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THE FIRST ASCENT OF THE FORTRESS, 
AND ·FUTURE PROSPECTS IN THE 

CORDILLERA DEL PAINE 
BY IAN CLOUGH 

(Nine illustrations: nos. 25-33) 

T was 12.30 p.m. on January 5, 1968, when Derek Walker shouted 
excitedly from the clearing beside the river where one could obtain 
an unobstructed view of the great monolithic wedge of granite which 

had occupied all our attention for so long. The remainder of us hurried 
out of the camp to join him and, taking turns with the binoculars, 
witnessed the tiny blob of orange on the crest of the ice mushroom 
which formed the summit of the Fortress. The siege had been successful; 
three of our number had reached the top of what had proved to be one 
of the most difficult peaks in South America. 

A month earlier we had driven the second leg of the .journey from 
Punta Arenas and, arriving at the roadhead on the fringe of the Cordillera 
del Paine, had set up our Base in one of three corrugated iron shacks at 
Pudeto. Despite adverse reports in Punta Arenas we found that the 
weather and conditions in the mountains were remarkably good. The 
weather remained unusually favourable for the next twelve days, 
during which time we were able to approach and climb the lower part 
of the mountain, but thereafter deteriorated into the snowstorms and 
high winds typical of Patagonia, preventing further progress until after 
Christmas. Except for frustrating delays in leaving England, due to 
the dock strike, we should have been in a position to have climbed the 
peak in this period. . 

Our team included John Gregory, Dave Nicol, Chris Jackson and 
Gordon Hibberd, all Peak District climbers, and my wife Niki and 
myself from Glencoe. We were accompanied by two officers of a 
Chilean Army mountain regiment, Capt. Fernando Suau and Lt. Jose 
Orellana, and were joined at Christmas by Derek Walker, headmaster 
of the British School, Punta Arenas, who until this time had been in
volved in school activities. 

Derek Walker had been able to undertake two reconnaissances of the 
Fortress for us the previous year, one on foot and one from the air, and 
had suggested an approach by the valley of the Rio Frances and an 
attempt on the West face. The mountain was flanked by incredibly 
steep walls on every other side. 

From Pudeto our immediate problem was to transport our equip-

• 
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ment to the foot of the Frances valley from which we were cut off by the 
large lake of Nordenskjold. The route round the lake was quite long 
and over rough terrain but we had brought an inflatable rubber boat 
and outboard motor with the intention of crossing the lake directly 
whenever possible and especially for the initial entry to the mountains. 
However, this was a somewhat precarious business as the lake became 
covered in white-capped waves at the slightest breeze and in strong 
wind is subject to 'willy waws ', water-spouts which career erratically 
over its surface. Peter Henry, leader of the first British expedition to 
the Paine, had been lost on this same lake 1 and in consequence we were 
extremely careful only to operate in conditions of flat calm. An early 
setback occurred when the outboard was lost overboard and we were 
reduced to rowing the three or four miles across the lake but nevertheless 
we succeeded in ferrying all our loads to the far side during the first 
week or so. 

Our first camp, Dump Camp, was placed among the lowest trees of 
the valley and a large Advance Base was established at the upper limit 
of the woods. In the shelter of the trees it was possible to use normal 
tented camps but earlier expeditions had learned the hard way that the 
extremely strong winds which storm over the area in bad weather make 
tents inadequate for use on the actual mountain. We had manufactured 
'Whillans Boxes' for use at the high camps. These were a sort of 
portable hut; a rigid framework of angle iron, bolted together and covered 
with a tightly stretched sleeve of heavy canvas. When lashed down by a 
network of ropes they proved very satisfactory. 

With continuing good weather we made our entry to the mountains 
as rapidly as possible and, as soon as there was sufficient equipment 
available, placed a pair at Advanced Base to make a reconnaissance of 
the lower slopes and push the route as far as they could before the 
weather broke. The lead pair were changed at intervals and the rest of 
the team continued to transport food and equipment from Base to the 
head of the valley. 

