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Conrad Anker, John Krakauer, & Alex Lowe skiing amonst the fairytale summits of Antarctica’s Queen Maud Land, en route for making the first ascent of Rakekniven.
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High on the West Face of Cerro Torre, photographed by Thomas Ulrich.
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Conrad Anker and John Krakauer skiing on the Antarctic ice sheet, en route for the first ascent of the magnificent tower Rakekniven, in the background.
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INTRODUCTION




We spent the night sitting upright, with our feet hanging over the edge and our backs pressed against a wall of smooth granite. Foam pads insulated us from the snow window ledge on which we sat. From the necks of our down sleeping bags, nylon slings protruded, clipped to a steel peg we had hammered into a crack above us, to make quite sure neither of us rolled over and fell a thousand meters back down the mountain face we had been climbing for the last three days. Above us, the wall curved out of sight, black against the starry sky, unknown, unexplored.

I won’t say that it was the most comfortable night of my life, but I slept intermittently and, apart from a slight apprehension about the next day’s climbing, I was reasonably content. The hard part was getting going in the morning, forcing stiff limbs and numb fingers to function efficiently in the biting cold of dawn. Packing away sleeping bags, lacing boots, lashing crampons to your boots and sorting out the ropes is a fiddly business, particularly when you are operating from a ledge no bigger than a narrow bench. But once we got going and the blood flowed I warmed to the task, thrilled to discover that the crack I had eyed up the previous afternoon was climbable, then overjoyed to discover huge handholds right on the lip of an overhang I had been worrying about all night.

Then my companion Dick took over, leading up an almost vertical square-cut corner filled with ice just solid enough to support the spiked tips of his crampons. Everything was working out nicely, I thought, as I paid out the ropes with one hand and took pictures with the other, then put down the camera to gaze out at all the other peaks crowding the horizon.
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The author following Dick Renshaw across scary ice on summit day, first ascent of Kishtwar Shivling, Kashmir Himalaya.



Above the corner I took over again, tiptoeing right, puzzling out the moves, linking tiny ice smears on the smooth rock to work sideways to another crack, where I could slot in a solid wedge for security. As I looked back a shaft of sunlight finally shone across our north face to illuminate Dick’s red helmet and soon I was able to remove gloves and feel the rough crystalline granite warm under my fingers. This tactile movement over the vertical face of the mountain was intoxicating – pure physical pleasure, somewhere halfway between gymnastics and ballet. Intoxicating also was the linking of hidden clues, the revelation of secrets, the realization of the imaginary line we had sketched up this blank canvas. It was hard work, of course, defying gravity, moving our bodies and our sacks full of gear through the thin Himalayan air, nearly 6,000 meters above sea level; but, late that evening, when we finally settled into our sleeping bags, thrilled tonight to be lying full stretch on bed-sized ledge, we enjoyed all the deep satisfaction of a hard day’s task completed.

That day’s climbing in Kashmir was one of the best of my life. What transformed pure physical delight into something deeper was the fact that no-one had been here before. Every twist and turn and surprise of this route was our own discovery; finding a way through this hardest section on the fourth day of the climb, we could dare to hope, for the first time, that we might actually reach the summit. The top wasn’t everything: what counted more was the quality of the journey. Nevertheless the summit – that obscure object of our irrational desires – gave shape and focus to the journey: it was an endpoint, a goal, a reward which would afterwards add a retrospective glow to the whole experience. And this particular summit was doubly special, because no-one had ever reached it before.

The following day, after ten hours hard, hard work on frighteningly steep ice, we made it and two days after that we were safely down at our base camp, relaxing beside a stream in a glade of birch trees, enjoying the delicious sensation of completing the journey and returning to earth, hardly believing that just two days earlier we had been standing on that remote white point in the sky that I had been dreaming about for four years.

According to the local people the mountain was called Shivling – a common Hindu name which means lingam, or phallus, of Shiva. We distinguished this mountain by calling it Kishtwar Shivling, after the nearest market town. It is one of several peaks, mainly Himalayan, where I and my companions have been lucky enough to be first to the summit. None of those summits has been particularly high or outrageously difficult, but it was till immensely satisfying to be there first.

