It felt like a treat to be somewhere so special, after a rewarding experience, 
and with perfect weather. So many ‘unknowns’ had finally been answered. 
We could relax on the summit, lying down and soaking in the view of   
endless mountains. Bueno.

After a comfortable bivouac, the pair climbed the east ridge to the top.  
(Tom Livingstone)




