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    Chequer’d shadow.


    —Shakespeare,

    Titus Andronicus

  


  
    To that high Capitol, where kingly Death Keeps his pale court in beauty and decay, He came.


    — Percy Bysshe Shelley,

    Arethusa
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  FOREWORD


  On my one trip to Alaska, in 1982, I was flattened on a glacier landing strip by a skiplane. My hip smashed off a piece of the plane’s tail, and the tail nearly removed a piece of my hip. Though plane and climber flew and walked again, this imbroglio served as a fitting end to a disastrous climbing trip on which, despite high ambitions, I ascended nothing. Also on that trip, snow fell incessantly, bitter cold gnawed at me, and my partner and his girlfriend stressfully terminated their affair while we were tentbound in a two-week whiteout.


  All this transpired on the Shadows Glacier in the Kichatna Spires (one of many Denali settings for this book). While we were flying out, Denali was a massive presence on the horizon. I was torn between a desire to return and climb it, and a feeling that I should avoid Alaska and its beautiful, cold mountains. While nursing my hip, I had the conviction—call it a premonition—that in Alaska only epics of discomfort and danger awaited me, so I stuck to Himalayan climbing and contented myself with being an armchair mountaineer on peaks Alaskan.


  From this vantage, I found that the literature of Alaskan climbing comprises some of American’s finest mountain writing. This is only fitting, for Alaska’s mountains demand much from those who climb them. Of all these books, Jonathan Waterman’s In the Shadow of Denali is stratospherically the finest of the genre. With this book, Waterman has earned a place alongside such great modern American mountain writers as David Roberts and Jon Krakauer, for Waterman writes in the intoxicating style of the inquiring modernist, rather than the nuts-and-bolts manner of the classic alpine storytellers.


  These are vignettes about the people whose lives have been touched by—and sometimes taken by—Denali and its icy neighbors. Waterman has an encyclopedic knowledge of Alaskan climbing history that he has magically woven with his own encounters. His narrative commands authority, clarity, verve, poignancy, and not a little opinion of the many who climb in the Alaska Range. And he writes from many viewpoints: Climbing bum, park custodian, and rescuer—Waterman has been all of these.


  Over the years, I came to know Jon Waterman through our mutual professions and passions, writing and climbing. When he was an editor at Climbing magazine, Jon was often on the other end of the phone, prying into some expedition of mine, prospecting nuggets of information for mountaineering news. I also relied on Jon’s voluminous knowledge and his reliable pen for the Alaskan entries within my Encyclopedia of Climbing.


  We also commiserate with each other about the fruitful penury of living to climb and writing to live. Once, in Italy, we drank each other under the table during a festive Chianti blowout that had something to do with climbing. In 1992, he poked into my life again to write a profile of me for Climbing magazine. As he became familiar with me, so did I create a portrait of my biographer: a steady-handed, soft-spoken, curious-minded, and articulate man—a natural reporter—as comfortable in cowboy boots as he is in cramponed double boots.


  Crafting a story is often described as something akin to squeezing a stone for a drop of blood—it is nothing but hard work. I look at stories as contraptions: They move, they have many parts, and it all needs constant adjustment. Built of words, this contraption is fueled by personal involvement and truth. Sometimes the contraption works, sometimes it is destined for the scrap heap; Waterman’s work fairly purrs with well-oiled and seamless honesty. His collection of stories succeeds in one of the most difficult facets of storytelling: maintaining objective clarity while speaking from a deeply personal perspective. His are among the most personal pieces of climbing writing ever penned.


  The mountain that is the setting for these stories is a cold and inhospitable place guaranteeing adventure for all and a promise of disaster for a few. As long as Denali stands, climbers will come, and some of them will die. It is an icon of American climbing, as identifiable as the Eiger Nordwand or Mount Everest. From Denali’s rich, sometimes flamboyant history, Jon has distilled the essence of a mountain deeply rooted in the minds of American climbers, weaving his own encounters with Denali as a mountaineer, guide, climbing ranger, historian, and environmentalist into the continuum of that history. He has achieved this not only by research but also by living and climbing himself in the shadow of Denali.


