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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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  QUEEN MAUD LAND


  If there is one part of Antarctica that has fired the imaginations of climbers around the world in recent years it is Dronning Maud Land, now more popularly known by the English translation of Queen Maud Land. While many consider Antarctica a flat land of snow and ice, Queen Maud Land offers steep rock spires jutting out of the horizontal ice, all sharp summits, blank faces and ridges at crazy angles. They are not as high as the Sentinel Range, nor as deeply hidden as the central Transantarctics, but they are real climbing – narrow, steep, technical and cold.


  The Orvinfjella is the most famous and popular area, consisting of the smaller ranges of Fenriskjeften (‘wolf’s jaw’) Massif, the Holtedahlfjella and Conradfjella. East of here is the Wohlthat massif where less climbing has been done. Much further east are the Sør Rondane and Queen Fabiola Mountains (also called the Yamato Mountains), which are high and steep, but not to the same degree as the spires of the Orvinfjella.


  West of the Orvinfjella are the Mühlig-Hofmann mountains, home to the region’s highest mountain, the 3148m Jøkulkyrkja (whose highest point is Kyrkjeskipet Peak) as well as some smaller steeper massifs to its east, such as Gessnertind. There has been no climbing in the Mühlig-Hofmann Mountains west of Jøkulkyrkja. Around 400 km further west again is the Borg Massif, a group of steep rocky peaks rising to over 2700 m. No climbing has been done here and no private expeditions have even seen it, so it is probably the most adventurous and exciting climbing destination remaining in Queen Maud Land. Finally, in the far west of the region lies the much less dramatic Heimefrontfjella, where some non-technical ascents have been made by BAS scientists in one of its sub-ranges, the Tottanfjella.


  [image: images]


  ASCENDING FIXED LINES ON RAKEKNIVEN. In the far distance Ulvetanna rises above the other peaks of the Fenriskjeften massif.


  EARLY EXPLORATION


  The coast of Queen Maud Land was initially explored and mapped by Norwegian expeditions, beginning in 1928. During the next decade the wealthy whaler Lars Christensen sponsored nine expeditions to East Antarctica, which established the basis for the Norwegian claim to part of the region. Several of these expeditions employed airplanes to explore and photograph the nearby coastal area and some closer inland areas. The eastern edge of the Norwegian claim bordered what was then British territory at 45° 00’ E and was agreed upon in 1930 during a meeting on the ice between Hjalmar Riiser-Larsen and Douglas Mawson. The western edge of the Norwegian territory was originally considered 37°00’ W, but later the entire claim was expanded to include all the land between 20°00’ W and 45°00’ E. Aside from gaining more land, the expansion also meant that the Norwegians had inadvertently claimed the most spectacular peaks in Antarctica.
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  HOLTANNA FROM THE SOUTH.

  The main peak is on the left, with the west face in profile. The dark pyramid in the centre is Kinntanna and left of it is the steep summit of Holstinnd, the northern summit of Holtanna.


  The inland rock peaks of the Orvinfjella, however, were not seen until 1939. In late 1938 the German government – Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich – sent an expedition to the area. Though it was not a military expedition, its primary aim was to claim Antarctic territory for Germany, a nation that had been active in the Antarctic since the original International Geophysical Year (IGY) in 1882-83 and later through the expeditions of Drygalski and Filchner. Clearly this plan challenged the Norwegian claim in the region, and in retrospect this was hardly surprising for the Germany of the late 1930s. In response, on January 14th 1939 King Haakon of Norway formally proclaimed his country’s rights to the territory between 20° E and 50° E. The Germans ignored this declaration, believing that sovereignty should be established by actual occupation, or at least by physically marking out the desired territory in some way, rather than claiming unseen land within a partially explored ‘sector’.


  It should be noted that at exactly the same time, American millionaire aviator Lincoln Ellsworth was not far away, doing exactly the same thing. Having spent previous seasons attempting to fly across Antarctica – discovering the Ellsworth Mountains in the process – Ellsworth now decided to ignore the Australian territorial claim and brazenly claim Wilkes Land for the United States. On January 11th 1939 Ellsworth and his pilot J.H Lymburner started from their ship the Wyatt Earp, off the coast of Princess Elizabeth Land and well west of Wilkes Land, and flew to 70° S. On the way they dropped a canister of documents claiming the territory, now known as the American Highland, for the United States. Ellsworth then left Antarctica and never returned.