That sounds terribly egocentric and smacks a bit of neo-colonial aggrandizement. No-one could deny that mountaineering is quite an egocentric pursuit, or at least quite a selfish one. However, the being first has nothing to do with some kind of “conquest.” No mountaineer ever uses the word “conquest,” unless, as Edmund Hillary famously did, he is talking about conquering his or her own inner weaknesses. Mountains are never conquered. But occasionally we are lucky enough to find an interesting way up them – and, we hope, back down them – and if we happen to be first, the pleasure lies in the exploration, in the lure of the unknown.

For most people “first ascent” probably conjures up images of a high, pointed, inaccessible snowy peak – of a summit. That is a wonderfully graphic symbol of aspiration and of course it is hugely satisfying to be first to the top of an actual peak. But what really counts is how you reach that peak. So, although I was only the 204th person to reach the summit of Everest, I felt very happy to have got there by a new route, with a small four-man team stretched to its absolute limit. Many of the first ascents in this book are in that vein – first ascents of new routes up a mountain, or first ascents in a new, more sporting style.

Not all climbs even lead to a summit at all. For instance, the British mountaineer Joe Brown is not known best for making the first ascent of the world’s third highest mountain, Kangchenjunga: most climbers know him as the legendary rock climber who was first to climb Cenotaph Corner – a 35-meter-high lump of ryolite stuck half way up a heather hillside in North Wales. Most Himalayan climbers derive as much satisfaction (or probably more satisfaction if they are honest) from a sunny rock climb near sea level, as they do from reaching a remote high altitude summit.

So, I have chosen in this book to try and cover the whole game of mountaineering, from the smallest boulders to the summit of Everest and I have attempted to make the coverage both global and historical, starting with the earliest ascents recorded by Man. That means that the scope is almost limitless. Within that boundless field, I have tried to concentrate on ascents that have in some way been groundbreaking. I have included quite large number of mountains or mountain faces, such as the Matterhorn and the North Face of the Eiger, which have the kind of mythic status it is hard to ignore; but I have also tried to include a few esoteric oddities to tempt the reader down less well-trodden paths. There is probably an unrealistically high proportion of first ascents by British climbers. I fear there is an element of personal bias here. However, part of the reason is that British climbers offer a particularly rich wealth of written records to dip into. It also happens that many of the mountaineers who started on the small but geologically varied mountains and cliffs of these little islands have, over the years, gone on to make their mark amongst the biggest and most remote vertical landscapes in the world. They have also played quite a big role in exploring new ground and experimenting with new notions of what is possible. And that is what this book is really all about.



Stephen Venables
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Madagascar. Benno Wagner leading Manza, on the Lemur Wall, Tsaranoro.
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The harsh granite desert which the Israelites had to cross on their escape from Egypt, seen from the summit of Mount Sinai.






THE FIRST MOUNTAINEERS:
PILGRIMS, KINGS, AND PROPHETS




THE FIRST MOUNTAINEER WAS PROBABLY THE man – or woman – who climbed over the rim of Africa’s Rift Valley to initiate homo sapiens’ migration north to Eurasia. From the dawn of human existence, high country appealed to our innate sense of adventure. Even if mountains were not climbed for their own sakes, they had to be crossed, to see what lay beyond. Once human society moved beyond a simple hunter-gatherer existence and developed the art of trade, mountain ranges had to be braved to move essential goods between peoples. For instance, one of life’s most basic essentials, salt, has been carried for centuries over the high Himalayan passes from Tibet to India, in return for fabrics and manufactured goods.

One of the wildest passes in Central Asia is the Karakoram Pass, five-and-a-half thousand meters above sea level. The first recorded crossing was in AD 399 by a Chinese Buddhist pilgrim, Fa Hian, who called the surrounding peaks Tsung Ling – Onion Mountains – because he found wild leeks which seemed to help alleviate his altitude sickness.
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Moses – proto-mountaineer – receiving the Ten Commandments on the summit of Mount Sinai, as imagined by a nineteenth-century Spanish engraver.