  Waterman’s Denali is conveyed through images as sharply defined as the wind-carved facets of the mountain. At times this Alaska and its dramatis personae is a bleak world of “stifling black winters, high suicide rates, eccentric gadflies, and obdurate dipsomaniacs.” But when he writes that “on a good day you can revel in three miles of verticality to the tundra below,” the colors and smells and the feel of a cold wind against my cheek come alive and I remember why I climb.


  Among these stories, “Lone Wolf” transcends climbing literature. His exploration of the troubled, brilliant, and doomed solo climber (and his own phonetic namesake) John Waterman, who spent 148 days alone on Mount Hunter, is a significant moment in climbing literature. As I read it, I had the rare experience of forgetting that I was turning the pages. Most writers might achieve such excellence once or twice in a lifetime; Jon has written himself a hard act to follow.


  Denali and the Alaska Range have been to Jon what the Himalaya has been to me: a personal crucible, a place to escape to from time to time, sometimes a place we have barely escaped from. In the Shadow of Denali is not only fine literature but also good advice if you should feel the compulsion to stand above all else in North America.


  —Greg Child, author of Thin Air


  PREFACE


  A quarter century has passed since the epics described herein. To climbers, “epics” denote prolonged suffering, near death, or an experience that sets the hook and sends us back for more. And makes for a lifetime worth of storytelling.


  In terms of the neurons that fire memory circuits, my time spent on and around Denali still seems remarkably fresh, as if it all happened just several years ago. After all, these were some of the most formative experiences of my life.


  I frequently dream that I’m back in the ranger station or up on the mountain. Although I have climbed other big glaciated mountains, Denali comprised my first major expedition. The mistakes and observations from that first trip formed the steep learning curve from which I would approach more than a dozen other Denali journeys, many of which are recounted in this book. The mountain also served as a foundation for a lifetime of adventures, a writing career, even a social life. Anyone who thinks that mountain climbing is a lonely business need merely spend three weeks on the West Buttress in June to experience the non-stop socializing between the landing strip and 14,300 feet.


  Every modern Denali climber has met one of the rangers on the mountain or passed through the ranger station. The intensity of our work in the early eighties with a small staff and a myriad of challenges made it a watershed occupation for me. We didn’t always get it right, and, compared to the modern-day pros who have since refined the art of rescue, mountain sanitation, and service to the climber, we often shot from the hip. But we slept, ate, and lived with the mountain and hundreds of climbers whom we befriended or rescued. At the same time, I racked up hours upon hours of flying in small planes and helicopters, guiding pilots who sometimes didn’t know the mountain, while making tricky pickups and air drops, or looking for overdue climbers. Flying put the on-the-ground time in perspective by giving me a birds-eye view of the routes, rounding out my intuition, and revealing intricate mountain curves that shaped the wind. It’s one trick to climb a mountain, but an entirely different game to fly around that mountain in all kinds of weather, write about it (fleshing out case incident reports or accident forms was much more debilitating than the rescues), and make it your round-the-clock job.


  During more recent expeditions, I’m often confronted by challenges that demand all of my none-too-super powers, slowing judgment, aging wisdom, and, more often than not, some refined skill set I first learned on Denali. Saving the day, let alone your friends, can sometimes can be as simple as a rope trick, a positive attitude, or knowing that it’s time to piss in your neoprene socks to save your toes. Although the most difficult expedition in my life took place on Denali in winter, my longest and most difficult expedition took place while crossing the Arctic, mostly alone and in a kayak (see my book Arctic Crossing). Although that trip is a different story, in retrospect, I could never have survived months alone and hungry amid the sea ice, surrounded by bears and mosquitoes, if I hadn’t first served the apprenticeship described in the ten chapters that follow.


  Even in daily life, I reencounter partners-of-the-epics, unseen from decades past on the mountain. Unlike associates from other walks of life, our memories jointly link us back to wind and cold and burning sun. Back to our time in and out of the shadow of Denali. These friendships with people like Brad Washburn in Boston, Scott Gill at the ranger station, or John Thackray on the mountain have proved more enduring than Denali itself.