On the initial reconnaissance Nicol and Gregory discovered that even 
the easy angled lower part of the mountain gave problems; the slabs 
which we had hoped would be amenable were smooth boiler-plates of 
severe standard and they were dismayed at the prospect of having to use 
fixed ropes so low on the mountain. However they continued, to dis
cover a huge snow gully hidden in a depression in the slabs. The Great 
Couloir cut up through the slabs for 3000 ft. from the base and provided 
a relatively easy but often gruelling approach. At an average angle of 
40°, it was about a mile in length. Using axes and a mess tin they dug a 
small snow cave near the top of the couloir and spent the night there but 
hadn't proceeded very far the next day before Gregory (who wasn't at 

1 See A .J. 67. I so. 
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THE FORTRESS FROl\1 THE WEST; THE ROUTE FOLLOWS THE SNOW COULOIR AND THE LEFT 
HAND OF THE T\VO GULLIES, ON THE RIGHT (SEE DIAGRAM ON PAGE 148). 
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THE FORTRESS AND THE SWORD: TELEPHOTO FROM THE FRANCES VALLEY. THE ROUTE 
FOLLOWED APPROXIMATELY THE LEFT HAND SKYLINE. 

(No. 27) 
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this stage using his double boots) lost the circulation in his feet. They 
were anyway unsure of the best way to continue and so returned to 
Advance Base. 

Not far above the Snow Cave was a band of very steep rock walls 
about a thousand feet high. A tapering and steepening continuation 
of the Great Couloir probed up into these to culminate in an exception
ally steep 300ft. corner chimney with a ribbon of blue ice running up it. 
This feature, which we christened the Ice Hose, took two days to climb 
and gave ice climbing of an extremely high order of difficulty, comparable 
with the hardest Scottish winter gullies. J ackson and Hibberd succeeded 
in climbing and roping the first half from a bivouac in the Snow Cave 
and Gregory and Nicol, in one day .from Advance Base, finished off the 
Hose and also climbed and fixed ropes up the four hundred foot gully 
above, which, although still ice, was at a much easier angle. 

Our first Whillans Box, Moraine Camp, was placed about soo ft. up 
on the flank on the Great Couloir and from this camp Hibberd and I 
ascended the Hose and installed electron wire ladders (see illustrations 
28-3o). Even using jumar clamps, the ascent on fixed rope alone was far 
too arduous when carrying a load. The following day, December 17, 
the weather broke and our plans for continuing the route and finding a 
site for our proposed top camp had to be abandoned. We carried loads 
of fixed rope as far as the Snow Cave in heavy blizzard conditions and 
then glissaded back down the Great Couloir at a rapid rate, causing 
numerous avalanches of fresh snow to churn down in front of us. 

The weather remained very bad for over a week and since further 
climbing was out of the question we spent several days consolidating 
the lower camps and then retired to Pudeto for Christmas festivities. 

In bad weather we returned to Advance Base on the 26th, accompanied 
now by Walker. He had been most unfortunate. In an abortive 
crossing of the lake he had worked so hard and enthusiastically at the 
oars that he had sprained his wrist and now had to resign himself to 
playing a supporting role. The next day the weather showed a slight 
improvement. Niki and John Gregory set off, travelling light, to reach 
the previous high point and continue the route while the rest of us 
carried another Whillans Box as far as Moraine Camp, ready for moving 

. 
further up the mountain as soon as a suitable site had been found. The 
lead pair found most of the fixed ropes buried under snow and did not 
succeed in reaching the high point but spent most of the day, in harrowing 
conditions of wind and spindrift avalanches, cutting out the ladders of 
the Ice Hose which were embedded in fresh ice up to a foot in thickness. 
In view of this development it vvas decided that the second Whillans 
Box should be installed at the Sno\v Cave so that a pair could remain 
there in bad weather to keep the route up the Hose passable. 

'The Box was carried up the couloir the next day and Niki and I 
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THE FORTRESS: CARRYING LOADS UP THE ICE HOSE, A 300FT. SECTION AT AN ANGLE OF 70°, 
GIVING THE HARDEST ICE CLIMBING ON THE ROUTE. 

