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Alfredo Íñiguez died on 30 March 2012 following a climbing accident. 
His two co-authors wish to dedicate the article to his memory.

Exploration of the Picos de Europa in northern Spain is closely linked 
to the name of John Ormsby, an early member of the Alpine Club, 

who in 1872 in the company of a local guide, attempted to reach the Torre 
del Llambrión, the second highest summit of the Picos. The pair missed 
their objective but did get to the top of a nearby lower summit. Although 
Ormsby gave an account of his trip in an article published shortly after-
wards, ‘The Mountains of Spain’ (AJ 6, 57-74), the precise point reached 
by both men remained unknown for more than a century. And probably 
because Ormsby himself judged the adventure to be a failure, later histo-
rians never considered it a relevant moment in the history of climbing in 
the Picos de Europa, nor tried to ascertain which summit he had climbed.

A recent analysis of the Ormsby’s account has shown that his text 
contains limited but quite distinct information, and fortunately enough 
to allow an interpretation of the route that he followed in 1872. Several 
hypotheses were evaluated, however after detailed fieldwork in the Picos, 
only one survived. 

Our conclusion is that Ormsby and his guide reached the summit of the 
Tiro Tirso, the third highest peak in the Picos de Europa and unclimbed 
up to that time. Moreover, as the ascent of the Tiro Tirso is much more 
demanding than that of the Torre del Llambrión, for none of its walls 
offers an easy route, Ormsby’s ‘failure’ should really be considered a great 
success, and one that sets him among the outstanding pioneers of early 
climbing in the Picos de Europa.

Who was John Ormsby?
John Ormsby (1829-1895) was elected to the Alpine Club barely a year 

after it came into existence. As an alpinist, his most famous achievement 
was the first ascent of La Grivola in the Graian Alps, which he described 
in the second volume of Peaks, Passes and Glaciers. A controversy followed 
this climb, for some argued that he had reached the summit ridge but not 
the highest point. In Ormsby’s obituary (AJ 18, 33-36), his close friend Sir 
Leslie Stephen, one of the earliest presidents of the Alpine Club, recalled 
their joyful days of comradeship spent in the Alps, remarking on Orsmby’s 
great sense of humour and his enthusiasm for mountaineering. However it 

182. View from the east of the amphitheatre encircling the Jou Tras Llambrión. As John 
Ormsby and his guide Eusebio went up the Jou Tras Llambrión walking towards the 
left, they reached the base of the north face of the Tiro Tirso (in the shade left of 
centre) instead of the Torre del Llambrión (in the centre). (Elisa Villa)

seems that the bitter debate over La Grivola deeply affected Ormsby; over 
time he lost interest in the glory of first ascents, preferring to wander the 
Alps in the company of peasants, listening with pleasure to their stories 
and legends.

Although nominally a barrister by profession, in practice Ormsby was a 
man of letters who gained prestige as an expert in Hispanics, and especially 
in the literature of Miguel de Cervantes. He learnt Spanish thoroughly, 
producing the best 19th century translation of the novel Don Quixote, and 
also translating from Spanish the anonymous medieval epic poem Cantar 
del Mío Cid. 

His interest in Spain extended to its mountains, which he described 
briefly, but very accurately, in ‘Mountains of Spain’. Although Ormsby 
visited the Pyrenees, the Sierra de Gredos, the Iberian Chain, and the 
Sierra Nevada, his most enthusiastic words were dedicated to the west-
wards prolongation of the Pyrenees, the Cantabrian Mountains. Within 
this chain, he spoke highly about the Picos de Europa, which he described 
as: 

a compact mass of limestone rising in most places like a wall out of the valley 
below, and crowned by an array of peaks the like of which I have never seen out of 
the Dolomite country (…). The peaks rise so high and in such a lordly style above 
the valleys on either side, that it is difficult to believe they can be much under 10,000 
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feet; besides, without being actually 
snow-capped, they preserve a good deal 
of snow all through the summer; and 
then one is apt to fancy the valleys from 
which they spring much higher than 
they really are.

A trip to Picos de Europa
The beauty of the Picos de 

Europa captivated Ormsby to the 
extent of trying to climb one of 
their highest summits. His first 

183. The elegant Western Arête of the Tiro Tirso seen from the Torre del Llambrión. It 
was along the north face (left) of the Tiro Tirso that Ormsby and Eusebio looked 
painstakingly for a way to the summit of what they thought it was the Torre del 
Llambrión. (Alfredo Íñiguez)

184. Three routes from the Jou Tras 
Llambrión to the Tiro Tirso summit: 
1. North Face Left Chimney, 2. North 
Face Right Chimney, 3. Western 
Arête. (Alfredo Íñiguez)

attempt was ‘on the fine bold crest which rises south-west of the town 
of Potes, in the Liébana’. In spite of the assertions of the Potes people, 
he soon found that this ridge (a part of the Eastern Massif) is lower than 
several other ridges further west in the Central Massif. However, from the 
distance, he found it impossible to establish which was the highest point: 
To the eye, looking at the Picos de Europa from any elevation, it would 
appear about as hopeless to go in search of the highest peak as it would 
to try to determine which is absolutely the tallest spine on the back of a 
hedgehog.