  Although I can’t recommend that anyone climb this mountain unless the urge comes from deep within, most of us have had transformative moments amid the routines of normal life: the death of a friend or family member, a near-miss on the highway, or an epiphany gained during exposure to nature. Spend enough time on Denali and those moments become altogether too common. Rather than isolated affairs, the transformation and tragedy stretch then blend into a lifelong continuum of friendships, joy, and reverence.


  Even in the last ten years, times have changed on Denali. Climbers are becoming smarter and stronger, and those who haven’t figured out the ropes are wisely hiring guides. Over the last decade, an increasing number of climbers elect to be guided up the mountain on the West Buttress Route. As for the test-piece routes, it’s now common to see more than a half dozen teams per season climbing Mt. Hunter’s North Buttress. Mt. Foraker’s Infinite Spur and the Denali Diamond have been repeatedly (and quickly) climbed. Whether from the medical camp presence at 14,300 feet on the mountain or the amount of literature and Internet information about Denali, most climbers have figured out how to avoid high-altitude illness through proper acclimatization techniques. During the 2008 climbing season, a high number of climbers were frostbitten (seventeen were treated on the mountain), but records show that the mountain had been unusually cold with persistent subzero temperatures. Overall, during the last two decades, most climbers have stepped up to the plate and started taking care of themselves.


  Several years ago, the special-use fee for every Denali or Foraker climber rose to $200. At press time the American Alpine Club has asked the Park Service and the public to comment on whether further registration increases will be necessary, and if the standby helicopter in Talkeetna (used for rescuing climbers) is being used in the best interests of the climbers and the mountain. Fair enough, I say.


  Otherwise, the Park Service rangers have done an incredible job over the last decade. The mountain has been cleaned up, thanks to a mandatory toilet bucket program called CMC (clean mountain cans), as well as a general environmental awareness and respect that seems to have become an international agenda. Since the earliest days of climbing on Denali, rescues and the rangers’ response to accidents have become an inescapable part of the mountain’s history. In the last couple of decades, the rangers’ rescue skills have matched or exceeded the finest outfits elsewhere in the world—a far cry from the more spontaneous operation we ran in the early eighties. It’s a pleasure to see how the rangers have evolved since then.


  Twenty years ago, my obsession with Denali turned into a full-time passion and part-time work. I guided climbers, worked as a ranger, and wrote books about the place. I quit all but the latter job, and with no marketing, scant advertising, and no book-of-the-month-club sales, Surviving Denali, High Alaska, and In the Shadow of Denali continue to stay in print and tithe our family’s diaper fund.


  When I first visited Denali in what seemed like the very crowded summer of 1976, 500 other climbers beset the mountain. Today there are over 1,200 climbers each year, the same number of climbers that have been coming to the mountain since the 1990s. So it’s unlikely that the Park Service will be putting any restrictions on the number of climbers coming to the mountain. Unfortunately, talk of south-side development along the pristine Tokositna River continues.


  My advice to the Denali aspirant: Meet the mountain on its own terms and have a true wilderness experience. Go to the uncrowded West Rib (the entire route, don’t just cut up from 14,300 feet on the West Buttress), the Muldrow, the East Buttress, or use your imagination, walk in, and climb a new route. Better yet, don’t go. In 1995, when the urge to have a good Alaskan adventure hit me, I simply went to another mountain more difficult than Denali, with no special-use fees, unvisited by climbers for two years.


  People continually ask if I’ll return to climb Denali, but I have little or no interest, unless my sons someday ask me to go with them. Since I still dream about the mountain, I am still haunted by it. But I will not return to tag the summit or try to make my sons the youngest-ever summiteers. I will go back and walk around Denali and ford its ice-cold rivers and nap in the midnight sun and listen for the hum of the northern lights and gaze up with requisite awe pulsing in my arteries.