(No. 28) 
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GORDON 1-IIBBERD CARRYING LOADS FURTHER UP ON THE ICE HOSE. 
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spent the night in it but were delayed in starting on the zgth, the first 
really good day for some time, until we had thawed out boots which 
had frozen: during the night. We climbed the Ic.e Hose and the gully 
above it to the point reached before Christmas, again slowly clearing ice 
as we went, by which time ~e were joined by Jackson, Nicol and 
Gregory who had spent the night at Moraine Camp. The other three 
\vere to spend that night at the Snow Cave so Nicol and Jackson went 
into the lead while Gregory worked in support, keeping them supplied 
with fixed rope which they put in place as they progressed. Niki and 
I spent the day in the Ice Hose rearranging the ladders and fixed ropes. 

The Ice Hose Gully terminated against a pillar of blank rock about 
I soo ft. high which was part of the steep final wall separat~ng us from 
t.he summit ridge. The only breach in the whole length of this wall lay 
to the left of the pillar, the Big Corner, a gigantic gash which was visible 
from several miles away. 

Using two or three pegs Nicolled a steep 70ft. pitch, breaking out of 
the gully to the left. At the top he found an area of ledges, the Terrace, 
which was the only possible site for our top camp. Above the Terrace 
was a wide expanse of very smooth overlapping yellow slabs which led 
up to merge into the blank pillar after about 400 ft. (illustration no. 3 I). 
J ackson and Nicol forced a Very Severe leftward diagonal line across 
the slabs and finished by making a tension traverse across a blank 
section to gain a short snow gully at the foot of the Big Corner. 

The weather the next day was again perfect; warm, sunny and windless. 
Nicol spent the day bu·ilding a platform on the Terrace while Gregory 
and Jackson continued the climbing. Beyond the Tension Traverse a 
short pitch of easy snow led to a I soft. vertical rock corner, the Barrier 
Pitch, which was fortunately dry on this occasion although it was later 
frequently plated in verglas. Even so it was technically Very Severe. 
The angle relented slightly above this but the rock \vas too smooth to 
climb and a narrow groove of brittle ice gave another difficult pitch 
before they reached a couloir of easier angled ice which they could 
crampon. 

Soon they reached a bulge on which they had to cut steps and here 
they were surprised to find an old red perlon rope buried in the ice. 
Above the bulge, on a rock ledge at the side of the couloi~, they also 
found a bunch of old pegs and wooden wedges, further signs of their 
unknown predecessors. 

It was later learned that these were relics of an attempt by the 
Italians Aste and Solina, a few years previously. It is difficult to learn 
any specific details of this attempt but it seems that they probably 
came out of the Rio Ascencio valley, climbing to the col between the 
Fortress and its neighbour the Shield (presumably with the intention 
of trying the North-east arete of the Fortress), and then traversed the 
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length of the West face by a ledge system connecting with the foot of the 
Big Corner. They are rumoured to have spent nine consecutive bivouacs 
on the mountain, which in view of the instability of Patagonian \veather 
could be regarded as quite bold! 

Gregory and J ackson, somewhat disturbed by their discoveries, 
continued up the Big Corner couloir to its termination 450 ft. higher 
where the Corner was blocked by a final great wall of over-hanging rock. 
They found nothing further. The weather appeared to be deteriorating 
so they returned to Advance Base that evening. 

• 

The following day Hibberd and I went up to the Snow Cave Box 
\Vhile Jackson, Gregory, Nicol and Orellana spent the night at Moraine 
Camp. Whilst we climbed as much of the final wall as possible they 
were to place a camp on the Terrace. However, the weather on New 
Year's Day was miserable, raining at lower levels with sleet and snow 
higher on the mountain. Hibberd and I carried loads of fixed rope and 
climbing equipment to the foot of the final wall but in the conditions 
found it impossible to make. any worth-while progress. Two hours vvere 
spent forcing twenty-five feet of sludge covered rock. The other four 
climbed the Great Couloir but decided it was pointless installing the 
top camp in such weather. They were waiting at the Snow Cave when 
we returned. A thaw had set in and we were soaked through since many 
of the pitches had become waterfalls. There seemed to be little chance 
of a rapid improvement so most of us descended leaving Gregory and 
Nicol at Snow Cave. 