  The 1938 German expedition sailed aboard the Schwabenland. Owned by the German company Lufthansa and under Captain Alfred Ritscher, it left Hamburg on December 17th 1938 and reached Antarctica via Gough Island and Bouvetøya, in an attempt to outflank any pack ice lying out from the Queen Maud Land coast. The ship eventually stopped around 69°14’ S 04°30’ W and using the two Dornier-Wal seaplanes (Boreas and Passat) carried on board, it began flying operations, with the planes launched off the ship by catapult and retrieved with a crane. Though ostensibly mapping the terrain they were claiming, they did no ground control to complement the aerial photogrammetric survey (a common flaw in early Antarctic aerial exploration) as they were rushing to cover as much ground as quickly as possible. Their main aim was to claim territory and they planned to return in following seasons to do survey work on the ground. The result of other German territorial adventures, mainly in Europe, from 1939 onwards meant that this never happened.


  The German expedition, possibly influenced by the earlier Christensen expeditions, considered the airplanes more suitable than dogs and sleds, neither of which was used. They also planned to drop 1.5m long metal arrows (with a swastika stamped on one of the three stabilising fins) every 20-30 km along the flight paths, to mark the territory they claimed. Tests in the European Alps had shown that the arrows penetrated approximately 30 cm into the ice, when dropped from an altitude of about 500 m. However, there is no real evidence that any of the arrows were ever dropped – no conclusive photos survive, nor have any arrows ever been found – and there is some minor anecdotal evidence that many of them were dumped overboard by the ship’s crew, long before they reached Queen Maud Land.
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  THE SOUTH SIDE OF FENRIS SEEN RIGHT OF CENTRE

  with the minor peaks of the Fenriskjeften to the left (‘the lower jaw of the wolf’).


  The first flight, made by Boreas on January 21st, flew 600 km south over the inland ice to 74° South. But it turned around as the crew felt they could not fly high enough – their maximum height was 4150 m – to clear the higher land further south, which at the time they believed rose to 4000 m. In fact, although the highest mountain in Queen Maud Land is only 3148 m, the inland ice rises in places to over 3800 m. The second plane, Passat, flew slightly further the next day and a shorter flight operated the day after that. Neither plane ever landed on the inland ice, only on the water at the edge of the ice-shelf. According to the translated version of the original expedition report, the arrows were dropped, with those at the corners of the claimed areas also bearing the German flag. Several more flights took place and some of them landed in bays in the pack ice, enabling access up on to the ice shelves for scientific work, whilst others carried out more photography inland. In increasingly cold weather, the ship left the area on February 6th. Again travelling via Bouvetøya, the ship reached Cape Town on March 3rd and finally Hamburg, on April 11th 1939. Much of the trip had been conducted in secret, its achievements only announced publicly in March 1939. Upon its return the expedition was immediately congratulated by Hitler and the new German territory named ‘Neuschwabenland’. For many years afterward, speculation and rumour abounded as to the existence of secret Nazi bases supplied by mysterious submarines, UFO flights, nuclear explosions and other sensational events, but later research proved all such accounts to be groundless; nothing more than entertaining fantasy at best, and at worst, neo-Nazi propaganda.


  The planes took a total of 11,600 photographs, covering an area of 350,000 square kilometres. They observed from a distance an estimated additional 250,000 square kilometres and thus produced a map covering 600,000 square kilometres, which they felt delineated ‘Neuschwabenland’. Unfortunately, nearly all the photographs and maps, including a 1:50,000 map of the Wohlthat Massif, were destroyed by fire during the 1943 bombing of Hamburg. Looking at the few photo maps that survived, it is interesting that the massifs now visited by climbers were given German names, most of them since changed to Norwegian. One crew member, having spent hours flying over flat ice, was quoted as saying, “Then, suddenly, like needles sticking out of it


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  A CLIMBER’S PARADISE
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