The most famous crossing of Europe’s Alps was made not for trade, but war. In one of the most improbable outflanking manoeuvres in military history, Hannibal and his Carthagenian troops entered Rome through the back door, marching up through the Iberian Peninsula to what is now France, then crossing the Alps – with their secret weapon, elephants – to descend on Italy. Almost two thousand years later, Napoleon did the same thing (minus the elephants).

To this day a marble sculpture at the chapel on the St Bernard Pass immortalizes Napoleon’s campaign, thanking him for liberating the local mountain people from the yoke of the Habsburg emperor. That hospice chapel has been the place of worship for generations of monks who live on the remote pass, cut off for months each year by the winter snow.

The poet Petrarch was one of the first people known to have climbed a mountain purely for his own amusement, when he and his younger brother ascended Mont Ventoux, in Provence, in 1336. But in his account, the ascent becomes a metaphor for something deeper, reinforcing that notion, deep in the human psyche, of the mountain as holy sanctuary. Recalling the famous Greek Orthodox monastic community – and the home of the earlier classical gods – he wrote, “I began to understand Athos and Olympus, since I found that what I heard and read of them was true of a mountain of far less celebrity.” Even this modest Provençal hill inspired noble thoughts. “The life of the blest is indeed set on a high place, straight is the path which leads to it, many are the hills which intervene, and the pilgrims must advance with great strides from virtue to virtue. Lofty is the end of all things, the termination of life, to which our peregrination leads.”

It was on a mountain top that the first great prophet, Moses, received the laws which form the entire basis of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. He had led his people out of Egypt and across the Red Sea, but the Promised Land was still a long way off and the people were getting dispirited, trudging through the desert. “They took their stand at the foot of a the mountain. Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the Lord had descended upon it in fire; the smoke went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. ... Then the people stood at a distance, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.” Like Jesus in the wilderness centuries later, Moses spent “forty days and forty nights” on the mountain and when he eventually came down, bearing the tablets of stone on which were inscribed all God’s laws for his people, including the central Ten Commandments, “Moses did not know that the skin of his face shone because he had been talking with God.”
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J.M.W. Turner’s grandiose interpretation of Hannibal’s army crossing the Alps.



For Hindus, Buddhists and followers of Shinto, the mountains are also imbued with divinity, to the point where the actual mountain itself becomes an object of reverence. In China thousands of pilgrims each year make the ascent of Omei Shan. Likewise for the Japanese pilgrims who climb the conical volcano of Fuji. Most famous of all is Mount Kailas in Tibet, close to the source of the great Himalayan rivers Indus, Ganges and Brahmaputra. Every year thousands of Hindu and Buddhists pilgrims make the parikrama, the clockwise journey around the mountain, to get closer to enlightenment. Some Western mountaineers have tried unsuccessfully to get permission to climb the mountain, but most climbers, I think, would prefer Kailas to remain unclimbed, inviolate, for ever.






HIGH ALTITUDE SACRIFICE



Many of the highest peaks of the Andes were climbed for the first time over 500 years ago, long before the development of “mountaineering” as a pastime. In a gruesome variation on the holy summit theme, the Inca high priests used mountain summits as altars for the sacrifice of young children. This practice of capacocha was described by the seventeenth-century Spanish chronicler, Father Coba. He recorded the pathetic story of Tanta Carhua, a ten year old girl who was taken to meet the emperor before being escorted to her high altitude death. According to Coba, she said, “You can finish with me now because I could not be more honoured than by the feasts which they celebrated for me in Cuzco.”

It was only three centuries later, with the discovery of a boy’s mummified body on the summit of El Ploma, that modern archaeologists began to find proof that these sacrifices really happened. The indigenous pack animals, llamas, were used to carry soil and stones to altitudes of nearly 6,000 meters, for the building of an elaborate tomb. The child would be given maize spirit to drink, perhaps to ease the fear and pain, then left to die of exposure, or killed outright.