Surprisingly the weather cleared during the night and Gregory and 
Nicol made an early start, carrying their bivouac equipment in the hope 
that they might even make the summit that day. Despite verglas on 
many sections of the route they reached the foot of the final wall in four 
hours but the ascent of so much fixed rope was an exhausting business 
and they were already feeling quite tired when they started the new 
climbing. It took most of the remainder of the day to climb two very 
difficult rope lengths up the wall which was gradually overhanging. 
They followed a corner crack line and encountered much dangerously 
loose rock, particularly on the second pitch (illustration no. 32 ). They 
reached a point only about a hundred feet below the end of the difficulties 
but retired largely due to the pain caused by a small particle of rock 
which had entered Gregory's eye whilst he was de-pegging. They vrere 
very disappointed at having to return after being so close to success. 

The next day J ackson, Hibberd and I ascended to the Terrace and 
erected a tent on the platform there. The weather had continued to 
improve and had caused a drastic thavv. We encountered stonefalls in 
the Ice Hose and the pegs anchoring the ladders had vvorked dangerously 
loose. We worked until I I p.m. that night in resecuring them, rerigging 
the ropes over the slabs and putting a ladder down the Barrier Pitch. 
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That afternoon we saw five condors wheeling above the upper Frances 
basin, a promising sign of a settled spell of weather. 

On January 4 vve set out to finish the climbing and roping of the final 
wall and, if possible, to make a summit bid. Hibberd and I left the tent 
first and J ackson followed a couple of hours later. We reached the final 
wall in about two hours and climbed up the first fixed rope. The anchor 
at the top of the second rope was suspect (Gregory had not dared to 
abseil but had climbed back do\vn) and there was no stance so I had to 
reclimb the pitch which was very loose and required great care to avoid 
knocking stones back dovvn onto Hibberd. Above Gregory's high-point 
there were two cracks but they were both very loose and drastically 
overhanging. About thirty feet to the left was a third crack which 
looked much more reasonable but the problem was to reach the foot of 
it where it appeared that one might make a stance. A thin slab cut 
across the general overhang of the wall but it was completely holdless 
and Gregory had suggested that it would require the use of bolts. I had 
forgotten to bring any. However, by a series of tension moves, utilising 
pegs inserted in an expanding flake, I was able to descend leftwards 
until a thin fissure led back up to the foot of the main crack. There was 
no ledge but I was able to make an uncomfortable stance using an 
etrier. I hoped that I wouldn't have to wait there long. 

J ackson had now reached the foot of the wall and Hibberd brought him 
up to his stance before coming on to join me. We then eliminated the 
awkward and dangerous second pitch by dropping a rope straight down 
to the lower stance. The rope hung well clear of the rock and had to be 
tied in at the bottom or we should have made an abseil descent only to 
find ourselves dangling in space, It was to prove a very airy jumar 
but it -vvas far safer than risking the loose rock of the original 
pitch. 

At midday Hibberd started on the final crack. It overhung much 
more fiercely than we had thought and required the all-out use of 
artificial aids but the rock was comparatively sound. It took four hours 
to lead during which time J ackson and I were most uncomfortable. 
The heat of the day caused a rapidly increasing dribble of melt water to 
run down the crack and before long I \Vas submitted to a kind of Chinese 
\Vater torture, unable to move and subjected to a constant gush of icy 
water, while J ackson, below, was slowly soaked by the spray. During 
the afternoon J ackson had a narrow escape when large blocks fell from 
the groove above him. 

At 4 p.m. Hibberd reached the top of the crack but this event was 
followed by hours of confusion and frustration. A wind blowing on the 
top prevented communication and so complicated the processes of 
roping and sack-hauling on the final pitch that chaos ensued. After 
two hours the only result of all our shouting was a rucksack suspended 
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in space from a snagged rope and J ackson and I finally accepted that 
through our loss of communication we had missed our opportunity of 
reaching the summit that day. We began shouting to try and tell 
Hibberd to come down and meanwhile managed to retrieve the snagged 
rope and rucksack and slowly arranged the fixed ropes. It was bitterly 
disappointing to have to retire at this stage but we had completed our 
main task and we felt that if we could return to the Terrace as soon· as 
possible, to rest and dry out, we could probably all join Nicol and 
Gregory in a summit bid the next day. The problem was to inform 
Hibberd of our decision. After many attempts we eventually made out 
an echoing shout but although we repeated the call many times during 
the next half-hour there was complete silence from the top of the wall 
and no movement from the ropes. 