  I have already written a great deal about Denali. And the mountain is clearly finished with me. Veteran Everest climbers have reportedly formed an Everest Anonymous group, whereby they vow never to return to the mountain again, or else face the penalty of paying the group $1,000. I have a simpler solution. I refer to the words that I wrote while stranded with frostbite inside a Denali snow cave on March 9, 1982. It was thirty degrees below zero outside. My partners and I had just climbed the Cassin Ridge. My thoughts are preserved as a scrawl on the inside of a granola box, and the ink has run in places, but it’s still legible:


  
    
      I don’t think I’ve ever suffered so much in my life and I decided a week before the climb (on the glacier approach) that I would do everything I could to get up but afterward I would do something a little different with my life . . .
    

  


  Just one quick read is all I need to keep me out of the shadow.


  —Jonathan Waterman, July 2009
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  Defining Our Lives


  
    Then Don cried, “Oh, my God.” Twenty-seven years later, I still feel a chill as I recall that moment. He was looking a bit farther to the right. We had been Lilliputians discovering Gulliver’s foot. The summit we had seen was only one of McKinley’s snowcapped satellites. There, where Don gaped, was McKinley itself—three times as high as Gulliver’s foothill. It was impossible that a mountain that far away could take up so much of the sky; but there it was.


    —David Roberts

  


  In 1976, seven friends and I journeyed to Alaska. It was a huge leap of faith for a mountaineer not yet old enough to vote, and until our jet lumbered up into high altitude above Boston’s Logan International Airport, I had never climbed above seven thousand feet. We were members of the Lexington, Massachusetts, Explorer Post, and as veterans of winter backpacks up New Hampshire’s four-thousand-foot mountains, we fledglings planned to “conquer” Denali.


  Most people refer to the mountain as McKinley, despite the Alaskan preference for the original native name. Although many names existed among the various tribes and visiting Russians, the Athapaskan natives who lived and hunted closest to the mountain deemed it Denali—the High One. In 1896, a self-assured Princeton graduate, William Dickey, renamed the mountain after a summer of prospecting for gold, performing a crude survey of the mountain, and drawing a map of the area. Since Dickey had recently argued with two Democratic silver prospectors who championed both free silver and William Jennings Bryan for president, Dickey retaliated by naming the mountain after his preferred Republican presidential nominee, William McKinley, who championed, of course, the gold standard.


  President McKinley, a generous man with a bearing that cartoon-ists of the day often likened to Napoleon, would never visit the territory. Shortly after his second term began, he was assassinated. Giving America a legacy like the remarkable mountain of his name was lost. One could even argue that it would be better to name it “Wilson,” after the president who signed the 1917 bill setting aside the national park there and protecting the mountain.


  For a few years, Dickey continued to take credit for “discovering McKinley,” despite the ancient native legends about Denali, and its first sighting by a white man, Vitus Bering, 155 years earlier. In later years, Alaskan lobbyists repeatedly introduced a name-change bill. Congress eventually compromised in 1980 by renaming the protected land around the mountain Denali National Park and Preserve. To this day, Ohio representatives continue to block the name-change bills and guard the honor of Ohio’s famous son, their “martyred president.”


  The distances separating most Americans from their highest mountain fosters preconceptions utterly removed from reality. For instance, our scout contingent was so deluded as to believe that climbing a 20,320-foot mountain in the Bicentennial year of 1976 would pay tribute to our predecessors who fought in the Revolutionary War. Naturally, our final attack on the easiest route would take place about two hundred years after the Lexington minutemen fired on the British redcoats. Even if a few of our young team didn’t champion the idea, the citizens of our town generously gave us thousands of dollars.


  There are some expeditions, with even grander bank accounts, who use sponsorship to climb Denali for Women and Everest for Peace, and to explore Antarctica for the Environment. But most climbers scoff that mountain adventures could represent health concerns, corporate America, women’s liberation, or Earth Day. Certainly, in June 1976, our crew of eight blithe Explorer Scouts didn’t fully understand that climbing for anyone but yourself is making a mockery of mountaineering. However, our advisor back at the Museum of Science, Brad Washburn, might have been one of the all-time exceptions: His sponsored climbs—which he shared with millions of people through his photographs, texts, lectures, and museum exhibits—at least advanced art and science.


