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  Introduction


  Climbing in Antarctica is a special experience that never fails to affect those fortunate enough to do it. For most of Antarctica’s human history this experience was restricted to those who worked as part of national government Antarctic programs, requiring great financial and logistical efforts. Visitors – and in Antarctica we are all visitors – were a small cog in a vast scientific and political machine. The scope and quality of work done by these programs has been incredible and continues to be so, providing us with critical insights into not only Antarctica but also our world as a whole. However, in purely mountaineering terms, the activity of such operations was understandably limited. Mountaineering merely enabled scientific work, with recreational climbing discouraged and usually unrecorded. In the following pages I hope to preserve at least some of those ascents, as often they have proven to be more significant to those involved than the official scientific record may indicate, and they are part of the rich human history of Antarctica that should be recorded for all to enjoy.


  In general the earliest climbs were done on the Antarctic Peninsula, as it was the most accessible part of the continent and it remains popular to this day, the mountains set against the sea as beautiful as ever. As human activity spread to other parts of the land, scientific stations were established and they became bases for exploring any nearby mountains, most notably the vast Transantarctic Mountains from Scott and McMurdo bases on Ross Island. However, with the advent of private travel to inland Antarctica in the 1980s, other areas became popular solely for their value as climbing objectives. Thus the continent’s highest mountain, Mount Vinson in the Sentinel Range, has become a commercially viable destination on an annual basis and the stunning rock towers of Queen Maud Land are visited with some regularity. But other areas also contain interesting peaks, particularly the southern Transantarctics – home to Antarctica’s highest unclimbed mountains – and the relatively unexplored ranges of Alexander Island, too far down the Peninsula to sail to, not popular enough to fly to. Scattered around the continent are other worthwhile objectives, such as the big rock walls in the Ohio Ranges and Sarnoff Mountains, the remote peaks of Mac Robertson Land and, of course, the storm-swept giants rising out of the sea on South Georgia.
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  STEPHEN CHAPLIN CLIMBS HIGH ON THE WEST FACE OF MOUNT CRADDOCK, Sentinel Range, Ellsworth Mountains. Beneath, the Bender Glacier drains south into the larger Nimitz Glacier, beyond which are the smaller peaks of the Bastien Range.


  No one mountain or route in Antarctica could be said to be anything greater – higher, longer, harder, steeper – than some other route or mountain on another continent. The location is the difference. There is only one Antarctica. Climbing in Antarctica is the closest that most of us will get to climbing on another planet – on Earth, but not of Earth. To walk the Vinson summit plateau is to tiptoe across the roof of a great ship adrift in an endless white sea, suspended above every other thing on the continent. You cannot walk out to a village or road, as in the Himalaya or Alaska. You can never walk home.


  It would be wrong to discuss the future of the continent for Science only in the loose, emotional language of modern environmentalism, or through the selfish justifications of adventurers and sportsmen. But just as Antarctica should not be a political fiefdom for diplomats, it is more than just a giant laboratory and requires more than just science programs to ensure a safe future. We should all care about Antarctica; it is too important not to.
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  JED BROWN ON AN UNNAMED SUMMIT ABOVE THE EMBREE GLACIER. Behind is the dangerous northeast face of Mount Anderson, Sentinel Range, Ellsworth Mountains.
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  CLIMBERS AT THEIR BASE CAMP in the Orvinfjella Range, Queen Maud Land.


  Climbing in Antarctica is not essential to humanity: it is a luxury. It is also a way in which we can see, understand and connect with a continent that is so important to the rest of the world. By opening up both the history and future of these faraway Antarctic mountains to a wider audience I hope that more people will come to love this place and hence care more about it.


  Antarctica presents us with a challenge: to interact more responsibly with the natural environment of which we are all a part, not above. We must not damage that on which we rely for our survival, we have to make use of it without destroying it, and to share it without conflict. Our choice defines us, as will our stewardship of Antarctica.


  Climbing, at its best, is about desire, passion, partnership, integrity, commitment, excellence and joy. Antarctica deserves no less.
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  1. Queen Maud Mountains


  2. Queen Alexandra Range


  3. Royal Society Range


  4. Admiralty Mountains


  TRANSANTARCTIC MOUNTAINS


  The Transantarctic Mountains stretch over 3500 km across the continent and divide it into East and West Antarctica. Consisting of many smaller ranges and mountains, the Transantarctics contain some of Antarctica’s highest mountains and potentially some of its most difficult climbing. Vinson’s stream of Seven Summits climbers provide the financial base for the logistical operation into the Sentinel Range. Without such a desirable commodity, however, the Transantarctics have no such customers and hence no established operation. It can be done, but it costs.