We continued our vigil anxiously and in great discomfort, suspended 
from the wall with the waterfall still gushing down the crack and our 
minds bombarded with frightening thoughts. Had Hibberd gone for 
the summit on his own ? Although the ropes were now all prepared for 
his descent and we could offer him no further material assistance we . 

remained where we were for some time until, realising that we would 
have to descend soon to avoid spending the night out, we finally set off 
down. I felt stiff and tired physically and completely drained of nervous 
energy. I had been in the same position for eight hours. We were half 
way down the Big Corner couloir when we were relieved to see Hibberd 
beginning the descent. 

He joined us at the Terrace. He had naturally been even more 
frustrated than ourselves at the debacle that had developed for above 
the final wall the ground was ridiculously easy, a gentle scree slope for a 
considerable distance, and the summit had not looked far away. When 
he eventually understood that we were going down he had decided to 
make a reconnaissance of the summit ridge. He had reached the start 
of the snow and the summit only seemed a stone's thro'v away. 

J ackson and I decided that it was unlikely that we would be sufficiently 
recovered to make the summit the next day without being too much of a 
liability to our companions so we descended to Advance Base leaving 
Hibberd behind. He was joined at the tent by Nicol and Gregory whom 
we met at the foot 'of the Ice Hose. 

The third, successful, summit attempt began at 6 a.m. on January 5. 
Nicol and Gregory had had a restless night, nervously tossing and 
turning, thinking of all the things that might still go wrong, while 
Hibberd slept like a log, snoring loudly. There was a strong wind 
blowing in the early morning but the weather seemed to be holding. 
By 8.30 a.m. they were at the foot of the final wall where they roped up 
before jumaring carefully up the last three fixed ropes, spinning in 
space for much of the way. Two hours later they were all out on the 
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summit ridge, basking in sunshine while they stopped for a rest and 
something to eat. 

They didn't delay long however, as the sky looked a little dark out 
over the South Patagonian Ice-cap to the west of them. They were able 
to move quickly up the first part of the ridge which was easy angled and 
only scree but after almost half a mile they came to the snow, put on 
crampons and roped up again. On the crest of the ridge ahead of them 
were a series of weird mushroom formations of atmospheric icing, one 
of the nearest of which Hibberd had mistaken for the summit. They 
traversed the slope to the north of these mushroom towers, crossing a 
series of subsidiary ridges and gullies on steepening snow. It would have 
been desirable to belay on this section but clouds were beginning to 
form on the ridge and they feared that the weather might be breaking 
so they continued to move simultaneously. There were several large 
mushrooms and for some time they were unsure as to which was the 
highest. Gregory had gone half way up one of these before he saw that 
the real summit was still further along the ridge and had to return. 
Eventually he climbed an awkward gully to find himself on a small col 
thirty feet belo-w a mushroom which was undoubtedly the summit; 
through swirling clouds he could make out the ridge descending to join 
the North-east an~te, again a mass of beautiful formations of blue ice. 

When the others had joined him, Gregory continued to the top. 
This final section would have been difficult but the wind had con
veniently carved a slanting chimney and using this he was able to wedge 
his way up. The clouds dispersed and they became aware that they had 
only been isolated wisps on the summit ridge and not a break in the 
weather. They spent an hour on the col and summit before carefully 
descending. The altimeter read only 9040 ft. but they were considerably 
higher than the neighbouring Shield and Towers of Paine. The abseils 
down the upper -vvall of the Big Corner were hair-raising and they \Vere 
all relieved to get this section of the descent over. They arrived safely 
down at Advance Base at about 7 p.m. 

* * * * * 
The first ascent of the Fortress was made exactly a month after our 

arrival at Base Camp but although we remained in the mountains for a 
further six weeks the weather was impossible and we achieved nothing 
further. 

We had intended to repeat the ascent and also to attempt some of the 
other attractive unclimbed peaks of the Frances valley but we were 
eventually unable even to retrieve our equipment from the mountain as 
the ladders and ropes in the Ice Hose were hopelessly buried under 
thick ice. Two of our camps were destroyed during the bad weather; 
the Snow Cave Box fell the length of the Great Couloir and the Box at 
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Moraine Camp was smashed by stonefall. During a temporary clearance 
we made a brief sortie onto the Cuernos ( 7000 ft.) but were forced back 
by bad weather and on the descent my wife had the misfortune to break 
her ankle, resulting in an awkward evacuation. 