  Washburn was too busy making laser-detailed maps and taking artfully vivid mountain photographs to go climbing anymore. When our team of boys had shuffled into his office above the Charles River, he graciously pulled out his photographs and map. “Look out for these hanging glaciers here,” he said with his thumb pressed tight on a contour line at eight thousand feet, “and don’t even think of camping on Windy Corner; we didn’t name it windy for nothing.”


  But the advice that Washburn gave to our team (and thousands of other climbers) was the least of his gifts to me. Washburn became my earliest role model. Although his stature and contributions to science seemed remote to someone who rejected a college education, his passion and dedication to Denali was my unmistakable clarion call. To an impressionable youth, admiration assumes a form of imitation. I wanted to be like Brad Washburn.


  At the time, our team, flushed from visiting with the grand old master, did not have any idea that climbing Denali with a large group was a mistake. Decision making for eight people would prove arduous, and like most large teams, our group dynamics became a bigger challenge than actually climbing the mountain. Consequently, we naively blocked the voice of the wind, the crack of avalanches, and the mountain’s many moods. Having all attended a Himalayan lecture by the famed British climber Chris Bonington, we could do nothing but admire the siege-style tactics of his army-sized team on Annapurna; we did not know that being a large and well-supplied team in Alaska served only to insulate us from real adventure.


  In Talkeetna, a hundred miles north of Anchorage, when bush pilot Jim Sharp saw us unloading our stockpile of gear—occupying half of an Alaska Railroad baggage car—he wondered how it would all fit into his skiplane. We stared at forty days of food for a twenty-day climb; a twenty-five-pound wheel of Jarlsberg cheese; twelve hundred chocolate bars; a spare ice ax, spare crampons, spare rope, a spare sleeping bag, and a spare ensolite sleeping pad; a fifteen-pound first-aid kit; two radios; five decks of cards; twenty-two books; twelve ice screws; ten pickets; eight snow flukes; and, of course, an American flag. We figured that we would each be freighting two hundred pounds of gear. After loading and unloading Sharp’s pickup truck six times, we became concerned. Moving such a load fifteen miles and ten thousand feet up the normal West Buttress Route was going to offer us all the joy of stone vassals bound for a pyramid.


  Mark Hayes and I took the first flight in, strapped into the rear of Sharp’s plane, sitting on a crunching box of cookies and a sharp duffel of ice axes. Our dashing pilot sported a handlebar mustache and a reputation for crashing more planes than any other Talkeetna bush pilot. He introduced us to Jeff Thomas, then invited him to sit up front in the only other real seat. Thomas had just been released from the hospital with blackened frostbite patches on his face and wanted to see if his partners were still alive on Mount Foraker. In place of shoes, Thomas wore ominous-looking bandages over his cold-injured feet.


  Both Sharp and Thomas mentioned—too loudly, it seemed—that the Cessna 185 was dreadfully overloaded. We then bounced and gathered momentum down the potholed mud airstrip, which abruptly ended on a disintegrating mudbank above the Susitna River—a two-hundred-yard-wide brown torrent flushing whole trees, waving bushes, animal carcasses, ice chunks, and glacial silt toward the ocean at seven miles per hour. Suddenly Sharp shook his head and shouted, “Could be close, boys!” Although we knew our pilot had taxied down this runway countless times, Mark and I closed our eyes until we felt the plane lurch and shudder into sheltering blue sky. Sharp and Thomas snickered up front.


  Sharp flew in via the traditional One-Shot Pass route, but after twenty minutes in the air, he started exclaiming to Thomas about how “tight” the pass was; a beer bottle clinked beneath the pilot’s seat. Sharp pointed ahead frantically. “I just don’t know,” he said, “I just don’t know.” A mile ahead, One-Shot Pass appeared as a Volkswagensized notch between two formidable rock mountains. Sharp started yelling, “Oh, God, it’s too late to turn back; we’re going to have to go for it!” Mark and I exchanged uneasy glances just as Sharp shouted, “Hold on!” and he banked the plane up on one wing and held it there until we realized that the notch could take a 747.