Back in the valley, Ormsby found out that several years earlier Spanish 
government engineers had discovered the highest point in the Picos 
de Europa to be the Torre de Llambrión, and that they had reached the 
summit, though not without difficulties. This information referred to an 
expedition under the leadership of Casiano de Prado, a Spanish engineer 
and geologist who, seeking to establish the topmost elevation of the Picos, 
had reached the Torre de Llambrión (2642m) in August 1856. The success 
of the Casiano de Prado team was only tarnished by the discovery that 
another peak, the Torre de Cerredo, hidden away inside the massif and 
so not visible from the valley, was slightly higher than the Torre de Llam-
brión. Apparently, this fact was unknown to Ormsby’s informants, but it is 
worth remembering that the tiny difference in altitude between both peaks 
– only six metres – fed a controversy that lasted well into the 20th century. 

Either way, for decades the Torre de Llambrión remained one of the 
main objectives in the Picos de Europa for any mountaineer, and Ormsby 
was no exception. Intent on climbing it, he left Potes and moved to the 
neighbouring Valdeón valley. There, in the village of Santa Marina, he met 
Eusebio Díez Escudero, who had been on the Casiano de Prado expedi-
tion, and took on his services as a guide.

Although Eusebio made every effort to take Ormsby to his objective, 
and Ormsby himself recognised that Eusebio was ‘as active and plucky 
a rock-climber as anyone could desire for a guide’, they did not succeed. 
After sometimes difficult climbing they found themselves on top of a ridge 
very close to the Torre del Llambrión and only a few metres lower, but, 
unfortunately, cut off from it ‘by a mighty cleft some 1,500 feet deep’. The 
guide tried to console his client by saying that it came to very nearly the 
same thing, but Ormsby, in his AJ article, did not recognise his adventure 
in Picos de Europa as a successful climb. It seems obvious now that the 
memory of La Grivola, and the wish to demonstrate his honesty in his 
climbing achievements, determined this attitude. 

Yet the peak Ormsby had bagged was nearly as high as the Torre del 
Llambrión, and, most important of all, in 1872, was still a virgin summit. 
Which peak was it? For more than a century nobody has tried to answer 
this question, although Ormsby’s account contains one key piece of infor-
mation: the existence of a deep gap between the unknown peak and the 
Llambrión ridge. And only one peak close to the Torre del Llambrión is 
separated from it by a deep cleft: the Tiro Tirso (2639m). If anyone ever 
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thought that the Tiro Tirso was the outcome of Ormsby’s ascent the idea 
was probably immediately rejected.

The present-day normal route to the Tiro Tirso, the Western Arête, which 
is thought by many to be the only relatively easy option, starts from the 
bottom of the cleft Ormsby mentions. Hence the Western Arête cannot have 
been Ormsby’s route as his account clearly states that they only saw the 
cleft after reaching the summit.

Is there any other route to the Tiro Tirso summit that coincides with 
all the details contained in the brief description given by Ormsby? One of 
the authors of this article, Alfredo Íñiguez, undertook a thorough explo-
ration of all the possible ways to the top of the Tiro Tirso, some of them 
little known by other mountaineers. He concluded that only one route, the 
so-called North Face Left Chimney fully matches Ormsby’s account.

Based on the above, and on the account published in 1872 in the Alpine 
Journal, we feel confident that we can reconstruct the itinerary followed by 
Ormsby and his guide Eusebio.

Reconstruction of Ormsby’s itinerary
The Picos de Europa are limestone mountains that featured enormous 

glaciers during the last Ice Age. Glacier abrasion, plus the subsequent 
intensive karstic processes, resulted in the intricate relief that Ormsby fully 
succeeded in describing: The interior of the massif is something in form like 
a very dilapidated honeycomb; a labyrinth of crater-like basins separated 
by walls bristling with aiguilles, all bearing the strongest possible family 
likeness one to the other. 

Unfortunately, 16 years after the Casiano de Prado expedition, Euse-
bio’s memory of the route to the Torre del Llambrión had weakened and 
he found the labyrinth far more troublesome than expected. Nevertheless, 
helped by sporadic views of the cairn left on top of the Torre del Llambrión 
in 1856, he managed quite well during the long approach to the peak. The 
main problems started when they were closer to the rock walls, their prox-
imity causing Eusebio and Ormsby to lose all reference.