During one isolated day of fair weather at the end of January two 
other teams reached their peaks. A group of four Chileans led by Eduardo 
Garcia succeeded on the Principal Cuernos. They were forced to 
bivouac on the summit tower on the descent. Two members of a team 
of five climbers from the Bergamo Section of the C.A.I., led by Piero 
Nava, reached the summit of the Shield. They had originally intended 
to attempt the Fortress but had arrived to find that we were already high 
on the mountain. 

In retrospect, we were very fortunate in obtaining enough good 
weather to succeed on a peak as formidable as the Fortress; had we 
been delayed by a couple of days we should have failed. 

SuMMARY Cordillera del Paine. The Fortress, c. 9040 ft. First 
ascent. By the West face. January 5, 1968. J. Gregory, G. Hibberd, 
D. Nicol. 

Party: I an Clough (leader); Mrs. Niki Clough; John Gregory; Chris 
Jackson; Gordon Hibberd; Dave Nicol; Derek Walker. 

Chilean Army: Capt. Fernando Suav; Lt. Jose Orellana. 

FUTURE PROSPECTS IN THE CORDILLERA DEL PAINE 

The Cordillera del Paine contains numerous difficult and elegant 
peaks with great diversity of form. The three famous Towers of Paine 
are like tall sky-scrapers while the Shield, like the Fortress, resembles a 
gigantic chunk of cubist sculpture. The rugged, Matterhorn-like, black 
capped peaks of the Cuernos (the Horns) contrast with the striking 
symmetry and Gothic elegance of the Cathedral. The Paine Grande, 
at over I o,ooo ft. the biggest peak of the area, is massive and heavily 
iced. Paine Chico has the classic lines of theW eisshorn while the Sword, 
Blade and Mummer form a magnificent ridge of super Chamonix 
Aiguilles. 

Over a dozen expeditions of varying size and national origin have now 
visited the group and many of the major summits have been climbed 
(see list below). But compared to the similar but better known FitzRoy 
group, a hundred miles further north, the scope for future climbing is 
enormous. There are mountains and routes to suit all tastes but none 
are easy. The predominant rock is granite, generally of excellent quality, 
although a number of peaks are capped by, or formed entirely of, a much 
inferior black sedimentary rock. 

To the west ~nd north of the group is the vast South Patagonian 
Ice-cap, to the east is pampas reaching after only a few miles into 
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Argentina, while to the south is a region of inland lakes, lesser mountains 
and fjord-like sea inlets, the region of Ultima Esperanza. It is largely due 
to its proximity to the ice-cap that the Cordillera has such atrocious 
weather conditions, with very high winds and heavy precipitation, 
demanding extreme patience and sustained determination on the part of 
prospective climbers. When the good days do arrive, weather and 
climbing conditions can be excellent but a week would be unusually 
long for a spell of settled weather and much of the time it is imprudent 
to bivouac for fear of a change of vveather overnight. The weather does 
not seem to follow any regular pattern (although I have a pet theory, 
born out of experiences in I 962 and I 967, that Spring in that area late 
November, early December may usually be · good) and to make. an 
expedition worth-while it is necessary to spend at least two months in the . 

. mountains. 
Many of the smaller peaks remaining may well yield to alpine climbing 

tactics but, in the uncertain weather prevailing, siege tactics are advisable 
on the major peaks. Although they only attain a maximum height of 
Io,ooo ft., they are climbed from bases at virtually sea level. One of the 
major problems is that tents will not withstand the winds once the 
sheltered wooded valleys are left behind. The solution has proved to be 
the use of Dexion-framed 'Whillans Boxes'. 

From Punta Arenas, a good road leads north for about two hundred 
miles, eventually diverging to three roadheads on the fringe of the Paine: 
Estancia IJa Victorina to the north of the group, Estancia Cerro Paine 
(Radic) to the south-east, and Pudeto to the south, which latter are the 
most useful cases (there is a sheltered camp site at Radic's and a four
roomed 'house' at Pudeto ). From the Radic Estancia the Rio Ascencio 
valley leads north-west then south-,vest behind the Towers to terminate 
below the huge East faces of the Fortress and Shield. The col between the 
Fortress and Shield has been climbed and provides a possible but 
difficult connexion vvith the upper Rio Frances valley. The Ascencio 
valley has comparatively little to offer now that the three Towers have 
been climbed; the twin second summit of the North Tower and the 
ungainly Long Jake (further east) along remain unclimbed. 