  Ten minutes later, as Sharp dove toward the glacier at seven thousand feet, he knew that talking us into being scared was unnecessary. First, he swerved so close to the serac-strewn north face of Mount Hunter that it took a concerted effort not to dishonor my clean knickers; then he buzzed over a row of twenty tents with mere feet to spare. By the time Sharp touched his skis down onto the snow and skidded up to a tent, I was shaking. As soon as the plane stopped, I flung the door open before Sharp could change his mind and take us back up; I had to lever my body around Thomas and step next to his feet to jump out. When my big boots clomped against his frostbite bandages, he let out a howl that could be heard the length of the glacier. The sympathy I felt for Thomas was exceeded only by my relief to be out of Sharp’s airplane.


  Cliff Hudson was unloading his own caribou blood–spattered skiplane twenty yards away. Although a Cessna 185 can safely accommodate up to three climbers and their gear, we watched six bantam Japanese untangle themselves from within and jump down onto the glacier. All smiled and jabbered at Hudson, who jabbered back in his characteristic and equally garbled English as he passed out their gear.


  Sharp elbowed Thomas and said, “Be some nip in the air this summer, eh?”


  Despite Sharp’s predictions, no Japanese fell off the mountain in 1976. That summer, twenty-one rescues of thirty-three climbers (mostly Americans) cost taxpayers $82,200—a figure not exceeded for another eleven years. Of all the nationalities at base camp—including Austrians, Germans, and French—the Japanese were the most gracious, inviting us over for ceremonial tea. Until they moved their tents, I couldn’t understand why American climbers were always roasting Japanese climbers for “kamikaze” behavior. That afternoon, their reputation unfolded as they repitched their camp a half mile away, directly beneath the same precarious hanging glacier that Washburn had warned us about.


  After the rest of our team arrived, ashen-faced from the flight in, Sharp begrudgingly made an additional flight to haul in our last several pounds of gear. At first we had stared at the breathtaking north face of Mount Hunter, but now we stood with mouths agape beside a shoulder-high, thirty-foot-long pile of boxes, wondering how we were going to carry it all.


  Suddenly, a lone climber came skiing into our camp. It was the legendary Reinhold Messner, who had just completed a new route on Denali. The Messiah of Mountaineering amazed us; he had a small rucksack and a tiny bag of trash on back of the red sled he was dragging. He was also generous to a fault, giving us his leftover food that we didn’t need, and his sled, which made us realize that we needed seven more sleds, in addition to a few porters.


  I was awestruck and dim-tongued beside the well-known author of The Seventh Grade and that brilliant treatise on climbing ethics, Murder of the Impossible. His prose was as direct and inspiring as the mountains he soloed. Although he was a handsome fellow, next to big strapping boys who had eaten meat and potatoes all their lives, he looked emaciated. I wanted to fix our hollow-cheeked, anorexic hero a fattening meal.


  It struck me that Messner would now compose another essay about the advantages of mountaineering light and lean. Messner actually shook his head as he studied our mountain of supplies. If you were really listening, hanging on his every word like all good Scouts would have, you could hear him as he walked away from camp, muttering sotto voce, “You Americans disgust me.”


  He was right: Our ethics were obscene. For the following week, our green team marked the well-worn West Buttress Route with caches of unneeded food and equipment—all to be picked up on our way down. The meeting with the Messiah started a ripple of dissension among our group, and every night we debated ethics and the concept of being fat, ugly Americans.


  At 8,000 feet, we cached the snowshoes, spare stove, spare ice ax, and spare crampons. At 8,500 feet, we bloated the ravens with dozens of cookies. At 9,200 feet, we sacked the first-aid kit. And finally, at 10,000 feet, we presented the ungainly wheel of Jarlsberg to the Japanese, who acted quite pleased and refilled our cups with sake until we all crawled off to bed. We later heard that they rolled the cheese off Windy Corner and started a colossal avalanche.