  Nonetheless, the Transantarctics are certainly not ‘unexplored’, as government scientists and their support personnel from the New Zealand and US programs based at Ross Island have been working in many locations along the range for decades. A number of these scientific parties have travelled to, and within, the range by helicopter, enabling access to very remote locations and often the helicopters have been used to land high on the mountains themselves. Before the advent of helicopters, teams travelled into the nearby ranges by dogsled. As elsewhere on the continent, such work occasionally involves climbing and a number of peaks in the range have been ascended in the course of surveying, geological studies and other scientific work. In addition, the aircrew working in support of the science programs have reportedly made a number of ascents, but owing to the authorities’ attitude to such activity details of these climbs are scarce.


  While the range is treated as a single feature in this chapter, prospective visitors may find it easier to think of the range in two sections:


  NORTHERN TRANSANTARCTICS: the ranges north of 78° South that border the Ross Sea – essentially the mountains of Victoria Land. This area includes a large number of mountains over 3000 m, the rock walls of the Dry Valleys, the Ross Island area, most notably Mount Erebus, and the higher and steeper peaks in the Admiralty Mountains to the north.
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  AN AERIAL VIEW FROM THE WEST OF MOUNT ELIZABETH,

  the highest unclimbed mountain in Antarctica. In the background is the Beardmore Glacier.


  SOUTHERN TRANSANTARCTICS: the ranges south of 78° South that border the western edge of the Ross Ice Shelf and extend beyond to the Weddell Sea. The northernmost of these mountains are the Royal Society Range, where New Zealanders have been very active in over 50 years of operations from Scott Base. The central part of this section, just north of the Beardmore Glacier, contains some of Antarctica’s highest and least explored mountains, particularly around the Queen Alexandra Range. South of the Beardmore Glacier are the Queen Maud Mountains. This area contains some high mountains – many are really highpoints along the edge of the polar escarpment – and also includes the steeper and more technically demanding peaks around the Scott Glacier. The Transantarctic Mountains continue past here, heading north once again to include the Horlick Mountains, Thiel Mountains and Pensacola Mountains before dying out in the Shackleton Range, but these are minor mountain areas and little in the way of significant mountaineering has been done in them.
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  MOUNT EREBUS ON ROSS ISLAND.

  Erebus was the first big Antarctic mountain to be climbed, by Shackleton’s expedition in 1908.


  CLIMBING HISTORY


  This history of human activity on the ground in the Transantarctics is long and rich, but climbing for its own sake has been rare. Scott, Shackleton and Wilson tried for the Pole in November 1902 but turned back around 82° South. They had seen Mount Markham and other peaks to the west but at the time were not able to appreciate the size of the range as a whole. In October 1903 Scott led a team up the Ferrar Glacier and onto the icecap, the first humans to ever reach this vast expanse. Later Shackleton and his men became the first to realise that the Transantarctics were indeed a very long and high range, as his team passed by some of its highest mountains while ascending the Beardmore Glacier and heading for the Pole in December 1908.


  In March of that year Shackleton’s men achieved the first ascent of Mount Erebus (3794 m), the giant volcano on Ross Island that is for many people, even to this day, a symbol of Antarctica. The summit party, which included renowned geologist Tannatt Edgeworth David and a young Douglas Mawson, was poorly equipped and inexperienced. They had no backpacks of any kind and carried their equipment in their arms for three days, having first hauled a 250 kg sled up the lower western slopes for two days. They survived a two-day blizzard, bivouacked in the open at 3300 m, and reached the summit only after five days of toil and suffering. Erebus received a second ascent by four of the late Captain Scott’s expedition team in December 1913. They climbed from the north, making it Antarctica’s first ‘new route’!


  [image: images]


  A NEW ZEALAND DOGSLED TEAM AT WORK IN THE 1970S

  with the big peaks of the Royal Society Range in the background.