The magnificent Rio Frances valley can most easily be reached from 
Pudeto by walking round the western end of the lake of Nordenskjold 
(it is useful to have a boat for a short cut across the lake if conditions 
allow) .. A.lso from Pudeto, continuing west from the end of Norden
skjold, a good path leads to Lago Grey and then north behind the Paine 
Grande to the Glacier Grey on the edge of the ice-cap. There are two 
useful shepherds' huts on this route and it is possible to hire horses 
locally to transport equipment to the far hut (just short of the glacier) or 
round to the foot of the Frances valley. 

I 968 was a particularly fruitful season in the Paine with successes for 
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teams of British on the Fortress, Italians on the Shield and Chileans 
on the Principal Cuernos. Although all three expeditions operated from 
the Frances valley it still has enormous potential. 

'fhe valley runs north-west into the heart of the group to terminate 
in a great basin after about ten miles. The lower va1ley is contained on the 
west by the 9000 ft., continuously avalanching, East wall of the Paine 
Grande. The Paine Gran de is an immense massif with four tops, only the 
most northerly of which has not been climbed. Like the other summits 
of this mountain, this peak, the highest unclimbed peak of the group, 
will have to be climbed froni the west. The most feasible route leads to 
the col between the North and Principal summits so that both peaks 
could be climbed; the latter would be a new route and second ascent of 
the mountain. 

On the right of the valley, running north, are first the Principal then 
the unclimbed Second, Cuernos peaks. The Second may be higher than 
the so-called Principal and will certainly be more difficult although the 
difficulties will be entirely on granite. The most feasible route is by a 
steep gangway on the South wall but this ends in a vertical knife edge of 
perhaps 300 ft. The whole route will give about 3000 ft. of climbing. 

The ridge continuing northwards is all virgin ground giving three 
main peaks; Mummer, Blade and the Sword (the latter was previously 
known as Hot Alf!), all splendid aiguilles and all most easily climbed from 
the Frances valley. The Sword is particularly fine, a sky-jabbing finger, 
perhaps comparable with the Aiguille Poincenot (FitzRoy). 

Immediately to the north of the Sword, the huge bulk of the Fortress 
dominates the upper valley (the Shield is north again, hidden behind 
its bigger neighbour) but it is separated from the S\¥ord/Cuernos ridge 
by a subsidiary cwm coming up out of the Frances valley. The ridge 
south of this cwm gives a few small aiguilles and forms an east-west 
connexion between the Sword and the South Tower. 

The West ridge of the South Tower is an excellent objective which 
\vould give a magnificent new route and the second ascent of the moun
tain. We attempted it, alpine-style, in 1963 but it is a major objective 
giving sustained high standard climbing for a very long distance. 
The soo ft. vertical corner which Whillans led to reach the lowest notch 
on the ridge gave sustained grade V climbing and beyond this the ridge 
\¥as very narrow with several large gendarmes and is probably a good 
mile long! The Italians who made the first ascent of the mountain by 
the East ridge claimed that the summit tower would be impossible by 
any other route. The West ridge is a serious proposition and siege 
tactics would certainly be justified. . 

The Fortress and Shield were climbed by their West and South
west faces, respectively. The col between the two peaks is accessible 
from both the Ascencio and Frances valleys but most easily from the 
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latter. From this col it would be possible to make simultaneous attempts 
on the South ridge of the Shield and the North-east ridge of the Fortress, 
both fine lines of up to 3000 ft. from the col. The Shield is the more 
feasible route as the Fortress ridge is longer, more compact and there are 
many ice mushrooms on the final summit ridge. 

These last three possibilities for major new routes on South Tower, 
Fortress and Shield are classic in concept, yet they are challenges which 
will probably not be taken up for some years as there are still so many 
good virgin summits. 

Returning to more practical propositions, the Cathedral is one of the 
finest unclimbed peaks remaining. It is the best of several pure granite 
peaks running north from the Paine Grande massif and forming the 
left (west) wa11 of the upper basin of the Frances. However, possibilities 
from the Frances side are rather 'way out' and, like the unclimbed 
North Peak, these summits are most easily reached from the west. 