  Twenty-five years earlier, the first climbers on the West Buttress Route remarked, “This kind of climbing is about 90 percent trying to stay alive and warm, and 10 percent climbing.” This team had camped at 12,900 feet, and a windstorm forced them to spend most of their time digging out their tents from Windy Corner—whose name was their creation. Their leader was Brad Washburn, who had advised us that shovels would be one of the most important pieces of gear we could carry.


  While we were stormed in just below Windy Corner, digging out our tent with one of four ten-pound shovels, a solitary chickadee banged and fluttered against the tent walls. It chirped and wing-feathered the nylon with a rapid-fire desperation that made even the high-pitched wail of the wind seem trivial. I tried to bring the tiny bird in, to thaw the frost on its wings, but it flew off into the storm.


  Athapaskan legends tell of the chickadee’s ( K’its’ahultoona) two-noted song as a lament for the passing of winter. It is believed that this song is an omen that the listener will soon cry over death.


  In the morning I found the chickadee next to our latrine, curled into a coal-sized lump. Its underfeathers were softer than down against my cheek, and it smelled of sweet and distant roses. I held it to my skin as if body heat could make a difference while I dug with my other hand. When the hole was two feet deep, I set it in without looking and quickly smoothed the snow back over.


  The bird upset me. I was shaken about the graceful shell of feathers because its passing had alerted me to the fragility of life here, and if I was to spend any time on this coldhearted mountain, I would have to address the meaning of death. Maybe trying to understand death, I thought, would cast some definition on my own life.


  At 14,300 feet we collapsed and gave our backs a three-day rest after two weeks of triple hauling and trailbreaking. Now that we were up high enough to transmit, we began flaunting our radios. Our leader, Bob Eaton, asked an Anchorage operator to dial our various moms and dads in Lexington. We made so many calls to our girlfriends that Eaton was forced to ban further transmissions.


  Other climbers that summer radioed for helicopter rescues, to obtain weather forecasts, and to alert the media; radios provide mountaineers with the same swagger that gun-toting policemen practice. Although we did keep our friends and family informed, contact with the outside world depressed us. Mountaineering involves a necessary isolation, and, once broken, the lurid fantasies of showers, hot meals, and the opposite sex ravaged us as cleanly as a subarctic tempest.


  Although Washburn was with us only in spirit, no one can climb the mountain without considering this remarkable man’s achievements. Along with his five companions who pioneered this route in 1951, he left their radio at ten thousand feet and took a mere week to climb to the top; most modern climbers spend three weeks.


  Washburn literally put the mountain on the map. Although he claims, “My Alaskan climbs were really just polar explorations with three dimensions,” his lifelong efforts of cartography and photography were a deliberate campaign to share Denali. Consequently, there is no mountain in the world so singly associated with one person as Denali is with Brad Washburn.


  His nickname of “Mr. McKinley” is, in fact, a geographic under-statement, because in addition to his exhaustive work there, he unveiled every major ice face and granite prow above the fifty-eighth parallel in northwestern North America. Directly or indirectly—by Washburn’s own hand, through his omnipresent counsel, or because of his articles and photographs that encouraged climbers to attempt specific climbs—virtually every new route done within Alaska between 1931 and 1992, particularly on Denali, would be rubber-stamped or stomped upon by Washburn.


  Washburn’s beginnings had little to do with Alaska. As a precocious youth, this son of an Episcopalian minister attracted no small recognition. In 1926, at sixteen, he published his first book, a guide to the Presidential Range of New Hampshire. Washburn’s prep-school education and Boston upbringing imply that he was a well-heeled blue blood supported by family purse strings. Washburn’s mountain career, however, sprang from his machine-crisp mind and a perfectionist’s inability to tolerate unsolved problems—Victorian-era maps, unexplored glaciers, “insurmountable” mountains, or lack of sponsorship.


  Indeed, the ethic of those days (and of many of his colleagues today) was that climbers should not accept money for climbing, so Washburn will not admit to being America’s first professional mountaineer. However, if he hadn’t solicited sponsorship, Denali would have remained a light blue smudge on a government topo map.


  Washburn had broken the ice long before the legendary American climbers of the 1960s, long before Yvon Chouinard forged ice
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