  
    Royal Society Range
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    1. Shapeless Mountain 2739 m


    2. Dido 2070 m


    3. Boreas 2180 m


    4. The Obelisk 2316 m


    5. Mount Lister 4025 m


    6. Mount Hooker 3785 m


    7. Mount Rücker 3816 m


    8. Mount Huggins 3735 m


    9. Mount Harmsworth 2765 m


    10. Mount Morning 2723 m


    11. Mount Discovery


    12. Mount Bird 1765 m


    13. Cape Evans


    14. Cape Royds


    15. Mount Erebus 3794m


    16. Mount Terror 3230 m


    17. Scott Base


    18. McMurdo Station

  


  [image: images]


  THE BEAUTIFUL SPIRES OF THE ORGAN PIPE PEAKS FROM THE SOUTH.

  The only summit to have been climbed is the highest, The Spectre, seen here in the centre. In December 1980, Ed and Mugs Stump climbed to the top via a snow couloir and ridge on the northern side.


  
    The helicopters arrive


    In 1962 seismologist George Doumani, already a veteran of expeditions in Marie Byrd Land, returned with a team and flew to the Mount Weaver area at the head of the Scott Glacier, looking for the continent’s southernmost rock outcrops. They found the approach to, and climbing on, the south ridge of Mount Weaver quite difficult and turned back short of the top. Shortly after they all climbed Mount Early on November 21st 1962. They had seen this cone-shaped peak southeast of their camp from high on Weaver and approached it on snowmobiles. Skinner and Lackey left their names in Skinner’s snuff box on the summit and proclaimed the peak ‘Mount Doumani’, but it was later named for Neal Early, a helicopter pilot.


    The party finally summited Weaver on December 27th by climbing the north ridge, which they accessed via difficult crevassed terrain. On top they found a cocoa can from Byrd’s second expedition that contained a sheet of lined writing paper with a note from the first ascentionists dated December 10th 1934, in which they confirmed the ascent and named the peak after Dr Charles Weaver.


    This expedition marked the first use of helicopters for geological work on the mountains. Initially the helicopters dropped the men lower down and they continued on foot, sometimes climbing, but eventually the choppers flew the men directly to the summits, if necessary. As Doumani recounts:


    “We finished Mount Howe, reaching the top by helicopter, to the chagrin of the mountain climbing enthusiasts, and depositing a register in a rock cairn at the peak, where the altimeter read close to 10,000ft. From its western ridge the mountain could be reached by ordinary walking, and it was only a matter of time and we could have done it. By helicopter, however, the event marked the beginning of an era of great convenience in geological exploration in Antarctica.”*


    During this time the party flew on to a number of peaks in the Scott Glacier area, including Mount Blackburn, although not necessarily always to the summits. The same helicopters used by Doumani’s party later reached the South Pole on February 4th 1963, the first helicopters to do so.
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    * Doumani, George, The Frigid Mistress: Life and Exploration in Antarctica, American Literary Press, 1999, p.257.

  


  Erebus, often smoking and occasionally erupting, would receive many ascents over the years – and descents into the crater – almost exclusively from scientific personnel at Scott and McMurdo bases. However Erebus also became the first major Antarctic mountain to receive a winter ascent, when renowned British alpinist Roger Mear completed a daring solo climb in 1985. Mear was over-wintering with Robert Swan and Gareth Wood in a private hut at Cape Evans, in order to start early on their seminal ‘Footsteps of Scott’ expedition. He escaped the tensions of close quarters to do some of the approach on a mountain bike, eventually reaching the summit on June 7th. Erebus received another non-government ascent in February 1991, when Antarctic veterans Mike McDowell and Colin Monteath reached the base of the mountain using a helicopter based aboard the cruise ship Frontier Spirit (now Bremen).
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  LOOKING NORTH ACROSS THE IMPRESSIVE ROCKY PEAKS OF THE QUEEN MAUD MOUNTAINS

  near the Scott Glacier. Just to the south, out of shot, is Mount Blackburn, the first big peak climbed here, in 1969, when an attempt on Zanuck East was also made. Mount Zanuck was climbed in 1987 by Paul Fitzgerald and Ed Stump. Stump had previously summited Grizzly Peak and


  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  PRIVATE CLIMBERS IN THE TRANSANTARCTICS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  THE FUTURE


  ACCESS TO THE NORTHERN TRANSANTARCTICS …


  

  

  

  … AND TO THE SOUTHERN TR ANSANTARCTICS


  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  UNCLIMBED?
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