The head of the Rio Frances valley terminates in a series of unclimbed 
but conventionally shaped peaks of black rock stretching between the 
end of the Cathedral ridge and the Shield. There are four main peaks, 
Cerro Negro, The Twins and the Indian's Head (west to east). I..~ying 
inside the upper basin of the Frances valley below the easterly Twin and 
splitting the basin into two branch cwms is a small but attractive un
climbed granite aiguille, the Shark's Fin. 

The Frances valley is probably still the most interesting and rewarding 
location for future expeditions but an excellent alternative would be to 
operate from the west side of the group with a base established at the 
shepherds' hut near the Glacier Grey. 

The North and Principal summits of the Paine Grande could be 
climbed from here and the approach to these peaks leads to the foot of a 
large high glacial cwm at the' back' (west) of the Cathedral ridge. There 
are small granite peaks on both sides of the cwm but the Cathedral is the 
big attraction. Although possibilities from the Frances side are formid
able, there is a grand ridge of about r soo ft. rising above the cwm which 
looks quite reasonable. The northern end of the same cwm is dominated 
by a fine big Meije-like peak with three summits separated by snow 
saddles. 

Using the same base one could also, in the unlikely event of time and 
weather allowing, move north up the Glacier Grey for about ten or fifteen 
miles or more to attempt Punzon (the Bradawl). This dramatic peak, 
apparently formed of the inferior black rock, is probably around 8ooo ft. 
and rises as a slim and curiously twisted spire. It would almost certainly 
require a separate expeditiop as it is awkward of access being one of the 
hundreds of unclimbed peaks of the ice-cap, rather than belonging to 
the Paine group proper. 

There are still many unclimbed peaks in the Paine and most future 
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expeditions will probably prefer to tackle these but looking even further 
into the future one can foresee the great vertical direttissinza challenges 
being taken up: the South died re and North face of the Central Tower 
(about 3500 and 2500 ft. respectively); the South-east face of the Shield 
(4ooo ft., cut by a graceful diagonal ramp); th,e East face of the Fortress 
(5ooo ft. of blank verticality); the East face of the Cathedral (3 500 ft ?) 
and maybe even the repulsive East face of the Paine Principal (9ooo ft 
extremely dangerous and unjustifiable except to those who subscribe 
to the philosophy of 'Dare all and be kin to the Gods'). 

PRINCIPAL FIRST ASCENTS I N THE CORDILLERA DEL PAINE 

(Where possible heights have been taken from the map in Journal 
No. 5, p. 290, of the S.S.A.F., but these are not available for all the sum
mits climbed and in such cases the heights must be regarded as uncertain.) 

I 93 7 January 7 Paine Chico (Paine Este, Almirante Nieto ), 2670 
m. 
H. T eufel, S. Zuck. 

1955 February I I Central, 2730 m., and South (Bariloche), 26oo m., 
summits of Paine Grande. 
L. Krahl, S. Kunstmann, E. Paya, R. Vivanco. 

I957 December 27 Paine Grande (highest summit), 3050 m. 
J. · Bich, L. Carrel. T. Gobbi, C. Pellissier, P. 
Pession reached the summit about I! hrs. after 
the first pair. 

I958 January I7 North Tower of Paine, 2250 m. 

196I January 22 

1963 January 16 

February 9 

I 968 January 5 

January 31 

January 31 

11 

J. Bich, L. Carrel, C. Pellissier, P. Pession. 

Trident, c.2300 m.l 
Members of the South Patagonia Survey Expedi
tion under P. C. Henry. 

Central Tower of Paine, 2460 m. 
C. J. S. Bonington, D. Whillans. 
South Tower of Paine, 2500 m. 
A. Aste, V. Tal do: I. Aiazzi, C. Casati, N. Nusdeo. 

The Fortress, c.2755 m. 
J. Gregory, G. Hibberd, D. Nicol. 
The Shield (Escudo), c.2450 m.1 

M. Curnis, M. Dotti. 

Principal Cuernos, 2450 m. 
R. Aguilera, E. Garcia, 0. La tor re, G. Oyarzun. 

1 Estimated approximately. 
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