The Torre del Llambrión crowns a long semicircular row of peaks 
forming the amphitheatre of Jou Tras Llambrión (jou, pronounced hou, 
is a local term meaning ‘depression’ or ‘hole’). In 1856 the Casiano de 
Prado team went up through this depression heading towards the right, 
where they had seen an easy way to the ridge. But this option, as they soon 
discovered, was not the best, and on their way along the crest they found a 
number of exposed moves. Because of this they looked for a safer descent 
route, finding one closer to the Llambrión summit – an inclined chimney 
connecting the ridge with the Jou Tras Llambrión. Seen from the bottom of 
the Jou, this route lies to the left of the ascent by the de Prado team. 

Though by 1872 Eusebio had forgotten many details of the itinerary 
followed in 1856, he probably remembered well enough that the safer route 
was towards the left. Bearing this in mind, he approached the limestone 
walls too soon, coming up against not the Llambrión but the north face of 

the Tiro Tirso, where two obvious lines cut through the limestone wall: the 
North Face Left Chimney and the North Face Right Chimney. As the latter ends 
on the Western Arête, from where the true summit of Torre del Llambrión 
is visible, this route can be ruled out. Thus Eusebio and Ormsby can only 
have climbed the North Face Left Chimney.

The North Face Left Chimney consists of a relatively easy climb (Grade 
III-) up a chimney that ends slightly below the east ridge of the Tiro Tirso. 
In the uppermost part of the chimney the difficulties increase and to get the 
top of the ridge it is necessary to climb a Grade IV friction slab some 20m 
high. Their ascent of the slab is fine testimony to the courage of Ormsby 
and Eusebio. After the relatively safe (at least psychologically) chimney 
they were able to face, unroped1, an exposed, vertical slab poised above an 
abyss. In addition, the slab must be tackled as a rising traverse, increasing 
in the climber the unpleasant sensation of being at risk of a fall to the very 
bottom of the Jou Tras Llambrión.

Once the friction slab has been overcome, the top of the Tiro Tirso 
appears some 60m further west. Beyond the summit, the Torre del Llam-
brión appears to be a prolongation of the main ridge; it is only when the 
Tiro Tirso summit is crowned that the huge gash between both peaks can 
be clearly seen. 
1. The first use of a rope for climbing in the Picos de Europa is believed to have been in 1904 on Naranjo de Bulnes.

185. Alfredo Íñiguez descending the Western Arête. To the right of the ridge (looking 
down) is the North Face Right Chimney that Ormsby and Eusebio probably used in 
descent. (Enrique González Barbón)
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Each of these episodes can be 
traced through Ormsby’s words: 

Their progress through the 
chimney: The rocks were often difficult 
and –without being actually dangerous 
to anyone furnished with head, heart, 
and hands – were in places decidedly 
ugly to look at.

The Grade IV friction slab: When 
the work grew serious, fairly struck, 
Eusebio declined to go farther, and 
owned to ‘miedo’ – the only time I have 
ever known a Spanish mountaineer to 
confess bodily fear. He, however, perse-
vered...

The moment when Eusebio gets 
to the ridge and sees the Torre del 
Llambrión peak: ... and at last he 
hailed me to come on; we were all right 
this time; he could see the cairn, and it 
was only a little way above us.

The arrival at the Tiro Tirso peak: A quarter of an hour’s stiff climbing 
brought us to the top, and Eusebio sat down and groaned. We had gone up the 
wrong peak. Right opposite to us was the real Simon Pure only 200 or 300 yards 
away, but cut off from us by a mighty cleft some 1,500 feet deep.

John Ormsby did not provide any detail about the way down, but as 
the easier North Face Right Chimney can be seen from the summit we guess 
that they took this route and so avoided the risky descent of the Grade IV 
friction slab.

Vindication of the first ascent of the Tiro Tirso by John Ormsby
The Tirso Tirso was not climbed again until 1906, when the German 

geologist and alpinist Gustav Schulze approached the peak from the south 
and mistook it for the Torre del Llambrión (again!). Schulze put up a 
new route along the very imposing southern wall of the Tiro Tirso and 
descended via the Western Arête. Until now, this climb has been consid-
ered the first ascent. However, our analysis of the text written by Ormsby, 
coupled with climbs ‘on-site’, enables us to state that although Schulze’s 

186. A more detailed line for Ormsby 
and Eusebio’s route up the Left 
Chimney on the north face of Tiro as 
seen from the Jou Tras Llambrión. 
(Alfredo Íñiguez)

routes were both firsts, 
the first ascent of the Tiro 
Tirso must be assigned to 
John Ormsby and Eusebio 
Díez Escudero in 1872. 

The Tiro Tirso was 
therefore the fourth 
summit of the Picos de 
Europa to be climbed (or, 
at least, the fourth that is 
documented), following 
the Torre de Salinas 
(1853), the Torre del 
Llambrión (1856) and the 
Pico Cortés (1861). For the time, it was a difficult piece of pioneer climbing 
and an achievement that warrants a place of honour in the history of the 
exploration of the Picos de Europa for John Ormsby and Eusebio.
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187. The ‘friction slab’, crux 
of the 1872 ascent.  
(Alfredo Íñiguez)