One of the most remarkable modern discoveries was in 1995 by the mountaineer and anthropologist, Johann Reinhard, who was exploring the summit crater of a volcano called Mount Ampato, when he found a girl’s body, wrapped in fine wool, lying amongst the rocks at about 6,100 meters. Sarita, was about twelve years old and had been killed by a blow to the skull. It seemed that her body had been preserved under ice for 500 years, but had recently slid down the crater slope during a volcanic eruption. Like other sacrificial victims, she had been entombed with gold and silver and ceremonial pots. Her body was so well preserved that it was possible to do DNA tests on her blood, showing that she was completely unrelated to the modern inhabitants of villages below Mount Ampato, confirming the stories of victims being escorted long distances to their sacrifice.
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The mountain as holy sanctuary. In this engraving by Louis Haghe, Mount Sinai towers with exaggerated steepness over the Convent of St Catherine.



ROYAL CONQUEST



Like any other field of human endeavour, mountaineering has been subjected to its fair share of nationalist and militarist manipulation, not least in one of the very first recorded alpine ascents. Unlike Petrarch’s private pilgrimage up the gentle slopes of Mont Ventoux, this was a full-scale siege, complete with ladders and iron spikes, carried out by one Captain Antoine de Ville and his regiment, on the express orders of the French king, Charles VII in 1492, the year Columbus discovered America. The peak in question was a spectacular monolith called Mont Aiguille, on the limestone plateau of the Vercors, near Grenoble and de Ville placed the cross and banner of his king on the summit. It was not reached again for another 342 years. That kind of military assault seems anathema to the modern climber. Far more appealing are those scientists, artists, and poets who enjoyed the mountains in a spirit of curiosity and wonder: people like doctor of medicine Konrad Gesner, who wrote in 1542 that “the soul is strangely rapt with these astonishing heights,” or the eighteenth-century Swiss painter,

Kaspar Wolf of Argau who painted the high mountains for their own sake, or Albrecht von Haller, who published a poem extolling the beauty of the Alps. And there were the monks, who were often keen scientists and naturalists. It was four monks from the Swiss village of Engelberg who made the first ascent of the Titlis in 1744. In 1779 the Prior of the St Bernard hospice, a keen botanist called Abbé Laurent-Joseph Murith, made the first ascent, with two local hunters, of Mont Velan, which he called an “icy colossus.”

Foreigners, too, became interested in these exotic mountains. English gentlemen became the first alpine tourists, and in 1741 William Windham joined three English students from Geneva, to visit the valley of Chamonix, climbing through the forest to Motenvers, and becoming the first visitors to set foot on the glacial ice of the Mer de Glace, one of the glaciers fed by the snows of the highest alpine peak of all, the moutain which was once called Mont Maudite (the accursed mountain) but later became known as Mont Blanc.
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Mont Aiguille near Grenoble was first climbed in 1492, on the orders of the French king, Charles VII. The ascent was not repeated for another 342 years.
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Mount Kailas, the mountain sacred to millions of Hindus and Buddhists, towers over the TIbetan plateau, close to the sources of four of the great Himalayan rivers – Tsangpo/Brahmaputra, Indus, Ganges, and Sutlej. Every year thousands of pilgrims make the journey around the mountain, many of them prostrating themselves full length on the ground, every stony step of the way. But the summit remains untouched by humans. Long may it remain that way.
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Horace Benedict de Saussure (portrayed, by Jean-Pierre Saint-Ours) was Professor of Natural Philosophy at the Geneva Academy. He was just twenty when he first saw Mont Blanc and offered a prize to the first men to reach its summit. Twenty-six years passed before that was finally achieved in 1786. The following year de Saussure repeated the ascent himself. In this aquatint by Grundmann, his party of 18 guides, laden with food, wine, camping equipment, and scientific instruments, is seen negotiating the chaotic jumble of crevasses known as “La Jonction.”
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